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PROLOGUE


Freedom. Safety. Within sight. An
end to this endless flight. A beginning of truth.



The seeking, ever the seeking, will
there ever be an end?





I feel the ending in my bones and in
my heart.





If only I can survive a little
longer, I will know who it is that I seek. Who can re-sanctify the rituals.





Will the search begin again with
only one new clue, or will this truly be the end?





What am I without the search? What
are we without the sacred rituals?




CHAPTER ONE


“Stupid, useless, sons of a Denubian muscle cat. Why can’t
Ambassador Telvino and Lord Lukan just sign the damned treaty! Then we’d have
access to Badger Metal and could defeat the Maril once and for all.”



Colonel Jeremiah Devlin tossed aside the coded communiqué
from Admiral Pamela Marella, the spymaster of the Confederated Star Systems.
Pammy thought she should be Jake’s boss. Ambassador Telvino claimed him as
well. Lord Lukan, Ambassador from Harmony, thought he belonged on his
delegation.



Jake slammed his fist into his thigh. His blow bounced off
hard muscle, a side benefit from hours spent in the heavy grav gym trying to
work himself to exhaustion so he could get some
sleep.



Jake rubbed his bleary eyes, and the encrypted words swam
before his mind.



The Maril are changing tactics. After their defeat at Harmony
Six by the combined fleets of Harmony and the CSS, the Maril amassed a new
fleet and attacked our border at Haven IV, our closest outpost to Harmony. We
hold them off for the present. Prepare to depart your current assignment with
six hours’ notice to rejoin our defense forces.



Damn, damn, and damn again. If he left the space station,
he’d also have to leave Laudae Sissy, High Priestess of Harmony, to the mercies
of the ambassadors and Admiral Marella. None of them had the frail young
woman’s best interests in mind. Only their own agendas.



Our enemy also now makes forays to frontier worlds on the
rim. Worlds beyond our protection, either by choice or by distance. We have
reports that planets that surrender or put up only token resistance are
absorbed into the Marillon Empire. Serious attempts are made to convert humans
to their religion and culture. Rumors of DNA manipulation so they can
interbreed are spotty and unreliable but worth investigating.



Worlds that resist are wiped out, as per Maril SOP.



Jake knew that as well as anyone. He’d lost both his parents
and his brother when Maril bombs annihilated all traces of civilization on
their home planet. But that was back when he was Cadet Jake Hannigan at the CSS
Military Academy. Under his new identity as diplomatic liaison between the CSS
and Harmony delegations on this cursed and lonely space station—after a six
month stint in deep cover as a spy on Harmony—he wasn’t supposed to feel that
loss.



But he did. And the words of the memo still imprinted upon
his memory, blotting all else from his consciousness.



The Maril still seek a new source for Badger Metal. As do we.
We suspect they will open a new battlefront near Harmony, the only source for
Badger Metal, when they have augmented their forces with human troops.



Returning to First Contact Café soonest.



Seeking solace, he fell to his knees before his makeshift
altar in the corner of his pie-shaped quarters. His hands folded and his head
bowed automatically into respectful prayer. Unconsciously he flexed and relaxed
his muscles, counting sets of seven. Ever seven, for the seven gods of Harmony
and Her seven castes. Always seven.



“Words. They fight over words while our alien enemies build
new fleets and man them with our own people.” He bowed his head until his
forehead nearly touched the altar, silently begging the line drawing of Goddess
Harmony and her divine family for guidance. He wanted to light the purple
candle stub and saucer of incense to speed his prayers. But no way would he
violate the most sacred law of life on a space station by igniting anything.



If he had a crystal, any crystal, he could make it chime and
get the attention of Someone out there who could acknowledge his seven prayers.



He stared long and hard at the crude picture. The blank eyes
of Harmony, her Consort Empathy, and their children, Nurture and Unity, stared
back at him almost in accusation. They embraced their stepchildren, Anger,
Fear, and Greed, as part of the balance of nature that banished Discord. He’d
seen the original painting in a mural deep within the funerary caves on the
planet Harmony.



Brooding about blasted memo was better than brooding about
the love of his life—a woman he could never have.



He stood up and jumped to the crossbar he’d set in his
closet. Twenty-one pull-ups barely strained his shoulders. Forty-nine, he began
to feel the stretch and burn.



Fifty-six . . .



I need you. A
thought brushed his mind. A sense of distress flared within him. Then it was
gone.



The figures on the line drawing shuddered. So did the
station bulkheads. Just the slightest vibration where none should be.



Come. Now. The
plea for help became more urgent. It had a feminine quality.



Jake cursed. Only one person in all the universe had that
kind of hold on his mind and his heart.



Under the mental noise of people in distress the distant
keen of an alarm rose and fell.



Which had come first?



He swung off the bar, landing halfway to the exit hatch.
Long strides took him to the circular lobby of level MG 2 in the CSS diplomatic
wing of the space station. With every step the klaxon grew louder, more
insistent.



The lift, moving platforms three meters apart on a conveyor
belt, rotated up to the nulgrav hub and back toward the heavygrav end of the
wing in their placid rhythm. The double spiral staircases around the lift
looked empty.



Three long corridors, running between groups of quarters,
stretched toward the hull. The rest of the circle showed firmly closed doors to
diplomatic suites and high-ranking crew quarters.



Each tubular wing stuck out from the vastly larger cylinder
of the station core. Station spin gave the outermost ends of the wings heavier
gravity and made the core appear “up” from any given location. Smaller tubes
stretched between adjacent wings for stability and maintenance robot access.
From outer space the entire complex looked like a tin can with twenty-seven
clusters of three or four strands of spaghetti sticking out of it.



Frightened voices, screams, bangs, and thuds at the end of
the corridor directly ahead drew his attention.



He skidded to a halt in front of a maintenance access hatch.
This two-meter-diameter tube connected his wing to the living quarters of the
delegation from Harmony. Designed primarily for maintenance robots, only a few
highly trusted, heavily screened personnel were allowed to use it. Only one of
those had a key.



It was locked to all others. An override from Control could
open the hatches in case of emergency evacuation. Otherwise, people were prohibited
from using them as a shortcut.



As special liaison and military chief of staff, Jake had
keys that would open any door or hatch in the seven wings assigned to Harmony
and the CSS. It had to be seven to satisfy Harmony even though they had to borrow one from another cluster. Lord
Lukan from Harmony and Ambassador Telvino of the CSS also had emergency keys.



Jake invoked special diplomatic privilege and beamed a coded
signal from the comm unit strapped to his wrist to the panel. The locking
mechanism took its own sweet time accepting his authorization. It wanted
another password, then a thumbprint, and finally accepted a retinal scan.



The voices behind the hatch reached hysteria.



At last the light blinked a benign green.



