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			1

			The wind was fair for the passage as Brighter Days knifed through the light chop of Najidama Bay, with the afternoon sun astern and the distinct edge of land ahead and to starboard. Najida village lay along that coast, and they passed fishing boats with due respect and proper clearance. The fishermen knew Brighter Days, knew who was aboard, and waved as they passed.

			Bren Cameron waved back when he saw them, happy to be home again. He was looking forward to a quiet evening at his estate with his brother Toby, who owned Brighter Days, and Barb Letterman, Toby’s love and companion.

			Here, in the isolated peace of the ocean, Bren’s bodyguard, his aishid, Banichi and Jago, Tano and Algini, were able to stand down too, however briefly. Atevi, they were, as the fishermen were, as all the inhabitants of the approaching mainland were—tall and black and golden-eyed. Bren himself was the one exception to the exclusion of humans from the continent: resident on the mainland, and not only human, but Lord of Najida, Lord of the Heavens, paidhi to the aiji of all the aishidi’tat.

			He was on his way home from a ground-breaking trip to the human-held island of Mospheira, across the straits.

			He’d been back to the island of his birth many times in his official capacity as paidhi-aiji, but he had never put himself in the public eye on those trips. He had certainly never gone in full atevi court splendor and he certainly had never arrived with his atevi bodyguard surrounding him.

			Now Mospheira had seen him differently, and the reaction of the Mospheirans had been, well—varied.

			Since the War of the Landing had set aside Mospheira for a human enclave, atevi had not officially set foot on the island of Mospheira. By the treaty that ended that bloody conflict, all the vast mainland remained atevi territory, with only one human, the paidhi, allowed to cross the strait to communicate with atevi authority, and to do that only in writing, with great caution and with university approval and review. The belief was that a fundamental incompatibility of language, culture, and biology had created a miscommunication that had brought down war on humans, and the island had lived in fear it could happen again, from some future flashpoint.

			One might also note that humans had dropped down from the heavens uninvited, with nothing but data for resources, and their survival at all had been dependent on atevi charity and forbearance. They had been welcomed at first. But when war had broken out and gone against them, humans, vastly outnumbered, had offered information—technology . . . in exchange for a place to live apart.

			The original paidhi, a human crossing the strait, had been the appointed mediator in that exchange—and carefully monitored exchanges had been the duty of the paidhiin for two hundred years.

			The rules had changed, dramatically, in the years since Bren had taken office. The current aiji had spoken aloud to the paidhi. And against all precedent, Bren had answered him, conversed with him, gone on a trip with him—without consulting Mospheiran experts.

			The University had not been pleased.

			Tabini, the aiji in Shejidan, was very pleased.

			Theirs had become an unprecedented cooperation. And fortunately so. In Bren’s first year in office, the long-lost human colony ship, two hundred years absent, arrived at the moth-balled orbiting station in desperate need of help, and found that atevi were the only ones with the manufacturing capacity to build a space program from scratch, while Mospheiran humans held the only key to communicating with them.

			The ship needed the station operating again—it needed people, it needed resources, and Tabini-aiji had seen an opportunity. Consequently, space age tech flooded down onto a world barely beginning to fly, and the flood was predominantly on the atevi side of the water. For better or worse, the ship’s return had intersected the partnership of an aiji hungry for human tech and a paidhi who had broken all the rules. The once-mothballed space station had come alive, shifted to low earth orbit, and became a home to a carefully-equal number of humans and atevi, a situation settled by a new treaty, with two stationmasters and a set of bulkheads to restrict social contact.

			Everything had been headed in an astonishingly good direction, until the ship admitted its own dire secret and organized a rescue mission for its other stranded colony.

			Two years later, the ship had returned with refugees of a human settlement far less fortunate than the one on Mospheira. Five thousand refugees, the only survivors, completely overburdened the station, and brought the world into brief and frightening contact with an alien species.

			They managed to survive that. But the station was in internal meltdown. The refugees had to be sent down to Mospheira in the small loads the space program could manage, while supplies had to go up. And Mospheira was far from ready to cope with outsiders.

			Atevi were not willing to lose the station’s integrity while Mospheira debated. They wanted the matter settled. They also had interest in three of those refugee children who, through circumstances, had become irrevocably attached to the aiji’s son and heir.

			By atevi law, they could not live on the mainland. They had to live on Mospheira. They were also, by virtue of being children, less alarming to the Mospheirans, who had had historic reasons to distrust the new arrivals.

			That—had been Bren Cameron’s job. Reassure Mospheira about the aliens, who had left the scene peacefully; and reassure them about the refugees from Reunion.

			That was the reason he had just been on Mospheira—and why, for the first time, by the aiji’s direct order, Mospheirans had had to receive the paidhi-aiji not as an employee of their own State Department, with no real authority on Mospheira—but as spokesman for the atevi government, in all the cuff-lace and brocade of the atevi court, with his atevi bodyguards, in their black leather and silver, and with their weapons plainly in evidence on all occasions.

			It was done. The children were down safely and installed in a secure residence on University premises.

			And the island now began to understand: the paidhi-aiji was no longer under Mospheiran authority. The office was now being used by atevi in its historic way, what Mospheirans might call an ambassador or a diplomat, but one instructed to represent both sides of the situation with equal energy.

			He had done that. He would do it when he reached Tabini’s office. And Mospheirans as a whole, while dazzled by the lace and brocade, might not realize how profound a shift that was, but he knew. It was irrevocable. He was human, but he was no longer Mospheiran. He spoke as Tabini to the human Presidenta. He spoke as the Presidenta—to Tabini-aiji.

			Was everybody now ready to take a step beyond a two-hundred-year standoff? Were humans and atevi ready to start interacting, one on one?

			It was working in the heavens, in the orbiting station. Technicians understood each other better than governments did.

			And could it be done on the island—with a human government?

			In a period of peace—it had begun to happen. He had found, to his uneasy surprise, a quiet group of human students dedicated to the most esoteric of atevi artforms, the machimi plays—young Mospheirans striving, as he had on his own and to the frustration of his professors, to understand the atevi, not simply maintain a truce.

