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 What price would a species pay to extend their
lifespan?

The golden-eyed Elspind live brief but
fulfilling lives. Gaining membership into the Cooperative League of
Systems could bring many benefits…including a drug that would
greatly extend their lives, but some are opposed to such
infringement—violently opposed. Can a soon-to-be StarBridge
interrelator on the verge of dropping out unite the people of
Elseemar? Come along with Mark, Cara, and Eerin on an adventure
filled with danger where a single misstep could mean disaster.

 

 


 Praise for the StarBridge Series



“This series offers well-told tales with a welcome note of
realism about interspecies relationships…Recommended.” —
Booklist



“These novels challenge our understanding among intelligent
races…Readers will care about these characters.” — Library
Journal



“Crispin’s aliens are a diverse and fascinating lot…She’ll be
the leading candidate for the title of the ‘the Norton of the
1990s!’” — Dragon Magazine



“Rousing adventure…a very exciting and reader-enticing
series!” — Andre Norton

 



Books by A.C. Crispin



StarBridge Series:

StarBridge (A.C. Crispin)

Silent Dances (A.C. Crispin and Kathleen O’Malley)

Shadow World (A.C. Crispin and Jannean Elliott)

Serpent’s Gift (A.C. Crispin with Deborah A. Marshall)

Silent Songs (A.C. Crispin and Kathleen O’Malley)

Ancestor’s World (A.C. Crispin and T. Jackson King)

Voices of Chaos (A.C. Crispin and Ru Emerson)



Star Wars: The Han Solo Trilogy:

The Paradise Snare

The Hutt Gambit

Rebel Dawn



Star Trek:

Yesterday’s Son

Time for Yesterday

Sarek

The Eyes of the Beholders

Enter the Wolves (A Star Trek graphic novel by A.C. Crispin and
Howard Weinstein)



V:

V (A.C. Crispin)

V: East Coast Crisis (A.C. Crispin and Howard
Weinstein)

V: Death Tide (A.C. Crispin and Deborah A. Marshall)

V: The Original Miniseries (Kenneth Johnson and A.C.
Crispin)



Other Novels

Pirates of the Caribbean: The Price of Freedom (A.C.
Crispin)

Storms of Destiny: Book One of the Exiles of Boq’urain (A.C.
Crispin)

Alien Resurrection: The Novelization (A.C. Crispin and
Kathleen O’Malley)

Gryphon’s Eyrie (Andre Norton and A.C. Crispin)

Songsmith (Andre Norton and A.C. Crispin)

Sylvester: The Novelization (A.C. Crispin)



Short Stories in Anthologies

Star Wars:

Tales from the Mos Eisley Cantina

Tales from Jabba’s Palace



Star Trek:

Star Trek: Enterprise Logs

Star Trek: The Amazing Stories



Witch World:

Tales of the Witch World: Vol. 1

Tales of the Witch World: Vol. 3



Others:

Tales of Zorro

Werewolves and Shapeshifters: Encounters with the Beast
Within

Magic in Ithkar: Vol. 3

Highwaymen: Robbers and Rogues

 



This book and parts thereof may not be reproduced in any form,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any
means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, or otherwise—without
prior written permission of the publisher, except as provided by
the United States of America copyright law.



This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents
are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.
Any similarity to actual persons, organizations, and/or events is
purely coincidental.

Shadow
World
Published at
Smashwords

www.accrispin.com



Copyright © 1991, 2011 by A.C. Crispin and Jannean Elliott

Cover Art © 2011 by Michael J. Sullivan

Formatting by Robin Sullivan



Release Date: December 2011

 



This book is dedicated to my fifth-grade teacher, Mrs. L. Blum,
with gratitude for the very first vote of confidence and to the
wonderful students of Brainerd, Howard, and Tyner Schools,
Chattanooga, Tennessee, 1970-1980, from a teacher who remembers the
lessons of life we shared.

—Jannean Elliott, 2011

 







 

Acknowledgments

When Shadow World first came out, I
wrote the following: “I don’t know if it’s appropriate to
acknowledge one’s collaborator, but, in my case, it would
definitely be inappropriate if I did not. Seven years ago, just as
her own career was taking off, Ann Crispin took the time to
befriend a fan who wrote her a letter. Her critiques of my first
book attempt and her call two years later with an invitation to
join the StarBridge team provided a rare apprenticeship in
the writing craft. Thank you, Ann.” More years have now passed but
my “thank you” to Ann is just as fervent and deeply felt.

Another big “thank you” goes to Ridan
Publishing for giving the StarBridge books the chance to
live again via the electronic realm.

I want to express my deep love and
appreciation for my family. I miss Daddy, but I’m so blessed to
have my mother, Dorothy Elliott, still by my side and cheering me
on, along with my sisters Suzanne Rule and Katrina DeBusk, their
husbands Bob and Danny, and my two dear nephews, Jim Rule and David
DeBusk. Plus, I have a daughter now! She’s seventeen years old,
smart, strong, and “on top of it,” just as Cara is in Shadow World.
Joylynn Nanying Elliott, I love you! And yes, Mushu, you’re the
sweetest dog ever.

Kathy Lerch and Amelia Cobble, you two
inspire me; Judy Gilmore and Michelle Turpin, you two keep me
going. Valerie Allen, Ellen Faby, Carolyn Paskel, Doug Bales, Tammy
Spencer, Lynn Davis, and Bob Rutkowski—all of you are great
friends. Nathan knows; Bill doesn’t.

And, God, you know too. Thank you!

— Jannean Elliott, 2011

 



 Prologue

The four moons of Elseemar rose one by one
over the mountain peaks, sending multiple shadows gliding along the
ground. Shadows flowed beneath the tall trees, chasing along the
furrows of the field where Lieor worked at loosening the soil
around each of the sestel seedlings with a hoe.

The Elpind labored steadily, carefully, but
Lieor’s mind was far removed from the job at hand. Tomorrow would
be the most important day of the Elpind’s life. Soon after dawn,
Lieor and many other Elspind would receive their first dose of the
new drug the team of alien scientists had developed in the mountain
lab. They were calling their recently synthesized discovery
Elhanin, which meant, in Elspindlor, “life-more-long.”

Tomorrow a new life for Lieor would begin—a
life that might prove twice as long as an Elspind could otherwise
expect. The scientists believed that Elhanin would roughly double
the years Lieor would remain a neuter, a “hin,” and also increase
the time that the Elpind would have after hin’s Change, when Lieor
would become either “heen” (male), or “han” (female).