Using all of the strength he’d gained from those hours in
the gym, he applied his weight to the latch. The bolt grunted and heaved as
loudly as he did. Then it slid back slowly, protesting and grinding every millimeter
of the way. Rust should not have developed on a new station! At last it pushed
free. Then he had to spin the bolt to open the hatch.



“Archaic, redundant, miserable . . .” He
exhausted his litany of abuse on the thing before the hatch gaped a scant ten
centimeters.



Now he recognized the coded alarm in the background. Three short
blasts, a long one, then three more short, repeated again and again until
someone in Control could override it. Hull
breach. Losing atmosphere.



That tiny shudder of the goddess in the line drawing should
have warned him. Instead, he’d ignored Her.



A wind grew behind him, pushing itself into the crack of an
opening. Atmosphere trying to equalize.



He needed help. But first he had a wing full of people to
evacuate. He prayed that the Labyrinthe Corporation had implemented full safety
protocols in their hurry to complete the station before the CSS and Harmony
delegations arrived.



Bracing his feet on the bulkhead, he pulled the hatch open
with both hands. The door swung free suddenly and flung Jake away. He landed
against the wall and slid down hard on his butt, legs sprawled, back screaming
in protest.



He ignored the stabbing pain his shoulder blade. Dimly he
knew that a free fall grip might have penetrated his skin.



The klaxon continued. Discord! Where in the seven hells were
the maintenance bots, a dozen of them in different sizes and functions,
designed to flood the area and fix the damage?



A tangle of arms, legs, and lavender clothing clogged the
hatch opening. He sorted them out, drawing free first a small blonde girl, then
an older, dark-haired one.



“Suzie!” He hugged the younger girl close as he dragged Mary
free of the confining tube. He inspected both girls from head to toe. No
bruises, still a good sparkle in the purple circle Temple caste marks on their
left cheeks. “Is Laudae Sissy safe?”



In another life Mary and Suzie might be his daughters,
instead of merely acolytes to the High Priestess of Harmony.



“I don’t know where she is!” thirteen-year-old Mary wailed,
clinging to him. “She told us to come to you. I can’t see who’s behind. Most of
the lights aren’t working. Dog and Monster herded us into the tube faster than
we could think.” She mentioned two of the mutts that followed Laudae Sissy
everywhere, along with a clowder of cats, birds, lizards, and other critters
seeking a home. She’d brought most of them with her from Harmony, then sent all
but the two dogs and three cats home when they didn’t adapt to the confined
life on station.



“Easy, Mary. I need you to take Suzie so I can help the
others. Can you be brave for just a few more moments?” He forced himself to
speak calmly, authoritatively, to still the girls’ panic.



Mary gulped back her tears and nodded.



“Now, as I get people free, I need you to direct them to the
central tram. Send them to the Conference wing.” He pulled another girl in a
lavender nightgown free of the hatch; Sharan, the littlest, but not the
youngest, of Laudae Sissy’s acolytes.



“Trams in the core don’t work. Bulkheads closed at the top
to contain the breach.” Mary spoke the unfamiliar vocabulary carefully. “Our
in-wing lift stopped too. Everyone’s got to use the stairs to get to this
escape route.”



“Damn.” He checked the lift on his level. Sure enough, it
had stalled with only one platform visible about one and a half meters above
the deck. “Okay. Mary, I need you to bang on the fifth door down to the right.
Keep banging until Ambassador Telvino wakes up and knows what’s going on. Can
you do that?”



Bella and Sarah tumbled out together, clinging to Martha’s
hands. All six of the girls safe. Sissy’s girls. His girls. He breathed a
little easier.



No sign of the dogs yet.



He hadn’t seen the briefest glimpse of Sissy’s bright purple
clothes either. Nor the neutral brown of her young siblings, Marsh and Ashel.



If she lost those two remaining of her once large family,
she’d shatter, and take with her the entire Harmonite Empire.



“Yes, sir,” Mary replied smartly.



“Good.” He swallowed his panic. Useless emotion. “When the
ambassador has taken charge, you can gather Laudae Sissy’s girls in my room
directly across from the end of this corridor. The door is unlocked.” He
reached into the tube and brought forth strangers in blue that matched their
Noble diamond caste marks.



A single handcar trundled along the tracks at the bottom of
the tube. Jake turned his attention to check on the girls at the same time he
reached into the tube blindly to assist.



“Unhand me, you barefaced troll!” A lady batted his hands
away from her august personage.



“Sorry, Lady. But if you don’t get your Noble butt out of
there quickly, on your own so others can come free, I’ll just have to drag you
out,” Jake replied, clamping both hands around her swollen ankles.



“I’ll have your head for your impertinence.”



CHAPTER TWO


“You can’t have my head on this space station,” he said
around scornful smirk. “You left behind you on Harmony the authority to execute
without trial anyone below you in rank.”



“Uncivilized brute. Oh, it’s you, Military Jake.” She huffed
and allowed him to pull her free.



He recognized Lady Jancee, wife of Lord Lukan, the Harmonite
Ambassador. He should have known her by her one snotty sentence. Tall,
long-legged, with a magnificent bosom, this blonde autocrat was deemed the most
beautiful woman on Harmony—until this latest pregnancy had swollen her entire
body, not just her belly.



Jake reserved that title of “most beautiful” for Sissy.



“Just keep moving, My Lady. Someone up the corridor will
help settle you into temporary quarters.”



“I knew Laudae Sissy trusted you with her life for a
reason.”



Yeah, I protected my
Sissy from an assassin hired by your mother-in-law, My Lady.



Jake had kept his red square caste mark after returning from
Harmony because it remained his only link to Sissy. Now it acted as a bridge
between his world and hers, smoothing troubled communications.



Lady Jancee waddled less than gracefully in the direction he
pointed. She looked about six months along in her seventh pregnancy. Good
reason for her to use the only handcart in the tube. He wondered briefly who
had propelled it with the hand pump for her.



He noted that the six lavender-clad acolytes had formed a
sort of reception line, guiding people toward Ambassador Telvino at the
staircase. They knew how to do ceremony. They’d found a familiar ritual and
applied it to an emergency.



Jake returned to the hatch. Fewer people pressing from
behind now, mostly with the brown X mark of the Worker caste. They’d all been
ennobled—adding a blue diamond outline to the caste mark. A couple of
Professionals sporting a green triangle encircled with Temple purple, lauded
medics, accountants, lawyers, and such. Then a squad of Military slid through,
also lauded so they could serve Temple people. They took orders easily from
Jake and deployed to communications and directing traffic. Their solid presence
kept panic to a minimum.



People came free of the hatch more smoothly now, in less
haste and more orderly.



Still no sign of anyone wearing deep purple. Or of Marsh and
Ashel. The dogs wouldn’t leave Sissy.