			It would scare hell out of some people. The University was not amused. But now they had official status—tutors to the three children and their parents.

			The next immediate challenge to Mospheiran attitudes was to accept five thousand long-lost cousins, biological humans who were, in some ways, more alien to them now than the atevi. Mospheirans had to find a way to welcome them, and the refugees had to accept that, flat horizon and inner ear objections not withstanding; they had no choice.

			God, what a handful of days had done.

			And for the first time since the space station, he could relax—homeward bound for good and all, homeward bound, to the mainland, on Toby Cameron’s boat—a rare chance to see his brother, and a leisurely transition to the mainland after days of stress and worry and an armed assault.

			With the atevi navy riding at the mouth of Najidama Bay, providing surveillance, Banichi and his team were down to black tees and easy manner, isolate from every threat but weather. Elderly Narani and young Jeladi, household staff, were entirely off-duty and enjoying the sun.

			And Bren could go ship-board casual, in a turtleneck and Mospheiran-style trousers and deck slippers—Toby’s. He could do nothing more challenging than lean on the rail and watch the water, with Banichi a looming dark assurance beside him. An Assassin. His bodyguard were all Assassins’ Guild, the four people nearer and dearer these days even than Toby.

			One could not say friends. That was a human thing, and they were not. Their feelings were passionate, but they were not love. He was their principal, their center, their loyalty. The atevi word for their emotional connection to him was man’chi, and there was no exact equivalent in human terms, but man’chi went upward through their own hierarchy to him, and entailed his deep responsibility downward to them. Four was an infelicitous number in atevi reckoning. Five was a unity. And he was their fifth, their fortunate fifth, center of their world.

			He was the first paidhi to have an aishid, the first human in two hundred years to deal with man’chi first hand, and he’d rapidly discovered that human and atevi emotions ran comfortingly parallel until they didn’t. But learning to sense stress and accommodate each other—they’d arrived at a very real, very warm state of affairs in which he felt more than protected—he felt—well, attached. Deeply so. It was the best he could do. But they seemed happy.

			And now his aishid had seen humanity en masse, both on the station, and on Mospheira. They had seen an assassination attempt. His aishid would have suggested hunting down the key problems, going straight for the individuals in nice suits who gave the orders.

			As it was, human security had handled it, and though they had deep reservations about the limited response to an attack, they took his word that their job was done.

			And once they’d boarded Toby’s boat and put open water between them and Mospheira, he could feel all the tension ebb, and the outrage—well, not lessen, but go inactive, as no longer theirs to deal with. And it was time to take his foreign presence off the island and let Shawn—President Shawn Tyers, his old friend and one-time defender in the State Department—take it from there.

			It had been a long, dangerous, and exhausting trip. Full kit. Court dress. And backup equipment for his bodyguard, should things have gone seriously sideways. The massive crates that sat lashed to the deck of Brighter Days contained mostly clothes, and some things the Assassins’ Guild did not talk about.

			Coming in, now, the declining sun astern casting Brighter Days’ sail in gold and making the spray sparkle—they could spend the night at his Najida estate, all of them, Barb and Toby as guests. They could afford one evening celebrating.

			But he was due in the capital. The next morning he had been assured the aiji’s personal train—which would easily take on the packing crates and their equipment—would be waiting for him. He’d have another decently-paced trip back to the capital, which would give him time to finish his written report to Tabini. He would sit in the Red Car with his closest associates, readjust his mind wholly to atevi speech and atevi thinking, and sip atevi tea while doing it.

			Job well done.

			The shoreline grew, and Bren used the binoculars affixed at the bow to watch Najida come into view. Before he could get them focused, Toby came up from below, a single sheet of folded paper in his hand.

			“From Shawn,” Toby said and handed Bren the paper. “Just came in.”

			That was a moment of anxiety. He shoved the binoculars into their rail-fixed case and took the note.

			Hope the crossing was smooth. Released last night. Doing fine. Had dinner with the kids and their parents. Seemed happy with everything, especially their tutors.

			Shawn was out of the hospital, and the kids meant the kids newly landed.

			That was good news, all of it. For security reasons, and with the general upset about the shooting, he had headed for the dock straight from the airport, the crates and all having been boarded when he left the Presidential residency. He’d had little chance to talk to the three youngsters privately, although a small packet of letters had managed to change hands.

			Don’t worry about the kids, Shawn’s letter said. Cards and flowers are inundating my office and their residence, along with toys, in their case, cookies and candy which security won’t let through, and offers of beach vacations, which are a little premature. You can relax in a job well done . . . at least on this side. Give the aiji my respects and my thanks for sending you. We’ll be in touch, I’m sure.

			No need to tell Toby. Toby had received the communication. Toby had taken up the binoculars himself, scanning the shoreline, while Barb managed the helm.

			The high cliff at the end of the bay was in view, lit by sunlight.

			“It looks as if Jaishan isn’t in,” Toby remarked.

			“Out on a run,” Bren said. Jaishan was Bren’s own yacht. He had put Jaishan at the village’s disposal for hauling construction materials and such to the dock over in Kajiminda Bay, where the Edi people were building a new and modern tribal center—the Edi were not much for roads, being fisherfolk, and having little to do with outsiders. Jaishan was essential for their moving supplies.

			“Makes it easy to come in,” Toby said, regarding their approach to dock. It was not an extensive dock, more a floating platform with stairs up to the larger platform ashore.

			“Are the cranes up?” Bren asked.

			“Looks as if. Yes.”

			The dock had a removable crane at the dock and another atop the cliff that the household could use to set cargo on and off. So Najida was ready for them, and they would have the cumbersome crates off the deck and shifted up to the road in short order. They would call the house, and the house staff would make sure the truck was up there.

			“One sees no reason to take the crates inside,” Bren said in Ragi, as Banichi joined them. “They can sit on the truck all night. At least the large one. We shall have an early start in the morning.”

			“The crates should be safe on the driveway,” Banichi conceded, but with a frown that said they would not be left unguarded out there. There was no likelihood at all of thievery in the district—but considering the Guild equipment the smaller crate contained, yes, somebody from the house staff would be sitting out there all night with a communications link.

