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My eternal proof that faith, love, and self-assurance will always light the path to redemption.
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Commitment
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​Prologue
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THE BLACK WAS TIMELESS, cruel, and unyielding. It suffered few to live and none to do so without pain. Yet, among the spiraling baubles suspended in its infinite embrace, there are those who can surpass even its capacity for unflinching savagery.

Through harvest, enslavement, and war, humanity clawed out new lives. Generation after generation, they strengthened advanced societies atop the bones of their long-dead oppressors, only to visit new heights of violence and destruction upon one another.

Mercifully, the wind-swept mountains and valleys of Jornan had never known the brutality of war. Nestled deep within the Sabien Imperium, its gleaming copper peaks weathered only the assault of the hot winds that howled through the planet's long nights.

Unlike most worlds, here darkness prowled the land like some amorphous beast, growing heavier in the hours before each new dawn. Its long burden bore down on the razor-edged mountains for eighteen long hours before the rising of a crimson sun banished it for another twelve. 

The ridged stone and exposed metal of the Freen Mountains slashed the starless sky. Only the wind-polished tips of the jagged range were visible against the night, their ruddy peaks reflecting the sparse light cast up from the sprawling settlement of Ghalier far below. 

Proud ancient walls grew almost naturally near its highest summit. The towering curtain walls of Redvale Straad reached up toward the mountain and the darkness beyond like the arms of a child in need. The ancient merger of spiraling Jornan metal, pale granite, and the brilliant blue of Akinosian crystal shimmered even in the long dark of this world. 

Built into the mountain itself, Redvale Straad had stood since well before the Arch-War. Its proud facade was a beacon, a monument to the grace and power of the long-standing stewards of the planet. More than thirty generations of the Redvale line had been born within these ancestral halls, each taking pride in the glory and nobility of their kin. 

The Straad was every bit as admired as the family that had given the estate its name. As one of the ten Prides of the Sabien Imperium, many eyes gazed up at its delicate curved lines, awed by the artistry of its construction. Though not the oldest nor the largest of these archaic constructs, Redvale Straad was often considered the most regal.

Many envied its massive arches and wide stone corridors, but never before had anyone dared to take them. The common wisdom of all Jornans declared that it would stand at least as long as the Imperium itself. However, once rendered common, wisdom rarely survives.
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​Chapter 1
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SMALL, BARE FEET SLAPPED on the cool stone tiles of the Straad as the tiny terror they belonged to tore through corridors much older than he could ever hope to be. Servants of the estate hugged the black-flecked walls, making room for Jarlis Redvale's mad dash to play out once more.

"Young sir, stop!" shouted Kreborn, the boy's winded nanny, but his request, as always, was denied before he'd uttered it. Tonight, like every night, his charge ran a circuit through the second floor of the Straad, always with the same destination in mind. 

The results differed, however. Occasionally, Jarlis managed to outmaneuver his spindly, middle-aged caretaker, but all too often, he was caught and whisked away to bed before he had a chance to plead his case to his father. 

Exactly how Kreborn managed to head him off so often was a mystery, but Jarlis did his best to put it out of his mind as he ran. Tonight, he had a good head start, and thanks to the coming autumn and the blooming vronna bulbs springing up in hundreds of copper planters throughout the Straad, his nanny was not up to his usual speed.

Even without the aid of Kreborn's allergies, there were times when the brazen six-year-old made it down to the first floor and through Grand Cross. With its impossibly high ceilings and upper walkways, the massive intersection of the estate represented a milestone for Jarlis, but tonight, he felt he might make it all the way to his father's study.

Darclin, his brother, never even made it this far, being slightly more plump and thus slower to escape their bed chamber. Often, Jarlis wondered how they could possibly be twins. Darclin was an irritable boy who hated nearly everything and complained every time he was asked to do anything. He frowned and pouted so much that Jarlis honestly failed to see the resemblance everyone kept harping about.

Taine, the boys' father, was much more interesting, especially at this hour. As the young hellion dodged the long fingers of one of Kreborn's many accomplices, he darted into the massive cross-section of the Straad. Not slowing down was an act of sheer will. The Grand Cross was a cathedral dedicated to the greatness of his line. Several times, Jarlis had been caught as he marveled at the murals painted on the broad arched walkways that stretched overhead. 

The history of the Imperium was captured in those immense mosaics, or so his enigmatic older brother had said. Levine never visited often, but he always had the best stories. Sadly, he usually denied Jarlis the ones he wanted to hear most. 

His favorite mosaics depicted epic battles that sparked his imagination in ways that few things in his ancient home had. The greatest of all showed starships hovering over a burning world while old men kneeled before shimmering gilded figures, offering keys and glistening stones. One even gifted the Crowns, for who else could the golden figures be, his own head. Jarlis had no idea how that could even be possible. When he'd asked his mother, she'd told him to ask his father, and for the last half year, he'd been building up the nerve and endurance to do just that.

It was part of the nightly ritual. When Kreborn came to put the boys to bed, the question burned anew. And the moment his nanny let his guard down, Jarlis bolted, speeding through the halls like a rampaging phelbeast determined not to sleep until he got his answer.

He had never made it all the way to his father, and now that he was so close, he wasn't sure whether he was brave enough to ask for the story that so enthralled him. But tonight had to be the night. Jarlis swore to himself that he would summon the courage, no matter what it took.

*** 
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Bringing enemies to heel was a simple matter, but finding the words to describe just how he'd accomplished it was a challenge unlike any Taine Redvale had ever faced. The idea of writing his memoirs had come easily enough. After Wryna forbade him from returning to Greyvor Spire, he discovered a hole had been left in his life. Years of activity and purpose made it impossible for him to sit in retirement, and so came the memoir project.

Wanting her husband home wasn't unreasonable on the part of his wife. After so much time apart during the war, he fully understood her request. So he had honored it, but Akinos had not left him alone, and as the comms receiver on his desk beeped at him, Taine knew it was unlikely to happen anytime soon.

With a sigh that nearly robbed his spine of its rigidity, the former High Ordinae activated the holo-feed.

The woman staring back at him was handsome and had been for more than half a century. With thick, loose curls that framed her severe expression, Sonja Malciott looked every bit the regal Crown and powerful matriarch she was. "Taine, my Tallan informs me that you did not find my terms acceptable. Problem?" she asked in a heavy Akinosian purr.

