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Chapter 1 – Rituals

 

The smell of centuries' worth of dust, sweat, and blood filled the air in the windowless, underground chamber. Even the time-worn stone walls seemed tense, as if they wished to scream in terror about the things they had witnessed. It was a place of death and pain and zeal. And power, naturally. Always power.

Master Sthenys, head of the Antibreederist faction, sat on the floor of the chamber. The room was large and round, with two arched doorways facing one another, and it was constructed of tan stone blocks. Braziers on ancient iron stands lined the walls, providing just enough flickering illumination for one to see. That didn't matter to Sthenys. He had been a Reliant once, but his ascension to the Luminiferous Plane meant he no longer needed to concern himself with such trivial matters as visible light. He saw what he wanted, when he wanted, and how he wanted. With the Second Sight, the entire Wheel of Fire galaxy was laid bare. In order to witness what was about to happen in the chamber, he didn't actually need to be there at all. 

Nevertheless, he enjoyed being present for such special occasions. The chamber was as Reliant as Reliant got, and Sthenys's old Reliant sensibilities hadn't diminished over the centuries. On the contrary, they had distilled themselves down, concentrating into something even more virulently Reliant than the actual flesh-and-blood humans who populated the planet. The other Masters didn't know the depths of his Breed loyalty, of course, and he wasn't about to educate them. That sort of thing was discouraged, and any too-precocious Master might find himself summoned to the Tripartite Doom. Sthenys was wise enough to avoid that. The day would come when he could reveal the hidden desires of his heart, but today was not that day.

For now, it was enough to sit in the chamber, invisible to any observers, and watch the ceremony. The room housed a stone altar near the west side of the circular wall. It was chipped and worn from many years of use, and its drainage hole was dark from the stains of many sacrifices. A gutter led from the altar to the object in the center of the room, and that gutter was similarly stained. But it was that object in the room's center that dominated the scene. It was a half-buried black crystalline polyhedron. The paving stones around it were cracked and raised, as if the thing had been driven into the floor with great force. Red sparks buzzed around inside it like psychotic fireflies. To those who were sensitive to unseen things, the object seemed to exude a malevolent aura, waves of dark energy that washed over the chamber like the beats of a demonic heart.

The sounds of footsteps echoed from the corridor beyond one of the arched doorways, and Sthenys watched with anticipation. It wouldn't be long now.

A cloaked and hooded figure appeared in the shadows of the corridor. He passed through the arch and stepped into the dimly lit chamber. His robe was red, and he wore a thick gold chain around his neck. His hands were clasped in front of him, the gray of his fingers barely peeking out from the red sleeves. Another figure dressed just like him followed, and then another; a line of them filed into the room.

The first one, the one wearing the chain, walked around the stone altar and stood behind it, facing the room. The rest assembled in front of him in a loose fashion, like an audience waiting for a show. They all kept a healthy distance from the black crystal embedded in the floor.

Sthenys allowed himself a wry grin. It was always the same. They pretended to ignore—yet shied away from—the very thing that the room had been built to house in the first place. But every Breed had its internal inconsistencies, he supposed, as well as rationalizations for those inconsistencies, and the Reliants were no exception. But they would be exceptional yet. Sthenys would make sure of it. It was his one great purpose, the goal for which he would sacrifice all else to achieve.

When everyone seemed to be in place, the Reliant behind the altar spread his arms out to each side, as if in supplication, and began to chant his litany. “We have gathered here today in the name of Kota to affirm the principles of the Mentarchy. The Mentarch is the mind; we are the body.”

The other Reliants chanted together in response: “The body is reliant upon the mind.”

“The Mentarch commands, and we obey. Thus is our Breed made perfect.”

“We are Reliant.”

The leader turned to the door. “Bring the anomaly.”

The crowd parted, making a path leading from the door to the altar. 

A pair of Reliants, robed and hooded like those already assembled, entered the room. Between them walked a naked teenage boy, his arms held in their grips. His wrists were bound behind his back, his ankles were chained together, and his mouth was gagged with a leather strap. His gray skin was paler in the places that had remained hidden from the sun. He was thin and lanky, but his shoulders were broad, and his upper lip and chin bore wispy gray hairs.