The next man through propelled himself easily along the
handgrips at waist level along the walking ledge above the ’bot tracks at the
bottom: Ambassador Lukan.



“Where’s Laudae Sissy?” he asked before he’d set his feet
firmly on the deck.



Like a good lord, he’d looked after his people first,
bringing himself to safety last.



No one came behind him except Dog. The brown mutt of
extremely mixed lineage whimpered in fright as he crawled along the tracks,
completely surrounded by the transparent walls.



“It’s like swimming, Dog,” Jake whispered reassuringly. Dog
had finished his herding job. But without the job to do, the vast openness
around him, without visible walls bewildered the critter.



“I haven’t seen Laudae Sissy, My Lord,” Jake called over his
shoulder while coaxing Dog with gentle murmurs and beckoning gestures.



“Discord! I directed her through first. Harmony cannot
afford to lose her avatar.”



Jake knew that one slim woman born to Worker caste parents
but with all seven caste marks, who had grown into the spiritual leader and
head of Temple caste, was all that held a fracturing society together.



His heart wasn’t too sure he’d come out the other side whole
and sane if he lost Sissy or any of her charges.



“Sissy’s girls came through first, safe. Did you actually
put the High Priestess into the tube? With her brother and sister?” Jake pulled
Dog free and sent him to circle Sissy’s acolytes.



“No . . . damn. I’ve got to go after her.”



“That’s my job, My Lord. You help Ambassador Telvino
organize things on this end. Here’s my override key. You can get the lift
moving. You’ll have to open some light-grav quarters to accommodate everyone.
You can’t get to the other wings yet by tram. Oh, and you might try calling
Control to get them to override the bulkhead to the trams.”



With that, Jake swung one leg up and climbed into the
access. “And will someone please turn off that damn alarm.”



In response, it grew louder yet.
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Jake walked gingerly along the narrow ledge above the
tracks, hauling himself from one grip to the next. He dared not hurry through
the transparent carbon fiber tube toward the noise and red pulsing lights
several kilometers away. The central tracks at the bottom sometimes carried
electricity to power the ’bots. Sometimes not. Nothing seemed to be working
precisely as dictated in the instruction manual.



The network of tubes helped stabilize the otherwise
independent wings of the space station as well as giving those tardy
maintenance ’bots and workers easy passage between, without detouring to the
trams at the nul-grav center of the spinning station—properly called Labyrinthe
VII.



These stabilizing tubes were necessary, yet invisible from a
distance.



Locked into an orbit around a young planet just beginning to
explode with bacterial life, the station’s spin exposed it to alternating
sunlight and darkness, controlling the heating and cooling rate from the local
sun.



Jake grunted as his foot slipped off the ledge. A momentary
jolt flashed through his boots to his spine. Yep, the tracks carried power
again. He clung to the wall grip with two hands while he caught his breath.
Then he gulped. Only a thin layer of transparent carbon fiber separated him
from vacuum. Vast constellations spread out around him. Nothing between him and
eternity.



He froze, staring in awe and terror of the endless universe
beckoning him outward. “If only I was out in a fighter, I’d know what to do
with all that black.”



Why hadn’t the interior lights come on to aid him? If he had
light, he could blot out the allure of the vastness outside.



The alarm grew louder, more insistent. Discordant. He
imagined it yelling, “Pay attention to me!”



Laudae Sissy would sing those jarring tones back into
harmony. If she still lived. He had to find her.



He counted his movements to keep from screaming. Seven paces
at a time. Forty-nine, then ninety-eight, and onward.



“Sissy, where are you? You’d better not be dead. Not after
all I went through to keep you alive,” he muttered.



At last the opening at the end of the tube grew from a
pinprick in size to a thumbnail, to something he might fit through.



The pulsing red lights disappeared behind a shadow.



“What in the seven hells?”



“Jake,” a tiny voice whispered.



“Marsh?” He moved faster.



“Thissy won’t come,” the little boy lisped. “An’ Ashel wants
to stay w’ ’er. Monster too. The cats ran up to the tram afore the alarm closed
’em.”



Great. Cats loose on the station, free to crawl into any
crevice they decided was warm and safe. Without proper supervision and
separation, they’d breed and overrun the place in a matter of months.



Serve the Labyrinthe Corporation right.



“I’m coming, Marsh. I’ll take care of your sisters.” He
jumped to the deck, sparing the boy a brief hug. Then he swung him up into the tube.
“Stay on the walkway, Marsh. The tracks aren’t safe. Go to Mary. Stay with her
so we can find you later.” Breathing definitely shallow here. They were losing
air and pressure.



“But . . .”



“Do it, Marsh.” He closed the tube hatch. But only for a
moment before bracing it open with a series of latches on the bulkhead. The
power plant would push some atmosphere and pressure from the CSS wing through
the tube to this wing, replenishing some of the air that drained away in the
hull breach.



Pressurized atmosphere moving toward the vacuum of space
sucked down the lift shaft. He climbed onto a staircase railing and let the
wind push him, and the increasing gravity pull him, down seven levels into the
heavy-grav section at the outer reaches of the wing.



“What new disaster has found you, Sissy?”



The klaxon kept blaring. The few working lights continued
pulsing red. He felt as if he moved through heavy water in a surreal and
distorted parody of an orderly and safe space station.



When he was still Major Jake Hannigan, hotshot fighter pilot
and undisciplined brawler, he preferred the known dangers of a space station to
the uncounted variables dirtside. After six months on Harmony with Sissy, he’d
come to appreciate solid ground under his feet and natural wind in his face.



A shift in the wind told him to jump off at level HG 3. He
paused to assess the situation. An empty level, too heavy for human
occupation—as was a good third of each wing. No partitions divided this level
into rooms; it was just a vast circular space broken in the middle by the lift
system. A few sturdy columns stabilized floor and ceiling.



According to the specs, the long continuous lift had been
put in place during construction to facilitate the movement of equipment and
materials. After completion the lifts should have been divided into three
sections with a sealable bulkhead across each shaft. That last safety measure
had been cut short. Something was terribly wrong here. Something that
endangered all the inhabitants of the wing.



He gasped at the sight of the bridge of a small cargo ship
penetrating the hull. Almost half the length of the cigar shaped vessel
protruded through the bulkhead. Two bizarre creatures, all tentacles and heads,
stared deadly out of the cockpit. A small woman in purple nightdress and bare
feet pounded desperately at the bio-plastic windshield with the blunt end of a
fire extinguisher.



Her seven caste marks arranged in a circle on her right
cheek seemed to glow in the baleful light.



Her younger sister, in brown coveralls and with a single
brown X caste mark, beat at the other side with some kind of wrench.



