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Chapter 1


  

  



              If she pushed the jitter any faster, the g-force would kill her, Gaelian knew. She tried to focus on the numbers that flashed across her screen, ignoring the familiar darkening of her vision. Close, very close to the line, and pull. The little Macama fighter responded with the speed of thought, sweeping out of the antilaser spin and whipping back to scissor against the pirates with lethal accuracy.


              Pirates of the Adedri system usually had no more than ancient lasers and class-four scan. She held her breath and eased the tiny fighter carefully behind the large, atmosphere-capable Adedri ship, praying that the Macama’s experimental ion shielding worked. They would never look for her here.


              The pirates banked abruptly and began to dive, aiming for the red-pink-green planet that filled her screen. For less than half a moment, she knew terror. The Macama had no atmospheric capability. She could outrun them, but they were closing quickly to the haven of ionosphere.


              Time expanded. She touched the firing key with great deliberation.


              “Gaelian YnTourne, get out of there. We’re due to report for the game in twenty minutes.”


              Sighing softly, Gaelian touched the panel behind her head. As the lights came on around her, the Macama and the pirates resolved into the familiar Academy sim-range. It had been good of Iesin to call down here and remind her of the time. Reluctantly, she rose from the simulation couch and queried the main test for the results. Her score, flickering yellow on black glass for nearly a full second before dissolving, made her smile. The reputation of the Angel was safe.


  



              No one was killed in nerris anymore. They were civilized now: the barbed edge of the nerris stick would draw blood and maybe scar, but no one died. It was only sport. Failure alone was distressing enough in the test of speed, strategy, and ruthlessness that nerris had been—that nerris still was.


              The field filled with midshipmen in precise ranks. Gaelian listened for the commands shouted down from company to company with only half her mind. She repeated an order, and her company turned to salute the Academy stands as her eyes flickered over the crowd. In the center of the dramatic curve of glistening white steel, her family sat with the rest of the nobility. That was reason enough not to have come. On top of that, her fiancé was the star of the Academy team, and she had seen Teazerin play. She hated to watch him, unscarred, dominating the court with his cold smile. There was nerris candidate in him still, the old kind, the kind that had been outlawed six hundred years ago.


              She almost missed the barking voice of the commander of the corps of midshipmen dismissing them to the stands to watch the game.


              There were traditions about nerris, older than any records, of the game. Gaelian found her place in the stands, one of the better spots in the midshipmen’s section, and sat gratefully next to her roommate, Iesin YnOestal. She was just in time to see the four ultralight, superstrong walls of the court erected. The clear plastic was tinted in the four colors, and the stands were high enough to enable the spectators to see over the three-meter structure into the square enclosure. The four four-man teams entered, their faces painted with narrow bands of the nerris colors, wearing shorts that matched the wall they were defending. Navy was playing in blue today, and despite the painted stripes, Teazerin’s unmarked body was easy to spot.


              Even at her nerris test at age sixteen, she and her opponents bore sharp-end scars. She shivered in the warm stands, remembering that particular rite of passage, essential for acceptance among the Ot-tan. She had defended a wall alone against three competitors of her choice. One had been Iesin, who had passed her nerris test only weeks before but held her skill in check. The other two were her father and one of his classmates. The Board had accepted her victory, and she had been named eldest of the eldest of the household, a throwback to the days when people died playing nerris and the Ot-tan were the priests of the courts.


              The brilliant white ball was thrown into the court, and Teazerin leapt gracefully, swinging the blunt end of the long nerris stick at the ball, trying for a score and rebound on the red wall. A player in red speared the ball onto the pointed end of the stick and flung it to score against yellow plastic. The wall flickered as the point was made and recorded as a negative in the yellow quadrant.


              A player in black had the ball now, batting the rebound with the blunt end of the stick to a teammate across the court. They were trying to score against Navy, Gaelian saw. Teazerin moved. Twirling the stick in an elegant parabola, he brought the barb against the shoulder of the black player who had made the pass. A brilliant stream of crimson showed against the pale skin—first blood had been drawn. Negative points were recorded in the depths of the black wall as the Navy bleachers rose in a cheer.


              Blue had wrestled the ball from yellow to score once against the red wall and wound one of the red players for a total of six points. Now the game was becoming exciting. Another black player was eliminated, and it seemed that the game was really between blue and yellow. The walls were glittering with negative points now. Only the blue wall was still quiescent.


              The ball was moving quickly, a white speck creating monochromatic fireworks inside the court’s scoring mechanism. The last black player had left the court limping from a thrust in the thigh, and the glittering wall went opaque.