It wasn't a question but a challenge, one that Redvale had long ago learned to recognize. In the time before their lines had been joined, Taine discovered the consequences of displeasing the Crown of Orchestration. A terminated engagement had been an exorbitant price to pay for refusing to abandon his cauling, but he hadn't once regretted staying to see the war through. 

Besides, Wryna's defiance of her mother had offered him the best boon he could have asked for.

"My sincere apologies, Crown Malciott. Your offer was exceedingly generous, but my place is set. I am far better suited for the duties I have here than those required of a Crown," he replied, bowing as best he could while remaining seated.

The woman's mouth drew into a pout that seemed out of place on someone her age. Her eyes painted him with equal shades of disapproval and disappointment.

"I would advise you not to answer too hastily. The Imperium requires men like you. Men who will do what is necessary to ensure its continued prosperity. You have served faithfully in war, and your people need you to serve once again," Malciott said, raising her finely sculpted chin.

"Luten is more than my Crown. He is a brother in arms," Taine declared as respectfully as he could manage. Ignoring the heated glare his words earned him, he continued. "The Council has been kind to my line, I will admit, but if it has an issue with how Operations is run, wouldn't addressing it with Crown Greyvor be less disruptive?"

A slight smirk crossed Malciott's thin lips, then slowly melted into a sneer. "And here I thought diplomacy was beyond the grasp of the military," she hissed. "The Greyvors have never taken kindly to criticism. Luten's father flaunted his power in the council's face. Now, his son does the same.

"That line is not suited for peace, but yours could be. Wryna has assured me that you are the right man. The military will not revolt if one of their own ascends to Crown. Besides, you will also have the blessing of myself, Ilan, and the new High Crown.

"And your grandchildren would hold two seats on the Council," Taine thought, but knew better than to say.. 

A long, weighted silence rang through the room before the hologram waved it away. "Regardless," Malciott huffed. "This decision should not be made without proper thought. Much rests on it. The High Crown's inaugural celebration will be held at my estate. Come. Bring Wryna. It will be wonderful to see her in her element again, and you can give me your final decision over a drink or three."

He had already given his answer, but invitations from the Crowns were not to be turned down. Orchestrations was the Malciotts' purview, and among its responsibilities was the power to review and reassign the caulings of family bloodlines as needed, even those as storied as his own. Telling her no again, definitively, would require a fair amount of diplomacy. While having Wryna by his side would give him the best chance to escape this whole mess without ruining the futures of his sons.

"As you wish, Crown Malciott," he said, rising from his seat and bowing more formally.

A full smile lit up her face, but Taine's attention lingered on the clenched teeth she exposed to him. Before he could lose himself in contemplation about what it meant, the hologram vanished. Cast back into the relative darkness of his study, Taine collapsed against the padded back of his seat and squeezed his eyes shut.

Since childhood, all he had ever wanted was to serve the Imperium faithfully, as his family had done for generations. When his father ceded the line to him, Taine had managed to do just that. Marrying the eldest daughter of the Crown of Orchestrations had been far beyond any of his boyhood dreams, but instead of being absorbed into her line as would have been customary, the Redvales had been needed to help win the war. 

Ultimately, it turned out to be a draw, one with which few were pleased. Still, the youth born in the waning years of the conflict would be allowed to grow to adulthood in their own homes instead of inside the fragile hulls of military cruisers. The average age of soldiers had gotten younger and younger as the war stretched on, to the point where Taine had been pressured into taking on a signitor for fear that he might not be able to sire proper sons of his own.

Now, he had two young boys to carry on the Redvale line, and Levine had ascended far beyond anything Taine could have imagined when he claimed him from the tiny farming moon where he had been born.

The boys and Wryna were far greater gifts than Taine could have ever hoped for. The war had been devastating, but despite all the ghosts that still haunted him on occasion, he was grateful for his life. Sonja seemed incapable of understanding, but here, with the quiet of his study enveloping him, he found himself more than content.

The hovering text of his unfinished manuscript glowed beyond his eyelids, trying its best to rob him of the peace he now enjoyed, but Taine was more than willing to ignore it for now. He felt himself giving in to the temptations of an early night when the door behind him exploded with the force of childhood's limitless exhilaration.

"Father, father!" shouted Jarlis, his breath heaving. "Tell me a story."

A groan escaped Taine's lips as he forced himself back into action once more. "Jarlis Redvale, it is past time for..."

"Apologies, sir," crooned the boy's nanny. Then, when he witnessed the exasperation on the High Ordinae's face, he added, "Forgive me, I was unable to catch him this time."

Taine rose from his seat and limped his way across the black stone floor. Stark lights glowing from display cases built into the rows of columns cutting through the study lit his frown severely. But Jarlis seemed not to notice. He was too busy staring daggers at his attendant.

"No forgiveness needed, Kreborn. Jarlis was bound to grow faster than even you at some point," he said and kneeled by his son. "Isn't that right, my boy?"

The six-year-old beamed, showcasing the gap where an incisor had been until a week ago. "Please, Father, don't send me to bed yet."

The boy hesitated, turning a vivid shade of scarlet before blurting out, "The mural with the headless man—can you tell me the story?"

It took Taine's tired mind a moment to find the image Jarlis was referring to, but when he did, he shook his head. "I'm not the best person to share that with you. When Levine visits again, you should ask him."

A pout instantly darkened the younger Redvale's face. "But that will take forever."

"Not quite, but it will require patience. That I know you have," Taine said, squeezing his son's shoulder.

Jarlis glowered at him, but his father's attention had already turned to his red-faced nanny. 

"But I don't want to wait that long," the boy huffed, tearing himself away from his father's touch.

A matching pair of blue eyes locked on Jarlis's. Of his two boys, Taine's youngest was the most like him. He could be kind and compassionate at times, but he was also far more willful than was healthy for a child his age.

Taine had butted heads with his own father throughout his life, and a part of him hoped that when his own children were born, they would be spared the near-constant struggles of his formative years.

With Jarlis, he was not so lucky.

"The universe does not care what you want. It only responds to what you do, and you will wait for your brother," Taine stated, pausing for the boy's gaze to drift from his own and to the floor.

"Yes, sir," he said, and the defeat in his young voice stung more than it should have.

Watching his son storm out of the room, Taine stood, blew out a heavy breath, and turned to Kreborn. "I'm calling it a night early, myself. I'll take him to bed," he said, and in a much softer voice, he added, "You get some rest."