Unlike Lieor’s parents, hin might actually
live to wean all of heen’s or han’s children, might even see them
nearly grown, before dying.

Lieor reached the end of a row, then halted
work for a moment to look up at the lab nestled into the
mountainside.

The Elpind’s huge, round eyes shone with more
than reflected moonlight, bright as they were with expectation and
eagerness. Tomorrow, hin thought. Chill night wind stirred
the downy hair on hin’s spindly but wiry-strong arms and legs.
Tomorrow life truly begins anew for all of us…The Elpind
shivered, but hin’s shudder was born of eager anticipation, not
cold.
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The lab, every light shining, glimmered like
a beacon of hope against the dark mountainside. The scientists from
the Cooperative League of Systems, along with Elspind herbalists,
were evidently working the night through. Lieor knew from talks
with hin’s Heeyoon friend, Moonrunner, that the scientists were
determined to stay on schedule with their testing program.

The Elpind moved to the new row of sestel
seedlings with a skip and a bounce that was even more energetic
than usual. It was odd to think of Moonrunner and the other CLS
scientists awake the entire night, for the off-worlders usually
slept when it was dark. Lieor still found the idea of sleeping
every night of one’s life one of the most alien things about
them.

Elspind almost never slept. Instead, they
remained busy tending crops, constructing dwellings from native
stone and wood, spinning plant fibers into fabric, and performing
all the other tasks of life. Elspind times of relaxation were
filled with Tellings: history, legend, and cultural beliefs
combined in a rich oral tradition.

As Lieor worked, hin thought longingly of
hin’s sibling, Eerin. Lieor missed Eerin with an intensity that
surprised even the Elpind. They were the last two surviving neuters
in their family. Their other siblings had all entered Enelwo, the
Change from which neuters emerged as males or females…or died in
the process. Nine sunrises ago, Eerin had boarded one of the
off-worlders’ shuttles and left Elseemar behind.

Not so long ago, we still believed that
Elseemar’s sky was the end of creation, Lieor thought. We
thought we were the only people there
were…

Now everyone knew of the vast, dark void
behind the sky, the void the off-worlders called “space.” The
aliens who had traveled to Elseemar from other worlds were of
different species, but all belonged to the CLS, the Cooperative
League of Systems. Lieor pictured the strangenesses of the
off-worlders in hin’s mind: the long, limbless creatures called
“Mizari;” the small flying beings from a world called “Apis”
(though the beings themselves had another name for it); the large,
strong, heavily-maned Simiu who walked on all fours; and the tall,
fanged furry beings that walked two-legged, like the Elspind, and
were called “Heeyoon.”

And even these were not all the varieties
that belonged to the CLS. Eerin had said that at StarBridge
Academy, hin would be meeting many others, among them
humans…certainly one of the oddest species, from everything Lieor
had heard.

Surely, Lieor mused, Eerin will
return to Elseemar with many fine Tellings to share with
us!

Suddenly the Elpind’s round, softly furred
head turned as hin listened intently. Hin discerned a faint sound
in the woods surrounding the sestel field—the sound of footsteps,
but not ordinary, friendly footsteps. These soft patterings had
something furtive and stealthy about them.

Alarmed, Lieor peered into the trees and
finally made out several figures stealing through the forest. A
stray shaft of moonlight caught the design on one of the tunics
they wore. Lieor could not see the device clearly, but hin did not
have to; its general shape betrayed it. Only the Wospind, the
People of Death, wore the image of a diving Shadowbird embroidered
on their clothing!

They came from the direction of the CLS
laboratory!

Realizing that, Lieor’s heart contracted with
fear. Throwing down the hoe, the Elpind broke into a run. Hin raced
through the woods, driving hinself up the mountain’s slope,
bounding agilely over fallen trees and low-lying shrubs. All the
while Lieor was filled with a terrible urgency…and a sense of
foreboding.

The Wospind were a small—but increasingly
vocal—group of Elspind who had protested the presence of the CLS
scientists from the beginning. “Our lifecycle may be short,” they
vehemently maintained, “but it is the one nature intended for us.
To defy nature is wrong. No one—especially no off-worlder—should
tamper with what we are and what we will be!”

“I’m not sure it’s wise for your leaders to
ignore the Wospind as they are doing,” Moonrunner, the Heeyoon
scientist, had commented recently to Lieor. “Ignoring a problem
doesn’t make it go away.”

“The Great Council’s position is that if the
Wospind do not wish to take Elhanin, then that is their choice,”
Lieor had replied heatedly. “But they must not take away our right
to do so! Let them reject Elhanin; we will outlive them all!”

“They are growing angrier every day.”
Moonrunner’s long gray muzzle had wrinkled with concern. “Some have
shouted threats at us as we leave the confines of the lab. I can
smell their hate and fear; it is increasing as we approach the
large-scale testing.”

“The Wospind have never hurt anyone,” Lieor
reminded hin’s friend. “Except for the clan feuds—and the last of
those ended many generations ago—we Elspind have always been a
peaceful people.”

Now those dismissive words returned to haunt
Lieor as hin dashed up the mountain slope, a nameless fear filling
hin’s mind and heart. Wospind could have had no good reason for
visiting the CLS laboratory under the cover of darkness.

Lieor had almost reached the lab’s lighted
grounds when a terrible thunder shook the mountainside. The lab
erupted in a searing inferno of light and heat. Chunks of native
stone and chunks of the aliens’ building material rained down
together as Lieor fell and rolled, sheltering hin’s head with hin’s
arms.

When Lieor dared look again, long, leaping
flames had engulfed the main laboratory complex and were spreading
toward the rest of the buildings. The roar of the fire almost
masked the sounds of screams. Squinting against the glare, Lieor
made out several dark forms silhouetted against the brightness as
they staggered away from the burning portion.

Shocked, numbed with horror, Lieor climbed to
hin’s feet, hesitated, and then, seeing a motionless dark form,
darted forward. Terrible heat singed hin’s downy fur as Lieor
grabbed the alien’s legs and began dragging the other toward
safety. Reaching the sheltering darkness of the trees, Lieor looked
down and realized that the rescued alien was a Simiu.

Turning toward Lalcipind, Lieor began
shouting for help, but suddenly a howl of purest agony drowned out
hin’s voice.