Monster, the huge, shaggy, black water dog, ran around them
both, barking in rhythm with the obnoxious alarm.



As Jake watched, Sissy gasped in what little air was left
and belted out one crystal-clear note born of angelic choirs. The sweetness
overrode the klaxon and brought the alarm into her harmonic circle. The clear
windshield clouded over with a spider web of cracks. A second note and it
splintered inward.



A wave of water gushed outward, knocking both Sissy and
Ashel off their feet.



A wail of pain and despair burst from the interior of the
ship, louder than the alarm. It came from behind the watertight partition of
the bridge. It stabbed into Jake’s brain with psychic urgency.
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A wave of salty water rushed over Sissy’s head.
Instinctively she held her breath. For a heartbeat she wished she’d made the
effort to learn to swim before leaving Harmony.



No time, no privacy then. And she would not subject herself
to the embarrassment and humiliation of discarding all of her clothes in front of the Crystal Temple population for
that luxury.



Her next heartbeat reminded her that Ashel could not swim
either. She flailed about in a desperate effort to reach her sister. The salty
water—warmer than the freezing air—stung her eyes. But she had to keep them
open, her only chance of finding the child.



Pressure built in her chest. She desperately needed to gasp
for air or cough out water. She didn’t know which. Either would kill her.



Nothing must happen to Ashel or Marsh. She couldn’t allow
it. Not after losing the rest of their family in an assassin’s massive
explosion intended for her. Only she could get Ashel to safety.



Then out of nowhere, strong hands grabbed her shoulders. She
fought the restraint. But he dragged her free of the lethal ocean of water.



“Jake,” she breathed as her head popped above the water into
the rapidly thinning air. Barely enough left to fill her lungs. The atmosphere
had mostly bled out into space. “I knew you’d come.”



He grunted something and dove down into the murky depths,
even as they slopped and drained away.



“Sissy!” Ashel wailed the second she cleared the water.
Monster held the little girl’s collar in his mouth as gently as if he’d
retrieved a fallen bird. She sounded weak, far off, though only a few yards
separated them.



Jake surfaced right beside them. He pushed Monster’s
hindquarters toward the stairs.



“I’m here. I’m safe,” Sissy gasped. Her heart sounded
overloud in her head, beating too fast, too shallow without enough air to push
it.



They had to get out of there soon.



The sharp, piercing mind scream of a trapped passenger
inside the ship reverberated through Sissy’s skull. Someone was stuck inside
that small spacecraft, wailing in despair and agony. Sissy swallowed her
distaste for even looking at the mangled alien pilots. Thinking only of getting
to those that lived, she jumped and clasped the edge of the broken windshield.



She had to hang there too many long moments, gathering
enough strength and air to continue.



Jake grabbed her around the waist and pulled her back to the
deck. Only a few inches of water rolled against her ankles now. The movement in
the pulsating and uncertain light and the lack of air sent her senses reeling.
She had to cling to him to remain upright. She had to ignore the warmth and
vigor of his hands on her chilling body.



“Let me go. I’ve got to help them.”



“Not you. I’m here now, Sissy. I’ll do it.” He clutched her
close against his chest.



His heart beat strong beneath her ear. Oh, to stay here. To
linger with him, to allow him to protect her. As he always had.



Then he pushed her away.



A vast and icy barrier of three inches separated them.



“Go. Take Ashel to safety. Now. Your clothes are freezing on
your bodies. You are too valuable to risk.”



“But . . .”



“Now.”



“No. You can’t do it alone.” She turned back to the damaged
ship, seeking hand and footholds to climb. “Our strength of purpose will unite
our power and compound it. Such is the work of miracles.” Her voice echoed
through the thinning air.



Did she really say that? She hadn’t thought the words before
speaking.



Hands on her waist interrupted her musing. Not Jake’s. She
didn’t know this touch, this pinching grip.



Panic made her hands clutch the protrusion on the craft
tighter.



“I will handle this. Take her to safety. Now.” A stranger’s
voice. An alien accent she’d only heard once before, from the mouth of the
station owner. A strange creature no taller than herself, with huge ears that
could cover his entire face and larger spectacles with communications and
monitors built into them.



Same accent, different voice. This one was higher in tone,
almost female, and yet it felt male.



“Take her.” The alien lifted her free as if she weighed
nothing and passed her to Jake.



“You need help . . .”



“No, I don’t. Believe me, I can handle this better than you.
Now go. At once. Before you lose the ability to breathe. The water is draining
out and freezing in the cracks. It will slow the loss of atmosphere. I hope I
have time to break through the cockpit barrier to the air breather behind.”



Jake threw Sissy over his shoulder, grabbed Ashel under his
other arm, and sloshed toward the stairs. Monster ran ahead, checking for more
dangers.



Jake put Sissy down to maneuver up the narrow spiral. She
glanced back at the damaged ship. A gasp of surprise, horror, and defilement
escaped her throat. The alien being spread two extra arms and two extra legs
from beneath the folds of his voluminous clothing. These had pincers instead of
four-fingered hands. Then he scrambled up the side of the craft as if each of
his eight appendages had sticky pads embedded on the ends.



“Jake, look.” She couldn’t take her eyes off the monster.
And yet he’d been so kind and gentle—like her dog Monster. So, how could he
invoke horror?



“I’ll be damned. He does exist,” Jake whispered.



“Who? Who is he?”



“A phantom. A ghost. A legend. Every station has one. But
this one is different. The stories are too specific, too close to the
observer.”



Even as they watched, the being squeezed himself inside the
broken windshield.



Jake pushed Ashel up toward a safe exit. Then he grabbed
Sissy’s hand to drag her behind him.



She looked back one last time just before clearing the deck
of the next level.



The alien emerged from the broken ship, a long figure in
white dangling from his two lower arms. A strange radiant glow from a cloud of
nearly white hair, pale skin and a gleaming gown engulfed them both. Sissy
couldn’t see a definite edge to the injured passenger.



The thin air must be hindering her sight.



Then the alien jumped into the nearest maintenance tube and
disappeared.



CHAPTER THREE


Am I in heaven, soon
to see my angel father? Or is my rescuer a demon whisking me off to hell?



Pain fills my body.
Confusion clouds my mind. There is no truth here. Only a continuation of my
agony. My physical pain equals my spiritual emptiness of not knowing. I cannot
succumb to the pain, I must keep searching for the one place where the rituals
can be re-sanctified; where life can return to its origins.
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Mac settled the weight of the injured passenger easily
into his secondary limbs. With the pincer at the end of his secondary leg he
flipped a switch, cutting power to the tracks. He had to pause and close the
hatch behind him. The sensitive pads on his feet located and fixed the lock
without the aid of his eyes. A few of the photo-and motion-sensitive cells
embedded in the walls blossomed into life.