              Gaelian looked away from the game. Homecoming games were stupid. She might admire Teazerin’s ability, but it didn’t mean that she wanted to watch. Even with her family there, she could have made up some excuse. Exams were useful, and there were always exams firstie year. Even Dobrin, her cousin, could understand that. But somewhere in the maze of uniforms in the stands was Golran Vontreidi, and she wanted to talk to him before he shipped out to Adedri. His presence was the only reason she had stayed for the game, for the inevitable encounter with the YnTourne family. He would be sitting down and over to the side with the lesser nobility who were recent graduates. There was no place for commoners here, and Golran was one of the very few in the officer corps. Not merely an officer, she thought, but a pilot. Unconsciously, she fingered the twin starbursts neatly clipped to either side of the collar of her own uniform jacket. She scanned the crowd again, but she couldn’t spot Vontreidi.


              Not so her family. Right down there in the best seats, with the Ot-tan class, the nerris-tested, they all sat together. Her father’s face was veined and red, and she knew it was from drink, not from sun. She didn’t know how much he drank, and she didn’t want to. He’d collapsed twice in the past year, and there were rumors throughout the Ot-tan households. Her grandmother, the head of the YnTourne household, sat stiff-backed with all her attention focused on the game, ignoring Gaelian’s father. As she watched her grandmother, another face turned around in the box and met her eyes. It was her cousin Dobrin, and the look on his face made her shudder. It was the same expression he had worn when she was newly arrived in the household and he had caught her breaking one of her grandmother’s rules yet again. Then the expression changed, as it had then when he had decided whether to tell their grandmother or to use the knowledge for personal leverage.


              Dobrin wore the copper uniform of Admiralty, but without the starburst marks of a pilot. She made herself meet his gaze steadily. As usual, it took more effort than she liked to admit.


              Iesin nudged her. “Look, you don’t have to go with them. My parents invited both of us to dinner tonight.”


              Gaelian smiled warmly. She was glad of the invitation, glad that her firstie privilege of a night’s liberty was not going to be wasted. And it would be fun to be with the YnOestal clan. Ever since she and Iesin had been roommates that first year in normal school, the YnOestals had stood firm guard between her and her family. She would have gone over to them after the game in any case.


              Suddenly Gaelian was swept to her feet in a massive cheer. The red wall had gone opaque, and there were only three of the original sixteen players left, two blue and one yellow. One of the Navy players batted the ball against the red wall, using an upward spin to propel it against the gentle curve along the top of the walls. The yellow player went after him, not the ball, with the barbed end of the stick. Teazerin and the yellow player both struck at the same time, the ball forgotten on the now opaque yellow wall.


              Teazerin stood alone in the middle of the court without a single mark on him. He’d won again. He held his stick at his side and bowed properly to all four quarters, a grim, tight smile on his face.


              As she joined in the nerris anthem, Gaelian tried to look at Teazerin objectively to find the reason she didn’t like him. He was tall and well built, with the regular features of the Ot-tan class, and he was the nerris star of the Academy.


              She felt for her starbursts again, fastened securely to her collar. Her pilot’s stars had been awarded just before summer leave, an honor only a tenth or fewer of the midshipmen earned. Teazerin wasn’t a pilot, hadn’t made the cut; and maybe that was it. Her family was Navy enough to know that it was an insult to betroth her to a nonflier, a washout.


              The victory ritual over, the great amorphous crowd began to move. Gaelian searched in earnest now, trying to pick out one face from the mob. A single person, the reason she had come today when she didn’t want to face her family or to watch the rituals of Dinoreos acted out as they had been for generations. She studied each officer who passed, watching for the glints that proclaimed pilots.


              “You’re not going to find him in this crowd,” Iesin said. “Come over and talk to my folks. You know they’d take you in a minute. And we’re going to that great new place that’s almost off limits, only with my brothers along there shouldn’t be any trouble.”


              Gaelian nodded and let herself be dragged off. Perhaps he wasn’t here, although the message had said differently. And she needed to talk to someone, to him, about graduation and assignment and Teazerin.


              Suddenly, as she walked down the steel-lattice steps to the main gate, she caught a flash of stars on russet with an ensign’s bars. There was no mistaking him in the bright sun, the proud stance, and the hair the color of his jacket that marked him a commoner.


              “Dammit, Gae, this isn’t the time for you to be running off to talk to some commoner you haven’t seen in two years,” Iesin fumed.


              Ignoring her, Gaelian turned and pushed her way through the mob to the refreshment stand where Golran waited, a pack of dried glucose bars in his hand.


              He offered one to Gaelian before he began speaking. “Look, I’m shipping out to Adedri in a couple of weeks. It’s one thing now, but I’m not sure about sending messages from there. The passwords aren’t completely secure, and the lines are pretty open.”


              Gaelian laughed. “You mean you’re worried about compromising yourself, not me,” she retorted. From the shadow that passed over his face, she knew she was right. She shrugged, trying to keep the anger out of her voice. “Well, there isn’t any chance of your having any problems on account of me, anyway. At least, not if anyone knows the truth.”


              “I already have enough to handle with the Ot-tan, without having any rumors about our friendship. They already think I’m trying too hard to make inroads.”


