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Prologue


 


Nine-year-old Cebile knew not to accept
anything from strangers. She had been told this by her parents, by her
teachers, by her stories. It had been reiterated more than once as her family
prepared to take their first ever trip to another planet. Not only was it not
Earth, it was not even a human colony. So far from home, she was told, it was
more important than ever that she remember this simple lesson. The reasons were
unclear, but she didn’t need to understand; she was mature and well behaved.


Her younger brother was not well behaved. He was
not mature. When the man had dangled before him a big bag of enticing alien
confectionary the likes of which he had never seen before, Alu did not hesitate
in following him.


Cebile had spotted him hurrying away, hand in hand
with the strange man, and she had been faced with a choice. She could squeeze
through the crowd that packed the seafront shop in which her parents were
buying souvenirs and tell them what her brother had done. Doing so would almost
certainly result in a severe scolding for not looking after him properly and
probably a time-out from swimming and playing on the beach. However, were she
to go after him herself and bring him back, she could be the one to administer
the scolding and her parents would be none the wiser.


How was she to know the dangers that lurked under
that scorching sun? The dangers that had stalked her family across the vast
blue-sand beach, watched them at dinner, and sat beside them on the coach during
day trips. How was she to know that she had been marked, targeted since before
they had even left their house back on Earth?


Had she been aware that she alone, among trillions
of little girls in the galaxy, had been followed through the crowds of the spaceport
on Earth, across the light-years of space, and to her hotel room on this alien
world, Cebile might have made a different choice.




Veranzen Academy,

Planet Årgraend,

Necurian Space,

Year 2232:


 


Along the cool stone passageways of the sleeping
academy glided a figure wreathed in white. Barely a sound lifted from the
soft-soled boots against the worn floor. The rushed pace caused the hood of a
hurriedly donned cloak to slip back, revealing to the darkness a
seventeen-year-old boy with silvery hair shaved almost to his scalp.


At an intersection, the boy paused to listen. He
put a slender, pale hand to the stone wall. No disturbances. He allowed thirty
seconds of stillness, breathing in the smoky scent that still lingered hours
after the torches had been extinguished.


He resumed his hasty passage. He had only a few
minutes before the academy tutors roused themselves to relight the torches.


That reminded him… He produced a leather pouch
from inside his cloak and pulled open the drawstring. At the next torch, he
stopped and felt his way to the top of the inverted cone. Over the material
wrapped there, he sprinkled a generous pinch of black powder. Grinning darkly,
he replaced the pouch and continued on, faster now.


On either side, wooden doors flashed past. He
didn’t hesitate at any one; he knew where he was going. Students were beginning
to stir within the rooms, fumbling for clothes with eyes still shut tight,
consciousness slowly catching up with senses and narrowing the boy’s window for
infiltrating undetected. He had to hurry.


Around the next corner, the picture in his mind
merged with reality. The correct door waited ahead, unremarkable, different to
all the others only in what lay, unsuspecting, on the other side. It slid
smoothly up as an invisible hand stretched out from his mind to the mechanism.
Seconds later, he slipped through.


Inside was as dark and noiseless as the
passageway. The boy cast a wary third eye around, but the room’s occupant was
still asleep in the bed.


A smirk flitted over his face as he reached into
his cloak again. This time, his mind compacted a pinch of the powder into a
dense pellet. He rolled the sphere between thumb and forefinger to examine its
perfection. Then he opened his fingers and let it float gently over the bed. It
stopped directly over the sleeping head.


A faint green glow now bounced off the smooth
walls, emanating from the boy’s eyes as he became more and more excited. He’d
been waiting a long time for this.


The pellet hovered for five tantalising seconds.
The glowing eyes provided enough illumination to watch as it dropped. But an
inch above his victim’s forehead, it stopped as though caught by an invisible
blanket.


‘And you can keep waiting, too.’


The pellet shot back towards the boy and exploded
against his shoulder with a small crack and a flash.


Rialen yelped and slapped at his shoulder as Solan
slid out of bed, trying to flatten his short blond hair. ‘Goddamn it! I was
sure you were asleep this time.’


‘Always so sure of your damn self, aren’t you,
Solaax,’ Solan scolded, mimicking their most crotchety tutor.


He waved his hand at the torch on the opposite
wall. Nothing happened, and Rialen felt some small sense of victory. After a
couple more tries, it burst to life with a sizzle and energetic crackling,
giving the shadows cause to dance.


‘One day…’ Rialen vowed, examining his tunic for
damage.


 


Solan suppressed a laugh as he pulled on his
clothes. ‘One day nothing.’


Rialen had been trying this prank sporadically
since he discovered a recipe for the powder almost a year earlier. All Solan
knew about the stuff was that Rialen kept a supply of it in a pouch under his
cloak at all times. Depending on the quantity, he could utilise it for anything
from temporarily blinding sparring opponents to lighting fires.


Although the Necurian students would soon be
capable of many of these things with their minds, Rialen firmly believed that
using such an external, unexpected tool could give him an edge. It did make sense,
but the truth was that he liked to use the powder to create chaos and mayhem
wherever possible. Solan couldn’t fathom why the faculty had done nothing about
it. They must have some reason to allow him to continue. Perhaps it was a test
of some kind, he thought. His heart sank a little as he looked at his friend:
Rialen was unlikely to pass. And that was arrogant, patronising, and superior,
he realised with a shake of his head.


Still, skilled and powerful though Rialen was, he
didn’t use his head as much as he should. Solan knew that his friend was as
aware as him that it would get him into real trouble one day, but he obviously
didn’t realise the faculty’s lack of disciplinary action against him meant
something. But again, even Solan couldn’t think what.


‘What do you think the assembly’s about?’ Rialen
asked, sitting on the end of the bed.