He had no need of the lights. Even if he did not know every
passage in the station by smell or by feel. He gathered enough starlight
through other sensors to find his way.



He liked the way the humans called his station the First Contact Café better than the
family name of Labyrinthe VII.



His half brother, Number Seven, had no right, talent, or
enough intelligence to run the place.



With the hatch closed and the air safe for the being he
carried, he moved forward, sedately, careful not to jostle fragile bones. The
broken ones were in danger of penetrating lungs and liver.



Such an inefficient structure these bipeds had. An
exoskeleton like his own protected the body much better.



His father’s species—responsible for his unique bone
structure, his extra limbs, bulbous lower body, and his ability to survive
vacuum—would have let this delicate creature die. His mother’s people would
hold her for ransom. He shouldn’t have risked exposing himself to the humans to
rescue her.



But her yearning for truth called to Mac from her soul to
his. A being out of time and place. A being who belonged in no world and yet
offered so much to every world.



Just like him.



He paused a moment to catch his breath and gaze at the
majesty of space beyond the protective walls of the tube. His heart yearned to
go out there, explore, see more of life than just this station, a smaller
version of Labyrinthe Prime but built
on the same design. As much as he loved the station, considered it his own, he
knew there had to be more to life than his shadow existence, always hiding.



He’d like to visit some planets to see how different they
smelled from this station. He’d like to talk to other races. He’d like to find
his father’s people. Would they accept him as one of their own? Or would they
shun him as his mother had because he was different, neither Labyrinthian nor
Arachnoid.



Slowly, he worked his way toward a place of safety. As he
progressed, he noted the places he’d deliberately left dark, making sure the
blundering maintenance ’bots hadn’t fixed them. At the same time he found
places showing wear, in danger of breaking down—shoddy construction finished in
too much haste. They must be fixed before they endangered the station.



His circuitous route took him through bulkheads, around
living quarters, past kitchens and storage facilities, where he commandeered
food and medical supplies for himself and his charge. He couldn’t take her to
the central Medbay. They’d shoot him full of drugs and dissect him on the spot.
As for the female? He couldn’t trust any of his brother’s employees with her.
Their greedy sloth reflected the station manager’s personality. This woman was
unique and special. He could tell that at first glance.



She was also desperate and illegal. No one else would take
passage in a cargo hold sealed off from the rest of the water breathers’ ship.
No one else would trust the aging vessel held together with rubber bands and
chewing gum.



Keeping to tubes with full hydrogen-nitrogen-oxygen atmospheres,
he approached the final obstacle in his journey: a wide expanse of deserted
cargo bay. His brother had lowered the air, pressure, and heat here to save
money and power. Mac had emptied it. He had no need of them for an hour at a
time. The lack of amenities kept snoopy security personnel from finding his
nest on the opposite side. A purloined wall partition and safety hatch made his
home look like the natural curved walls of the hull.



With three deep breaths, he filled the extra air sacks
hidden beneath his jowls, and he wrapped his charge in both sets of extra limbs
to keep her as warm as possible. At the last moment, he clamped his mouth over
hers, dribbling his air into her.



Then he ran as rapidly as he could to the only safe haven in
all seven of the Labyrinthe Stations.
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“How did this happen?” Ambassador Telvino demanded the
moment Jake dropped from the maintenance tube to the deck in Sissy’s wake.



Lord Lukan pressed hard on Telvino’s heels with his own
questions.



Like I’m responsible? Jake thought.



Before he could formulate a reply, a flurry of lavender
flocked around Sissy.



She drew each of her six acolytes and her brother and sister
into one massive hug. High-pitched chatter and wails filled the corridor.



“If you will excuse me, Ambassador, My Lord. Let me settle
Laudae Sissy and her charges safely, then we will speak, privately. In the
meantime, you might want to summon Mr. Labyrinthe, the owner of the station.”
He ducked away from the two men, arms extended to herd the Temple refugees into
his quarters.



“Laudae Sissy, you need dry clothing right now,” he ordered,
deeply concerned about her barely disguised chattering teeth.



He needed some himself. Deep chills raked his body.



“Where can we find a blanket for her?” Mary asked.



“When did I become the dad of this motley crew?” he muttered
to himself.



“They look to you for leadership because you make a point of
knowing more and staying calm when all around you scream in panic,” Sissy whispered
back. Her voice sounded strained, a little echoey.



“That a prophecy?” He grinned at her, not letting
conversation slow him down in pushing her toward his quarters.



“No. I . . . I lost my connections to the
Goddess Harmony before I left the planet.” She hung her head sadly.



“You didn’t have to come,” he said quietly.



“Yes, I did.” She looked up at him, jutting her chin
stubbornly. “You know why.”



The dying prophecy of her murdered acolyte Jilly said it
all. The Covenant is broken. It can only
be restored out there, among the stars.



He knew better than to argue with Sissy when she set her
chin like that.



“Colonel Devlin,” Telvino snapped.



Jake jerked to a halt. The ambassador had been his admiral
in another lifetime. The habit of obedience died hard. Not that it had been
very strong in Jake at any time, under any of his identities. Then Sissy’s
gentle persuasion had taught him there was a place for rules and ritual and
chains of command.



“Yes, sir?” Jake fought the habit to salute.



“I think Laudae Sissy will be more comfortable in my
quarters.”



“Um . . . With all due respect, sir, I
figured you’d want to take Lord Lukan and his family there.” He continued
onward.



“Then perhaps you should settle the Laudae in Admiral
Marella’s quarters,” Telvino reprimanded without actually saying accusatory
words. “Larger and more comfortable than yours.”



“Pammy’s off station, sir, and even I can’t pick the locks
on her doors.” Jake flashed a grin. No one in the Confederated Star Systems got
away with calling the spymaster by her first name, let alone an intimate and
impudent sobriquet.



Except Jake.



Not that everyone knew Pamela Marella was spymaster for the
CSS. But Telvino knew. And the ambassador knew that Jake had worked for Pammy
during his time on Harmony.



Hastily he ushered the High Priestess and her girls into his
cabin: larger than some but still crowded and . . . um . . .
intimate when filled with a High Priestess, six female acolytes, two children,
two dogs, and himself.



“My Laudae, you may sleep here.” He pulled a top bunk down
from the wall. “Suzie and Sharan, bottom bunk. Martha and Mary, see if you can
scrounge some extra pillows and blankets for the rest of you. Supply closet in
the cross corridor to the left.”



“I will attend the meeting with Mr. Labyrinthe,” Sissy
pronounced.



“I suppose you will,” Jake sighed. “I’d feel better with you
safely locked in here. Even Pammy can’t pick my locks.”



“Jake,” Sissy said on a giggle. “This was not an attempt on
my life. You don’t need to look for conspiracy in every accident.”