			“We shall call the house once we pass the rocks.” They had communicated with the mainland very little during their passage—security being always a concern despite the navy ship watching them at a distance. What word they had passed had been to and from that navy ship, which was now well behind them, though still watching, doubtless aware of every fishing boat. The navy trusted nothing—but the local Edi fishermen would be faster than the navy to question one not their own—and this deep in the southern side of Najidama Bay, they were deep in Edi tribal waters. Najida’s was a private dock, on this side of the bay, an extended private shoreline that merged gradually with that of Najida village. Beyond the rocky point, they were definitely in safe territory.

			The household had been advised to expect them sometime today or tomorrow, and with at least an hour’s warning, Cook would have ample time to expand dinner plans—grill a few more fish and stir up more sauce. Bren looked forward to it. He knew the others did—despite Tano’s new-found fondness for Mospheiran street food.

			“And you will stay the night and go off with a good breakfast, won’t you, Toby?”

			“Delighted,” Toby said. Toby and Barb had enjoyed none of the luxury of the Presidential palace for the last while, no fancy cuisine and none of the stress, either. They’d lain offshore, near the atevi navy ship, and fished and read and watched the water during Bren’s stay in one of Mospheira’s Presidential residences. They were due at least one first-class supper they hadn’t cooked themselves, and they would have a typically hearty atevi country breakfast before they set out again.

			So as they came within convenient short-range, Tano made the call and hailed the estate in Ragi, listened via the headset, frowning, then looked about with an expression that did not bode well for the evening’s plans.

			“Nandi,” he said. Not Bren-ji. Nandi. Formally: my lord. With a slightly dismayed expression. “The dowager is visiting.”

			“Alone?” In the sense of—not with her great-grandson, who might well have wanted to meet them.

			Tano asked the question, and signed yes, alone.

			Business, then. Serious business. Alone would still mean her chief of bodyguards, Cenedi, probably Cenedi’s second in command Nawari, and an attendance of others he could name. But alone, meaning something was up.

			Bren looked at Toby and at Barb, who was managing the wheel. Their command of Ragi was sketchy and limited in topic. Dowager, they certainly heard.

			“No question,” Toby said, “we’re not intruding. You get up to the house soon as we dock. Barb and I can talk to staff sufficient to communicate: we saw the crates go on: we’ll get the crates off.”

			“Thanks,” Bren said, as his mind raced. There were a thousand possibilities. A crisis in the family, a threat to the household, or the dowager’s sincere displeasure with something that was going on—it was far from certain, and there had been upheaval in the family situation in the short time he’d been gone, on the details of which he had yet to be informed.

			But the dowager’s unheralded visit was not a situation in which he wanted Barb and Toby as bystanders.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “I am sincerely sorry. I don’t know what it is. Small, I hope. Very small. But escape while you can. I’m sorry about supper.”

			“Another time,” Toby said. And: “You may want your shore clothes, Bren-ji.”

			“God, yes.” The thought of walking into the dowager’s sight in a turtleneck tee and casuals—no. He had what he had worn onto the boat hanging in reasonable condition down in his cabin. Tano was still with him. Narani and Jeladi, who were substituting for his two valets, were below, doing a little tidying up, and might be packing the few things he had used on the voyage. “Tano-ji, the clothes I wore aboard . . .”

			“Yes,” Tano said, and went off to advise those two; and bet on it, Algini and Banichi and Jago, gathered at the bow, were also aware there was a problem: they were looking this direction, and they read him like a book.

			“Excuse me,” Bren said to Toby and Barb, and went a little forward, in the ambient rush of water and the working of the sail, to pass the situation to Algini and Banichi and Jago.

			“The dowager is at Najida,” was all he needed say. Expressions went both sober and bemused. “One has no idea,” he said, to the unasked questions. There was no need speculating. They all knew the same set of facts. The dowager would not come out here to congratulate him on retrieving the three children, avoiding assassination, and forcing on Mospheira the prospect of five thousand refugees who had never felt a planet under their feet.

			No. The dowager’s agendas were quite apart from that. Several things were at issue on the mainland, she was accustomed to having her way, Tatiseigi had been involved in a major incident, so had Cajeiri, and she wanted to talk to him before he got to the capital.

			That was abundantly clear.

			

			•   •   •

			“You go,” Toby said, when they had made dock, and while Najida staff were hurrying to make fast the mooring and prepare to operate the freight lift. The small crane mounted on the dock could move cargo on and off, and into range of another, with a truck parked high up on the road. The system affected only the dockside, did not scar the ancient pathway the estate used, or impinge on its view.

			And right now it meant not having to unpack the crate: it could go up to the house intact, sit unmolested in the driveway, then be off to the train station tomorrow morning. They would travel comfortably in the air-conditioned bus.

			More comfortably than Bren was at the moment. Narani and Jeladi had him kitted out in the court dress he had worn at the shuttle landing: brocade coat, lace collar and cuffs, proper trousers and boots, and—his bodyguard’s orders—a contrasting brocade vest. Bulletproof. It was not his expectation that the dowager posed a hazard, but she attracted those who did, and if there was a problem—it made sense.

			“Take on a full tank,” Bren said to Toby. “Never hesitate at that.”

			“I still owe you a bilge pump.”

			“Brother, the aishidi’tat owes you far, far more than a bilge pump.” He was under atevi witness now, not that he would shock his staff or his bodyguard if he hugged Toby and Barb—they had all just come from the land where such gestures routinely happened—but Najida staff was lining the dock and the walk above, anxious to see him and to catch whatever gossip there was.

			“Take care of yourself,” Barb said quietly.

			Bren gave a little bow, automatic on this side of the strait, with all the feeling he couldn’t put into a handshake or a hug. A gesture these two, after all these years, completely understood. “You take care. Both of you take care. Barb, don’t let him do crazy things.”

			“Same goes, brother,” Toby said. “Go. Respects to the dowager, thanks to Ramaso for the stay here. Everybody understands everybody. We’ll take care of this, refuel, and be on our way up to the North Shore, maybe give a shout to my kids, do supper, and check on some old friends.”