"Of course, sir," said Kreborn with a sniffle and a modest bow.

Taine followed him from the room and sealed the door behind him before calling to Jarlis. 

"Should we take the long way back to our rooms?" he asked and watched the boy's face beam.

"Can we go by the pantries?" Jarlis asked, his thin frame barely able to contain his excitement.

"I'm sure we can fit it in before sunrise," Taine said with a smirk.

***
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Much of Redvale Straad was silent. There were no cooks left in the kitchens, and most of the security patrols focused on the most likely accessways into the estate. With the night's meal hours past and the next meal a similar distance away, the kitchens and pantries were all but abandoned.

Taine often wandered this way when he found himself stuck on his current project, and the added weight he carried around his middle attested to it. Still, traveling in the wake of such boundless energy added a certain level of joy to this trip.

He wondered how the boy ever managed to stop bouncing long enough to sleep. The last few days had been long and trying. Theona, Malciott's Tallan, was the least demanding guest the Straad had hosted in a standard year, but she somehow managed to keep everyone on guard.

Levine never seemed to have that effect on his few visits, but perhaps that was an unfair comparison. The Straad was his home, after all. Still, he held the same position as Theona, though for a different Crown, and took the role no less seriously.

The Greyvors had always inspired different qualities in those who served Operations. That was one thing Taine knew all too well.

"Can I have a pack of Kurlo Krisps, Father?" Jarlis asked before sprinting to the open pantry doors.

Taine shook his head in disbelief, barely managing to stifle a yawn when the stone beneath him shook. A dull rumble echoed in the distance, stealing any thought of rest from him.

"What was that?" Jarlis asked, his eyes wide but with curiosity, not fear.

His father held up a hand, an old military signal that even his young son understood to mean quiet. They both listened to the electrified silence before it erupted into the sharp cracks of laser fire.

Taine exploded into motion, charging toward his young son and dragging him into the pantry. The boy protested, struggling to free himself from the harsh grip that had seized his wrist, but his cries fell on deaf ears.

A thin chime echoed off the copper shelves. The sound was so foreign against the din of battle and unintelligible shouts growing closer with every second that it seemed to come from another world. 

"Father, you're hurting me," Jarlis cried, jerking away. There was a pain on his face that reached deeper than any bruise ever could. 

Taine knew the confusion spreading under the surface. He had felt it himself. He'd seen it in the youngest of soldiers. This was Jarlis' first battle, but he was just a child, and there wasn't time to prepare him for what was coming next.

There was only one reason to attack Redvale Straad, only one possible advantage, and now that the fighting had eased from a frenzied staccato to occasional bouts of controlled claps of ahrtak laser rifles, there was only one result.

The data-pad strapped to the back of his hand broke into his slow-mounting dread with the stunned voice of his security chief. 

"Sir, you have to get to safety. The attackers have taken the Grand Cross. They have control of all primary routes in and out of the Straad," he said.

"Wryna and Darclin?" was all Taine could manage to squeeze from his constricting windpipe.

The crack of a Sabien rifle seemed almost to answer, followed by the soft gurgle of a man he had known and trusted for years. Taine killed the signal quickly, but it was already too late. He watched his son's eyes somehow grow wider as he realized what he had just heard.

In his six standard years, Jarlis had been taught basic battle tactics as part of his history lessons. The war was mandatory learning for every child, but in the Redvale line, the Imperium's history in the conflict was doubly important. The boys had learned that death was always a potential outcome in any fight, but neither of them had any real experience with it until now.

"Don't think about it," Taine said, keeping his voice as calm as possible. "We have to move."

Jarlis didn't respond. He stood shivering against the cold nature of the universe, having felt its touch for the first time. 

Taine took hold of his son's shoulder and shook him. The boy's swimming eyes turned to his father, seeking some measure of comfort, but there was nothing he could offer. 

"We have to get you somewhere safe," he said in the steady voice of an experienced officer.

The words took a second to register, but once they did, the two Redvales exchanged silent nods, turned, and moved as one. The High Ordinae's mind was three steps beyond what little he had been told. The implications of losing the Grand Cross were not lost on him, but Taine focused on the one thing he could do now.

He surged through the nearly endless shelves, columns, and high arched ceilings in this older section of his home, Jarlis jogging at his side. The architecture here was older than much of the Straad. It had served a different purpose in the earliest days of his line. The Redvales had been elevated to stewards of Jornan after siding correctly when the Crowns had won the planet. Civil conflict was rife in the first years, and the construction of the Straad was as much for safety as it had been for show. 

Before tonight, those desperate times were all but forgotten. The early fortifications had been converted well before Taine was born. Now, food storage lockers and moisture-sealed cases hid the old bones of the inner sanctum, but there were features left here that were of greater use.

Agreeing to come this way had been an impulsive call but a fortunate one. As Taine searched the dimly lit corner between towering casks of Jornan sweet wines, his mind worked desperately to remember exactly where the hidden panel was. 

The cloying scent of spirits in various stages of fermentation tickled his nose, and within seconds, his fingers caught on the unseen hash marks below the hewed stone bricks that comprised the wall.

Thanking the Khorris for his fortune, Taine pounded his fist on the hidden plate, knocking loose caked-on dust. A sharp spike of pain ran across his bleeding knuckles, but he ignored it and pulled up the camouflaged plate to reveal a biometric sensor older than he was.

Placing his palm against the off-white panel, he waited, hearing only the thudding of his heart and the panicked breathing of his son. What was once a solid wall, as sturdy as the mountain itself, shifted, then peeled back. 

Stone grated against stone. Jarlis covered his ears in vain as the old walls cried out, grinding along the floor to reveal a secret he had never known. 

Few remembered the tunnels through the mountain. Most had never seen them before, and that was by design. Only Taine, Wyrna, and two others retained access after the entrances had been reprogrammed decades prior, and one had just given his life to warn them of the coming danger.

The Straad's undercroft was as secure as it was ancient. Once sealed, only those whose gene profiles the system recognized could open these hidden passages. Taine had run the calculations: if he could hold off the invaders, he would return to free his son, but with every passing second, that option strayed farther from reality. 

No force capable of taking the Staad with such speed would allow survivors to escape. The entrances were guarded. It was what he might have done. The assault was well planned and carried out with a level of precision he might have admired if the rifles had not been aimed at those he loved. 