The Elpind whirled to see a fiery figure
running toward the woods, a figure leaping and capering in a frenzy
of pain. Its death cry filled the air, resounding off the mountain
slopes. Even as Lieor started toward it, trying to think of a way
to tackle the victim and smother the flames, the runner collapsed,
still writhing. By the time the Elpind reached it, it was
mercifully dead.

Lieor shuddered as the rankness of burned
flesh filled hin’s nostrils. The body was hideously charred, but
still…hin knew.

It was—had been—Moonrunner.

The Elpind started nervously as a shadow
before hin suddenly became substance, stepping out from between the
tree trunks. The newcomer was a dun-colored neuter like Lieor.

“Tell everyone,” said the stranger, “tell
them that this”—hin waved a slender arm at the lab—“this is what
will happen to all those from other worlds who come to Elseemar.
Warn any aliens who still live to leave our world and never return.
Tell the WirElspind—Elseemar’s precious Great Council—that the
research aimed at altering our lifecycle must stop. Tell
them that Orim, leader of all Wospind, has so decreed it!”

Orim melted back into the shadows and
disappeared.

Later, after the survivors were being helped,
and the flames were finally under control, Lieor knelt beside
Moonrunner’s body. “Moonrunner,” hin whispered the ritual words.
“El is life and Wo is death and each completes the other. In the
quick flight of a Shadowbird, El becomes Wo. Let it be, and let it
be ever so.” The words comforted hin; death, after all, was an old
friend on Elseemar.

Then Lieor rose and left the fitfully burning
lab, climbing quickly up the mountain path behind the aliens’ still
untouched living quarters and secondary lab buildings. Three of the
moons were already gone; only Orood hung stubbornly in the sky.
Dawn was breaking.

Reaching the clearing, Lieor began to dance
the Mortenwol…dancing for hin’s shattered dreams of a new life,
dancing for those who had embraced Wo and begun the final journey
this past night…dancing especially for Moonrunner. Hin will
always remember, Lieor promised silently as hin leaped and
turned, feeling the terrible heaviness in hin’s chest lighten a
little.

And then, when the sun had risen fully into
the sky and the death dance was finished, Lieor went to tell the
Council what Orim had said.

 


Chapter 1: Wins and Losses

Cara Hendricks straightened up suddenly,
convinced she’d just heard a soft, slithering sound from the other
side of the door. She activated her camera with an abrupt, nervous
gesture, and the small, tubelike device rose into the air and took
position over her left shoulder. As she glanced anxiously around,
the tiny, gold sensor patch attached to the dark skin just above
her left cheekbone signaled the instrument to follow her gaze. The
autocam whirred softly, recording everything she saw.

Long seconds passed. Nothing happened.

“Camera off,” Cara muttered, though she left
it hovering in the air. With a sigh she settled back in her seat,
running a hand over her hair, checking that no strands had escaped
from her sleek chignon. Usually Cara let her black hair fluff
around her face naturally, but today she wanted to look every inch
the professional journalist. After smoothing the skirt of her best
blue suit, she folded her hands in her lap with an outwardly
relaxed air.

Her pleasantly bland surroundings resembled a
hundred other waiting rooms the seventeen-year-old black girl had
seen back on Earth. Cara still found it difficult to believe that
she was far below the surface of an airless asteroid in outer
space, light-years away from Earth.

Any minute now, she would meet her first
extraterrestrial.

Her autocam hovered faithfully beside her.
The latest in microvideo technology, it was on loan from the
Associated Earth Press. Frank Madden’s words as he’d placed the
expensive piece of equipment in her hands echoed in her memory,
making Cara smile.

“You won’t have to think about your equipment
at all,” he’d promised. “This little gem is state of the art. It’ll
track, zoom, focus, adjust, and frame automatically. All you have
to worry about is what you’re going to ask during your
interviews.”

As if that’s not enough to worry
about, Cara thought, since the second person I’ll be talking
to here at StarBridge Academy is an eminent diplomat who just
happens to be a…big snake! She’d seen Mizari on holo-vid many
times, but that wasn’t the same as coming face-to-face with one of
the aliens.

Cara tensed, thinking again she’d heard a
sound, but it was another false alarm. She glanced at her watch,
seeing that ten minutes had passed since Dr. Robert Gable had left
her here to wait for the elderly Mizari who served as Liaison
between StarBridge Academy and the CLS.

To think that I’ve actually met someone
who was aboard the Désirée, she thought.
Somehow she’d figured the famous Rob Gable would be taller, but the
slender, dark-haired psychologist barely topped her own modest
height. He was close to forty, Cara knew, but his unlined face and
easygoing grin made him seem nearly as young as the students he
counseled here at StarBridge.

He promised that we’d talk more later
on, she mused. Maybe…just maybe…I can get him to reminisce
about his experiences fifteen years ago when he and Mahree
Burroughs made their First Contact with the Cooperative League of
Systems. Everyone knows how closemouthed he is about his personal
life, so getting him to talk about that would be a real feather in
my cap.

For all her anxious listening, Cara never
picked up any kind of warning—any whisper of scales, any slithery
sound. Suddenly the door slid open, and the Liaison Officer between
the CLS and the Academy at StarBridge flowed into the room.

“Ms. Hendricks,” said the Mizari in English,
with a graceful inclination of his wedge-shaped head, “I am
Ssoriszs. Forgive me for making you wait. I bid you welcome to
StarBridge.” His voice was thin, but pleasant, and the extra hiss
on the “s” sounds was only a minor distraction.

Cara stood up hastily to face the alien.
“Thank you, Esteemed One,” she said. “I’m very glad to meet you,
sir.” There! The greeting she’d memorized had come out perfectly,
but then her rehearsed sentiments abruptly deserted her. Instead,
to her horror, she heard herself blurt, “I didn’t know you’d be so
beautiful!”

Ssoriszs dipped his head a second time. “You
are most kind.”

The Mizari was easily three times as long as
Cara was tall, and as thick around as her waist. He faced her with
the first third of his supple body reared up like a cobra; the rest
was neatly coiled. His sleek scales glittered palest mint-green,
with amber and emerald diamond shapes patterning his back. His
pupilless eyes were golden, and his entire head was haloed with
long, slender appendages that waved constantly. The effect created
by the iridescent tendrils was that of a shimmering,
rainbow-colored cloud that floated and danced with each small
movement of the Mizari’s head.