              “And you aren’t?” Gaelian taunted him. He was. She knew it, but not with her. The Ot-tan was too far above his reach, as he had told her on more than one occasion. And Golran Vontreidi wasn’t about to ruin his chances.


              “Look,” he said again, exasperation creeping into his voice. “The Altneri are considering me quite seriously, and I don’t want to blow my chances. And I don’t really think you want to blow them, either. We’ve been friends, Gaelian. Let’s part that way.”


              She nodded to him curtly and swallowed her disappointment. Golran looked relieved, and she was glad at least for that. The Altneri were of the most minor noble class, but they were a nerris family. If they accepted Golran, he would have far higher hopes for his career than ending up a midlevel officer on some backwater base. He was too good a flier for that to be allowed to happen.


              On the other hand, he must know what it would mean to her. He was registered as were all adults who had passed the candidacy test. On the records, Golran Vontreidi was registered as a client to the YnTourne household under the following of the eldest of the eldest. Clients gave a household additional power with the Board, and members within a single household were ranked in part by the number of clients they could attract.


              “Last of sixteen,” she said carefully. It was a nerris wish, from the time when the game was still a test, a luck wish used only by the nobility. But that was what Golran aspired to. Marrying into the Altneri would assure him of that.


              He turned away, and Gaelian watched as he melted into the crowd. Fury rose in her, which she pushed down, fury at Golran’s pride that made the Altneri marriage more important to him than her friendship, than herself. The sun blazed across the white cement of the apron surrounding the stadium, and Gaelian squeezed her eyes shut against the glare, against her tears. Then she made her way over the landing circle reserved for the Ot-tan, hoping that Iesin had waited.


              The Ot-tan aircars rested together nearer the entrance than the other vehicles and were protectively cordoned. She submitted gracefully to the retinal scan and the slightly suspicious scowls of the occupants of the nearest car. Gaelian hoped to find Iesin before her family found her, but the area was almost as crowded as the stadium had been, with people meandering gracefully from car to car sharing iced drinks and greetings. Outside of Board meetings and homecoming games, it was rare for so many of the Ot-tan of all generations to gather. The opportunity for gossip, and a little informal business, was too good to pass up. Still searching for Iesin, Gaelian noticed a tall midshipman with unusually pale hair standing over a pale silver-blue aircar and ducked out of his line of sight. Even without seeing his features, she could recognize Teazerin YnSetti and had no wish to be forced to congratulate him on today’s game.


              “So you finally found time for us,” a silky voice came from behind her. She whirled around and found herself face to face with Dobrin. “Your little tete-a-tete with that commoner kept you awhile. Grandmother has been worried.”


              “Pilot talk,” she replied evenly. Dobrin coughed politely, and Gaelian resisted the urge to sneer. He reached out and fingered the starbursts on her collar, and she wanted to slap his hand away. She was senior to him in the household, even if he were older and ranked her in the service. But she dared not. His liberty could be interpreted in several ways; her reaction could carry only one meaning. That would be poor strategy.


              “Maybe if flying is so very important to you, you might like to relieve yourself of less interesting duties. In the household, of course.”


              “I’m sure Grandmother would be very disappointed,” Gaelian replied. “And while we all adore nerris, I’m sure a family competition would be very difficult to fit into her schedule.”


              Dobrin chuckled almost pleasantly. “Come, cousin, we’re civilized folk. Do you really think your father could stand up to a real competition?”


              Gaelian cursed herself by all of Anoni’s hells. She had been stupid to open the subject. Dobrin could outdo her in ruthlessness, but they were evenly matched in wits, and she had speed on him. She should have known he would find some way out, and she had just about run out of options.


              “Actually, I had wanted to speak to you privately about a matter that concerns all of us,” Dobrin continued, his face no longer mocking. “Grandmother is ill. And they don’t think they can do anything this time.”


              “What do you mean?” Gaelian demanded.


              “I mean she won’t sign the release,” Dobrin said.


              Gaelian gasped and nodded sharply. She understood only too well. No matter what techniques the hospital had available, if there was no release then the doctors could do nothing. And it would be perfectly like Grandmother to die just to spite them all because she couldn’t stand her son or his heir, or maybe out of pique at the Board.


              “She’s used this one before,” Gaelian said slowly. “Is it to stop my father from drinking, or is it because of something in the company? I mean, it’s possible that she’ll come around. She did last time.”


              Last time had been close. She had refused the transplant until the doctors thought that the heart tissue was too stressed to enable adequate replication. Of course, once the Board had agreed to lift the ban on mineral exploration, it was discovered that the RNA hadn’t deteriorated at all.