Sthenys scowled at the boy's pubescent characteristics. They were rare mutations, anomalies in a Breed that was normally and proudly androgynous. The boy had started to develop masculine features, which meant he was sexually dimorphous; a Morph. His eyes were big, solidly black orbs, typical Reliant eyes, and they were full of fear.

That look of fear gave Sthenys a sense of satisfaction. It was even affirming in a way, an emotional confirmation of everything for which the Mentarchy stood. The anomalies knew their guilt, and they feared, and that was good. Better fear than defiance.

The boy's handlers escorted him to the altar. The parted crowd watched them pass in silence. The only sounds in the room were those of shuffling steps and the metallic clanking of ankle chains.

Those sounds were soon joined by another. The black crystal began to emit a low thrum, just like the oppressive aura it already exuded, but audible now. The red sparks within altered their dance, becoming more frenetic. The waves of dark energy increased in power, pulsing out from it and washing the attendees' subconscious minds with pure malice. Some of the Reliants began to sway slightly; others didn't, but they occasionally shifted their weight from one foot to another.

The two escorts unbound the boy's wrists, forced him upon the altar, and held him down. The leader shackled the boy's wrists, ankles, waist, and neck to the altar's iron rings with thick leather straps. The boy tried to protest, but could only make muffled grunts through the gag.

When the boy was secure, the leader nodded to the two escorts. They stepped back and took their places among the others. The leader then looked out over the crowd, raised his arms again, and resumed his litany. “Value stems from that which imputes it.”

“The Reliant has no value without the Mentarch,” the congregation answered in unison.

“Blame does not exist. Responsibility does not exist. Accomplishment does not exist. Willfulness does not exist.”

“Only obedience exists. We are Reliant.”

“There is no distinction but what the Mentarch grants.”

“Equivalency. Conformity. Indistinction. We are Reliant.”

The leader produced a large knife from behind the altar and extended it in front of him with both hands. Its blade was old-fashioned steel, pitted and streaked from blood-induced corrosion, and its tip was pointed down. He held it aimed at the Morph's chest.

The boy began to squirm and struggle against his restraints. Tears leaked from the corners of his eyes and ran down the sides of his head. Muffled grunts and screams filtered out from the gag.

Sthenys grinned. Watching the boy's terror was euphoric.

“There is one among us who is not equivalent,” the leader continued, “who is not indistinct... who does not conform. He is an anomaly. He is sexually dimorphic. He is not Reliant. What is the Mentarch's will?”

“Cull him out!”

The leader raised the knife over his head. “The Mentarch commands. We obey. We are Reliant.”


 

 

Chapter 2 – Duty Calls

 

Sergeant Jerry Harper was awakened by the beeping of his military-issue wrist comm. He groaned and opened his eyes. He'd been having a good dream, too—a rarity for him. Most of his dreams during the past nine years had been war-related nightmares. He rolled over in bed, fumbled around on his nightstand, and grabbed the comm. “Hello?”

“Harper,” a familiar voice said. “You need to report in today. I'll brief you when you arrive.”

It took Jerry a moment to pin a name to the voice. “General Gardener?”

“Of course. Who did you think it was? Now, did you hear me? You're ordered to report in. Fort Chapman. Rifle Intelligence building. Am I clear?”

“Yes, sir.” Jerry sat up, rubbed his eyes, and yawned.

“Good.” Gardener ended the call.

Jerry tossed his comm back on the nightstand and scratched his head. During the war, he was accustomed to orders trickling down to him through the chain of command. Generals didn't call sergeants directly except in cases of unusual circumstances, but Jerry couldn't for the life of him figure out what that could be. The situation with Brandon had concluded a few weeks ago. His old friend was now in a safe house on Homestead, and, as far as he knew, diplomatic relations with Skytower had more-or-less settled down. Jerry and Brandon were both still activated, technically, but the Volunteer Rifles should have discharged them by now and allowed them to return to their civilian lives. What was going on, and what could the military want with him?

He got out of bed and staggered towards the bathroom. Whatever they wanted, he was sure he wouldn't like it.

 

* * *

 

Jerry knocked on the door.

“Come in.”