The alien regarded Cara steadily with his
lidless eyes. “Allow me first to compliment you on your recent
achievement. I watched your winning documentary on the
socioeconomic effects of the First Contact on the major Terran
governments. The Associated Earth Press made a fine choice when it
awarded you the title of ‘Young Journalist of the Year.’ We here at
StarBridge are most fortunate that your prize was the chance to
come and visit with us.”

Cara flushed with pleasure. “Thank you, sir.
It’s a pleasure and an honor. Did they tell you I’m to do a
documentary while I’m here, a student’s perspective on StarBridge?
I’d like to begin filming you now, if I may.”

Good recovery, she congratulated
herself. Maybe he’ll never guess you were so flustered meeting
him that you forgot to activate the camera.

“Certainly,” he agreed.

She waved to the autocam and continued
smoothly, “Since my knowledge of people from other worlds has so
far been gained through books and the networks, I’m looking forward
to meeting the students here at StarBridge.” The words of her
planned speech were surfacing in her mind.

“They are looking forward to meeting you,
also,” he assured her. “And as for meeting people from other
worlds, you will have a rare opportunity while you are here: a
chance to meet an Elpind.”

Cara’s heart leaped excitedly. “You’re
getting one of the ten!”

“Well informed, as a journalist should be,”
said the Mizari approvingly. “I had wondered whether the long trip
in hibernation might have caused you to miss the latest news.”

“I only spent two months in hibernation,”
Cara explained. “The last month I caught up on all that had been
happening while I was asleep. One of the biggest stories, of
course, was that ten Elspind had been chosen to be the first of
their kind to leave Elseemar and visit selected CLS-member planets.
StarBridge isn’t exactly a planet; it didn’t occur to me that one
of them might come here.”

Cara didn’t try to conceal her excitement at
the Mizari’s news. Until now, contact with the people of Elseemar
had been carefully screened and limited by the CLS. As a result,
anything Cara could discover about this relatively unknown world
would be news to the average human viewer.

“We were unsure ourselves after that
regrettable episode of violence on Elseemar,” Ssoriszs said. “The
ten emissaries had just departed a few days earlier, and we thought
the CLS might rescind their offer to sponsor the trip and send them
back home. But they elected to let the goodwill tour continue.”

Cara nodded. “I’m glad they did, though what
happened at that lab was a terrible tragedy. I understand that some
radical group is demanding that the planetary government ban all
off-worlders.”

The Mizari nodded. “That is what I heard,
also.”

“I’d like to get a chance to interview this
Elpind about the incident. Maybe he or she can explain what was
behind it.”

“You will have that opportunity, though, of
course, I cannot promise that Eerin will wish to answer those
particular questions. None of the ten are scheduled to visit
Earth,” Ssoriszs added. “You may well be the first human journalist
with an opportunity to interview an Elpind.”

“That thought has been uppermost in my mind
ever since you told me about this visit,” Cara confessed with a
grin.

The Mizari hissed softly, and Cara decided it
was his equivalent of laughter. I know because his fangs are
folded back, she thought, pleased that she could “read” an
alien and pleased, too, to realize that her nervousness was gone.
“When will Eerin,” she tested the name’s pronunciation,
“arrive?”

“Twelve, perhaps fourteen days from now. You
will have time to get acquainted with StarBridge first. I can give
you brief tour of the school now, if you wish.”

“Yes, please!”

Ssoriszs uncoiled, and Cara followed her
escort out the door. The smooth slither of the alien’s limbless
body over the floor fascinated her…and so did the fact that she had
to stretch her legs to keep up.

As they followed the gentle curve of the
corridor, Ssoriszs explained that this large asteroid, rich in the
energy-producing substance humans called “radonium,” had been
donated by his people, then towed into position by CLS engineers.
Most of the Academy was constructed beneath its rocky crust. Four
domes protruded above the surface. One of those domes, the smaller,
was the shuttle hangar where Cara had disembarked.

The second largest dome, an observation and
lounge area, was the first stop on their tour. The view of the
stars through the dome’s transparent plas-steel was glorious. Sharp
and unwinking because there was no atmosphere, they glowed with
subtle variations in color, seeming amazingly close.

Cara sank down on one of the couches intended
for human occupants and stared upward raptly. “They’re so
beautiful,” she whispered finally. “Which one is Sol? Earth’s sun,
I mean?”

“I regret that your sun is too small to be
visible from here,” the Liaison told her, and the young journalist
had to swallow down a sudden wave of homesickness. Determined not
to give in to it, she concentrated fiercely on the view, turning
her head so her camera would pick up every angle. Cara could also
make out the shape and docking lights of nearby StarBridge Station
silhouetted against the stellar profusion.

“Our Academy is named for this sector of
space,” the Mizari said. “We have no sun nearby, so here it is
always night…and always beautiful. Because there is no nearby sun,
this sector of space has long been a place for the S.V. ships to
change course—far enough from the gravitational pull of any star
that the ships may safely leave and reenter metaspace. Vessels
traveling to and from most of the Fourteen Known Worlds pass
through StarBridge Sector. Thus this central, ‘bridge’ location
made this site ideal for our school.”

They left the observatory with Cara promising
herself to visit its view at least once every day that she spent at
StarBridge. The next stop was the huge auditorium dome called the
Arena, and then they took a quick look at the botanical garden
dome, housing plants and trees from many worlds in a riot of
living, colorful shapes.

“Some of our classes meet on this level,”
commented Ssoriszs as they left the botanical garden. “Would you
care to see one in progress?”

“Absolutely.”

Cara had thought she was prepared, but she
still felt a sense of shock as the Mizari activated a viewing
window. Perched on top of a lectern and waving feelers
energetically was a creature that resembled an enormous wasp. The
alien’s antennae stroked what Cara knew was a voder. Slurred,
hissing sounds emerged.

“That’s an Apis!” whispered Cara excitedly.
“What is it saying? What subject is this?” She looked at the
students, recognizing Simiu, Heeyoon, Mizari, another Apis, a
couple of Chhhh-kk-tu, and, of course, several humans. All were
listening attentively. Some keyed notes on pocket computer links to
accompany their recordings of the lecture.

“Dr. Zenez is our chief dietician here at
StarBridge,” Ssoriszs said. “She’s giving a guest lecture today on
the psychological connection between the olfactory and the
digestive systems in various species. Our students must be able to
understand and control their instinctive reactions to odors and
appearances of native foods if they are to eat on planets other
than their own.”

Dietician! Cara remembered what a fit her
mother threw if a fly landed on the food at a family picnic. What
would Mama say if Dr. Zenez served her potato salad? She choked
back a giggle, trying to sound as if she were clearing her throat,
“Ummmm…what language is she speaking?”