			“Thank you,” Bren said, two simple words which encompassed days and days of reasons, and leaving Toby to oversee the offloading, he turned and followed Banichi and Jago down the gangway to the dock, with Tano and Algini, carrying bags the Guild would not let out of personal possession, following them. Narani and Jeladi would stay aboard just long enough to oversee the offloading.

			They made their way along the dock, up to the landing, and struck out on the winding, evergreen-edged path that led up and up the hill to a sprawling native-stone house that had grown by stages, part of it dug into the hill, part of it, the newest, rising a story above it, and the whole fronted by a portico the size of the original main hall, and a garage that could contain the estate bus.

			Nobody with a bodyguard moved unanticipated by staff or an allied bodyguard. They no sooner rounded the corner of the house and came under the portico than the front doors opened wide and his estate manager Ramaso came out, with a number of the household staff, servants to take charge of what luggage they were allowed to manage—of that there was very little, the rest being in that huge crate—and to welcome them inside.

			Ramaso took Bren’s coat in the stone-and-wood foyer, and an assistant provided a lighter, more comfortable substitute—he did maintain a wardrobe here, and so did his aishid, things more suitable for the country if they had been staying, but his aishid kept control of their traveling gear, and their own baggage, and staff ebbed backward, affording access to the sitting room and the hall and the several suites beyond.

			“Is the dowager expecting me, Rama-ji?” Bren asked.

			“In the sitting room, nandi,” Ramaso answered. “She has ordered tea.”

			That she would. “Banichi. Jago,” Bren said. “Ceremonial attendance. Rani-ji, I entrust everything else to you.”

			“Nandi,” Narani said—no doubt at all things would be handled, baggage would be loaded, everything readied for a departure at whatever time they could get the train in the morning.

			Early morning, by Bren’s preference. He had looked forward to a dinner, a quiet rest in his own bed here, a morning departure that let him rest, think, and edit his report on the way to the capital.

			If things were ideal.

			By the dowager’s presence, possibly they were not that.

			“How long has she been here?” he asked Ramaso, and Ramaso, totally devoid of expression, cautiously exact: “Two days, nandi.”

			Dear God. Waiting for him from fairly well the time he’d headed out from Mospheira. And they hadn’t raced across the strait at all speed. They’d taken a little time to unwind on the way.

			There was no Guild standing watch outside the sitting room. That was fairly uncommon for the dowager’s sense of state. Tano and Algini were off seeing to house business, since he had not detained them; he’d held Banichi and Jago to come in with him, because two experienced witnesses able to recall the conversation in detail were both customary in such visits—and because a second and third opinion could be a damned good idea where the dowager was concerned. He let Banichi give a rap on their own sitting room door, and then open it, and he was not surprised to see the dowager’s own senior Guild, Cenedi and Nawari, standing attendance inside.

			The dowager had taken one of the smaller chairs. She had a cup of tea in hand and two of her own servants providing the service from his buffet.

			“You are late, paidhi.” Ilisidi was of diminutive stature for an ateva, no taller than Bren was, but there was nothing small about her.

			“One had no idea you were here, aiji-ma. Or we would have hurried, certainly.” He walked over to his chair, gave a little bow and sat down, while Banichi and Jago took their posts at the opposite side of the room from Cenedi and Nawari, Guild black edging their meeting, the dowager in ruby-sparked black formality, himself in somewhat abused court finery. He took an offered cup of tea, took a sip as she did. One never talked serious business or unpleasant business without tea for an opener, and her expression betrayed no great annoyance in the matter.

			“Did you have a good crossing?”

			“Indeed, aiji-ma. The weather favored us.”

			“And the Presidenta?”

			“He sent a message en route, to the effect he was back in his office. His physician expects a full recovery.”

			Ilisidi nodded, and took a sip of tea. “And the children?”

			“They and their parents are in good hands, well-protected, well-housed, and their tutors have been introduced to them. They are happy. They will wish me to wish you well. As does my brother-of-the-same-mother and his companion.”

			Ilisidi nodded again, and did not say invite them up the hill. Well enough. It was actually a relief.

			“And the persons responsible for the assault on the Presidenta?”

			“The Presidenta has discovered the person’s connections. He has informed the public at large, aiji-ma, and opinion has shifted from unease at the children’s arrival, considering that they presage the arrival of other Reunioners—to outrage at the attack and support for the children. They have been inundated by toys and offers of good will.”

			“Have you communicated with my great-grandson?”

			His business—disposed of in a few succinct and polite questions. And straight on to hers.

			“No, aiji-ma. I have sent word to the mainland only through the Guild.”

			“My grandson has doubled his son’s bodyguard. Cenedi assures me they are good people.”

			“I am similarly assured, aiji-ma. I had heard.”

			“And my great-grandaughter will likewise be due a personal bodyguard—as Lord Tatiseigi’s heir.”

			“One has heard about the appointment.” Seimiro might be a babe in arms, but her appointment shook the landscape. The most powerful Padi Valley lord, long without the prospect of an heir, gained one with blood-ties to Ilisidi and Tabini-aiji and through her mother, blood ties to the formerly disaffected neighbor, Ajuri. In the same handful of days, Ajuri, lordless and disgraced, had also gained a lord, at least a candidate for the lordship, a man with ties to Seimiro’s mother. It was a political earthquake, and it had struck while he was entirely otherwise occupied.

			Click went the teacup down onto the side table. Any pretense of chitchat was at an end. Bren set his cup down and waited for Ilisidi’s reason for her long and inconvenient trip.

			“You may know that my great-grandson has raked up a cousin, a grown cousin, to take Ajuri. And that Damiri-daja is approving of this person. A rail worker of entitled parentage but with no training for the post. Nomari, alleged to trace his ancestry to Nichono. My grandson has requested an investigation of him.”

			“One has heard some of it, aiji-ma.”

			“Well, well, and how much else have you heard?”

			“The bare minimum as of two days ago, aiji-ma, and not much else. Security has been an issue.”

			“You intend to take the Red Train tomorrow morning. You have called it.”