He opened it and entered. “Sergeant Gerald Wayland Harper reporting in, sir, as ordered.”

General Vernon Gardener sat behind his desk. He waved a hand at the empty chair facing him. “Have a seat, Harper.”

Jerry sat and glanced around. It was Colonel Glover's old office. Gardener had apparently taken it over. There were framed photos of him on the wall, most of which showed him on various boats holding large fish. There were a few fish mounted on the walls, too, including an enormous swordfish directly behind him. The man was serious about his hobby. The only pieces of non-fish décor were his diploma from Homestead Military Academy—with gold valedictorian's seal—and his officer's commission certificate.

Gardener leaned back and clasped his hands over his belly. “First, let's get one thing clear. This won't be like your last visit here. No one's been kidnapped. You're not here for any kind of rescue mission. In fact, I don't expect you to be in harm's way at all. So don't worry, and try to relax.”

Jerry exhaled the breath he hadn't realized he was holding. “Thank you, sir. That takes a load off my mind.”

“I figured it would. Now that that's out of the way, let's get down to business. Have you been keeping up with the news?”

“No, sir. When I got back, I wanted to forget about... well, everything. I tried to lose myself in my job and my band. I've been trying to avoid everything 'off-world,' if you take my meaning, sir.”

“Understandable. You had a rough go of it on Skytower. But now you need to catch up, so I'll fill you in. The incident between the Commonwealth and the Hierarchy was serious, and neither side is ready to simply forgive and forget. We're still upset with them for the way they treated Brandon Woods. They tortured a Commonwealth civilian, after all, and our government doesn't take kindly to stuff like that. There's also the matter of their tanks firing on the Warhammer at the spaceport, and then the resulting space battle. Needless to say, the Commonwealth government isn't pleased, and our own Ealdorman Brewer is still steaming over it. He doesn't let his feelings show, of course, but I've known him for a while, and I can tell.

“As for the Paragons, well, we destroyed a pair of their frigates and basically started a civil war among the Seagate coalitions. They feel like their coalition war is our fault, and they want payback. They're only partially right—their coalitions do this sort of thing all on their own anyway, and they hardly need us to provide a spark—but they have enough of a point for it to matter on the political scene. Personally, I think the Hierarchy had all this coming, and more, for torturing a man like they did. That's not just my opinion, either. Ealdorman Brewer feels the same way, and so does the Commonwealth government. President Farmer hasn't officially spoken out yet—he's not convinced this issue is bigger than Homestead, so he's reluctant to get the entire Commonwealth involved—but he's more or less in agreement with us.

“So we're basically in a stalemate. Our diplomats are frustrated, and I'm sure their counterparts in the Hierarchy feel the same way. Neither side wants to bend, and that makes talking kind of pointless. But there are more than just two Breeds in the Wheel of Fire, and the Mentarchy has been paying attention. The Reliants have volunteered to step in as mediators. They've invited representatives from both sides to meet on neutral ground. Their idea is for the peace talks to happen in Locus on Cortex. Their hope is that we can work out this incident in a way that doesn't involve starting a new war. The Claim War wasn't that long ago, and no one wants to jump back into conflict if it can be prevented.”

Jerry nodded. “Sounds reasonable, I guess, sir.”

“Brewer thought so, too. He's personally going to Cortex, along with Auxiliary-General Mary Coldstone. We're sending some firepower, too. A Navy battle group. President Farmer hasn't officially thrown the Commonwealth into this thing, like I said, but he was gracious enough to loan us A.C.S. Sunfire and its associated ships.”

Jerry gave a low whistle. “The Sunfire, sir? That's, uh, a bold choice to send to a Reliant planet, given its namesake's history.”

“That's the point, Harper. We're not screwing around here. We don't expect trouble from the Reliants, but we want them to understand we mean business, too. Their Mentarch can't possibly miss the hint.”

“How do you think they'll react, sir?”

Gardener waved a hand dismissively. “They might get their backs up a little, but they won't do anything to start a war. That's the whole purpose of this meeting, after all—to prevent any further violence. But we want to make it clear that we're not just going to roll over for whatever the Paragons demand. That's why we're sending a battlecruiser. And not just any battlecruiser, but the one named for an Agrarian planet where the Reliants committed some of their worst atrocities. It's also why we're sending heavy hitters like the Ealdorman and the Auxiliary-General to make our case. And it's why we're sending you and Corporal Woods, too.”