It took less than seven standard minutes to reach the living quarters from the Grand Cross and twelve to make it from where he stood. He would never make it to Wryna and Darclin before the end, but he could save Jarlis.

What his grandfather had called the undercroft was once used to haul supplies and building materials up through the mountain when the Straad was first built. Now, it would hold something more vital to the Redvale line.   

There was no warm voice to acknowledge him, and as the sounds of laserfire drew closer, he found himself grateful for that discretion. Cool, musty air rushed to escape the circular stone corridor as a pale orange light glowed from filaments buried in the floor.

Jarlis stared into the retreating shadows, his face scarred with an emotion he dared not give a voice to. His father pulled him forward, but he couldn't tear his eyes from the secret maw waiting to claim him.

"Jarlis!" Taine nearly shouted. 

The boy's eyes met his own once more, but he wasn't fully there. So, the High Ordinae gave him a shake, as he had done to more than a few fresh recruits. There was a blink, then a look of recognition spread across his son's face before his eyes focused.

"Don't be afraid," Taine said, consciously softening his voice. "I have a plan, but I need you to go inside and wait. Can you do that for me?"

"No," the boy said, his courage melting under the heat of tears he hadn't meant to shed. "No, no, no."

"We are under attack, Jarlis," Taine said, biting down on his instinct to comfort his son. "I can't face the enemy until I know you're safe."

"But I want to stay with you," was all Jarlis could say before his father interrupted him.

"I know you do, but the universe doesn't—"

"I don't care about the universe. Don't leave me alone."

Taine pulled his son into a hug so tight he thought he might never let go. At first, he believed the boy was trembling, only to realize the terrified tremors were his own.

"I will never allow you to be left alone, but I need you to be brave for me now. You are a Redvale; you're my son, and this is what is needed from you," the High Ordinae's words cracked as he witnessed the depths of his son's strength for the first time. "This is not the end."

With a nod, Jarlis wiped away his tears and set his jaw. "Okay. I'll go, Father," he said and clenched his little fists before walking into the crude stone passage.

"I love you, son," Taine said, but grinding stone consumed the words before they could be heard.
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UNCEASING WINDS CLAWED at the rigid outer fabric of Levine Drarri's personal habitat, their frustrated howls dampened by the thick insulated lining keeping much of Deljin's frigid temperatures at bay.

The dim glow of a portable comms terminal left deep shadows in every corner of the octagonal space. Sickly green light colored the thin metal cot and drew lines across the angular features of the man fighting the weighted covers there.

A thin, warbling chime cut through his labored grunts and ragged breaths, snatching him from one nightmare and depositing him firmly into another. For a moment, the darkness of his habitat blinded him, but with two rapid blinks, a ghostly blue filter lit the shadows.

Throwing off his covers, Levine invited in the cold. Like the needle teeth of a razorfish, it bit deep, removing all insignificant thoughts from his mind until there was only the incoming comms alert.

"Open," he called to no one in particular, and the comms terminal bloomed into the faded green form of Taine Redvale. 

The hologram was more detailed than those Levine typically received on devices this far from the Imperium's core planets, giving him a clear view of the study behind the man he had come to know as a father, as well as the beads of sweat streaming from his bald pate and into his thick white beard.

"Sir, what's going on? It is impossibly late—" he said, but Redvale cut in.

"Levine, the Straad has been attacked. We can't hold it. They sent soldiers; I couldn’t....” Grief stole the old warrior's voice, but the swelling tears told Levine the rest. "Listen, if you're near Imperium soldiers, get clear. They will come for you next."

As one of the few people with knowledge of Levine's current assignment, Taine understood its importance. He would have never sent a message to his signitor while he was in the field, much less one saying this, if he wasn't desperate.

"You think the military is compromised?" Levine asked, slicing through the haze of shock and anger.

"I suspect so. Whoever sent troops here knows the Straad's stress points. They'll know the job's not finished. Don't trust your usual connections. As far as I know, this transmission is being intercepted, so I can't say everything," Redvale declared with all the authority of a Crown. "But take this message; study it. You'll know what to do."

Levine winced as the deafening boom of a breaching charge cut through the transmission, momentarily fraying the image and his thoughts. When the shimmering feed cleared, he saw two figures where, before, there had only been one. 

The second man was taller than Taine but not as broad. He wore the elaborate angled plates of the Sabien heavy infantry, but the masked helmet gave away his rank. Streams of malleable stone cut through the visor like tears of blood, the mark of an Ordinsu.

"Father, get out of there!" Levine heard himself shout, but it was already too late.

The High Ordinae turned to face the intruder and hesitated. Levine lurched forward from his cot, studying the image, but it hadn't frozen. They were talking, but the auditory sensors on Redvale's comms system relayed none of their words. 

Frozen in his dread, Levine watched as Redvale turned back to him, shouting something that Levine could not make out over the crack of a rifle shot. The image shattered as crimson light tore a hole through Taine's chest and destroyed the transmission. For a moment, the holo-feed danced with unassigned particles that blinked at him in silence like distant stars.

Levine watched the unlinked display as its randomized patterns swirled and pulsed, but he didn't see them. Death lingered before him, but when had it not? Humans died; it was a known fact, and often he had been called upon to kill them, though rarely did the cold of it reach so deep into his core. Staring at the flickering space where Taine's face had just been, Levine felt the corrosive fingers of loss curl around him.

With wide eyes, he stared at what was left of the holo-feed. Putrid green, again, it bathed the faceted dome of his habitat, throwing his shadow against the walls. It loomed over him like a demon, daring him to move or be consumed by the weight bearing down on him. 

At last, the array's standby feature killed the feed, leaving only darkness above the comms terminal, but Levine barely noticed the change. Instinct forced him to double-blink against the low light and allow his augmented eyes to peel away the all-encompassing shadow. 

Clouds of his own breath filled his vision, and they were coming too fast. It had not been a dream...the cold proved that. Often, horrors crept through his slumbering mind, but never was he cold when they did so.

Taine was dead. Wyrna, Jarlis, and Darclin as well. The Redvale line was ended as he slept. It hardly felt real, yet the sting of it sent liquid rolling down Levine's gaunt cheeks to freeze as it splashed onto the floor. 