			“That has been my intention, aiji-ma, but not if you wish otherwise.”

			“Our wishes were not consulted in much of this, paidhi. And in fact, unless you wish to take passage by air or ride the regular freight to Cobo, you and we shall wait a day. The train will not be here in the morning. The aiji-consort has engaged the Red Train for her descent upon Tirnamardi. She has likewise taken your bus. Which is under repair, we understand. We had to arrive here by market truck, as we shall go when we do go, in current plans.”

			He knew from his aishid that Tabini had called the reinforced bus up from Najida for secure transport, but that it should be in repairs and not yet returned . . . there was evidently more to learn about the situation in Tirnamardi.

			“The bus is far less my concern than your displeasure, aiji-ma. Honestly. What happened?”

			“Oh, many things happened, paidhi, not least of which was risk to Lord Tatiseigi’s life. An attack while my great-grandson was on the premises. The mecheiti being loosed on the grounds resulted in injury to Lord Tatiseigi and to the Taibeni girl in my great-grandson’s aishid, And following that, the unlicensed assassination of that malicious woman who was in charge of Ajuri, who undoubtedly ordered that attack.”

			Geidaro, she meant. Cajeiri’s great-aunt.

			“There was indeed a proper Filing of Intent against her,” the dowager said. “Lord Tatiseigi Filed, a motion in which we would cheerfully have participated, but the persons who actually took her down were not acting under Guild orders, and are not licensed, and have not been found. That is under investigation. The aiji-consort and Lord Tatiseigi are returning to Shejidan on the Red Train late today, in company with this mysterious cousin, after which they may condescend to route the Red Train to Najida for your convenience. They will also be, one understands, loading your bus onto the rail for return to this estate, though in what state of repair one dares not presume. But in the way of things, they will be cycling the Red Train the long way round to avoid its passage through Senjin, and of a consequence, it will not be here tomorrow morning. We refuse to take it tomorrow afternoon. We abhor a night trip through the midlands. So we shall stay here, and we trust we may enjoy your company, since you are similarly stranded.”

			His staff . . . had worked a miracle, entertaining the obviously displeased dowager for two entire days before he could get here. She actually seemed in relatively good spirits about the proposed delay. “One is honored to wait in your company, aiji-ma. But I greatly regret the inconvenience.”

			She waved a hand. “The delay offers convenience of another kind, since I have things to say, and concerns to mention. More to the point, I would rather not arrive until the dust of the doings in the north has settled and until some of the facts make their way to me.” From the capital, that was to say. Cajeiri and his mother Damiri were returning to the Bujavid, along with Lord Tatiseigi. And, evidently, this person Nomari, now claimant to the lordship of Ajuri. The aiji’s apartment in the Bujavid would be in chaos. There would be baggage to move, the lifts would be busy; and the dowager’s residence, and his own, and Lord Tatiseigi’s, were on that same floor of the Bujavid as Tabini’s.

			Dust to settle, indeed. Not the least of which would be questions swirling about the Ajuri candidate himself. Tabini had some misgivings about this person, his activities over recent years, and connections in questionable places. Tabini had asked the dowager to investigate, quietly, but the dowager never liked to be the background presence in a situation, oh, no. As Bren put the pieces together, the attack had come during Cajeiri’s much-publicized solo trip to visit his uncle. Ilisidi must have headed immediately to Shejidan from her Malguri estate, intending to bring her bodyguards in at Tirnamardi, only to discover, upon arrival in the capital, that that situation had been taken completely out of her hands—along with the train she would have used. Not a state of affairs she would accept or even acknowledge—hence her immediate withdrawal to Najida to await his return and prepare her own reentry into the Bujavid. She was fundamentally incapable of sitting in her Bujavid apartment looking impotent, and, worse, awaiting the triumphant return of the woman who’d suddenly stolen control in the Midlands from her after so many years of conflict—a contest in which, until now, Ilisidi had always emerged on top.

			Dig into this Nomari’s background, oh, undoubtedly she was doing that. He had had his own information: Nomari had some sort of connections down in the Marid, a troublesome area lately part of the dowager’s own plans. One assumed Tabini-aiji had told her that, and that it had been a surprise. The dowager did not like political surprises. And she particularly did not like them keeping close company to her great-grandson.

			She’d come here, he suspected, probably by air and a very uncomfortable ride in the market truck, not for any substantive reason other than to get out of Shejidan, to get information that did not flow through the Bujavid, and to return with him—after the dust settled. He would, as Ilisidi well knew, take advisement from her and pass messages that she might be too wrought to deliver or receive. When Ilisidi came back to the capital and took up residence in her Bujavid apartment, she would demand her grandson’s full attention—and Lord Tatiseigi’s. One was not even sure her precious great-grandson would be immune from her displeasure this time

			“And you, paidhi?” Ilisidi’s voice implied too long a silence. “Having influence over some of the principals in the matter, you must be directly interested.”

			“Indeed, aiji-ma, I am. For security reasons, my communication with your grandson has been limited to the most basic information. I hope you will help me to fill in some of the details, while we await transportation.”

			“We shall share what we have, which is to say, far too little, and we shall hope for timely updates from my grandson when we do get to Shejidan.—Is your brother and his associate to join us tonight?”

			“Not unless you wish it, aiji-ma. They felt there might be business of a sensitive nature. They are offloading the baggage to the truck and will be on their way within an hour or so.”

			“Well, well. Their discretion is commendable. Persons of good sense and breeding. Cenedi!”

			Cenedi, seniormost of all the associated bodyguards, moved forward a step. “Aiji-ma.”

			“Ask Ramaso to send down a case of good wine to the boat, with my personal gratitude for services rendered. We shall absorb all material costs for their refueling and provisioning.”

			“Yes.” Cenedi left, informal as the meeting was.

			“They will be honored,” Bren said. It was a generous gesture on the dowager’s part, though Brighter Days never paid a charge at Najida, on his own order. As for the wine, Ramaso would send the best they had, and Toby understood enough Ragi to be told from whom—and to take it for a clue his brother was not, at least, under a cloud of the dowager’s disapproval.