              It occurred to her that Dobrin must have some reason of his own for telling her. After all, he had been groomed to take over as head of the household, and the company, at her grandmother’s death. That had been superseded when Renan, Gaelian’s father, had turned up alive and with a child after eight years out of contact on a primitive world. He had been presumed dead, even legally declared such. His return had been a blow to Dobrin, one that he tried to swallow gracefully. It wasn’t easy, and Dobrin had never quite forgiven her for it. Gaelian had no doubt that when the time came he would do whatever he could to block her appointment as the head of the company as well as the household. The YnTourne were too important, carried too much weight in the Protectorate and the Admiralty to be headed by someone about whom there were suspicions. Dobrin allowed those suspicions; and for the same reason, he remained in the Navy, despite his other interests.


              Dobrin was not really suited to the military, Gaelian thought. He was too much the typical Li-tan administrator, of a class only one rank lower than the Ot-tan. His father had been Li-tan, she remembered, and so it was necessary that he follow every tradition and meet every expectation anyone ever had for the head of an Ot-tan household. The Academy and at least some hint of a Naval career before taking over family interests was almost required for anyone with Dobrin’s ambitions.


              For a moment, it occurred to her to feel a little sorry for him. Dobrin had played the game with every angle and every move he had ever learned, but he had never cheated. And it must have been difficult to remain in the Admiralty when he had no particular gift for Naval affairs. Perhaps, she mused, it felt to him as it would feel to her if anyone ever threatened to keep her from flying.


              “Shall we consider the second test?” he asked softly.


              Gaelian shrugged. Consider didn’t mean play. Nerris was only the first of the tests, the second was clients. And with Golran gone, she realized, she had just lost one of her strongest claims. Which was why Golran was gone. He couldn’t afford to be a YnTourne client and aspire to the Altneri marriage at the same time.


              “I think we’d better concern ourselves with Grandmother first. Find out what she wants before we do anything, don’t you think?”


              Dobrin smiled thinly as they walked over to the YnTourne aircar. “I may not tell anyone about you and that commoner,” he said carefully, “but I think you should know that the Board will never permit you to be named eldest if you persist in running around with the likes of him.”


              “Client business,” Gaelian said abruptly.


              “I hope so,” Dobrin replied. “You get very close to the edge too often, Gae. I can’t say that I’d mind terribly if the Board found me more acceptable to be the Head of the household than you. I’m happy to admit it. But Renan’s drinking and Grandmother’s illnesses are starting to make the Board wonder if we’re all unstable. There’s been talk in the Admiralty that several of the new contracts should be awarded… elsewhere.” He turned to face her, leaning lightly against the glistening hull of the car. “I will take YnTourne if I can. But when I do, I want there to be something to take, Gaelian. Ot-tan, Li-tan, Sonna-tan—we’ve all been bred and tested since the beginning. Who knows what or who people like that Vontreidi are? You’d better go in and behave.”


              Gaelian shook her head and gently fingered the lock panel. There was nothing she could say to Dobrin, not when he was right. The ruling classes of Dinoreos had bred true, displaying the traits that had gained them mastery over the entire Protectorate. She clenched her teeth and entered the dark interior of the family car.


              Her grandmother and father were already inside, resting on the luxurious foam couches that only the rich could afford. The interior of the car was small but built to maximize space, the deep couches low to the floor and the interior lined with dark mylar.


              “Grandmother,” Gaelian said formally.


              Her grandmother didn’t spare her a glance. The woman didn’t look at all old, barely half the hundred and twenty she admitted to. Her back was rigid and her cheeks faintly flushed, healthy looking, Gaelian decided. Whatever it was this time, her grandmother wasn’t ready yet to make any demands.


              Gaelian glanced at her father, who blinked at her groggily. He couldn’t speak until the head of the household acknowledged her, and from what Gaelian could see, that wasn’t going to happen today. Typical. Besides, it would be just as well not to have to listen to his drunken muddling. She could see the red, broken capillaries in his face reflected in the curved mylar walls, the almost-gesture of a hand that he was too weak to complete.


              “My respects to the household,” Gaelian said before she stepped back out onto the blazing apron. She stood aside and watched the car lift gently, frustrated and relieved at the same time.


              It was only a test, she reminded herself. She was eldest of the eldest, heir to the household and the company share, but there was more than one test she would have to pass before the Board would confirm her position. Perhaps it was only luck that her father had been confirmed before he left on the survey to Cahaute. Once confirmation came it was never withdrawn, not in the history of the Protectorate. The Board did not make mistakes. The tests were always valid.


              She watched the steel-colored car veer off twenty degrees north and cleared the remaining anger from her mind. Tests. They were all there for her benefit, no doubt. It was only to be expected. Anger was her enemy, she told herself. Her grandmother had warned her more than once that she let anger get in her way, making her primitive, not permitting her to think with the clear, necessary ruthlessness that was required of the Ot-tan. When emotion did not choke her, Gaelian knew she excelled in the long-range strategic planning, the balancing of subtle and bold moves, and the technical expertise that had kept them the ruling class for all the history of Dinoreos.