How could it be true? The Redvale line had stood since before the formation of the Imperium and had served it and the Ahl-Khorris faithfully through the entirety of the Arch-War. They were as near to Crowns as any could ever hope to be, and now his memories were all that was left of them.

The bite of Deljin's brutal climate did little to cool the fire burning beneath his skin as he wiped away the last tears he could afford to shed. Levine was the only signitor of the Redvales, a selected son, and their killers would know that.

Raiding Redvale Straad was no easy task. Only coordination, air support, and armored infantry in significant numbers would have any hope of overcoming the state-of-the-art defense systems and security personnel. 

A sea of suspects formed in his mind, but one name bubbled to the top, though he dared not speak aloud. Its implications were too devastating to contemplate. Besides, there would be time to sort through his suspicions later. For now, his father's words stayed with him.

While he struggled to make sense of some, others were perfectly clear. He had to leave the encampment and quickly.

Levine tightened his fist against the fears that assaulted him and willed himself into motion. His movement signaled the thermal induction coils of his sub-armor suit to power up, raising its temperature to fight the extreme cold of the world outside. Gentle vibrations sent heat out from his core through his body, removing the stiffening chill from his fingers and toes. 

The comms terminal was unassuming, as was its primary drive. His father's final transmission, as well as three previous days' worth of comms data, were held within. 

He kneeled beside the short cylinder and pulled away the side panel to reveal thin conduit loops glowing cool blue with the power they carried. Nestled deep inside, lit by the conduit, was what he sought. 

Inside a translucent shell, gold against the blue, the small storage capsule seemed almost defiant. Brackets of sturdy metal held it firm, but Levine's slender fingers pried the drive loose with relative ease. The capsule came away in his hand, the edges smooth and rounded, but the seams that split the unit into quadrants were almost painful to the touch, even through the skin of his gloves.

It was barely longer than Levine's little finger, but smaller objects had decided the fates of millions. This device, if it carried what he feared it might, would be no different.

Rising to his feet, he put his training into practice. In the Black, space was always limited, but personal habitats put starship limitations to shame. His was barely wide enough to take three steps in any direction before bumping into the rigid cloth walls. There was only room for what he deemed essential, and the most important of those he kept near his bunk. The white and blue of his vanguard armor hung there, and beneath it, the hard polymer rucksack he had become attached to in his years as a Tallan. Gearing up properly took more than ten standard minutes, which was time Levine didn't know if he had, not when messages took seconds to pass through the Black. 

Taine had attempted to save his life by sending his transmission, but whatever head start he had gifted Levine dwindled by the second. Anyone brazen enough to attack the Redvales would follow up on an outgoing message. Once traced to its destination, an attack would be ordered, assuming he wasn't due to be killed simply because of his closeness to Jornan's ruling line. 

Worse, Levine was surrounded by troops, all of whom served the Crown of Operations and the Imperium. Levine had fought with these men not two standard days ago, and together, they had taken the complex they now occupied, but none of that would matter. 

Loyalty and obedience were paramount for any soldier. Crown Greyvor would tolerate nothing less in his purview. Examples had been made of enough troops that now a kill order, legitimate or not, would be carried out. Any questions as to who had declared him an enemy would be asked only after Levine's body cooled. 

The sidearm pinned to the frame of his cot was the first tool he needed now; next was the outer wrap for his Therm-In suit. The ghostly outer skin stood flayed against the wall behind him, and once he stepped back into it, the wide flaps folded around his body like the leaves of a carnivorous plant, securing pristine white fabric around him. In seconds, the deep gray of his sub-armor was only visible in thin lines where the outer coverings did not connect.

He had chosen this particular suit for the tactical advantages it granted him. Pulling up his collar to cover his face and securing the hood, Levine was practically invisible in the swirling fog of this world.

The flat barreled sidearm released its magnetic hold on the cot's frame the instant Levine touched it and reattached to his left hip on contact. Armed and prepared for the weather, he gathered what provisions he had available and strapped on the rucksack. 

Like the rest of his ensemble, it, too, was white, but it granted him the ability to alter its color as he desired. With it pressed to his back, he cracked open the data capsule and dug out the only part he valued. The golden chit inside. Flat on three sides and angled on the fourth, the chit could have easily fit on his thumbnail, but where it mattered, it was large enough.

The added storage port on his data-pad was empty, and plugging the chit inside hid it perfectly. Unfortunately, sliding it inside the data-pad was useless otherwise. It couldn't read the format, but he knew someone beyond the Sabien territory who could. Getting to him would be a challenge, one he was not yet ready to confront.

Levine turned back to the open holo terminal and drew his pistol. Taking aim, he blinked away all that he had just been made aware of and settled himself. 

Stability was an illusion. It was a core tenet of his order, one of the first taught to Levine when he was selected as an initiate, and it still held true. The only thing resilient enough to be relied upon was his own will. As he drew a deep, cleansing breath, Levine embraced that old lesson and fired.

The pistol's flat barrel unleashed a thin beam across the habitat that stained the darkness red. Sparks erupted from the terminal stalk, and before they landed, Levine fired three more times. Each crimson bolt burned holes in the thin mattress of his bunk, and with the last, it caught fire.

It burned quietly as Levine threw open the weighted flaps of his habitat and stepped out into the smuggler's compound that lay beyond. 

The crater was roughly the size of a small settlement, with crystal-blue-capped habitats strewn along its edges. At the center was a modular facility that housed nearly every weapon imaginable. Inside, the bulk of the force he'd been assigned to cataloged the most dangerous of them and divided the rare stock amongst themselves.

Operations didn't seem to care if the soldiers scrounged up a few extra rifles, but anything more powerful required registration with the Kullenos and was likely to be confiscated. 

With the smugglers dead and piled outside the crater's entrance, processing their wares had taken priority over all other concerns. Levine was meant to supervise the work and ensure its timely and accurate conclusion, but that task had lost its meaning. 

His new goal was survival, followed quickly by a growing need to understand what had brought both halves of his life into such violent conflict. To do both, he needed to reach the improvised landing zone beyond the crater's rim. With his hood raised, he began the journey there. Colorless rock stretched to the blackened sky above. Stars winked down at him from the void just beyond Deljin's thin atmosphere.

Levine drove himself forward, running along the slope and cutting behind the ordinary troop habitats so as not to draw attention to himself. Each step launched him higher and farther as he half-sprinted and half-leaped in the weak gravity.