‘Partner change, maybe,’ Solan suggested,
suppressing a cringe at the thought.


They had been partnered for three years, scraping
through four changes. The faculty must be content with their progress together
and thought they could still learn from each other. It was true that their
dissimilar personalities and approach to everything made them work together
like well machined cogs, rather than causing them to clash, so perhaps the
faculty thought it a perfect partnership.


‘Damn, I hope not,’ Rialen said. ‘I don’t want—’
He froze and closed his eyes.


Solan searched for what his friend was watching
and shook his head in despair. Along the passage, a tutor waved his hand at a
torch as he passed. The flames burst to life and the top exploded, showering
the man and the passage floor with splinters. Rialen burst into laughter.


The tutor let out a small sigh and cleared the
splinters away. Then he continued to the next torch, which he lit rather more
cautiously.


‘They know it’s you,’ Solan said. ‘They’ll lose
patience one of these days.’


‘Well, until that day…’ Rialen grinned defiantly.


‘You are as far from Necurian as I’ve ever known a
Necurian to be,’ Solan muttered, quietly despairing of the boy. Wait, was that
arrogance again? Damn. Despite being barely a year older than Rialen, he knew
that one of his own flaws was a tendency to think himself superior to others.
He tried hard not to, but it was difficult. A master disguised as a student,
some called him. He’d liked that at first. Then he’d realised it was not a
compliment.


Rialen made a face that showed the ridiculousness
of the statement hadn’t gone unnoticed and folded his legs. He closed his eyes
and became still. Solan refused to watch.


Finally, he tracked down a clean-ish cloak hiding
under the bed and threw it over his shoulders. As he fastened the quick-release
clasp, he studied himself in the mirror. Academy students and Vanguard
apprentices wore mostly grey: grey trousers and either a light grey tunic or a
grey leather vest over a white shirt. It was a silly thing, but every morning
he would stand in front of this mirror and picture himself in all white. He
would stride out of his room a master and an agent of the Vanguard. Then he’d
run into Rialen and remember he was only a student. But this would be their
last year as such. Next came five years as an apprentice before he was even a
first level operative. But a Vanguard apprentice was still of the Vanguard, and
he looked forward to it more than he let on.


Vanguard agents were protectors of the Necurian
people. He intended to become an inquisitor – a specialised, selective group
within the Vanguard who honed their psionic powers far beyond any normal
Necurian. In the admittedly rare event that aliens requested Vanguard aid – the
granting of which was even more rare – it was usually an inquisitor who was
dispatched. Solan had only met a few aliens and the thought of sailing the
stars, discovering unfamiliar races and worlds and adventuring…


But that was stupid. The Necurians were peaceful,
kept to themselves, and rarely made even the slightest trouble. He had to be
ready to accept the possibility that he might never be given a more exciting
task than guard duty at the nearby hyperspace gate.


With a sigh that couldn’t decide whether it was
content or impatient, he turned away from the mirror. The next sigh was
unmistakably annoyance. Rialen was hovering nearly a metre above the bed. Solan
hated that.


Flight was an ancient skill, and a dead one. Even
when it had been more common, it was one of the hardest abilities to master,
but Rialen was determined to do so. Through a self-imposed training regimen
that was surprisingly strict for Rialen, he had made great headway with levitation,
whereas Solan could barely hold himself an inch off the ground for more than a
few seconds. The younger boy had always been better at the physical skills and
abilities than him. Solan had the mental edge, but he wished he had both. It
was a mildly consoling fact that even levitation was an increasingly rare
skill.


Before Solan had a chance to make a scathing
remark, the academy prime’s voice thundered through the room without the aid of
any speakers.


‘Solan Ashar, I would be most grateful if you and
young Mr Solaax found time in your busy schedule to grace us with your presence
in the assembly hall.’


The abruptness of the announcement startled
Rialen, causing him to drop back to the bed and bounce off onto the floor with
a curse. The prime would get a good chuckle out of that, and it brought the
score up to about 100–6 in favour of Rialen. The tutors occasionally got their
own back. Some treated it like a game and enjoyed trying to get revenge for the
tricks Rialen played on them. But, Solan supposed, the faculty were effectively
Rialen’s adoptive family; it was hardly surprising they let him away with a
little more than they would most students.


The teenagers rushed out of the room and along the
corridor, where the torches encouraged their shadows to keep up the dance along
the walls and floor. The passageways were still cool at this time of the
morning, but they would soon warm up with everyone moving about.


As they ran, Solan pushed his mind ahead. It was a
blurry mess of impressions and gut feeling, but every one of the academy’s
students and faculty seemed to be gathered in the assembly hall. At the best of
times, he found it hard to tell the difference between what he was actually
sensing and imagination, but…was the Vanguard present too? They weren’t
seriously waiting just for him and Rialen, were they? Surely they weren’t that
late. Walking through those doors was going to be humiliating!


Approaching the hall, they slowed to a brisk walk.
As they did, Solan saw all eyes turn to the doorway. Students of all ages
laughed quietly as the red faced boys slipped inside and muttered apologies.
The two quickly made their way to the back of the sea of grey and white,
wishing they could turn invisible, as Prime Avarr was rumoured to do (a power
that Rialen desperately wanted to learn from him if true).


The walls were lined with statuesque tutors. Solan
had never seen so many present at an assembly. Some were absent, he saw now,
and he didn’t recognise anyone as being Vanguard agents. He was disappointed
that his senses had led him astray. Still, there must be something important
going on.


Like the other students, he didn’t dare try to
read any of the tutors’ minds. Even if he succeeded – which he would not – it
would spell suspension. Besides, it was against the tenets of the Vanguard to
read minds without just cause.