			Good, Bren thought. A good parting, minds eased. Ramaso would assure them something to the effect that the dowager was here to take the air and inform him on some details not appropriate to say by phone.

			If it were only that uncomplicated regarding the Damiri situation.

			Ilisidi was in reasonably good humor right now because nobody was countering her, but Ilisidi, Tabini-aiji’s grandmother as well as former aiji in her own right, had a difficult relationship with Damiri, the aiji-consort, Tabini-aiji’s wife and the mother of Tabini-aiji’s son and heir. In theory, Damiri should be an extremely influential woman. In reality, she’d never found a way to escape Ilisidi’s shadow. The birth of Cajeiri had been Damiri’s first real opportunity to establish her place within the balance of this household of powerful personalities, but Cajeiri had been, for security reasons, sent away to Ilisidi’s care when very young. As a consequence, Ilisidi had established a far, far stronger influence over the boy than Damiri had. The lost years could not be redone, and Ilisidi would not surrender her attachment, nor give Damiri any advantage in the tug-of-war.

			The sudden vacancy at the top of Ajuri clan had given Damiri another opening, hence her direct involvement in the matter of an Ajuri heir. Damiri was Ajuri—and she could have claimed that lordship for herself, giving her more than a consort’s status in the court, a vantage of power and dignity she very much wanted, especially in the long battle with Ilisidi; but Ajuri had a habit of assassinating its lords, one after the other, and Tabini would never confirm her in that post. Cajeiri was likewise in that bloodline, but Cajeiri was Tabini’s heir, and that set him absolutely out of contention.

			Now another branch of Ajuri’s lordly family had surfaced, this cousin—to challenge Geidaro, a great-aunt, who had been running Ajuri. That was one reason for the dowager’s concern. There was another and unknown player in the events—a player who claimed some consequence thanks to his childhood connection to Damiri, who had looked to Damiri for validation and endorsement.

			And Damiri, it appeared, had been quick to take advantage of opportunity, taking herself and her infant daughter to Tirnamardi where, for the first time, she and her children could interact with Lord Tatiseigi—her maternal uncle—without Ilisidi’s presence.

			Out of that meeting . . . had come an heir to Tirnamardi. An infant child. Damiri’s infant child. Seimiro was Taibini’s biological offspring, as Cajeiri was Tabini’s, but this child, by the marriage terms, was under Damiri’s authority, and inherited her connections, including her link to Tatiseigi’s clan. Tatiseigi, it seemed, had made that so-significant decision to appoint an heir . . . without consulting Ilisidi.

			Small wonder the dowager was displeased, and not simply because Damiri had gotten a leg up on her. Ilisidi had nurtured and built the aishidi’tat over her entire adult life. Stability within the Midlands had been under threat from Ajuri’s machinations for over a generation. Two clans were currently lordless and had this recent attempt on Tatiseigi’s life been successful, had he died before declaring an heir, yet a third would have joined the chaos.

			Nomari’s bid for the Ajuri lordship had become a matter of immediacy, when the place-holder in that lordship, Geidaro, herself had died. Assassinated. Illegally. That in itself only meant Ajuri was running true to form. None of the recent lords had died by legitimate hands and none had died of natural causes. Now its acting authority had gone down to an unlicensed attacker, and Cajeiri and Damiri and the new baby, Seimiro, had all three been staying with Damiri’s uncle, Lord Tatiseigi, right next to the Ajuri border, when this murder had taken place.

			Just after Nomari had made his bid for Ajuri. And Nomari had been safely ensconced in Tirnamardi, and was now being supported by the most powerful lord in the Midlands.

			Small wonder, indeed. Ilisidi, who had been consulted for every major decision childless Tatiseigi had made for decades, had reason to question his simultaneous—and unilateral—endorsement of the unknown Nomari and this sudden declaration of an heir.

			In addition to possible involvement in that illegal assassination, there was another side to Nomari that had caused Tabini-aiji to message Bren directly while he was on Mospheira—information that this new candidate had ties in the Marid, directly linking him to Machigi of the Taisigin, Ilisidi’s most questionable ally. He was reluctant to mention that message, under present circumstances, but he might need to.

			Tabini had said he had asked Ilisidi to investigate—specifically—this person’s ties to a region that had produced assassination after assassination on its own.

			Nomari was now, by Ilisidi’s report, apparently on his way to Shejidan—with Tabini’s wife and children and strongest ally—to ask Tabini for a major lordship.

			And Tabini himself had questions.

			“So they are en route to Shejidan?” he asked.

			“They will be. The Red Train is on its way to Sidonin to pick them up. And there is a sizeable Guild presence around them, and over in Ajiden.”

			That was the Ajuri lord’s estate—the scene of Geidaro’s murder. One could imagine the Guild was all over that house.

			“And this cousin is traveling with them,” Bren said.

			“He is.”

			It had to be said. “I had a message, aiji-ma,” Bren said. “I think that I was informed as you were, and I am concerned. One understands this Nomari has some connections in the Marid.”

			Arch of an eyebrow. Ilisidi certainly had an idea by whom he had been informed.

			“He has been living and working as Transportation Guild,” Ilisidi said. “A rail worker. He claims his family was killed some years ago, by order of Shishogi, and as best we know: that is true. This person, Nomari, survived. He currently leads a band of other survivors, about whom we know far less, who also seem to have been fugitives from Shishogi’s actions. But whether this group was infiltrated before Shishogi’s death, we do not yet know.”

			That was a valid assessment. Shishogi, yet another Ajuri, and source of most of the region’s unrest, had been Officer of Assignments within the Assassins’ Guild. He had also been founder of a splinter group of the Assassins, the Shadow Guild, and he was recently dead with a good deal of blood on his hands. A little old man in an untidy little office in the headquarters of the oldest and most powerful of guilds, he had moved agents like chess pieces, and played power games that had, though briefly, unseated Tabini-aiji himself and put a puppet in his place.

			In Shishogi’s bloodstained career before and after that period people called the Troubles, he had taken down lord after lord in Ajuri and done murder where it served his purpose, which seemed aimed at breaking ties with humans on Mospheira, undoing the accommodations with humans, and turning back the clock to a world before humans in spite of a shared space station and a starship in orbit overhead, impractical though that idea might have been.