Jerry blinked. “Sir?”

“You heard me, Sergeant. You're going to Cortex.”

“Sir, I'll do my duty, of course, and I'll go wherever the Rifles send me. But I don't understand. I'm not a diplomat. I'm just a Rifleman. Not even that anymore, really, since my activation was only for the rescue mission. Other than that, I've been out for nine years, and now I'm just a landscaper and a banjo picker. How could I possibly be of any use on Cortex?”

“You're going to testify.”

Jerry's brows shot up. “Testify, sir?”

“That's right.” Gardener leaned forward and put his forearms on the desk. “You're going to go into that room, in front of representatives from all four Breeds, and you're going to provide eyewitness testimony to back up our government's accusations against the Hierarchy. Woods will do the same. He's the central character in this whole business, after all. He'll tell the whole galaxy about how he was kidnapped and tortured. And you will confirm that he was in rough shape when you broke him out of that cell in Bay Point Redoubt.”

“Yes, sir.” Jerry swallowed. “Breeder help me.”

Gardener chuckled. “Relax, Sergeant. It won't be that bad. Just answer the questions truthfully.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And don't reveal any classified information.”

“Yes, sir.” He started sorting through everything, trying to figure out what he could say and what he couldn't. It all quickly became a jumbled mess in his brain.

“And don't start any fights or break any laws or otherwise get yourself in trouble while you're there.”

Jerry nodded. His head was spinning.

“So there's nothing to it. You'll be fine.”

“Yes, sir.” He felt anything but fine.

Gardener frowned. “You seem worried, so let me ease your mind a little. I know you're eager to put all this behind you and get back to your civilian life. The Ealdorman knows this, too, and he's willing to give you what you want. Once these peace talks are concluded, you'll be deactivated permanently. You'll be free to go back to your life of mowing lawns and playing music in bars.”

“Really, sir? That would be great.”

“That's right. No strings attached. Do this job, and we'll let you out. That's the deal. Now, unless you have any questions...”

Jerry shook his head. “No, sir.”

“Good. Then you'll receive your official deployment orders soon. Dismissed.”

 

* * *

 

Jerry spent the night before his deployment packing and getting his affairs in order. His landlady, Miss Carpenter, had agreed to hold his place for him, so he'd still have a home when he returned. The government hired a landscaping outfit to pick up the slack for his clients while he was gone. And his bandmates were sympathetic to his dilemma. They decided a break from performing wasn't such a bad idea, and maybe they could get some songwriting done during the pause. Jerry hated not being part of that, but he was also eager to see what they came up with. Maybe he could collaborate with them via cross-space communications while he was off-world.

He tried to remember what season it was in Locus. The city was in a mountain valley, and usually cool or cold, so he had packed winter clothes. But had the snows fallen yet? He couldn't recall. If so, then he might need to purchase some ice cleats. 

He sighed. Worrying was pointless. The military would issue him whatever he needed. For some reason, though, he couldn't stop his mind from racing through all the things that might go wrong. He stuffed a pair of socks into his bag. “Just do what you're told,” he mumbled to himself. “Don't think too much.”

“Always good advice.”

Jerry gasped and spun around.

Master Senzon sat on his chest-of-drawers. His hands were clasped in his lap, and he swung his legs back and forth, causing them to periodically disappear into the furniture. He wore the dull gray tunic and trousers of the Reliants of the Mentarchy.

“Stop doing that!” Jerry sat on his bed and ran his hands through his hair. “You really are going to give me a heart attack one day. Can't you just walk up from a distance or something so I can see you coming? Would that really be so hard?”

Senzon didn't seem to hear. “I don't think you should go to these peace talks. In fact, I think you should avoid Cortex altogether.”

Jerry snorted. “You said the same thing about Skytower. 'Don't go to Skytower... don't go to Skytower.' Now it's 'Don't go to Cortex.' Is there anywhere I can go? Or am I just supposed to cower in my home for the rest of my life?”

“Home is where the heart is. There are worse places to cower.”