A Necurian’s mind was a dangerous thing to venture
into. It was like a black hole. Briefly glancing across the outer reaches was
relatively safe, but the longer one lingered, the more it sucked one in. And
that was before the Necurian noticed there was an intruder in their mind.
Depending on the Necurian in question, the consequences could be dire.


Prime Avarr waited patiently for everyone to
become still again, casting an all-seeing eye around the hall. Solan studied
the aging prime’s cloak, trying to keep the smile from his face. The cloak was
patchwork but, because all of the pieces of material and thread were white, it
barely noticed. Solan could imagine the prime’s schoolboy giggling when he came
up with the idea.


‘My friends,’ he began, as he always did. ‘I have
called you all here this morning to discuss a rumour circulating among some of
the other academies and which will no doubt reach us soon. A rumour that
concerns several alleged sightings, in various cities throughout the galaxy, of
a Nefar.’


Frantic whispering broke out among the students.
The Nefar were nicknamed ‘the Fallen’, which fairly well spoke for itself. A
Fallen Necurian was a terrifying thing. Each had their own reasons, but the
thing that connected any Fallen was a belief that they were superior to all
other species. That they were akin to gods. And that they should use their
power to align all species with their version of the Necurian way.


Under Avarr’s gaze, the hall quickly became still
and quiet once more.


‘I would like to make it quite clear that we put
no more faith in these “sightings” than we do in those of the giant,
pink-quilled sea monster living beneath the Rig,’ Avarr continued, to some
subdued chuckles. ‘All so-called sightings have been made by members of other
species and are no doubt the effect of the often daunting presence of us
mundane Necurians. The only reason I am sharing this with you is so you don’t
feel the urge to go off on a Fallen hunt, in hopes of glory and crap like
that.’ There were a few more chuckles. ‘Rest assured that, regardless of what
we think of the sightings, Vanguard inquisitors have been dispatched to
investigate, as is our duty.’


Solan knew there were indeed some apprentices here
– perhaps even students – who might have gone looking for a heroic start to
their Vanguard career.


Most aliens had an irrational fear of Necurians,
and the term ‘Fallen’ was ignorantly used as a derogatory synonym for the
species. In fact, the very existence of the actual Fallen was a shame the
Necurians tried to keep as quiet as possible. The majority of Necurians never
trained their abilities and had little more ‘power’ than any alien. The
Vanguard couldn’t have travelling citizens persecuted by ignorant aliens
because of a rare handful of men and women who dreamed of galactic domination.
The strange thing was, then, for there to be rumours and the need for the
assembly, some of these aliens must have used the word ‘Nefar’.


Solan trusted Avarr and his judgment implicitly,
no matter how strange the situation sounded. If he said it was nothing, then it
was…wait…


Bringing his mind back to the assembly hall, Solan
noticed an unusual sensation he couldn’t quite put his finger on. He knew some
of the other students felt it too. Like a feather brushing around his third
eye… The tutors were monitoring their thoughts! The only reason Solan could
imagine for such an invasion was that they put more faith in the sightings than
Avarr let on. Were they ensuring no one here sympathised with the Fallen? Did
they think someone might know something?


The feeling faded as the tutors found no threat.
It left him feeling strangely persecuted and confused. Only his trust of Avarr
allowed him to look past that. For now.


Avarr spoke again after a moment’s thought. ‘Let
me also take this opportunity to remind you all that “Nefar” is not synonymous
with evil, as is so easy to imagine. That is one reason we disapprove of the
term “Fallen”. Remember that the loudest voices are most often those of the
radical minority. Simply not believing in our traditional ways, our practices,
does not make one a bad person. Being Nefar does not mean one thinks one is
superior. They do not all think they are gods.’ Solan felt his face redden.
‘Let’s not go down the road of ignorance and persecution based on campfire
horror stories, shall we?’


The prime began calling names for assignments and
the feeling in the air lightened rapidly. Solan and Rialen had been on only
three, but loved each one. It was exciting visiting new worlds, talking to
aliens, tracking down criminals, and helping people. It was like being a detective,
Rialen always said, but better. It was more like being a Vanguard operative,
Solan thought.


Students who already knew they wanted to join the
Vanguard were sent on a maximum of ten assignments during their final two years
of schooling. They were always accompanied by a Vanguard agent, but the freedom
it allowed was both exhilarating and frightening. It served to mature a student
and prepare them for what would come in the Vanguard.


Solan appreciated that he still had much to learn
before he graduated and became an apprentice, but that didn’t stop him looking
forward to the day he did. He and Rialen had spoken about it more times than he
could remember. His friend looked forward to graduating as well, naturally; but
in the back of his mind, Rialen knew he lacked the discipline and sense of
responsibility he would need to become an operative. That unexpected admittance
had come after Rialen managed to slip a rather sharp tasting drink from the
tutors’ dinner table one night. Next had come the assurance that he believed
whole-heartedly that, when the time came, he would be ready. Then he’d thrown
up and passed out.


Solan was surprised to find himself shaken from
his thoughts by Avarr calling his name.


‘Looks like we’re off again,’ Rialen said with a
grin.


He hadn’t expected to be dispatched on assignment
again so soon, but he was happy about it. He was ashamed to admit that he was
getting a little frustrated with being stuck in the academy all the time.
Perhaps that was another reason for sending the students off on these
assignments.


As the other students drained out of the hall to
head for their classes, those whose name had been called stepped forward to
receive their orders. Solan and Rialen waited eagerly at the back of the line
as, one by one, those too disappeared. Finally the last two girls hurried from
the hall, one of them, Mara, yet again the focus of Rialen’s gaze.


The two boys at last stepped before Prime Avarr.
He held up a finger for a moment while he perused the contents of a datapad.