“My own,” Ssoriszs replied. “Mizari is the
official CLS language; therefore we use it here. Each student must
be fluent in Mizari. That is, of course, in addition to whatever
language they have chosen for their specialty.”

After a few moments of intent observation,
Cara indicated her readiness to move on. Rounding the next corner,
she could hear the same rapid, sibilant speech that had come from
the dietician’s voder. This time, however, the hissing sounds were
sharply accentuated and the voice was several decibels louder…and
not, Cara realized quickly, just because the conversation was
taking place in the hallway.

The speaker was another serpentlike Mizari, a
smaller one than Ssoriszs, but just as beautiful, with pale golden
scales and brown patterns. The alien faced a human male who
appeared to be two or three years older than Cara herself.

“The teacher is angry?” Cara asked the CLS
Liaison quietly, basing her guess mostly on the young man’s defiant
stance, but also on the stiff kinks in the alien’s sinuous body and
the jerky motions of the haloing tentacles.

“Yes,” answered Ssoriszs softly. “It seems
the student has failed to complete an important assignment. Not the
first such failure, I gather. The teacher reminds the student that
he was formerly one of her best and claims he must be deliberately
sabotaging his potential.”

Cara studied the miscreant. He was of medium
height, had dark blond hair, and a solid athletic build.
Good-looking, she thought, watching him stand with his head
up, his well-cut chin jutted out, stoically absorbing the teacher’s
tirade.

The young man’s eyes shifted to hold Cara’s
for a moment. She saw that they were a stormy greenish gray. The
journalist looked away quickly, embarrassed to have been caught
staring.

“Come,” said the Mizari. “We have much more
to see.”

As they moved away, Cara wondered how she
could find this student again. It would be interesting to interview
someone who obviously was having problems. No school is perfect
or has perfect students, she thought. Not even the Academy
at StarBridge, it seems…

“Do you know that student’s name, Esteemed
One?”

“He is a fourth-year student. Mark Kenner,”
Ssoriszs replied as his tentacles waved her aboard a nearby
elevator. The lift pressed them gently against its walls as it went
sideways, then dropped. “On the next level,” said the Mizari, “we
will see the library, the gym, and…”
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“Mark, wait up!”

The moment he heard himself hailed, Mark
Kenner remembered what he’d forgotten. With a sigh he turned and
let Sulinda Carmel, his girlfriend for nearly six months now, catch
up to him. Her ebony curls tumbled prettily as she half jogged
through the crowd of students outside the Arena. Her olive cheeks
were flushed with anger.

“I looked for you at lunch, but you didn’t
show. Did you forget you were supposed to meet me at the Spiral
Arm?” Her black eyes sparkled with a mixture of irritation and
concern as she stopped before him.

“Susu, I’m really sorry,” Mark said humbly.
“I had something else on my mind. I didn’t get an assignment in to
Esteemed Rissaz, and she was furious. That was right before lunch,
so I went to the library to try and catch up…” Mark trailed off,
seeing a tally in the girl’s eyes of how many times he’d let her
down these past two and a half months since his mother…

“Honest, it just slipped my mind, Su. If
you’ll forgive me, we could go to dinner instead.”

“Now that I’ve accosted you in the hallway,
you mean? We wouldn’t have had a lunch date if I hadn’t arranged
it, because you haven’t called me in days. I don’t deserve that,
you know. If there’s something you’re trying to tell me, have the
courtesy to tell me to my face.”

Two of Sulinda’s traits that attracted Mark
were a mercurial temper and her directness…but not at the moment.
After an already trying day, Mark’s own temper threatened to stir,
but he made another attempt to soothe her. “Come on,” he coaxed.
“You know I didn’t stand you up deliberately. Rissaz bawled me out
thoroughly, and my mind was on that instead of lunch, that’s
all.”

This time Sulinda picked up on his reference
to the Mizari instructor. “Mark! Don’t tell me the assignment you
didn’t complete was that one on Mizari art forms, not after Rissaz
gave you a two-week extension!” She was aghast.

Sulinda ranked in the top five percentile,
and Mark knew she’d never been late on an assignment in her life.
Up to three months ago, he thought bitterly, neither had
I.

“Do you want to wash out of here? With only a
year to go?” Her tone held more irritation than sympathy. “Don’t
you think that would be pretty stupid?”

That stung…and came far too close to a topic
Mark wasn’t ready to discuss. “What I want,” he growled, “is for
people to get off my case for just one day!”

At his unexpected vehemence her eyes widened,
and she backed away a step as if he’d threatened to strike her.

“Shit,” Mark groaned, reaching out for her.
“I didn’t mean it that way, Su. You know you’re the only one I
can…” He stopped, embarrassed by the unexpected lump in his
throat.

Sulinda took another step backward. The eyes
beneath her soft, tumbled bangs brimmed with angry tears. “Mark,
I’ve tried to keep us together, but I’m tired of being the only one
trying. It’s been nearly three months since your mother died, and
you’re still punishing yourself for something that was in no way
your fault. That’s bad enough; it’s causing you to let go of your
grades, your friends, everything you’ve worked for. But lately
you’ve started punishing me! I don’t intend to take it
anymore!”

“Well, no one’s forcing you to. If all you
want to do today is fight, I’ll take a rain check, thanks.” Mark
turned his back on her and walked the short distance to his locker.
He thumbed it open, then stood staring blankly at the inside,
trying to remember just what it was he had to do for tomorrow. He
had a lot of assignments due, some of them, like Rissaz’s report,
were overdue. I’ll go to bed early, he rationalized,
tossing his data cassettes inside, and study fresh in the
morning.

Sulinda hadn’t moved; he could feel her
waiting behind him. Mark shut the locker and reluctantly turned
around.

Her dark eyes were brilliant with anger, but
her voice was deadly quiet as she said, “I don’t want to fight any
more either, Mark. You’re right. No one’s forcing me, and I don’t
choose to be a masochist. I can’t make you happy, and you’re making
me miserable.” She took a couple of steps toward him and held out
an open palm. On it lay his fourth year pin. She’d taken it off the
breast of her blue StarBridge jumpsuit while his back had been
turned.

He stared at her incredulously. “You really
want to do this over one missed lunch?”

“It’s not one lunch and you know it. We’ve
done nothing but go through the motions for weeks now. I think you
pushed me into this because you didn’t have the guts to do it
yourself. Am I right?”