			Because of Shishogi’s actions, Ajuri clan was now in economic ruin, and the allied Kadagidi clan was stripped of its authority and set under Guild management, possibly to be disbanded and broken into smaller clans.

			There was a great deal the Shadow Guild had done in the Midlands that had yet to be set right.

			And it still held a small foothold down south, in the Marid, a seafaring region loosely connected to the aishidi’tat, but refusing the Guild system and sometimes, clan by clan, being at outright war with the aishidi’tat. Or its own Marid neighbors.

			Ilisidi had made inroads into that situation, allying with the Taisigin Marid—where this Nomari also had ties.

			And now the man was traveling with people Bren deeply cared about, while he had Damiri supporting his claim on a lordship which had nearly overthrown the government.

			Ilisidi, who could set off a family firestorm if she intruded on Damiri’s business, clearly was worried—on several accounts.

			Now he was.

		

	
		
			2

			Uncle’s stable was not that far from the back door, and it was a relatively slight risk to go out, with so many watchers all around the premises. Cajeiri stuffed his pockets with treats from the kitchen . . . a small act of banditry . . . and slipped out in company with his younger set of bodyguards—the older set being busy in the house, getting last minute updates from the Guild investigation over at Ajiden. It was evening. The bus was in the drive, ready to leave for the train station.

			And Cajeiri was supposed to be headed for it.

			The mecheiti came immediately on guard as he approached the pens. Heads turned on tall necks, amber eyes all on movement the other side of the rails. A quick glance affirmed the gate was properly shut and the latch handle was down and secure—the herd had learned it could shove the gate open, and he did not think he would ever again fail to check that point of safety.

			His own mecheita, Jeichido, had already recognized him, and had begun moving through the herd with purpose. She was young, but she was insistent—too strong, Uncle said, to leave in this herd, destined to contend with the herd leaders. She needed her own herd soon, or somebody was going to get hurt.

			“Jei-ji,” he called her. He was dressed for travel, clothes that moved easily and that were forgiving of a little dirt, so he was able to climb up onto the rail and hold out his hand with a pilfered tidbit. Jeichido shoved interested herdmates aside to claim the treat from her rider. Her tusks, long as a man’s hand, but peace-capped, flashed brazen in a last bit of sunlight. Dark nostrils worked as her head turned this way and that, one amber eye and the other trying to spot the expected treat at close range—and trying to figure, he was quite sure, whether there was a halter involved.

			Not that she would be reluctant to go out of the pen and burn off that energy, and he so wished he could have one last good ride, but there was no time, and no way. Since the trouble, the most that he had done with Jeichido had been limited to treats delivered from the pen rails, and talking to her, to let her remember his voice associated with the treats. Today was the same, with even less time to spend, and no prospect of tomorrow.

			He had had days of being sensible and responsible, days and days of being pent up inside, and waiting, waiting, waiting, while bloody politics sorted itself out over in Ajiden. He had been so sensible his mother had actually approved of him. He had been so sensible the senior bodyguards his Father had assigned had scarcely even asked where he was going in the downstairs. They were busy talking back and forth to the Guild setup over in Ajuri clan’s manor house, and mostly spending time in the security station. They had trusted his junior bodyguard to tell them if he was far out of line, and in this last forlorn stretch of the rules, his junior bodyguard was with him all the way.

			Great-aunt Geidaro was dead over in Ajuri territory, in Ajiden. The Guild had moved investigators in to search the clan offices from top to bottom, and there was no telling how long that would take, his bodyguard said, because Ajiden sprawled in three directions and had five stories, counting three basements.

			And what would they search? Every piece of paper, every book, every record, every note in the desks and anything hidden in the back of the bookcases, so it was going to take the rest of the summer and into fall to be sure. The Guild was, however, determined. Cousin Nomari had gone over there for less than an hour, just to show his presence to the clan and the subclans, and tell them formally that he was indeed asking to be appointed as lord of Ajuri, but the Guild had guarded him every step of the way, because Shishogi, who had run Ajuri through the lives of various lords, had been up to no good for so very long nobody in Ajuri could trust anybody.

			Nomari was going to the train station with them, now, hoping to meet Father in Shejidan and to convince Father and the legislature to approve his claim. There probably would be an argument about it. There was always an argument where the legislature was concerned. Ajuri was conservative. The lord of Ajuri was always a conservative vote. The liberals would want to change that, and Father was a liberal most of the time.

			But with Mother and Great-uncle Tatiseigi backing Nomari, and if they could get Great-grandmother to back him, too, it was fairly likely Nomari would be the next lord of Ajuri, and Cajeiri truly hoped he just stayed alive longer than the others had.

			He was too young to have a voice in the matter, being only fortunate nine—though he was sure Father would ask his opinion of Nomari, and he did have one, first that Nomari seemed a good sort of person, and second that Nomari was indebted to Uncle Tatiseigi—another important point—and third and certainly true, that whatever he did, he was bound to be better than Aunt Geidaro. Nomari would have less idea than he did how to run a clan, because it was a lot of business and accounts and sometimes sorting out people at odds with each other, but Nomari was clever and he did listen to what Uncle told him, and tried to get advice from reliable people. That was better than one could ever say of Grandfather or Aunt Geidaro.

			Jeichido took the treats one by one, whuffing and swinging her head at herd-mates who thought they might crowd in, until there were no more treats to be had. Jeichido, unbelieving, took to nudging the rail with her tusks, which, even peace-capped, were apt to damage the wood.

			“Stop that,” he chided her, and shoved her soft nose back, following with a chin-scratch. He had not brought a quirt, which was really not the thing to forget with mecheiti, but it was a short visit, and he needed to get back inside. He hopped down backward from the rail and Jeichido grunted at him, which was a good thing in their relationship. She was starting to talk to him, probably complaining he was stupid for being out of treats. And his hand was wet with mecheita spit and shed fur, which he wiped on the fence post, not his clothes.