‘Now…Solan, Rialen,’ Avarr said in greeting,
putting the datapad back down and leaning back in his chair. There was a
tapping as he lifted the chair’s front legs off the ground and gently bounced
them a few times while he considered them. ‘I have something a little different
for you two. And a little…delicate.’


‘Delicate?’ Rialen repeated, a hint of worry in
his voice.


‘You will be travelling to the Aaravel academy.’


Solan’s stomach flipped. Aaravel had once been a
Vanguard academy just like his own, but they hadn’t felt comfortable training
psionics there and moved elsewhere, leaving the academy purely educational. The
academy was widely rumoured to be the source of most Fallen Necurians. He
didn’t have the statistics – if such a thing even existed – to know whether
there was any truth to this or not, but the timing couldn’t be coincidence.


‘There is a student there who is of concern to the
academy principal. He cannot seem to grasp some of the concepts being taught to
him. Such as using our abilities to help people.’


‘So, in short, he’s dangerously close to the
thinking of a Nefar,’ Solan said.


‘Uh…mm?’ Avarr seemed unwilling to acknowledge
that assessment. ‘The principal is concerned the rumour of these sightings may
make things worse. We have decided to send a student or two of our own to
attempt to talk him round. I thought you two would perhaps be the best choice.
You, Rialen, are…’ the pause for him to search for a good word went on a little
too long ‘…unorthodox. I think he will better relate to you than a master or
Vanguard operative. And you, Solan, are good at putting your thoughts into
words. Hopefully between the two of you, you can help steer him away from a potentially
dangerous path.’


Solan wasn’t sure what to say. A part of him was
already nervous about even meeting this boy. He’d have to keep reminding
himself he was just that: a boy. He was not a Fallen Necurian. He simply had
the wrong idea about Necurians and what they should do with their abilities.
No, a different idea, he reminded himself.


‘I’m aware of what a monumental task this must
seem,’ Avarr said. ‘But just do your best. Explain to him your own view of
things and why you hold such views. Whatever you do, don’t fall back on what
you have been taught. He is being taught the same, remember, and he disagrees.
You don’t follow our tenets because you’ve been told they’re right. You follow
them because you feel they are right. Share that with him.’


‘We’ll do our best, Prime,’ Rialen said. ‘But what
if he doesn’t listen?’


Avarr shrugged. ‘Then we’ll know we have done our
best to help him, and what will be will be.’ But his face showed he did not
think so flippantly of the situation. ‘Nefar are not against any law. After
all, only a handful of them both hold more radical views and come to act upon
their convictions. It’s not as though we can lock him away in a cage for the
rest of his life because he doesn’t agree with our way. We’re not Izarians.’
Avarr seemed to consider that for a moment, the effort creasing his already
heavily lined faced. ‘Was that too bitchy?’


‘How does someone so young come to think that
way?’ Solan wondered aloud.


‘Well, they aren’t half unpleas— Oh, Nefar.
Family, quite often. Their upbringing. It’s hard to know. Even watching the
wrong movie or reading the wrong novel could plant a seed. People are people,
and people are like snowflakes: each one is different, even when everything
around them is the same. I suppose that’s the nature of free will and
individualism and whatnot. I really must go skiing again soon.’


Rialen snorted a laugh. Solan was too heavy with
this new burden for anything more than a smile.


‘There is something else,’ Avarr said. ‘I have
another possible assignment for you. We won’t know for a while yet whether it’s
appropriate, but you must be prepared to leave the Aaravel academy at any time.
Pack extra clothes.’


‘Two assignments?’ Solan exclaimed.


Avarr counted them on his fingers. ‘You do your
mathematics tutor proud. This was originally to be your assignment, but then
the Aaravel principal contacted us. It may be best left to the agent already en
route, but as I said: be ready.’


‘We will, Prime,’ Rialen assured him.


‘Aaravel is sleeping now. You will leave in a few
hours and arrive there in time for a second breakfast. Ailan Suhn is overcome
with darkness, stumbling through it alone and afraid and only hurting himself.
Bring him some light.’


Solan decided not to remind him that the assembly
had replaced their breakfast. Instead, the two students bowed their heads to
Avarr and left the assembly hall.


Rialen was uncharacteristically quiet. This
assignment was perhaps of even more concern to him. As Avarr had said, Solan
was usually quite good at getting his point across; Rialen, on the other hand,
usually let his actions speak for him. He would be worrying he’d say the wrong
thing. Solan was sure, though, that the boy wasn’t one word away from painting
his face in blood and going on a rampage.


As the two walked through the door to their first
class, the tutor was drawing a symbol of zigzags and curves in sand, which he
held psionically against the front wall.


‘…and in Terran Sanskrit, “Sei He Ki”. Used
primarily for mental healing, its element is water…’


Solan and Rialen took the free seats at the back,
knowing their concentration would be well outside of this classroom.




Aaravel Academy,

Planet Årgraend:


 


Occupying the whole of the shuttle’s forward
viewport, Aaravel academy might as well have been a watercolour painting. Set
into the foot of a soaring, elegant mountain, it sat amid lush forest. Leaves
of greens, reds and oranges floated across the gently swaying canopy like
multicoloured snow.


It was difficult to imagine this picturesque
locale was the same one featured in so many Nefar spook stories, or that anyone
growing up in the heart of it could be anything but serene.


Solan set the shuttle down in one of the clearings
dotted around the forest. It was a nice landing pad system that didn’t taint
the natural beauty of the area. They hadn’t seen any movement on their
approach, but as soon as the loading ramp touched the ground, Solan and Rialen
were greeted by a gleaming white android.


‘Huh,’ Rialen said.