              She forced the anger from her thoughts and pivoted quickly, searching again for the YnOestal clan. Their car was somewhere around and should be easy to spot now that most had left. She focused on the pleasure of seeing Iesin’s family and enjoying her night’s liberty. Firstie privileges were not something she was going to give up.


              The YnOestal airboat was larger than any of the other vehicles in the Ot-tan enclosure, and she recognized it by the screaming green paint job. It had been red last time, and a hideous purple before that, but it was always the brightest thing on any lot.


              “Gaelian, we’ve been waiting forever!” Iesin called out. She was perched on the low rail, obviously searching. Other members of the clan were scattered around talking to friends, and friends of friends, and others who perhaps knew somebody who knew somebody. They were always picking up people. Iesin’s four Navy brothers were there in uniform, and Gaelian saluted gaily as she approached.


              “You’re the last we’ve been waiting for. Everyone else has been here for hours,” Iesin said, shoving her into the large vehicle.


              Someone started singing “Play for Victory,” and they all joined in in at least three different keys while the youngest daughter of the household giggled and punched out the lift commands from her father’s lap. The car jolted up, lurched to one side, and rolled three passengers from their seats before Iesin’s father got control of the console. Righted and in the hands of an adult, they drifted smoothly in the upper lanes away from the stadium and headed toward the city.


              “Isn’t Tarris a little young to be driving?” one of the bounced-around friends asked.


              “How else is she going to learn?” one of the YnOestals answered without evident concern.


              The commercial district was a maze of light and girders, bleached whites and greys merging on the clean-lined structures to tease the eye with jagged patterns that were almost imperceptible. They landed on the roof of a building that boasted thrusting blanched stone tossed at precarious angles, beautiful and threatening, which made Gaelian think of a pile of bones and teeth. An autovalet took the car, and they were ushered into a private room by a human attendant.


              The place was Ot-tan territory clearly. Human servitors led them through discreet, dark mylar-lined corridors to an enclave of tasteful elegance. Two walls were rough-textured concrete poured around natural stone set in rondelle patterns, while the other two were dull brushed brass. They settled in around the antique, dark wood table, which had been polished to reflect as clearly as the mylar in the halls. The YnOestal might sometimes act a little rowdy, be a little free among friends, but they had taste.


              She found herself seated at the end of the table next to Iesin, who couldn’t help being inquisitive.


              “What did Golran want with you, Gae?” she asked. “And Dobrin? You spent a long time paying your respects. I could never understand why you like the company of a commoner so much. I mean, I know Golran is talented, and it’s good that people like him are being used to their capacities, but I really never did understand what you had to talk about off duty.”


              Gaelian smiled. “Pilot stuff, mostly. Equipment, flying, you know.”


              Iesin shook her head. “You know, Gae, you can get really boring sometimes. Did it ever occur to you that there are people who couldn’t care less about any of your infernal machines? You should cultivate something else to talk about. And aren’t there enough of your cohorts in. our class, anyway?”


              One of Iesin’s middle brothers shot Iesin a freezing look. “You aren’t eldest of the eldest,” he reminded her curtly.


              Gaelian relaxed. Iesin might not understand that even with the class barrier, she had something in common with Golran. But Iesin did know that the heir to a household was responsible for client support. Not that she had any clients, she reflected bitterly, not with Golran cutting all communication.


              “I see,” Iesin said carefully. “But you do have a pretty good following among the younger fliers around the Academy. And that’s pure ability, not because you’ve gone out and made any deals. It’ll count in your favor, more than some of the followings other eldest of eldests have built. Besides, what’s up with Dobrin? He’s a worm.”


              Gaelian had to smile. “How did you know we were talking?”


              “I have my sources,” Iesin muttered. Suddenly, exasperation came into her expression. “Honestly, Gae, I don’t know why you let him bother you. You passed nerris when you were sixteen. Okay, it wasn’t a brilliant game, but you passed. And you’ve got a real following with the younger fliers and with the Serians, and they count more than lower nobles or commoners. Hells, even I’m registered, and I count for a good two or three, don’t you think?”


              “Four at least,” Gaelian replied, surprised. She had thought that Iesin would of course register in her own family’s following. But then, the YnOestal were so overrun that maybe Iesin wasn’t needed, and it would be like that clan to support her. The YnOestal eldest of eldest and Dobrin hated each other.


              “So far as I can figure, if you don’t go and lose your temper, you’ve got it all over Dobrin. There’s nothing to worry about, and he isn’t stupid enough to challenge you. Unless there’s something I don’t know,” she added archly.


              Gaelian tried to smile. There was very, very little that Iesin didn’t know. She seemed to catch information out of the air. It wouldn’t surprise her in the least if Iesin knew more about her grandmother’s illness and refusal to be treated than Gaelian herself did. Just to test Iesin, she mentioned only the barest facts.


              Iesin tried not to laugh. “How many times has she played out that one?” Iesin said. “And they can hold off a bone marrow transplant right up to the zero point, so there isn’t any real risk. I don’t know what your grandmother wants, but Dobrin is trying to push you into playing for position prematurely.”