“Yeah, well, this mission is my ticket out of the Rifles for good, so I'm going.”

Senzon sighed. “Figures. You never listen. Breeder's whiskers, boy. Trying to get you to do anything is like having a tooth pulled without anesthesia.”

“There's a reason for that, you old goat. You told me I was going to destroy the whole Wheel of Fire. Do you know how ridiculous that sounds? A man can't destroy a galaxy. And even if I could, which I can't, I don't want to destroy the galaxy. I happen to live here, you know. And I'd certainly never destroy Homestead, land oath or no land oath.”

“Colonel Glover swore a land oath, too. Didn't stop him from betraying Homestead.”

Jerry cocked his head to one side. “Yeah, what's the deal with that? Were you ever going to explain it to me?”

“Sure. I've been talking to some other Masters, and I think I've got the gist of it. The land oath has a metaphysical component, and a Master is needed to sever that part of it. You already knew that from what Glover said right before that Felid killed him. But having a Master around is not enough. The oath taker also has to be willing to permanently forsake his home world. That's the only way breaking the oath is possible. Glover loved his wife more than anything, and that love was enough to get him over the psychological hurdle.” Senzon grunted. “I guess the poets were right. Love really is the most powerful force in the universe.”

“Well, I don't have a wife or girlfriend. And even if I did, I'm not forsaking Homestead. That's for sure. The idea is ridiculous on its face. So when you say I'm going to destroy the Wheel, well, that's the kind of talk that earns a mortal man a ticket to Stonefell Asylum, you know? You're a ghost, so you don't really have to worry about being committed, but still. You've got some cracks in the old cranial vault.”

Senzon frowned. “It's not just the Wheel of Fire that's at stake. The prophecy mentioned you destroying the Masters, too. You think I'm looking forward to that? I'm a Master, in case you forgot. And I don't want to die. But if it's inevitable, and I believe it is, then I want to manage the process as best I can along the way. You should have the same attitude.”

“Well, I don't. I'm not a Fenysist, and I'm not some 'bringer of the eschaton,' or whatever. So buzz off.”

Senzon shook his head. “The things I put up with... Fine. Go to Cortex, boy. Put yourself in the heart of the Mentarchy and hope for the best. See if I care. But you can at least try to prepare for the worst. Have you been practicing your gift?”

“No.”

Senzon cringed. “Not even a little?”

“Nope. I haven't tried any electrokinesis since I was in space over Skytower.”

“That's appalling. I'm really, really disappointed.”

Jerry shook a finger at him. “I nearly killed myself when I messed with those frigates. Kajora said I had some kind of weird chemical imbalance. Even she wasn't sure what was wrong with me. I still wonder if I did any permanent damage to myself. Maybe I did, and maybe the next time will be the time that kills me. I'm not going to risk that. No way.”

Senzon's mouth tightened into a gash, but then he nodded. “At least keep your eyes open. Can you do that, boy? Can you try to keep your wits about you while you're on Cortex?”

“Of course. I'm not an idiot.”

He grunted. “Says you. Well, it's a start, I guess. And a necessity. Something's not right there. Something's going on in Locus.”

“Here we go again...”

“Hush. This is serious. I'm serious. I'm not sure what it is, exactly. It's kind of hazy, and that's always a bad sign. It means some Master or other is masking something. But there's more to this thing than just peace talks, I can promise you that. Plots and undercurrents and whatnot. So stay focused, and stay alert.”

Jerry resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “I'll be careful.”

“Good. Then that's good enough for now, I guess. I'll talk to you again before you get there.” He disappeared.

Jerry stared at the empty space where Senzon had been. On the one hand, the man was an annoyance. On the other hand... As frustrating and boorish as he was, he had been right about Skytower. It had been a trap. And now the old nag was suspicious about Cortex. Jerry decided he'd be a fool to ignore his warning.

He thought back to the vision Senzon had shown him with the Second Sight. It had intruded into his thoughts many times in the days since. The windowless stone room, the shining node, the Masters, the Reliants... and then everything had gone horribly wrong. The bright white node had fallen and turned black, the Masters all fell over dead, and Fenys had chanted his final words.