He didn’t need to say anything more. Solan felt
the same. White androids were used almost exclusively by alien, or at least
unaffiliated, guests to a Necurian academy. Dispatching one to greet fellow
students – especially ones who had travelled halfway around the world to give a
helping hand – was a little odd. A little cold. A little disrespectful!


‘Greetings, students,’ the machine said. ‘I must
apologise: I do not know your names.’


Solan told it, wondering how it could possibly not
have that information already. Surely Avarr would have let the academy know who
was coming. It was as though they were unwanted.


‘Please follow me and I will take you to the
waiting chamber,’ the android said.


‘Waiting chamber?’ Rialen repeated.


‘We are here to see a student,’ Solan told it,
realising there must be a misunderstanding. ‘Ailan Suhn.’


‘Student Suhn is in class. After, there will be an
assembly. I’m afraid you have arrived at an inconvenient time.’


Inconvenient? Solan didn’t know what to say to
that. The academy had requested help from Veranzen and now they were being
treated like unwelcome intruders.


Round plates were attached to the bottom of the
android’s feet, much like something one might wear to walk in snow. They
appeared to be so its weight wouldn’t churn up the ground. The plates folded up
and partially retracted into its feet as the three passed out of the trees and
onto stone pathways. These paths crisscrossed the academy’s front lawns in
graceful semicircle patterns. They were empty. In Solan’s own academy, the
surface levels were never empty. Androids went about their business, classes
were held outside in the warm sun, Vanguard operatives stood and talked to one
another. Here, the only movement was the short grass bending in the breeze.
Aaravel had been a purely educational academy for years now, so it was hardly
surprising there was no Vanguard presence, but where was everyone else?


The academy building was built to appear as though
it was carved out of the mountain itself. The slender, white slopes swept down
and became arched windows and doors and walkways so evenly it seemed natural.


Solan peered up at where fluffy clouds swallowed
the mountain peak. He had heard that a chimney had been cut all the way up
through the middle of the mountain, so when fires were lit in colder weather,
smoke poured from the tip as though it were a volcano. He didn’t know how
likely that was.


Rialen held out his hand as one of the sporadic
leaf showers passed over them. Every leaf managed to evade his grasp.


‘So when do we get to speak to Suhn?’ he asked.


‘I’m afraid that is not for me to say,’ the
android said. ‘This way please.’


The machine led them through the curving pathways
to the middle of three enormous doorways. The three of them could have stood on
each other’s shoulders and still not been able to touch the top. As they passed
through into the shade, the air became cold. Not pleasantly cool, like their
own academy, but shiver-inducing cold.


The doorways led to a dark, empty courtyard.
Various passages and stairways led out of it, but the android didn’t lead them
to any of these. Instead, it stopped walking the moment it reached the centre
of the courtyard.


‘I must return now to my duties,’ it announced, as
though they had taken it away from more important things and thoroughly messed
up its schedule. ‘Please wait here. We hope you have a pleasant and expedient
visit.’


‘Wait for what?’ Rialen asked.


‘For further instruction, of course,’ the machine
replied as it disappeared down a flight of steps.


Solan stared after it, again unsure what to say or
think.


‘Well, that’s…odd,’ Rialen said. ‘You’d think an
actual person would have come to meet us. Or at least a gold bot. We’re not
alien visitors come to ooh and ah at the bloody academy; we’re here to bring
down a Fallen.’


Solan turned with a harsh correction on the tip of
his tongue, but the clenched fist and raised eyebrow in a posture of heroic
self-importance told him Rialen wasn’t serious.


‘Perhaps they didn’t have anyone spare to meet
us,’ Solan said. ‘They only have students and tutors here, after all.’


‘Well, what do we do now?’


‘Wait for further instruction, I guess.’


 


*


 


An hour passed. Solan and Rialen waited. Then they
waited some more. Solan had tried meditating for a while, but the discourtesy
these people were showing was simply too irritating to push out of his mind.
And he wasn’t used to meditating on such a cold, hard floor. Eventually, Rialen
stood.


‘Screw this,’ he said. ‘I’m not waiting any
longer.’


Solan watched him for a moment. He shared the
sentiment but felt it would have been better if his friend had known which way
to go. Instead, Rialen stood on one foot with the other wavering between each
of three stairways and passages, undecided as to which it should pull him down.


‘Quite,’ Solan said. Rialen tutted at him.


They headed down the central passage, with Solan
in the lead. He tried to let his senses guide him, but since he’d never met
this student before, his senses could be taking him anywhere.


The passage was lit with bright, humming electric
panels. It was cut out of cold, white stone and didn’t have the same feel as
those of Veranzen, with its stone of subtle gold. The walls, floors and
ceilings here were perfectly flat, not hewn in a natural imperfection. Solan
wondered if he was being too harsh on the place just because it wasn’t the same
as Veranzen, but it seemed soulless.


A little too late, Solan became aware of a
presence behind them. ‘Where do you think you two are going?’


Both boys stopped dead but managed to resist the
startled spin. When they turned, they were met by the blazing eyes of a tall,
dark-haired man with his hood down.


Before either of them could answer, the man spoke
again, the strict authority of his tone one they rarely heard at home. ‘In this
facility, we have the manners to lower our hoods.’


Facility. That kind of terminology summed up the
feeling of the place. Not an academy. Not a school. Not a place for nurturing
and educating. A facility.


‘Funny,’ Rialen said, as they both lowered their
hoods. Solan had hoped to be the first to talk. Rialen taking that role usually
made things harder. ‘In our academy, we have the manners to tend to our guests.
Not make them stand in an empty courtyard for an hour.’


The man bristled with indignation. ‘Do you also
speak to your betters with such disrespect in your academy, student?’


They never deserve it. Solan heard the
words making their way from Rialen’s brain to his mouth and jumped in before
relations worsened.