The jagged ridge waned to flat stone just ahead. As Levine closed in on it, the first of countless spiraled pylons emerged from the thick fog. They reminded him of skeletal fingers, reaching toward the Black all around the planet. The tallest structures in this alien-made forest were the size of the spire cities on Akinos, if far less majestic. Most barely stood as tall as a grounded Sabien corvette, while others fell well below his own height.

Still, the pylons provided excellent cover when combined with thick, wind-swept fog. What little moisture Deljin had been blessed with hung low in the air. It danced along the world's surface, freezing and thawing to the rhythm of the distant pulsar that gifted the world what little light it possessed.

Shouts erupted as he reached the first leg of his journey off-world. Behind him, his habitat was ablaze, the black smoke disappearing among the stars. Soldiers rushed to it, bringing spray foam to quell the fire and ignoring him completely.

They worked diligently as Levine slipped away, but he made it only a few steps outside the crater before attracting the attention of two guards. He nodded to them as casually as he could while making sure to keep his usual distance. 

As Greyvor's servant sword, he didn't often mingle with the rank and file. All Scierocet were viewed as oddities by the Imperium's military, especially those chosen as Tallans. Augmented and honed for their specific purposes, they were the most formidable of their order, fighting directly for the Council of Crowns.

"Tallan Drarri," called the first soldier, his teeth chattering behind his face plate. "Has Crown Greyvor sent regarding our relief? This rock is freezing my fingers together."

Levine turned to face the two men. His harsh brown gaze racked across them both, finding nothing out of the ordinary. Their armor was spotless, though several fresh dings were noticeable. The first man was a head shorter than he was, while the second was just outside regulated mass restrictions. Both kept their rifles slung, which boded well for their intentions, but the chirp of a data-pad ruined that.

"I suspect those will be your new orders now," Levine said, and as the taller guard checked the device on his inner forearm, he rushed them. 

The shorter of the two managed to free his rifle and fire, but the scarlet beam went wide into the distance. 

The laser’s crack echoed off the pylons and white stone, only to be drowned out by the alarm sounding inside the camp.

Grabbing hold of the rifle barrel with one hand and drawing his pistol with the other, Levine fired two shots through the gaps in the stunned guard's armor under the arm and the neck. 

The second guard threw down his weapon and raised his hands. He bowed his head as if in the presence of some long-forgotten deity.

"Don't kill me," he pleaded, but a red lance took him through the neck without hesitation, nearly removing his head.

"May your lines recover and blossom," Levine whispered, releasing the rifle in his hand. It fell to the white stone, along with the severed arm still gripping it. Levine turned and bolted into the rolling fog as the first soldier crossed the crater's entrance.

Red light streaked across the sky toward him but missed as Levine leaped away. Dozens more ruby lasers joined the fray, carving into the fog. With each landing, the ground spewed white shards into the weak gravity that bounced harmlessly off his shroud as he fled.

Bouncing pursuers harried Levine's steps as he weaved between towering ancient structures whose purpose was long forgotten. Twisting in the air, the Scierocet dodged scarlet bolts and sent back his own, but if he hit his targets, he could not tell. 

Winds stirred, forcing denser fog into the firefight. Blinded by the white noise in the air and shivering against the cold, Levine pressed his back against the first pylon he could find. 

He stilled himself, ignoring the planet's primal howl, and listened. Boots tromped off to his right, but something odd caught his attention. A faint whistle came to him from just ahead. It didn't waver or change. Something thin and solid stood against the gale, and a smile crept over his face.

Like most Sabien military vessels, the newest sloop models were wide and flat, like the blade that inspired their designs, but unlike the massive corvettes and capital ships, sloops were glorified dropships capable of planetary landings.

Their downward-sloping wings cut through the atmosphere as effectively as comms signals, and in the right environment, they sang their approach just as they were doing now.

Without hesitation, Levine launched into an awkward sprint. The fog and wind fought against him, but he would not be stopped. The drive in his pocket and Taine's cryptic final request spurred him forward. 

New cries came but from far off. The words were too muddled to make out, though if Levine knew the soldiers as well as he imagined, they would be calling to regroup. None were foolish enough to strike out in a blinding typhoon on a barren, frozen world, though apparently he was.

The wind cut across him like a blade, but the whistling grew louder with each step. Pushing himself further and faster, Levine engaged his adrenal regulator. In minutes, he had traveled farther than he had in his entire journey thus far, and as if to reward him, a line of long-range dropships materialized just ahead.

The Scierocet stopped and forced himself to listen once more. His heart thudded in his ears, but beyond it, there were no signs of the pursuing soldiers. 

He had no concept of how far away they were, but with the windstorm howling as loudly as ever, there was no better time to make his escape. 

There were precautions he needed to take first, however. His desertion would not be allowed. As Tallan to Crown Greyvor, Levine had been entrusted with many of his secrets, and this act would be seen as treachery. The Crown would hunt him until the day he died, and with the resources of Operations at his disposal, that day would come all too soon. No common soldier would be good enough. Elite units would haunt his steps. 

Taine was right; he could rely on no one he had regular dealings with. No Sabien world would be safe for him now. The Imperium itself was his enemy. Regardless of where he went, its killing claws would carve through the Black until they found and eviscerated him.

Without allies he could trust, all odds were against him. Luckily, there were some secrets only he knew. Then, kneeling and freeing his combat knife from his rucksack, he focused on just how difficult the path ahead would be as he cut into his own flesh and removed the last thing that tied him to his old life.
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SINCE ITS DISCOVERY, many words had been used to describe Diomenes, but interesting had never been one of them. It was yet another lifeless gas giant with a series of rings comprising several million chunks of rock and ice. 

Nestled firmly within the central corridor of the Neutral Territories, the planet had been the scene of only one minor skirmish during the war. 

Afterward, both the Beitans and the Sabiens found a more effective way to secure ore from the one modest settlement Diomenes still housed.

The Dagger, as it was dubbed by those who inhabited it, was the very definition of unremarkable. As mining colonies went, it wasn't the worst, but given that the broken moon fragment it was built upon had no atmosphere, it was far from the best. 

From overhead, its multiple domed structures were neatly and artistically arranged. Combined with the sterile corridors connecting them, the settlement resembled its namesake.

Throughout a standard year, the colony remained busy mining, selling, and shipping its abundance of riaton. The metal was precious to nearly every world, being used for everything from starship hull panels to the framing of most standard construction. When alloyed properly, the resulting metal could be as rigid or as malleable as needed, forming nearly any shape.