			His aishid was right behind him—his Guild-senior, Antaro, had her arm out of its sling today, but it was still tender and he did not want to bump into her backing up. Her brother Jegari was taking care to open doors and watch out for her. So did the number two team of his aishid, Veijico and Lucasi, who were older, stronger, and at the moment, properly paying more attention to their surroundings than to the mecheiti. They had brought their rifles out, just in case, and they were watching the orchard—occasional lodging-place of trouble—and the stables, less likely because of the herd, who would alert instantly to a foreign scent.

			Uncle’s house, Tirnamardi, sat on a grassy hilltop, with towering ancient hedges round about it all, an expanse that was grand to ride. It sat with the road to the Atageini townships outside its front gate—and Ajuri land over that horizon of prairie land beyond, tall grass and scrub, a hunting range in common with Ajuri clan in the west and Taiben to the south. Beyond the stable, past the orchard and the tall hedge to the east, there was a much closer boundary, one Uncle shared with Kadagidi clan—two manor houses which sat uncommonly close, almost back to back with each other, with only Uncle’s ancient hedge between.

			Kadagidi clan administration was being run by the Guild at the moment. The Kadagidi manor, Asien’dalun, perched on its own hill almost within sight if one stood at the hedges, was still repairing a hole nand’ Bren and Jase-aiji had blown in it, and the former lord was in the cold and mountainous south, working in a mill and learning how to run looms, which Uncle said, might teach him something he could actually do that might be of more use to the world, since he had not been much of a lord.

			The prospects for peace in the world were better this year than at any time Cajeiri could remember. There was peace in the heavens. His associates from up there had just landed, first down of all their people finding a home on Mospheira, and Father had approved of the arrangement, declared them under his personal protection. Just as important, he had approved their visiting the continent from time to time.

			Here on Earth, the Shadow Guild that had caused so many problems for so long was slowly being hunted out of existence, and might be gone from the north altogether. Uncle had made peace with Taiben—that feud had gone on, active and not, for two centuries. Cajeiri’s own little sister Seimiro would inherit Atageini clan from Uncle someday, so that succession was settled, which nobody had thought would happen, and if Nomari did win approval, Uncle might have a good neighbor to the west, which he never had had, not from the days when Grandmother died and Grandfather had caught the blame. Now it would all be better in that direction, too. There was still the question who had killed Aunt Geidaro, but at least she was gone, and he was not sorry for her. He had seen enough of the world to believe that truly bad people would never learn to behave.

			One thing was certain: that although things were headed in a good direction, the area around Tirnamardi, Asien’dalun, and Ajiden was not yet safe. Father wanted them back in the capital, and under protection.

			Peace in the heavens, peace on the earth . . . but in his father’s household, he feared another kind of warfare was brewing.

			By what he knew, Great-grandmother had come back from her province, all the way from the East, because she was worried about him, and worried about Uncle, who was Great-grandmother’s closest associate and strongest ally.

			But by the time she arrived in Shejidan, Mother had already taken the Red Train and headed here, herself Ajuri, and bent on settling matters with Ajuri in a way Great-grandmother could not.

			He had no idea what Great-grandmother had thought or felt when she had heard Mother had decreed the future of the region all on her own, without ever even consulting Great-grandmother, and not really consulting Father, so far as he knew. He truly, truly did not look forward to hearing what Great-grandmother and Mother might say to each other when they next sat at the same dining table.

			But he would have to. The latest news was that Great-grandmother had gone out to the coast to meet nand’ Bren on his return from Mospheira, and she was very likely upset and wanting to get nand’ Bren on her side, before they both returned to Shejidan.

			He wished Great-grandmother had been here to see how well Mother had handled things. She might not be so upset. But if she had been here, Mother never would have had the chance. It was a side of his mother he had never seen. A very good side. But nobody got past Great-grandmother when she was in the room.

			A noise disturbed the quiet, an engine. Out on the front drive, the bus was starting up.

			“Jeri-ji,” Antaro said. “We should go.”

			“Yes.” Cajeiri gave his hands a final dusting, with a regretful look at Jeichido. Jeichido gave a loud whuff, indeterminate what she thought. But tomorrow there would be no treats. No treats for a good while, except now and again from the grooms. When they wanted something.

			He so wanted time to spoil her properly.

			But with the bus running, that meant time had run out. He heard the market truck start up, too, and that meant hurry, because people would be getting on the bus.

			A piercing screech carried over the noise of the engines out in front of the house, making him think perhaps spoiling Jeichido too much was not such a good plan.

			Not far away, out on the drive, a very, very spoiled parid’ja was very, very unhappy. Boji and his huge filigree cage would be on the truck. So must his servants ride the truck, in the open air, taking care of the rascal. They put a tarp around the cage to shield Boji from the wind, but Boji hated it, hated not being able to see, hated the racket assaulting his ears from the unseen world.

			And poor Eisi and Liedi had to ride with him and try to keep him from panic.

			The house door opened as he came toward it, and there was his senior aishid, gray-haired Rieni, Haniri, Janachi, and Onami, come to fetch him, with no nonsense about it. Mother would be coming down to the front doors, with Seimiro, and Uncle. And Nomari. And security dictated they would

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			•   •   •

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/images/DAW_logo_.jpg





OEBPS/images/Map01.jpg
To SHEJIDAN

To
Targai
and Najida

To Continental divide and East

HALRUN/\<\ s

Hasjuran /~—\-’\,——\

: /;:/\/J‘—v
Koperna DOJISIGIN /‘C\/':—\,

Lusi’ei

—

TAISIGIN
Tanaja

/‘\‘/’\
DAUSIGIN
P /\
— o

s e

—






OEBPS/images/9780756414290_cover.jpg
SFWA GRAND MASTER

(. J. CHERRYH~

&, FDREIGNER Nuvz't

B——— N e





OEBPS/images/9780756414290_title_page.jpg
. J. CHERRYE
RESURGENCE

A Foreigner Novel

W

DAW BOOKS, INC.

DONALD A. WOLLHEIM, FOUNDER
1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019
ELIZABETH R. WOLLHEIM

SHEILA E. GILBERT
PUBLISHERS
www.dawbooks.com