‘I am Solan Ashar and this is Rialen Solaax.’ He
bowed a little but was unable to put into it the same respect he normally
would. He was quite sure they’d already found one of Suhn’s problems. ‘Prime
Avarr dispatched us at the principal’s request. We—’


‘I requested no such thing.’ That explained who he
was, at least. ‘I told Avarr we would deal with the situation.’


‘I see,’ Solan said, not entirely sure how to
proceed. ‘We were not aware of that. Nevertheless, when a prime of the Necurian
High Council and the Vanguard issues an order, we must follow it.’


The principal’s nostrils flared, but he thought
better of responding.


‘Well,’ he said. ‘Since you’re here now, I suppose
you might as well speak to the boy.’


The boy. Another dissociated, uncaring term. Both
students had referred to Suhn in this way, but it was quite different coming
from the principal of his academy, and in the tone in which it was delivered.
Solan hoped the rest of the faculty were not like this man. He had a hard time
picturing the principal imparting true Necurian teachings in the way they were
meant to be conveyed.


‘Thank you,’ he forced. Rialen managed to stay
quiet.


The principal, who appeared unwilling to introduce
himself, brushed past them and strode down the passage. Rialen raised an
annoyed eyebrow at Solan as they followed. Solan was sure he’d have a head full
of cursing and ranting if Rialen weren’t unsure whether the principal had the
ability to listen in.


‘What can you tell us about Ailan Suhn?’ Solan
said.


The principal took a deep breath before he
replied, probably unhappy about a couple of students thinking they could do a
better job than his faculty. ‘He is unwilling to take heed of his bet—’


‘Tutors,’ Rialen said.


‘Do not interrupt me with your self-importance,
student Solaax. Suhn rejects Necurian ideals in favour of his own arrogance and
self-satisfaction. I’m sure you’ll get on well. He, like any Nefar, thinks our
power should be used to selfish ends. To rule.’


Solan couldn’t quite tell which word the
principal’s emphasis fell on, so he was unsure whether the man had already
written Suhn off as Fallen. He certainly hoped not. What kind of future was
there for students under such a principal?


‘What do you know of his parents?’ he asked,
remembering Avarr’s words.


‘He has none. They died when he was two. He has
lived here ever since.’


‘Lived here? Has he ever travelled? Left the
academy? Seen what life is like elsewhere on the planet? Or other planets?’


‘From where do you suppose the money for such
things would come?’


Solan would have supposed the money would have come
from the academy that became the boy’s home. That had become responsible for
him. But the news gave him hope. It sounded so far as though Suhn was merely
frustrated. If he were to leave the academy and experience real life for a
while, the outside world would become something living and breathing to him.
Not a collection of unknown, theoretical things that would be better if
controlled and ruled over.


‘So he’s been kept isolated and sheltered inside a
mountain all his life,’ Rialen summarised.


‘We have taken care of him, for which he is
eternally ungrateful. It is my suggestion that you do not use that tone again,’
the principal added.


Oh, I wouldn’t want to offend my better,
Rialen said. The principal showed no sign of having overheard.


After a few more passages and a staircase, the
principal brought them to a door. Muffled voices seeped through the wood. The
principal threw the door open and strode in. He was clearly fond of making
dramatic entrances. Solan glimpsed the tutor inside before the principal’s form
blotted him out. The man did not look impressed.


‘Ailan Suhn,’ the principal announced. ‘Come.’


Solan heard a tut from inside. He didn’t know if
it came from Suhn or the tutor. With not a word to the other man, the principal
strode back out of the classroom. A thirteen-year-old boy solemnly shuffled
after him. Suhn was skinny and, though hunched over, seemed about as tall as
Solan and Rialen. Blond.


‘This is Ashar and Solaax,’ the principal told
him. ‘They are simple students but think they are capable of showing you the
error of your ways. You have an hour,’ he added to Solan.


Then he strode away. Solan was left wanting to
call him a few select names. He was used to being able to trust in the wisdom
of tutors. He saw none in what the principal had just done. Only stupidity and
unprofessional bitterness, bordering on the immature. Telling Suhn why they
were there would have done more harm already. He tried to think how to undo
that harm.


‘So, you’re here to stop me falling into darkness
and evil,’ Suhn said.


‘Ignore that prick,’ Rialen said. Well, perhaps
that would do the trick.


‘Prime Avarr sent us to try to help you,’ Solan
said. ‘If you need it. Perhaps you don’t, I don’t know. Everyone is entitled to
their own opinion, but we hope to show you a more rounded picture than you have
been allowed up until now, thanks to…’ he glanced down the passage after the
principal. ‘…certain influences.’ He resented being forced to admit why they
were there. He felt ridiculous now.


‘Right.’ Suhn’s green eyes searched the faces of
both boys. He didn’t trust them. But he seemed to decide to keep anything else
to himself for now.


‘So…’ Solan hadn’t taken small talk into account.
‘How do we get back outside?’


Suhn sighed but led the way back to the front
entrance.


Dry orange leaves blew gently across the
courtyard. It was nice. It reminded the older boys of their own academy. The
sun was out, but gave little warmth. A pleasant breeze washed over them.


‘Where are we going?’ Suhn asked.


‘Into Aaravel town,’ Solan told him.


 


*


 


Aaravel town was more of a village, or hamlet
even, about a kilometre and a half from the academy. Its rickety buildings were
arranged in a T shape. Fields surrounded it, lending the two dusty streets a
sweet, flowery scent. In a field to the boys’ left, a handful of men and women
were at work picking fruit.


‘Do you come into town often?’ Solan asked Suhn as
a dog tore happily past them. He could see no way of bringing the conversation
around to anything meaningful or helpful if they couldn’t even get a
conversation going in the first place.