Riaton ore was known throughout the universe for its ability to dissipate heat exceptionally well and repel most radiological wavelengths commonly found in Streamline.

While there were hundreds of sites throughout the Black where such metals could be mined, the Dagger was one of the few that remained firmly unaffiliated with either the Sabien Imperium or the Consortium of Beita Systems. 

The Dagger was a free port where all were welcome to spend their currency and secure a decent haul. It shouldn't have worked, yet for the two centuries through the heart of the conflict, the Dagger and those who called it home lived in relative peace and something akin to comfort.

Now it was a closely knit community and as decent a place in all the universe to raise a family away from the various entanglements found in the two great powers.

Sheer luck had placed Claude and Vision on the Dagger. Initially, they had come to visit Zhara's mother and lay low until they could be sure no one was looking for them. 

Their departure from Minerva Prime had been contentious, to say the least, but after months with no hint of a Beitan armada, Claude and Zhara had elected to stay. 

At first, Vision had seen the Dagger as a place full of potential and adventure, but that was three years ago. Halfway through the first year, the colony had become fairly well known to her, and by the end of the second year, the Dagger had transformed into the very definition of boring.

The local school rested on the second level of the residential dome. It was a modest, cream-colored structure with no windows and only three exits. Like all colony constructs, it shared the same low-cost, low-maintenance modular build quality. The two-story building was as bland inside as it was from the exterior. Yet, it stood sturdy and uncorrupted despite the volatile nature of its contents. 

Without warning, the front doors exploded open. A riot of color and sound poured out as six dozen students burst out onto the inclined walkways of the residential hub. 

Shouts and laughter shattered the relative calm of the dome as a tidal wave of energy and youth surged through its centuries-old paths. The mass of children split into smaller groups as they went, spreading out beneath the false sky displayed above.

After ten standard months of daily classes in subjects few of them appreciated, the annual reprieve was underway. This dissolution of their daily order was the one thing every minor on the colony could agree neither came too soon nor lasted long enough.

As their infectious excitement spread throughout the dome's upper tier, Vision strode across the broad stretch of vaguely concave beige pavement that led from the school's front entrance to the bronzed railing. 

Leaning against it as she often did, the near hundred-foot descent that separated the dome's second tier from its floor eluded her. Her blackened eyes fed her none of the colorful tarps, rooftops, and murals designed to make each marketplace shop stand out from the next. Born without sight, Vision had never seen the universe around her, if "born" was the right word. 

Unlike the hundreds of humans on the Dagger and countless others inhabiting more distant worlds, Vision was a clone. She'd been constructed for a purpose that was no longer valid by scientists who were no longer alive. Her blindness wasn't an accident of fate but a feature of her design, though she couldn't begin to guess why.  

That was only one of many questions she still had about her origins. Like, was she capable of growing old like a normal person, and if so, how long would that take? Could she have children if she decided against all reason to do so? 

She had no answers, nor were there any to find—not here anyway. The few files uncovered from the research station where she was brought to life were supposed to have been destroyed, taking every hint of the program responsible for her existence with them. 

Still, she needed to understand herself and where she came from. Her genetic material had to have been sourced from somewhere and for a reason. Nothing about what she was and how she came to be was random. Perhaps more frustrating than her intentional blindness was the fact that no one would ever be able to explain why those choices had been made.

Yet, in spite of her lost sense, she had not been created lacking. As if in compensation, she had been granted other gifts. 

Vision was a Psionic, likely the last one left in the universe. The thoughts of most anyone were hers to read, and with a bit of effort, their memories were hers to experience. These abilities had saved her life and those of the people she cared about, but they had also destroyed more than she could fully comprehend. 

Her fingers drifted absently to the device she wore like a crown. The narrow web of flexible metal, sensors, and lights that rested just above her brow had been built to hold her abilities back until she could control them, but that had been many years ago. Now, she wasn't sure how much she needed it, despite those times when the fragile inhibitor field still saved her from herself. 

When she'd first arrived, her "gifts" had allowed her the unique opportunity to discover just how low her classmates' opinions of her actually were.

Most fourteen-year-olds were plagued with a general feeling of ostracism and insecurity, but Vision was rare in that she had been purged of the usual doubt that comes with it. Upon first arriving at the Dagger, she had done everything in her power to make people like her. She had read their thoughts as best she could and tried to be what they wanted her to be, but when that backfired spectacularly, she decided to just be herself.

Throwing off all concern for an acceptance that would not come actually earned her what she had been seeking, though from only one wiry, awkward boy. Lin was the one and only friend she counted among all the population not related to her, and over time, she discovered that one was enough. 

Like her, Linfol Irskine was also disliked by the other teens in their class, though for less valid reasons in her opinion. He had been a lifelong resident of the colony, but his roots had been abruptly severed by a now-legendary cave-in. 

It was a tragedy many still mourned, and the community had folded in around him, embracing him as a child of the Dagger. However, that did nothing to endear him to the other children forced to periodically share their rooms, snacks, and belongings with him. 

Before long, he was seen as a leech, a stigma that stained Lin with a level of animosity unlikely to ever wear off so long as he stayed on the colony.

Between his own unique brand of ostracism and hers, the two had spent the last few years forging a bond that was as difficult to break as it was to define. It bound them together, sometimes more closely than either expected.

Even now, the sensors embedded in the "halo" Vision wore pinged off of her friend as he made his way through the doors behind her. She tracked him through the thinning crowd, ignoring the inexplicable tightening in her gut. 

She closed her eyes and reached out, feeling the same ball of anxiety that threatened to consume him. Lin's thoughts were jumbled, as always, but nearing her, they cleared enough for her to read his words before he voiced them. 

"So, you never answered my question," he said, coming to lean on the railing beside her.

"Do I have to?" she asked, using her sensor to view him instead of turning in his direction, the way most people preferred.

Lin glanced at her and instantly spotted the thin smirk she tried desperately to hide.

"I think I have a pretty good shot," Lin stated, then lifting himself up to his full height, he added, "Your dad likes me. I know he'll let me apprentice under him."

Vision took a moment to imagine the conversation Lin planned to have with Claude and couldn't hold in her laughter. The rolling clatter of it spilled out into the open air, only to be absorbed by the Dagger's acoustic dampeners.