“Yes, I do.” He drew in a deep breath and coughed it out
again. His lungs rebelled at working after so long in super-thin air.



She stared him down. Eventually he looked away. “Okay.” He
should know better than to try to out-stubborn his Sissy. “You come with me as
soon as I get some dry clothes on. I’ve got some jeans and a sweatshirt you can
wear; roll up the sleeves and cuffs. And a pair of socks until your feet warm
up and you can go barefoot again.” He yanked clothes for her and himself out of
the closet and turned his back while she changed. He stripped out of the salt
and ice encrusted uniform and changed, trusting the girls to look away.



This wasn’t the first time he’d been forced into close
quarters with Sissy and crew. Privacy became a thing of the mind. His spacious
room that seemed too big for just himself suddenly felt warm and crowded and
comfortably homey.



“You stay within arm’s reach, Laudae Sissy, and you don’t
let anyone else in the room get close to you,” he ordered. “If I say ‘gun,’ you
drop to the deck, cover your head, and don’t move until I say otherwise.”



“Yes, Jake,” she replied with false meekness.



Jake rolled his eyes. He knew beyond a shadow of a doubt
that she’d forget his orders the moment she stepped outside the door.



“You don’t have your veil,” he reminded her. “Your people
aren’t used to seeing you without . . .”



“I don’t have formal robes or shoes or a toothbrush either,
at the moment. Neither does Lord Lukan. We will make do. Now go to sleep,
girls, I have work to do.”



Six girls ranging from ten to nearly fourteen in age bowed
to her in unison. Then they all looked to each other in some silent, feminine
communication.



“You will stay here,” Jake ordered.



As one, their heads jerked toward him.



“Do you understand me?”



“Yes, Colonel Jake.”



Satisfied with their compliance, he checked the entire lobby
before allowing Sissy to follow him. The crowds had thinned. Mostly blue-clad
Nobles wandered aimlessly from group to group, wringing their hands, looking
over their shoulders nervously. Jake snagged a female Worker just as she settled
to the deck, her back against the wall.



“Can you get them organized?” he asked. He pointed out
supply closets. “There are unoccupied quarters in the light-grav sections.”



“Yes, sir.” The anonymous woman bowed and insinuated herself
beneath the attention of Lady Jancee. From the way the Noble woman rubbed her
swollen belly, he wondered if tonight’s alarms would send her into premature
labor.



Great. They needed to get the lifts and trams operating fast
to open a path to Medbay.



Telvino and Lukan awaited him at the lift. They’d gotten it
working again at least.



Lukan returned his key. But he refused to budge from his
solid stance in front of the moving platforms until Jake had stepped safely
onto one.



Damn it! They should be the ones giving orders. High-ranking
ambassadors earned their authority. Couldn’t they do anything besides yell at
each other in meetings?



CHAPTER FOUR


“I must leave you now, my little bird. You will be safe
here,” Mac whispered to his charge.



A delicate hand shot forth from her white draperies and
grabbed his shirtfront with amazing strength. “How can I be safe anywhere? I am
lost between worlds, beyond the sight and protection of the Gods,” she said,
eyes still closed. The rest of her body remained still, as if frozen by the vacuum.
“We have lost the sacred ritual places. We have lost everything.”



“No one will hurt you while I protect you.” Mac shook his
head in wonderment at her rambling and meaningless sentences. “You can find
your gods later,” Mac reassured her. “There is food and water within reach.
Blankets, too, if you need them. I will not be long.”



He’d stolen air from a dozen different conduits for his
nest, channeling in the composition he needed at the time. As he spoke, he
increased the oxygen and the heat to make her more comfortable.



He hoped the female truly was a natural NHO breather. She
looked as much human as anything, but her bones were too frail and her skin and
hair almost colorless. That difference could mean she came from a world with an
exotic atmosphere.



“Go with the angels,” she said, stronger than before.



“First time anyone has bothered to send me off with a
blessing. Usually it’s a boot to the rear. If they can catch me.” His own
mother had spaced him at birth, not knowing that exposure to radiation and vacuum
was the natural way of his father’s people.



Mother had wanted to kill him for the crime of not looking
exactly like her. Instead, she had made him stronger and forced his Arachnoid
DNA to become dominant.



Keeping his extra limbs hidden within his blousy shirt and
trousers, he drew aside the curtain covering the air lock to the cargo bay.



Once clear of his home, with the hatch firmly closed behind
him, he released his limbs and scuttled rapidly up the wall to his favorite
listening post. Inside one of the connecting tubes he sat quietly, knowing that
the other end opened just outside the door to his half brother’s penthouse
wing. An unplanned chance of acoustics made conversations in his brother’s home
perfectly audible at this one position in the tubes.



Labyrinthe VII,
the name his brother took upon promotion to manager of the seventh station,
occupied an entire wing. His apartment and space for his personal servants took
up all the mid-and light-gravity levels at the “top” of the station. The heavy-gravity
levels contained storage for special supplies reserved for Number Seven.



“You were only Number Seven son. I was Number Three,” Mac
addressed his brother bitterly. “You got the mind and manners of a Glug. I have
the cunning and intelligence of our mother.”



Every one of Mother’s twenty-six children, by twenty-six
different fathers of twenty-six different races, looked exactly like her,
indistinguishable from each other to clients, friends, and enemies alike. Most
could not differentiate gender among them.



Except for Mac. He’d committed the unforgivable sin of
allowing his father’s Arachnoid features to dominate. The DNA had become firmly
fixed during his first journey into vacuum. If his mother had bothered asking
for information and kept him close, nursing him in atmosphere, the Arachnoid
features would have atrophied and eventually dropped off.



She hadn’t appreciated the irony of her actions.



So few Labyrinthes remained, their genes corrupted by pollution,
inbreeding, and radiation that they could no longer breed among themselves and
had to combine their DNA with other races.



A buzz rippling along the bulkhead alerted Mac to his
intended task. He spread his ears wide to collect every nuance of sound. The
voices continued softly, almost whispering in stilted and archaic Earther.



“Poverty and radiation,” he cursed in his mother’s language.
The one trait he wished he had inherited from the legendary A’bner Labyrinthe
was her ears. She’d used them almost as extra appendages: to fan herself, to
fold over her face to hide her emotions, to drape backward in elegance and
poise, to secrete small items within their ripples, to listen closely to the
tiniest fragment of voices over long distances. Mac could bring his ears
forward only far enough to touch his flat nasal slits. Spread wide they barely
reached as far as his shoulders.



“Concentrate,” he admonished himself. Earther had been one
of his favorite and best-learned tongues. Illogical and redundant compared to
most, Earther could be manipulated and twisted, made to serve several purposes
at once without lying. Other races only dreamed of such flexibility.