No! You’re wrong, Susu! Breaking up with
you is the last thing I want. Why can’t I tell you so? But it
was as if his mouth had a life of its own. “You’re the one who’s
got it all figured out,” he said evenly. “Not me.”

She nodded sharply. “Fine, then. Good luck,
Mark. You’re going to need it.”

Somehow the pin was in his hand. Mark stared
at it as if he’d never seen it before. It showed him a tiny,
holographic image of a rainbow bridge linking two planets against a
black, star-studded sky. Emblazoned across the arch of the bridge
were his initials: WMK. William Mark Kenner.

He looked back up to find Sulinda gazing
pointedly at the breast of his gold-colored jumpsuit where her own
pin, identical to his except for the initials, rested. Somehow he
fumbled it off.

Sulinda took her pin back with a calm
dignity. Before Mark could think of anything else to do or say, she
was gone.

Mark stood frozen by his locker, the little
pin digging into his palm, for what seemed like a long time.
Beneath the momentary anger and the hurt, he felt the bone-deep
tiredness of depression that plagued him so often now. It coiled
around his limbs, weighing him down. Finally he sighed and headed
for the small suite he shared with a second-year student, Hamir
Rajannipah.

Hamir’s short, slender frame was sprawled on
the couch in their common living room. The eerie clattering of a
Mizari windweed recording blasted from their sound system. Like
Mark, Hamir was majoring in the Mizari culture.

“Hey, Mark,” he greeted over the din, “you’re
late.”

The older student made a perfunctory gesture,
but didn’t speak as he stalked past his roommate into his bedroom.
The message light was flashing on his computer link, but Mark
ignored it. It’s just Rob Gable, he thought with a grim
certainty, wanting to know why I missed my counseling session
today.

Throwing himself on the bed, he flung an arm
across his eyes to block out the illumination from the ceiling
panels. He couldn’t muster the energy to order the lights to
dim.

“Mark?” There was a quick knock at the door,
then Hamir came in without waiting for an invitation. He surveyed
his suitemate with concern. “Uh-oh. You look like you just lost
your best friend.”

“Yeah, well…” Mark shrugged without emerging
from the shelter of his arm. “Rough day.”

“You ready for dinner?”

“No,” he mumbled. “You go on.”

“Thetor and I waited on you. I told him I’d
call when you got in. We were all going to study for tomorrow’s
test on Mizari generational taboos, remember?”

“I’ll catch up to you later,” Mark promised,
knowing he wouldn’t. “It’s been a long day. I just need a few
minutes to myself.”

The boy hesitated, then shrugged. “Okay. Suit
yourself.” Hamir’s words lingered behind after he’d gone. You
look like you just lost your best friend.

Mark blinked against a sudden sting of tears.
That’s what Sulinda had been to him, all right. His best friend.
She was fun and she was sexy, but more important, she was a very
genuine person whom Mark had come to admire. And, yes, depend on.
Dammit, Susu, why didn’t I stop you? I could have, I know
it…

On impulse, to shut out the cry for her in
his mind, Mark rolled off the bed. “Mirror,” he commanded, and the
wall opposite him flickered, then went reflective. He stared
curiously at the face reflected there. Almost everyone who knew him
had begun to comment that he didn’t look well.

His reflected countenance seemed much the
same to him…perhaps a bit thinner, the slight hollows beneath the
high cheekbones more pronounced. He’d lost weight, though he’d
tried not to miss out on too many of his self-defense workouts.
Yelling and punching and kicking helped exorcise—if only for a
moment—some of his demons.

Yes, there were dark shadows beneath his
eyes, but those weren’t uncommon in a tough school, especially
around exam time. So what was it that made people say he looked
different? Perhaps it was the expression in those eyes. Even to
himself he appeared weary and beaten…as though nothing much
mattered anymore.

Mark suddenly realized the little rainbow pin
was still clenched in his fist. He tossed it on the nightstand
where it caught the light as it tumbled to a halt between two small
holo cubes, one of Sulinda and one of his mother.

Ironic, he thought bitterly. I’m
studying to be an interrelator, a living bridge between worlds—and
I can’t even bridge the space between myself and the people I
love…or loved.

He shook his head. Becoming a StarBridge
interrelator had always been such a reachable dream for him. He’d
always enjoyed being with people, learning about people…any kind of
“people.” Differences in outward form or customs didn’t frighten or
repulse him; they only intrigued him.

“Mark’s never met a stranger,” his mother had
bragged to the StarBridge testing panel that profiled her son at
age twelve.

At fourteen, Mark had left Earth to attend
the Academy. From the first he’d taken readily to the alien
languages, exotic foods, and weird mixture of living styles and
mores that were commonplace in a school where beings from so many
different worlds lived and studied together. While some human
students spent their first year uneasily struggling to accept giant
slugs or creatures resembling baby blankets as sentient beings,
Mark had no trouble. “A natural interrelator,” his teachers had
declared. “One of our best ever.”

Until now.

Mark scooped up the pin and dropped it in a
drawer where he wouldn’t have to see its mute reminder of failed
ideals and dreams. Sulinda was right. His grades weren’t the only
thing that had gone awry this quarter. One by one he’d antagonized
his friends, rejected their sympathy, driven them away. He had shut
out those who wanted to help him, like Rob Gable.

It was his own fault, he knew that. He knew
his feelings about his mother’s death were tangled somehow with a
growing certainty that he didn’t belong at this school. What he
didn’t know was why he couldn’t seem to escape from the whirlpool
of guilt and grief that was sucking him under. Everything he’d ever
cared about, everything he’d tried to be, was swirling away,
vanishing into that maelstrom.

The other thing he didn’t know was what to do
about it.

 


Chapter 2: Decisions and Schemes

Cara decided she was in a mild state of
shock. To go from meeting your very first extraterrestrial in the
morning to facing dozens of them by dinner is too much for anybody.
Overload, she diagnosed clinically.

Esteemed Ssoriszs had given her a choice:
dinner with the school’s Chhhh-kk-tu Administrator tonight or
tomorrow night. Cara had chosen the postponement, figuring she’d
see more interesting sights in one of the student dining areas.

And was I right! Though I’m not sure
“interesting” is the word for it…

Incredible that there could be so many
different ways of eating! She’d watched food siphoned, absorbed,
crunched, or packed into orifices where orifices had no business
being. At least she guessed some of the stuff she saw disappearing
could be called food. Her own appetite had rapidly vanished.