Despite Lin's certainty, Claude was anything but fond of the boy. He could be friendly at times, but that was mainly because Vision and her new mother, Zhara, had impressed upon him the need for tolerance. 

Though it was foolish, Vision knew just how deeply Claude's concerns about their ages, closeness, and hormones were rooted in him. It was a notion she had been trying her best to scrub from her mind since she first stumbled upon it. 

"I wouldn't pick Claude," Vision said finally. 

"Then who? I can't think of anyone else who would let me tag along with them for the next year."

Vision was already ahead of him in the conversation by a significant clip. More often than not, she found herself reading people's responses well before they actually said them. Sometimes, it was refreshing to have an additional buffer for her own reactions, but more often than not, it made every conversation slow and plodding.

It hadn't always been like this, however. When she was younger, she'd had to focus in order to read a mind this way, but things had changed shortly after she'd begun her second round of classes. Now, her abilities were stronger and more refined than they had ever been. 

"I'd try Zhara," Vision said, then nodded at how right she was. "She actually likes you, and she could use the help in the clinic."

Lin sighed and dropped his head. "Are you serious, V? I hate that place."

"You'll get over it. Unless you want to wind up scrubbing the lavatories," she said, bumping her shoulder into his. "Besides, I bet you could convince her to invite you over for dinner more often."

She waited for him to run the idea through his mind properly and observed a blossoming hope as it spread. Lin's face lit up like the docks during an Inth Solstice celebration, and she couldn't help but match his smile.

Vision and Lin shared more than a few similarities, not the least of which was a love of food. The Dagger wasn't the best place to source fresh ingredients or more exotic fare, but that wasn't to say good food couldn't be cultivated.

There were at least a dozen new recipes in circulation on the colony at any given time, but in the DiSilva house, there were ideas about food that weren't popular elsewhere, and they both loved that fact. For Vision, more experimental flavors were a daily surprise, but Lin had such experiences far less frequently.

"You think so?" he asked with a grin that showcased nearly all of his impeccably white teeth.

"It can't hurt."

Lin's eyes lingered on her smile, then trailed down to her hand, but before his thoughts formed into a plan, Vision pushed away from the railing and stretched.

"I need to get going," she said. "Ruth will worry if I'm too late."

"I-I could walk you," Lin stammered. "I mean, if you want."

For a brief second, Vision considered it, then banished the idea, perhaps a bit too defensively.

"I'll be fine; besides, you know how she gets about unannounced visitors," she said, firming up the decision in her head.

Lin's face fell, but he nodded and did his best to hide his disappointment. "Yeah, the last thing I want is another lecture from that woman."

"Careful, that woman's going to be my cierana soon," Vision said, extracting every ounce of delight she could from the cascade of emotions and potential responses crashing down on her friend.

"Uh," was the only thing he managed to mutter before she laughed again and waved him goodbye.

Turning to leave, Vision felt just a little bad about the trick she'd played. Ruth would have welcomed him in without an issue, but that would have derailed the whole reason for her visit.

In the gray world her sensors painted for her, Lin turned slowly and began walking in the opposite direction. Watching him go, she was tempted to take a peek inside his mind but refrained. It was so easy to lean on her abilities that she tended to default to them rather than wait for people to tell her what they were thinking.

A part of her always felt a shred of guilt over using her unique advantage so casually. On the Dagger, no one could detect her intrusions, nor could they resist them. That gave her a level of power that was uncomfortable to contemplate.

Vision hadn't asked to be made like this; her abilities had been thrust upon her. Early on, they brought a fair amount of excitement, but as she grew older, they began to feel more like a burden. 

Before she'd arrived on the Dagger, the thoughts and emotions of others forced their way into her mind, often painfully. Zhara had built her halo for just that reason, though she'd gone far beyond what was called for, as she sometimes did. The device, as it had been constructed, included a suite of environmental sensors as well as the psionic dampeners it was initially designed to house. 

As far as Vision knew, her halo was unique in all the universe. It scanned her environment in a 360-degree radius and fed that information directly into her brain. She was more powerful now, but when she was younger, it had also helped to keep the minds of others at bay unless she chose to push through the robust barrier meant to keep her safe.

These days, that boundary was more of a membrane, and all sorts of thoughts streamed through it. Luckily, she was no longer at their mercy. What had once been a torment was now only a minor inconvenience. 

With little effort, she could mute most of the noise, but on occasion, particularly concentrated spikes of emotion stabbed through. Even then, the pain was fleeting, and often, she found she could power through it.

Turning her attention to the walkways between her and her ultimate destination, Vision worked through the conversation she knew was to come. 

Ruth Riggs was formidable, though she didn't always look the part. If she weighed any more than a box of sun beans, Vision would have been surprised, but size wasn't everything. Her soon-to-be cierana was every bit as scary as her reputation led so many to believe.

As harsh and unyielding as Ruth Riggs could be on the outside, she and Vision shared a unique relationship. Being her daughter’s adopted child, Vision was allowed to see Ruth in a much more comprehensive way than many on the Dagger. She had seen her laugh and heard the sadness in her voice when discussing Zhara's father, but more than that, Vision could see where her outward toughness failed her, leading to a desperate act that others assumed to be real.

The tier rose at a subtle angle. The walkway Vision trod upon narrowed as she went, providing space for three rows of domiciles before connecting to the outer wall. Thick struts and braided support cables secured the spiral ring, keeping it and all that was built on it from crushing the shops, lounges, and homes that lay beneath. 

From where she was, Vision's sensors still weren't able to pinpoint Ruth's place, but that wasn't a surprise. Distance had always been a weakness. The halo was built for enclosed environments, and it worked perfectly well there. Most of the Dagger was claustrophobic enough for the sensors to render a nearly complete image of her surroundings.

The residential dome was massive, however. It was easily the largest interior space Vision had ever experienced. There were five tiers in all, though only two were clearly exposed. The remaining three were nestled between the inner and outer walls of the dome and provided more privacy though less open air.

Her apartment with Claude and Zhara was on the fourth tier, with portholes that looked out over the rest of the dome.

Turning to her right, Vision made her way up the inclining path toward Ruth's home, then paused to check for Lin. 

He had fallen out of her scanning radius, and she sighed with relief. There were people on the colony who knew her secrets, but Lin wasn't one of them. To him, she was just blind, though he didn't
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