But this slow and drawled version spoken on Harmony did more
than that. It cloaked insult in politeness and made threats look like
compliments.



“Laudae, please sit here, in the place of honor,” Labyrinthe
Seven said. His voice cut through the chaotic sludge of noise. “Now, what seems
to be the problem?”



“Problem!” Ambassador Telvino shouted.



Mac could almost see the broad-chested man’s high color
deepen and his eyes narrow. If he wasn’t careful, he might send his heart into
full arrest.



“Problem?” Ambassador Lukan snarled. That tall and elegant
man could flay skin from Glugs with his sarcasm. “There’s an outlaw cargo
vessel crashed into the heavily restricted and isolated diplomatic wing. We
were forced to evacuate.”



He didn’t add that his people had been contaminated by
contact with “others.” He didn’t have to. His tone said it all.



“The tube hatch was locked on the inside as well as outside
at the opposite end,” Telvino continued.



“The maintenance ’bots did not respond,” Colonel Devlin
added. Ah, the good Military man who bridged both worlds with calm logic and
daring compromises. “The specs I was given on the station suggest that the
lifts are supposed to travel only one third the length of a wing, so that
airtight bulkheads can close above and/or below them in case of hull breach.
You did not replace the single construction lift with the three safety lifts.
The entire wing was compromised because of your negligence.”



“If not for the quick thinking of Colonel Jake, my people
would all have died.” Laudae Sissy completed the thought in a voice so soft
that Mac had to strain to hear her.



From the silence on the other end, he suspected the others
did, too. He quirked a smile. Sometimes a quiet whisper had more impact than a
shout. He could learn much from her.



If she’d only look directly at him. Her gaze had slid away
from him in revulsion.



“We had to rely on your phantom to save the survivor of the
crash,” Jake said.



“Phantom? What phantom? We have no unauthorized personnel
aboard Labyrinthe VII,” Number Seven
insisted. “If such a phantom exists, I will hunt him down and personally space
him.”
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Sissy longed for the concealment of her formal robes and
headdress with its beaded veil. So much easier to pretend to authority with
them. As if the trappings made her important, rather than her mutant caste
marks and her former gift of prophecy.



She hadn’t had a vision from Harmony since the explosion
killed her family and damaged her hearing, long before she had left her home
world to survive or fracture without her.



We can only mend the
broken Covenant with Harmony out there among the stars, Jilly had said with
her dying breath.



Sissy’s residual tinnitus from the explosion continued to skirl
inside her head, sometimes loud and demanding all of her attention, sometimes soft,
like the whisper of the Goddess. Always the noise inside her warred with the
vibrations and hums of the power plants on the stations.



No Harmony within or without.



“The question, Mr. Labyrinthe, is not about the being who
helped us. Rather it should be how did this tragedy happen, and what can we do
to prevent a recurrence,” she said.



Jake came to stand behind her throne-like chair. The narrow
seat fit her legs perfectly and allowed her feet to rest flat on the floor. She
lusted after it. All the standard chairs designed for humans were too high and
deep for her frame.



She breathed easier knowing Jake would supply her with
vocabulary and confidence when her limited education failed her.



If only his clothes fit her better, she’d have more
confidence in her words.



But then, her bedraggled refugee trappings emphasized her
plight. Now that she’d warmed up, she slipped his socks off and stuffed them in
the pocket of her borrowed trousers.



“Let me talk to my people in Control.” Labyrinthe Seven
bowed deeply to her, nodded to the others, then turned his back. He mumbled as
he touched various sections of the spectacles that covered half his face and
extended almost as wide as his ears.



Sissy relaxed a little, now that she didn’t have to look
directly at this alien. At home, he’d have been killed at the moment of birth.
A fate she had almost shared because of her abnormal caste marks. No one,
absolutely no one, was allowed to have more than one, and it had to be
positioned on the left cheek. She had all seven arranged in a tight circle on
her right cheek.



Now she knew that the marks had been genetically engineered
by the first human settlers of
Harmony. They’d used the caste marks to set up a totally artificial society and
culture—to enslave. She also knew that the genetic manipulation had begun to
break down after seven hundred years. More and more people were born every year
with variations and multiplications of the marks.



Just as the order and tranquility of Harmony had begun to
break down. She’d bring it down faster if she dared.



But she couldn’t leave the people she loved open to civil
war and vulnerable to outside invasion when the balance of power in the galaxy
teetered on the fine edge of a Badger Metal sword.



She now forced herself to accept and champion others when
her cultural distaste wanted to shun them.



Lord Lukan, more liberal than his twin brother, Bevan, who
now ruled the High Council, still shied away from anyone not born and raised on
Harmony. He barely accepted Jake because the Military man had kept his caste
mark from his months undercover on Harmony.



Even now, Lukan frowned at Jake’s proximity to Sissy.



Ambassador Telvino paced furiously, hands clenched behind
his back, while they waited for Labyrinthe to consult with his Control.



“Excuse me, I must tend to this myself.” Labyrinthe turned
and bowed deeply. “Please accept my hospitality in my absence. Servants will
tend to your needs momentarily.” He backed toward the door, ears drooping
forward to hide his facial expressions.



“I’ll accompany you,” Jake said, moving determinedly to his
side.



“That is not necessary.”



“I think it is.” Jake’s hand hovered near his hip where he
was accustomed to wearing a sword or a blaster. He wore no obvious weapons
tonight.



Sissy had no doubt he had knives and such hidden on his
person. He always did.



“I’ll come too.” Sissy bounced to her feet. Her toes
caressed the thick carpeting in the luxurious apartment. Vibrations from the
power plant trickled up her body to jangle with her unconscious awareness of
the separate facility in the Harmony wings of the station. A headache
threatened to tie her neck in knots.



On Harmony she had only the mother planet to attune her mind
and body to.



Jake gave her a swift, assessing glance and frowned. “You
should be in bed, My Laudae.”



“We all should. But something is out of control here, and I
mean to be with you when you discover the source. I may need to perform a
ritual to bring it all back into balance.”



“You don’t have any crystals or incense, My Laudae,” Jake
reminded her.



“I have my voice. If I can sing a planetary quake to
silence, then surely I can sing a space station into balance.”



Lukan nodded in approval of the High Priestess.



“Superstitious nonsense.” Telvino shook his head and paced
more rapidly, his steps bringing him close to their host and the exit.



Jake frowned.



Sissy couldn’t tell if the CSS ambassador displeased him
with his belief, or if she brought on the frown because of her insistence on
accompanying him. His frowns always made her want to soothe him with a gentle
touch and compliance.



Tonight she had to stand firm. Her place was with these men,
rooting out the source of the problem.