After a while she’d sent her student guide
back to do homework, promising she would go to her room and fall
into bed after dinner. Now she was just relaxing, with her camera
off.

Well not exactly relaxing. Even with the new
things to see and learn during her first day at StarBridge, she
hadn’t been able to get the Elpind’s upcoming visit out of her
mind. A documentary on StarBridge wasn’t half the news that the
interview with Eerin would be. She intended to be completely
prepared for what might be the chance of a lifetime.

She was finishing her second page of draft
questions, sipping at a fruit drink, when she looked up to see
someone she recognized coming through the door. It was the young
man from the hallway.

Cara watched as he collected a tray and
headed for a servo. Wide shoulders, nice butt, and handsome too.
Wonder if he has a girlfriend? The thought made her grin
inwardly. Where’s your professional detachment? Those are hardly
journalistic thoughts, girl.

She looked him over again, searching for a
clue to his mood. If she wanted to interview him while the emotions
of his trying day were still fresh with him, now seemed like the
best time. Waving her camera unobtrusively into position but not
turning it on, she got up and crossed over to where he sat.

“Hello! Mind if I join you?”

Listlessly he nodded at one of the empty
seats.

Cara sat down and took a deep breath. “I’m
Cara Hendricks, a journalist from Earth. What’s your name?”

“Mark Kenner,” he said reluctantly.

“I’d like to interview you, Mark. May I
activate my camera?”

“Why me?” he countered. “I’m sure there are
plenty of other people who would enjoy the opportunity.” As he
finished, Mark seemed to realize how rude that sounded, and amended
“Sorry, no offense, but I’m just not in the mood.” His hazel eyes
were shadowed and unhappy.

He looks like he hasn’t got a friend in
the universe, Cara thought. “I can see that,” she said, “but
that’s exactly why I want to interview you. You see, I’m doing a
documentary, and every student I interviewed today—Mizari, Simiu,
Chhhh-kk-tu, human, whatever—they all told me how wonderful
StarBridge is and how much they love it here. I’m sure that’s true,
but as a journalist, I know it can’t be true all the time.”

“So you’re looking for the other side of the
story?”

“Right!”

“Well, I’m not it. I agree with the rest of
them. The Academy is great.” He took a determined bite of his
sandwich.

“It didn’t look so great for you in the hall
today,” Cara said bluntly.

Mark stopped chewing and stared at her, then
shrugged. “School is school, no matter where. You don’t do your
assignments, you get a lecture.”

“But isn’t it weird to get that lecture from
a big snake?”

For the first time emotion flared in the
young man’s hazel eyes; he glared at her indignantly. “We don’t
have snakes here, Ms. Hendricks. We have people. If you’re going to
do a documentary on this place, you need to get ideas like that out
of your head. In fact, it’s that kind of human-chauvinist, bigoted
thinking that this school is dedicated to…”

He broke off, staring hard at her. “Wait a
minute. You didn’t mean that; you were just getting a rise out of
me.”

“Very quick,” Cara said approvingly. “For a
fish that hit the line hard, you sure spit the hook right back out.
I used to go fishing a lot back home,” she added in response to his
quizzical look. “In the Appalachian wilderness park, only an hour’s
hop from home. I’m from Old NorthAm. Southeastern Metroplex—Atlanta
division. How about you?”

“Uh…Earth. Old NorthAm.” He didn’t say what
part.

“Look, I apologize for baiting you,” Cara
said. “I do understand the school’s mission. I’ve read Mahree
Burroughs’ First Contacts three times, and admired the whole
idea of this school ever since the project was first proposed.”

He smiled wryly, but at least there was
genuine humor in it. “When Rob Gable and Esteemed Ssoriszs first
proposed this school, you were still in diapers. I was barely
four.”

She grinned back. “Okay, point conceded. But
I do agree wholeheartedly with the StarBridge mission. However, a
good journalist tries to examine all angles to a story. No place in
the universe is perfect, right?” Mark had stiffened up again, so
she shrugged and waved reassuringly. “Okay, never mind. Let’s just
chat a minute. Off the record.”

“Off the record?” Mark asked skeptically, but
then he sighed and smiled again. “Okay, I surrender.”

“Great! Thanks,” said Cara. “For one thing,
I’m trying to boil down all the information I learned today into
quick exposition for my viewers. Everyone knows about the human
students who are telepaths and are studying to go out on the
exploratory ships. But lots of people on Earth are still foggy
about the distinction between translators and interrelators. So
will you correct me if I’m wrong?” she requested.

He nodded.

“Okay. Translators major in languages,
perhaps as many as four or even five different ones. They learn to
translate accurately and rapidly, and after graduation, most of
them wind up working for the CLS on Shassiszss for several years.
Right?”

“You’ve got it. After translators work for a
while as interpreters, they’re apt to go on to other professions:
medicine, interstellar law,”—he nodded at Cara—“interstellar
journalism. You name it.”

She made a note using her computerpen. “Good.
Now, the interrelators…they learn only one or maybe two other
languages, aside from the basic Mizari everyone has to know just to
attend here. But they learn more than just a world’s language. They
learn about the people, the history, and the cultures of a
planet.”

“Basically. But it’s more than that, even.
Interrelators study the laws, social customs, mores, taboos—all
facets of the culture and the forces that shaped it. An
interrelator’s goal is to truly understand the point of view, the
mind-set of another species.”

Mark smiled faintly. “My friend Tesa—she’s
out working as an interrelator now, on Trinity—used to say that
interrelators were the best guarantee against the type of
exploitation that resulted in the eradication of far too many races
back on Earth hundreds of years ago.”

“But most of the diplomatic teams currently
operating aren’t StarBridge graduates,” Cara pointed out.

“That’s true. Don’t forget that StarBridge
was only founded six years ago. But Rob and Esteemed Ssoriszs hope
that, eventually, all ambassadors will be Academy graduates.”

“So what are you studying to be?” Cara
thought she’d guessed, but wanted to hear it from him.

His eyes grew shadowed once more, and he
glanced away. “An interrelator,” he said, sounding as if the
admission were dragged out of him forcibly.

“What year are you in?”

“I’m due to start my fifth year in two
months.”

She did a quick calculation. “So that makes
you…what? Nineteen?”

“I’ll be twenty in a month or so.”

“You said you’ll be beginning the fifth year.
That’s a long time to be away from home. Don’t you miss Earth?”