The boy had his head down, staring at the ground
in front of his feet, as though he was there in body only. ‘Why would I?
There’s nothing here.’


‘There are people. A shop. That looks like a tea
room,’ he added, squinting at the big window of a corner building. He had to
admit, there actually wasn’t much here. ‘Things that aren’t the academy.’


‘I don’t drink tea. I have no money for a shop.
And I have no interest in talking to these people. What would I say? “How goes
the sticking plants in the ground and then pulling them out again?” Or perhaps,
“Did you see any interesting shapes in the clouds today?”’


Solan decided not to respond.


As they ambled into the village proper, he spotted
an old woman sitting in a doorway. She was washing red fruit, big and round,
and placing them on a rather unsound table beside her. The dog was running back
towards them from along the street. It would pass near the table but do no
harm. Solan felt bad for what he was about to do, but he needed to test Suhn to
get a better idea of what they were working with.


With a gentle push, the dog brushed the table’s
single leg at high speed, dragging a tut from the old woman. Moments later, the
red fruit littered the pavement and several attempted to roll to freedom across
the street. Suhn sniggered.


Solan and Rialen headed for the collapsed table,
picking up rogue fruit as they went. Suhn didn’t follow, electing to heave a
sigh and cross his arms instead.


‘Hi,’ Rialen said, bending down to help the old
woman prop the tabletop back up.


As she looked up at him, Solan spotted a neural
damper on her temple. It was all he could do not to reel when he saw it had
been there for so long her skin had begun to grow over it. It was an unpleasant
sight and must have been extremely uncomfortable, even painful. He wondered why
the academy hadn’t put a damping field over the village. It was an academy’s
duty, so citizens could go about their lives without those things stuck to
their heads. And without the thoughts and emotions of the rest of the planet
flooding their minds.


‘Oh, thank you, boys,’ she said.


‘Do you want us to make some stronger legs for
this?’ Solan asked, praying she’d say no, as neither of them had any idea how
to do that.


‘No, no thank you. My daughter made a better table
for me. She’ll bring it over when she gets back. She’s delivering food to the
academy.’


As soon as Rialen had the table relatively secure,
the rest of the fruit floated into the air and glided back to rest on top of
it. Solan hadn’t expected Suhn to have developed his telekinesis to such an
extent – not in a simple educational academy. He wondered if that should tell
him something about the boy. He felt it should. Still, perhaps the fact that he
eventually helped should say something too.


‘Thank you,’ the old woman said again. She handed
Rialen and Solan a juicy red orb each. Then she held one out towards Suhn. He
seemed a little unsure. His eyes flicked from the fruit to her face and then
across the other boys’ faces. It seemed like a lot of suspicion and hesitation
over a piece of fruit. But he stepped over to take it.


‘Thanks,’ he mumbled.


As they wandered further along the street, Solan
bit into his fruit. It tasted like damp sugar.


‘Well that was embarrassing,’ Suhn said. ‘You went
a little over the top showing me what a “real Necurian” should be like, don’t
you think? After that table ever so conveniently collapsed? And why did you
bend down to pick up the fruit? On your knees, like some servant. Why didn’t
you just tik it up?’


‘Tik?’ Rialen repeated.


‘Telekinesis. T-K. Tik.’


Solan contemplated that for a moment.


‘I’d greatly appreciate it if you never used that
term again,’ Rialen said. ‘It makes me nauseous.’


Solan nodded an agreement. ‘We could have done
that,’ he said. ‘But it’s very disconnected. Impersonal. We could have done
that from the other side of the street and never said a word to her. And I
doubt she’d have chased after us to give us this fruit,’ he added.


‘She could have done it herself,’ Suhn continued,
unconvinced. ‘If she’d bothered to learn.’


Solan hesitated mid bite. Bothered to learn.


‘I can’t say I understand why people don’t learn
to use their abilities. But it’s their choice. There’s no obligation as a
member of the species to learn. No laziness in not learning. No failure or
betrayal. As far as we can tell, all species are capable of the same things as
us, so you could say the same of them: that they haven’t bothered to learn. You
would have the ability to walk a tightrope, if you bothered to learn.’


‘Developing psionic ability isn’t a part of normal
schooling—’ Rialen started.


‘Really? I hadn’t noticed.’


‘So people have to want to learn afterwards,’ he
continued, ignoring Suhn. ‘But there’s two potential problems with that. First,
they have to be willing to give their future to the Necurian people. You don’t
join the Vanguard to learn to push people over with your mind and then leave
again. It’s for life.’


‘And it takes patience,’ Solan added. ‘Once we’ve
finished normal school lessons this year, our higher education begins. Like
university, only there’s not much choice in the subjects, since we’re going
into the Vanguard. It’s not until about two years into higher education that
the real lessons will begin for developing our abilities beyond the norm.
Lessons to further our skills as operatives will become more advanced and will
be our only lessons until we graduate to first level Vanguard agents. Then it’s
fifteen years before an agent reaches level two. And a further fifteen years and
a teaching appointment could lead to master rank. Patience and dedication.’


‘Which is the second problem,’ Rialen continued.
‘The academy councils don’t allow just anyone to join. They have to be able to
see the right qualities and desires in them. Which is why anyone teaching
psionics outside of the Vanguard can only teach people to a certain level.’


Suhn shook his head and idly kicked a stone. ‘And
why do they get to choose?’ he demanded. ‘Why is it up to them to decide
people’s future?’


‘History,’ Rialen said.


‘You’ve been taught this,’ Solan said. Suhn sighed
and rolled his eyes. Clearly it hadn’t made an impression on him. ‘Thousands of
years ago, Necurians waged war on most of the galaxy. They didn’t have the
neural dampers we have now: they were driven mad by the emotions and thoughts
flooding their minds.’