Someone should have noted the passage and trajectory of the
alien ship. Someone should have sounded the alarm and started evacuation before
the crash.



She felt chilled to her heels. “You may handle this your
way, Colonel Jake. I will handle it mine.” She marched in front of him and
waved her hand before the door sensor. It shooshed open on silent sliders.
“Please lead the way, Mr. Labyrinthe.”



CHAPTER FIVE


Jake jumped on the lift first. He needed to make certain Labby didn’t make a break for it once
they reached the top and the trams. The station manager could easily use the
screens in his spectacles and the communications embedded in his teeth to alert
Control to cover up any mistakes.



Something was definitely rotten at the First Contact Café.



An empty tram car waited for them at the top of the lift.
Jake stepped off carefully, to make sure he didn’t drift too far from the
others in nulgrav. Labby came up, one platform behind him. Jake took up a
position beside him as they filed into the waiting tram cubicle, using the
handrails to orient themselves.



Sissy paused a moment at the doorway—one entire side of the
tram. She touched two fingers to her lips, then placed them atop one of the
markings at the side.



Jake raised his eyebrows at her. She shrugged and moved
inside. The doors slid closed behind her.



Out of his peripheral vision Jake saw Labyrinthe begin
walking up the wall in preparation for heading “down” in the tram to Control at
the opposite end of the station. Something seemed out of alignment. Maybe it
was a shift in lighting. Maybe his brain was still starved for oxygen.



Jake grabbed the huge spectacles off Labby’s face.



“I beg your pardon!” Labyrinthe exclaimed. He reached to
take the tool back.



Jake held it behind his back and walked up the opposite
wall, as comfortable in this weightless environment as Labby. “We want this to
be a surprise visit,” he said. “A surprise for the one who let an illegal ship,
piloted by aliens not on the approved list of visitors, slip past his sensors.
Not a surprise for us facing armed troops at the entrance.”



“I do not employ armed troops.” Labyrinthe stretched to his
full length indignantly. His head barely reached Jake’s shoulder.



Jake merely raised his eyebrows at him.



“You have severed all comms by disconnecting me from those
spectacles.” Panic thinned Labby’s voice.



“Have we now? No backup? Now that’s unusual. Maybe
negligent. What would happen if you tripped and the glasses broke? Would the
entire station shut down?” Jake inspected the instrument, hoping he could
intuit its workings.



Labby quivered in agitation, but he remained silent.



Telvino grumphed and growled. “Good work, Jake.”



“What about the communications in his teeth?” Lord Lukan
asked.



Jake peered through the spectacles a moment. “The sensors in
his teeth are linked to the earpiece here.” He pointed to the elongated knob at
the end. “Can’t use comms unless he’s wearing the spectacles.”



“May I see?” Sissy asked. She held out her hand politely.
She too had taken a post in the proper alignment for the end of the trip along
the central hub.



Jake handed them to her. She’d respect them and not let him,
or Telvino, stomp on them in the next fit of anger.



She placed them on her nose and giggled. “Too many things to
focus on at once. It’s like looking through . . . through, you
know, Jake, the child’s toy that looks at changing patterns of fractured
glass.”



“Kaleidoscope,” he supplied the word.



“Yes, kaleidoscope.” She chewed her lip a moment, a habitual
gesture when she memorized a word. “In time I could figure it out.” The
oversized spectacles spun off her head as she twisted about trying to peer into
every section of the lenses.



Labyrinthe grabbed for them.



Jake beat him to it, by the sheer length of his arms.
“Sorry, Labby. Until we get this all figured out, I’ll keep custody of these.”



“Ambassador Telvino,” Labyrinthe stiffened indignantly.
“Your man is out of line. You are in violation of your contract with Labyrinthe
Space Stations, Incorporated. I can demand all CSS personnel depart within
twenty-four hours if you do not curb him and return essential property.”



“But your contract with the Harmonite Empire demands that
this station remain clear of all but a few humanoid aliens.” Lord Lukan looked
at his fingernails. “First off, you are in violation of our contract in
allowing aliens to breach the hull. Second, while we remain, you cannot open
quarters and docks to others. You will lose over half your income when
Ambassador Telvino departs with his people.”



“And if you are found negligent in your operations of this
station, I have the authority to confiscate the entire station in the name of
the CSS,” Telvino reminded them in a deceptively even tone.



“But . . . but . . .”



“Mr. Labyrinthe, would you care to have me bring my crystals
and incense to Control to cleanse it of all negative thoughts and any imbalance
of energies that might affect the behavior of your people?” Sissy asked mildly.
She floated around them all, like some street punk fairy in her borrowed
clothes.



Jake admired how proficient and comfortable she’d become in
this alien environment in just a few months?



Then Jake remembered frequent outings and field trips with
her back on Harmony. Laudae Sissy never was one to sit still and read a book
when she could learn just as much by observing the world. He knew that Sissy
and her girls had explored every inch of the station.



Jake shook his head in amazement. Just when he thought Sissy
could no longer surprise him, she did. Her capacity for learning proved how unjust
and inadequate the caste system on Harmony had become.



But Harmony had to remain . . . Harmony . . .
a while longer. When the CSS had the formula for Badger Metal, he’d gladly help
dismantle the entire caste system and government. Personally. With his bare
hands. For what they had done to Sissy and her family.



They completed the swift ride to the opposite end of the
station in silence. Acceleration mimicked gravity, and they all kept their feet
firmly in place on the new floor.



Weight and orientation ceased as the tram came to an abrupt
halt.



The door opened slowly.



Jake held Labyrinthe back with an extended arm while Sissy
led the two ambassadors into the nullgrav lobby. Once more she kissed her
fingertips and placed the kiss over a marking beside the door. Jake peered
closely at a newly painted set of curved lines: the glyph of Harmony they’d
found repeated in line drawings around the funeral caves on Harmony.



As he exited the tram last, Jake gave his own ritual kiss to
the Goddess in thanks for a safe trip. It couldn’t hurt to keep on Her good
side.



Jake moved ahead with a bounce and glide through the minimal
gravity and onto the first platform of the lift headed down to the Control
levels. Sissy and Lukan herded Labby onto the next one, leaving Telvino to
bring up the rear.



As they passed each level, a holo of the gravity designation
and level number flashed on the moving platform. At Control central, the middle
of the light-G levels, Jake jumped off and turned a full circle, hand hovering
close to his hip and his hidden miniblaster.



Computers, observation screens and real-time windows spread
out around him, filling the level to the bulkhead. All personnel had deserted
their posts.



[image: SceneSeparator-Enigma-transparent-35x35]


Adrial roused from her fitful slumber. Too warm outside.
Too cold inside herself. The air felt heavy and too full of moisture. She kept
her breathing shallow.



Out of long habit she remained immobile, listening,
absorbing
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