He shrugged, then shook his head, not meeting
her eyes. “Not much.”

“Someone else told me today that each student
is allowed to take a long break during either the third, fourth, or
fifth year. But she also said that many students elect not to take
that break; it takes six months just for the travel time, and most
don’t want to lose nearly a year of school. What did you do? Did
you take the long break?”

Mark’s expression froze. He began feeding his
dishes into the table’s recycling slot “I’ve just realized how late
it’s getting,” he said abruptly. “Look, it was nice meeting
you.”

“Wait!” Cara protested. “Did I say something
wrong? Is it about the breaks? Did you lose your chance to take one
because of your academic problems?” she guessed, remembering the
scene in the hallway.

“You journalists never let go, do you?” He
stood up. “Get him talking, you figured, and eventually work back
around to his personal life. Well, I don’t consider that subject to
be any of your business—or any of your viewers’ business,
either!”

Cara flushed, glad that, with her coloring,
Mark probably couldn’t tell. She had been trying to draw him out,
that was true. But she’d said “off the record,” and she’d meant it.
She hadn’t activated her autocam while they’d been talking.
What’s he so damned touchy about, she wondered, feeling a
stir of righteous anger.

“I’m sorry if that’s what you think of me,”
she said, keeping her voice level. “What I thought is that
StarBridge students would be eager to talk about their school and
their lives here. That they’d be proud of what they’re doing. Not
defensive. And certainly not downright rude.” Glaring at him, she
finished sarcastically, “Is that what they teach here? Rudeness
101?”

As soon as the words left her mouth, Cara was
ashamed. A good journalist was supposed to be objective, but she’d
let Mark’s attitude get under her skin. As her taunts penetrated,
he actually flinched.

“I’m sorry,” she began hastily. “I didn’t
mean to…”

But Mark was already moving. He mumbled
something at her, something that sounded like “not the school’s
fault,” before he disappeared out the door.





[image: tmp_cb3636717b4aa63a79320fa7eba5d91b_xc4_iM_html_79444a92.jpg]

A nightmare woke Mark again that night. He
jerked up in bed with a stifled shout, his heart pounding
violently. It took a second or two to realize he was awake, and
then, shuddering, he waved up the lights.

He rubbed his eyes blearily. Look at this
mess, dammit.

He used to be reasonably neat. Now there were
clothes, cassettes, dirty laundry, and half-eaten snacks
everywhere. With a sigh, Mark crawled out of bed and began to pick
up the stuff littering the floor. Better to straighten up the mess
than to dwell on his problems.

But his mind wouldn’t cooperate, and when he
found the message-cassette on the floor under the desk, his memory
played it back to him with cruel clarity.

“Mark, honey, I received your hologram
yesterday,” he could almost hear his mother say. “So much nicer
than just an audio, even if it is more expensive.”

But she had sent only an audio message
herself. That alone should have made me suspicious, he
thought. He was sure now that she had not wanted him to see the
ravages of illness in her face.

Shit, Mom, you didn’t have to work so hard
to hide the truth. I probably wouldn’t have noticed, no matter what
kind of message you sent…unless, maybe, you’d held up a sign.

In his hologram Mark had told his mother he’d
decided not to take the long break StarBridge allowed at the end of
his fourth year, as they’d originally planned. “The trip to Earth
takes so long,” he’d said. “And if I forgo the break, Mom, I can
start right into my last year; it’ll move the whole program and
graduation up earlier. I’ll definitely come home for a good long
visit after that,” he’d promised, knowing how much she’d missed her
only child these past four years.

How comfortless, bitter even, that promise
must have sounded to her! Mark clenched his fingers on the cassette
until his knuckles whitened. It hadn’t been until weeks later, when
Rob Gable called him in to gently break the news, that he’d learned
what his mother had known all year—that she was dying.

It didn’t matter that, even had he taken his
break, he wouldn’t have made it home in time. What mattered was
that he had taken away her hope of seeing him for the last time.
What mattered was that in all her messages during that last year,
he’d never once picked up on the need behind her increasingly
frequent references to his trip home. What mattered was that he’d
even missed the ring of finality in some of the things she’d said
in that last communication.

How can I be a hotshot interrelator, someone
who specializes in understanding the other person’s viewpoint, if I
can’t even figure out that my own mother is dying?

Mark flung the cassette against the far wall
so hard its cover cracked. He froze, wondering if he’d damaged
it…then decided he didn’t really want to know, not right at the
moment.

He had to get out of that room. Cautiously he
opened the door and stepped into the living area he shared with
Hamir. It was empty and silent, and the door to the other bedroom
was closed. With a sigh of relief that his suitemate hadn’t
awakened, Mark slipped out into the main corridor.

He took a long walk through the dimly lit
hallways of the Academy’s artificial night. Night wanderings had
become almost routine these past couple of months, and Mark’s feet
led him automatically to his usual destination, the observation
dome.

Thoughtfully, for a long time, he stared
upward at the glowing stars, mulling over the choice that had
haunted him for weeks now. It lay at the root of his inner turmoil
and, Mark recognized, was probably the main reason he hadn’t been
able to share his feelings with Sulinda lately. His feelings lay
too close to the path of his decision, a decision that had to be
made by him alone—a decision that it was time to stop
postponing.

Some will say I’m taking the coward’s way
out by quitting. He knew differently, knew what the cost would
be to him for the rest of his life. But he had to consider the
consequences, not only to him but to others; he had to do the right
thing.

And so Mark made up his mind.
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To think there was a time when I was naive
enough to think that administering a school would be a dull
job, Rob Gable thought with a wry smile as he strode toward his
office the following morning, with Cara Hendricks at his side. The
school’s Chief Psychologist almost voiced the thought aloud, but
caught himself, remembering that the girl was a journalist. Rob had
been burned by the press enough times in his youth to have learned
caution, even when the reporters seemed as pleasant and ethical as
this young woman.

Rob liked Cara and was impressed by her work.
He knew that she was hoping that their interview this morning would
include his reminiscing about the past and his relationship with
Mahree and Claire, their daughter…but it wouldn’t. Rob Gable didn’t
talk on the record about the things that were most important to
him.

With one exception…this school.

StarBridge Academy was his baby, nearly, as
much as his twelve-year-old daughter. The doctor cheerfully seized
every opportunity to be interviewed about the Academy, eager to
keep its goals before the public eye. StarBridge had to succeed.
Effective diplomacy and peaceful negotiations were no longer just
ideals
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