              “I know,” Gaelian agreed. “The problem is, he’s succeeding.”


              “Only if you let him,” Iesin replied firmly. “Personally, I’d enjoy the game. I don’t see why it bothers you so much.”


              Several large platters of food arrived then, thin-sliced meats marinated in spices and tart yellow fruit imported from Adedri. As they turned to enjoy the repast, Gaelian thought about what Iesin had said. It was true, it was only another game. It shouldn’t bother her at all; she should even enjoy her advantages. Only there were things that Iesin, for all her sources, still didn’t know.


              “You challenged him in nerris, didn’t you?” Iesin asked when she had swallowed the last of her first course.


              Gaelian nodded, still trying to taste the subtle spicing and relish a dinner far better than the usual Academy fare.


              “Then you’re going to have to use it to cover yourself. He made you mad, and you pushed back. You know, Gae, if you lose on anything, it’s going to be your temper. I just don’t know why you let him worry you so much. It isn’t like there’s anything there that’s different from any other household.”


              “Let’s enjoy being out while we can, all right?” she pleaded. “I don’t want to think about Dobrin or my grandmother or the family at all, and I don’t want to miss the next course because we’re too busy to taste it.”


              Iesin smiled broadly, and they started in on a delicate cream soup. Gaelian tried to concentrate on the conversation, as it replayed the day’s competition against other games, past and possible. She drank the wine, sparkling pale green with the second course, rich purple with the stuffed roast, and dry ivory with the salad. She complimented the food lavishly, which was no more than it deserved, listened to Iesin’s brothers’ astute comments about judging wine properly, followed them all solemnly, and then forgot them.


              Soon they were being crammed back into the car again and dropped off at the front gates of the Academy. Even firsties couldn’t be chauffeured up to the front door.


              Giggling from too much wine, they entered Phkaiden Hall, the firstie dorm. Their voices echoed off the brushed-steel walls, and in the greenish half-light suited to the hour the shadows took on personalities. Or maybe it was only the quantity of wine they had consumed. Down the sweeping central arcade, they saw no one. It was a liberty night. Most firsties in would be those who were in danger of failing or those on punishment detail. It seemed unnaturally quiet without the underhum of escalators and seeker-speakers.


              It was Iesin who noticed it first, the heavy, silent reverberations of marching. They vibrated through the decorative girders and into the slab concrete floor and up through the vault of the formal central hallway.


              “Wait,” Iesin said groggily. “I thought they discontinued midnight diaper drills years ago.” She glanced up at the shimmering red chrono over the door.


              “Uh huh,” Gaelian agreed. She remembered those nights of their first year, the company lieutenant taking them out on the roof to practice marching. But it had been ordered stopped two years ago when the mess hall roof was being repaired. Too many rooftop drills, the Commandant had said. Since then, no one had resumed the midnight rooftop marches.


              Gaelian stiffened, and they moved silently down the corridor and up the unmoving escalator that brought them to the great formal observation terrace. Here, two stories up, they had a panoramic view of the entire center hallway they had just crossed, designed for the reception of important dignitaries and parents on graduation day and for the presentation of the new pilots at the Starburst Ceremony. From the terrace to the ceiling high above soared a magnificent mural of chrome, steel, and brass wire inlaid in the rippling black and grey plexiglass depicting the starburst. Carefully concealed in the mural wall were sliding doors leading out onto the mess hall roof.


              Here the sound of the marching was clearer. Memories of her first months at the Academy engulfed Gaelian, the six dorms of the six years arranged in a rectangle to make a courtyard two stories high. She remembered the cold night and the steady beat around the perimeter of that courtyard, the bottom of which was the mess hall roof. Through her tipsy haze, she could almost hear the orders echoing from all four sides of the plexi and concrete enclosure. It was something like a nerris court, she had thought then, but over the years the effect lessened. Certainly it impressed the visitors who watched the corps of midshipmen assemble before lunch from these doors.


              “I can’t think of any reason for it,” Iesin said foggily. “I would have heard something. I always hear something.”


              Gaelian edged up against the door and began to pull it open very slowly, silently thanking any entity she could think of and a few she couldn’t that the sliprod was well lubricated. When she had nudged the door open just barely a centimeter, both young women pressed their eyes to the crack.


              Out on the low roof, four full companies were formed, but the uniforms weren’t those of the undistinguished diaper class. Pilots’ starbursts glittered from the collars of several of those assembled in the ranks, clear in the brilliant illumination of the net that had been turned on for the display. From this distance, they couldn’t really make out any faces, but they could hear perfectly well, what little there was to hear. While the high hard walls echoed with even the slightest sound, this was the silent drill.