‘And? That was, what, fifteen thousand years ago?
Pretty stupid to punish people now for what they did then.’


‘Closer to eighteen thousand years ago,’ Solan
corrected. ‘And it’s not punishment, it’s defence. Defence against it ever
happening again. It protects the rest of the galaxy from us and us from the
rest of the galaxy. And from ourselves.’


‘What happened then could never happen now,’ Suhn
argued.


‘Maybe. Our abilities have weakened significantly
since then and the neural dampers stop the flood of foreign thoughts and
feelings. So you’re probably right…so long as they keep working. But what about
the Nefar?’


Solan felt some unease in Rialen. He didn’t
approve of bringing up the Fallen. Not so soon.


‘A derogatory term used for anyone who happens to
think differently,’ Suhn said, as though reciting the line for the hundredth
time. ‘Like people actually think “Nefar” is an acceptable alternative to
“Fallen”. Means the same damn thing. It’s a load of crap.’


‘Well, perhaps a better word could have been
chosen—’ Solan started.


‘Why? Why any word? No other species segregates
and labels people because they happen to think differently.’


‘That’s not entirely accurate,’ Solan interjected.


‘They don’t treat that minority…or supposed
minority: we don’t actually know how many people really think differently,
because they’re afraid to. But other species don’t treat their minorities like
some kind of evil demon spawn. They don’t tell horror stories about them. They
don’t shun and despise them and treat them like criminals. All for thinking a
little differently.’


Solan decided to let Suhn cool off for a minute or
two before responding. Perhaps more accurately, he wasn’t sure how to respond.
The boy made a decent point. But although his words contained truth, they
didn’t entirely encompass it.


‘I wish you could meet Prime Avarr,’ Rialen said.
‘I can’t quite decide what I think of Nefar, but he seems to have his thoughts
organised. He’s fair and good, and I think his perspective is worth listening
to.’


Solan agreed, but he didn’t think Rialen’s words
were quite enough.


‘And my perspective is worthless? And the
perspective of the so-called “Fallen” is worthless? Because that perspective
isn’t the same as his?’


‘Don’t put words in my mouth, brat,’ Rialen
snapped. ‘I’m saying he has well rounded, thought out views that are worth
considering, along with all others. And that’s all I’m saying. Don’t be
so quick to feel sorry for yourself and put yourself aside from everyone else
as misunderstood and persecuted in a bid to be different and special.’


Solan wasn’t expecting that. Neither was Suhn. He
stayed quiet. But brooding. Solan wasn’t sure where to go from here. Rialen
might have put a permanent wall between them and Suhn, or it might have shown
him that they weren’t so different from him. And certainly, Rialen could brood
with the best of them.


They reached the outskirts of the village and
decided to keep walking. Solan was right about the tea room, but none of them
felt like sitting down for tea. Besides, he’d noticed a man sitting at the
window. If Solan wasn’t mistaken, he’d been watching the three boys since they
had entered the village. He was probably suspicious of them not being in class.
It was uncomfortable.


Golden fields now stretched to the horizon on
their right, while up ahead on the left, a path appeared to lead back into the
woodland around the academy. That was what they were heading for.


The gentle breeze was becoming more persuasive,
blowing shallow clouds of dust across the stony path. The scent bourn on the
air across those golden fields was pungent and not at all as pleasant as that
from the fields on the other side of the village. It didn’t fit the peaceful
scene around them, and Solan quickened his pace a little, hoping the path ahead
would offer them escape from it.


‘I want to fight,’ Suhn said as they reached the
trees. He grabbed a stick lying on the ground.


‘What?’ Solan said warily.


Suhn discarded the stick and found a couple of
better ones. ‘You come from a Vanguard academy; you must know how to fight. I
want to learn something.’


Solan wasn’t sure what to make of the request.
‘Well, we’re still students like you; we won’t start any Vanguard lessons until
next year.’


Suhn gave him a pointed look, as though it was the
most transparent lie in the world.


‘Well, we may have persuaded the swordmaster to
give us a few advance lessons,’ Rialen admitted, nudging Solan with his mind.
He took one of the sticks Suhn held.


What was the nudge for? Did Rialen see something
he didn’t?


‘The first lesson every Vanguard apprentice has to
learn about their sword,’ Solan said, remembering their own basic lessons, ‘is
that it should stay in its scabbard.’ Suhn rolled his eyes. ‘The event that a
Vanguard agent needs to draw their blade is rare.’


‘Most agents don’t even carry their katana with
them,’ Rialen added. ‘Inquisitors are the only ones who never leave home
without it, and even they usually leave it aboard their shuttle.’


‘Fascinating,’ Suhn said. ‘But they wouldn’t have
them at all if it wasn’t necessary. Sometimes,’ he added as Solan opened
his mouth. ‘Sometimes they’ll have no choice, right?’


‘Right,’ Solan admitted. ‘Rarely, but sometimes.’


That was it, he realised. Suhn felt he had no
choice but to learn to fight. He thought about the way the boy moved, hunched
and staring at the ground. Solan had assumed it was his general attitude. But
what if that was a sign he was being bullied? Bullying was almost unheard of,
but there was something about this academy… Solan wouldn’t be surprised. Much
of his anger and frustration could be stemming from that too.


‘Hold it with both hands,’ Rialen said,
demonstrating. ‘With a katana, you’d be deflecting blows with the spine of the
blade.’ He took a half speed swing at Suhn, who knocked it aside with the top
side of his stick.


‘Taking someone’s hand is preferable to taking
their life,’ Solan said. ‘You’re not looking to maim, obviously, but if you’re
fighting another Necurian, any opportunity you get, you take. They will be
doing the same, and the longer a fight goes on, the more likely you are to lose

























































































