              No orders were shouted, though the ranks moved in perfect unity. Not just feet and arms, but heads, eyes all focused on the same point. It looked like an army of robots, mechanical, uncommunicating, forming and reforming in a series of complex patterns. The walls glittered ash-white in the harsh netlight. Then the companies wheeled, broke, lined, and reformed precisely in the center of the area, and still without a whisper, they stopped and froze at attention.


              Far out across the marching roof, all the way down by the diaper dorm, Gaelian could see the glittering collar bars of a midshipman captain.


              “Honor court,” Iesin whispered.


              Gaelian blanched. Either of them could have easily been members of the court, they both knew. They had been approached in the traditional method by that shadowy organization and had declined. It was a power that Gaelian didn’t want and Iesin didn’t need, a power recognized from the time when nerris still meant death. The honor court was too silent for their preference, too unknown, keeping its own law. No one knew who the members were. They were never identified, even years after graduation. They had the right to punish or expel and were beholden to none. There were rumors that there was an officer advisor, once a member of the court himself, but those who knew weren’t talking.


              “Deception and dishonor to the corps,” they heard a voice say to a midshipman who stood in front of the assembly.


              “Who is it?” Gaelian asked, all trace of her earlier inebriation wiped away.


              Iesin shot her a look that meant keep quiet. Already they were in violation of the honor code for witnessing this event. There was a perfectly good precedent that, if found, they could both be expelled simply for watching.


              Out on the rooftop, the voice continued. “When the word of an officer is no longer sacred, the honor of all Dinoreos is denied. You claim Ot-tan status, yet it has been satisfactorily proved that your father was a commoner. Do you deny this now, in front of the sacred four of companies?”


              The midshipman remained silent.


              “You will not speak for yourself. Will anyone speak for you?”


              Again silence thundered through the assembly, the hushed waiting silence that denotes some occasion, a moment of great importance.


              A gesture. In the glare, two midshipmen lieutenants stepped forward, and even from this distance with his back to her, Gaelian recognized Teazerin YnSetti. He turned to face the still nameless accused, and the light glinted off his hard smile that was not a smile. Across his face still were painted the nerris-bands, yellow, red, black, blue, neat and precise. She remembered the first time they had been painted on her own face, the time that her grandmother had been forced to acknowledge her on the nerris court. On Teazerin, in this strange light, they glittered like the ancient god-masks on display at the National History Museum.


              The two lieutenants moved rapidly, each ripping something from a side of the accused’s uniform, and then Gaelian saw what they were. Pilot starbursts. Whoever was being disciplined by the honor court was a flier. It didn’t matter that he may well have done what he was accused of doing, or even that she might barely know him. He was a pilot, one of her people, and these nonfliers were judging him. They had taken his starbursts.


              They stripped off his jacket, leaving him in the plain white jumpsuit that constituted the basic uniform garment. Teazerin dropped the jacket in a heap in front of the captain.


              “We do not dispute blood,” the captain said. “It is concealment we abhor. Anyone who has counter-information and is withholding it is as guilty as you who stand accused. Under penalty of expulsion, I order anyone who can clear this person to come forward and speak.”


              No one came forward. Yet even in the pain of that silence, he did not flinch. Somehow Gaelian was proud.


              “Be gone by sunrise,” the voice said, and the lights were doused suddenly.


              Gaelian was trembling and cold as Iesin dragged her back to their room. She couldn’t have moved under her own power, not after that grotesque scene. The silence of the ancient drill and the traditions of the honor court, the traditions of nerris, prevented it. Finality resounded in the slab floor as the four companies marched in the dark into the dorms again. Iesin barely got her out of the central hall before the first member of the honor court arrived.


              When they returned to the room Iesin flung her a washcloth. “Colors, Gae, you’re whiter than stone. Here, wash up, get into your nights. Move.”


              Gaelian did as she was told, moving like an automaton. Iesin guided her down to the washroom and back again, for once saying nothing about the fuzzy yellow nonregulation slippers that Gaelian used whenever she could.


              “Who was it?” Gaelian whispered. “Why? I mean, I know the rules, but so quietly in the night like that. When almost everyone would be gone. It’s terrible. And why didn’t anyone say anything?”


              “I don’t know, Gae, really I don’t. I mean, you know how the honor court is. Try to get some sleep. We’ll hear in the morning, and I for one really need a few hours of sleep.”


  

  

  

  

  

  

  



  

Chapter 2


  

              She knew it was a dream, the same dream again. Cahaute, she was back on the planet Cahaute where she had been born. Most of the time she managed to forget it, but she couldn’t run from the dream of the dark night with the bonfire. There was the smell, the smell of the bonfire with the corpses piled high, and she was so tiny then. Don’t cry. She saw a hand in the pile, in the flames, and felt a sickness in her stomach. A great white beast came to her, something she remembered was called a nistora, and it dissolved leaving a necklace. Mother, Mother.… There was a hand on her shoulder and soft eyes that looked at her. Her friend, the boy who had made the necklace, had come. She knew he was her friend, but he frightened her. If they found out, it was all over. She awakened herself with a muffled cry.


              It was still dark out, but after this dream there would be no more sleep. The wicked red light of the chrono blinked out oh three-thirty from the corner of her screen. How many nights had she lain and watched the red numbers flicker one after the other? Iesin said she should turn it off, but Gaelian liked having it there watching, ready and reassuring, whenever she chanced to open her eyes.


              She had thought she was rid of the nightmare, hadn’t had one for almost a year, but the strange ceremony on the rooftop mixed with too much to drink had brought it back. They’d find her, Gaelian knew. One day they would find out. It couldn’t be kept secret forever.


              She groaned and turned, pretending to herself that she would sleep, but knew it was a useless gesture. Iesin was still sleeping, Gaelian knew from her steady breathing. After all that wine, there was no way Ie would wake until the alarm shrieked half an hour before first formation, if then. She didn’t want to lie in the darkness alone with her fear and Iesin’s breathing.


              Softly, she slipped out of bed and began to dress in the dark. The dream was probably only a result of the previous evening’s excess, but even so some cool air and movement would feel good. She was still on liberty until the morning muster. No one could stop her, and no one would challenge. She picked up her shoes and crept out in stocking feet, the better not to disturb Iesin. Iesin needed the sleep, seemed to need it more than Gaelian ever did.


              At the end of the corridor, she laced up her running shoes and headed quickly down the unmoving escalator in the center hall. It was still deserted. The members of the night’s business were probably asleep now, and those still on liberty would be either too drunk to notice anything or waiting it out until morning to appear, groggy but cold sober, at the dawn formation.


              There were stars out tonight, billions of the illuminating the ’drangle, the white walkways scoured against the plush grass. The two steel and plexi ziggurats glowed softly, their massive solidity merely wavering shadows at this hour. Gaelian thought they were like twin ships, straining and waiting for the signal to lift. Down a small grade and across from the ’drangle, the gym squatted, guarding the athletic field like a leprous concrete monster. Gaelian skirted it, going down through the break in the bushes that only firsties were allowed to use, the shortcut to the athletic field. She walked carefully, aware that anyone who saw her running would think something amiss–she didn’t want to be questioned, even if she was innocent. She wasn’t quite sure that she was innocent. There was something wrong, after all, in having witnesses te proceedings of the honor court. And there was something else, something she tried to erase from her mind.


              She did not know what drew her to the woods. True, she ran cross-country for the varsity team and felt comfortable on the trail, but that wasn’t really it. There was something else that had been part of the dream. There had been woods there, and whenever she awoke from those nightmares she felt the urge to return to the forest. Return? She shook herself. If she weren’t very careful, she’d have to report to sick bay for psych evaluation, and there was no way she was going to do that. By the Colors, no way at all.


              Quietly she darted into the woods, picking out the cross-country trail before her as if by some instinct. She began to run. Running was almost as good as flying to still the uneasiness in her. Running was control. Not the magnificent control of a flight craft, the freedom of vacuum or the challenge of atmosphere, the tensile strength of her artificial body hurling itself through eternity, but it was enough. There was freedom in the stretching of her legs, the engorged arteries pulsing in her throat. She let her legs take her, not consciously watching the trail but letting her eyes rest on it. She was good at cross-country, dodging the branches and brambles before others even knew they were there. She ran the course, shedding all thought, aware only of her body flying through the foliage, of the yielding moss and the heavy smell of decaying things.


              Then another smell came, the smell of the new-dead, of dark blood and excrement, something remembered from another life. Prey, she thought, and kept on running. There was nothing big enough to take her down here. It must be some large rodent that a night bird fed on, or a pup left to wander. She knew it, and yet she didn’t know how she knew, and it worried her. The knowledge came from some different place, not from here.


              A shadow swung before her, blocking out her view of the path, of the stars. It swung neatly and twisted on itself, the death-smell overwhelming. Gaelian stopped. She had no wish to go on, but there was a compulsion, one so strong she could not possibly disobey. She moved forward carefully, keeping to the bushes, aware that she left a clear mark for the enemy. An enemy surely must have done this. It was no small game.


              She caught herself suddenly. She was on the Academy campus. There were no enemies here, yet the reaction had been sure. She shook herself, squinted, and tried to see through the foliage back to the gym or further out to the reactor. The small wooded section was carefully kept only for cross-country meets and for visiting parents to wander and picnic in. If it were light, she reminded herself sternly, she would be able to see through the trees to the rest of the campus, civilization, not this horribly physical extension of her dream.


              In starlight frozen by an eternity of space, there glittered a shining white form, resolving from shadow into ghost into a uniform jumpsuit. Twirling lazily on a branch, the rope glittered with copper braid. Even without getting any closer, she was almost overpowered by the stench, although the body had not yet begun to decay.


              She crept closer, sure of what she would find. The only question now was who. She had no doubt as to why. It must be the one they had condemned on
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