Jerry shivered. The worst part of the vision was the node. There was an evilness there, an unearthly horror that he couldn't understand but could sense in his blood and his bones. That thing had been at the center of the prophecy, and now Jerry Harper was, too, a man fated to destroy the galaxy. Assuming Senzon was right, that is.

He shook his head and forced a weak chuckle. Senzon may have been right about Skytower, but he was still a nut. That prophecy stuff couldn't possibly be true. It was all nonsense. Jerry certainly wasn't any “Destroyer.” He'd go to Cortex, do his job, and come home. And that would be the end of it.

But he'd keep his eyes open anyway. It never hurt to be cautious. He stood and resumed packing.


 

 

Chapter 3 – Masters of Conspiracy

 

Master Keleusyn paced. Sort of. His feet didn't actually make contact with the floor's stones, of course. But he liked to pretend sometimes that his body could still interact with the physical world. It helped “center” him in a way so that his mind could focus on other things. And the windowless room of tan stone wasn't always the easiest place to focus, especially with that terrible altar. He sniffed. The grays thought they were so much more civilized than the other Breeds, but they were just as barbaric. They simply expressed their barbarism in a different way.

One of those gray barbarians knelt on the floor a few feet away. Proxy Taithoch was the speaker for the Mentarch, a human “leader” for an empire that suffered no human leaders or hierarchies. His gray hair, like every other Reliant's of the Mentarchy, was cut in just the right style and length so as to be neither masculine nor feminine. He wore the same dull gray tunic and trousers as everyone else. Equivalency, Conformity, Indistinction—it wasn't just a government slogan. The grays of the Mentarchy fervently believed it and lived it. The only thing marking the Proxy out as different from the rest was the chain around his neck indicating he spoke for the Mentarch. At the moment, part of that chain lay draped on the floor. Taithoch's forehead and palms were pressed to the stone in a groveling manner.

Keleusyn was disgusted by it, but he also never got tired of it. The grays were fascinating from a purely scientific perspective. They were more like dogs than humans, really. How little did a man have to think of his own worth in order to simper like that? It was a completely alien way of thinking, especially for Keleusyn, a former Tier 1 Paragon. That, he supposed, was what made the grays so revoltingly interesting.

Several feet away from both men stood a half-buried crystalline thing. It rose to about three feet above the floor, and was completely black, except for red sparks dancing in its interior. The paving stones of the floor around it were cracked and slightly raised in places, centuries-old damage taken from when the node drilled itself down.

Keleusyn gave it a wary look every now and then. He couldn't see it without thinking of the prophecy. He wasn't a believer in it, but it disturbed him nonetheless. Some Masters did believe it, and they could do some serious harm if allowed to act on that belief. Especially now that the Wheelstone was... He truncated that thought with a grimace. It all came back to those Agrarian soldiers. He never would have guessed a pair of sodbusters could cause so much trouble, but, well, there he was, pacing furrows in the stones like some hand-wringing ninny. He frowned at that thought, stopped pacing, and sat on the floor. He looked at Taithoch and altered the timbre of his voice, employing his Suasion. “I'm thinking too hard. Life wasn't meant for thinking. It was meant for joy, and mine is disturbed. I need to find my bliss again.”

The Suasion washed over Taithoch's mind like an ocean wave, and he trembled. “I would be honored to help in whatever small way I can, O Lord Master Keleusyn.” He raised his face slightly. “Instruct me, O Lord Master, so that I may better carry out the Mentarch's will.”

“No instructions at the moment.” Keleusyn sniffed. “The vibrations are hard to read. Could be Senzon again. Or one of his allies. Or maybe it's just the difficulty of watching Agrarians. They've always been hard for me to examine for any length of time. All that dirt they play in, I suppose. Muddies the waters.” He chuckled at his pun.

Taithoch either didn't get it or didn't find it funny. He lowered his face again. “As you say, O Lord Master.”

“Luckily, our target list has been narrowed considerably. Yes... Brandon Woods and Jerry Harper. One of them is the one the Fenysists think is the Destroyer. Bunch of nonsense, that. No man can destroy a galaxy. It's preposterous. But the electrokinesis part is real, and it must be dealt with. It's almost certainly Harper, but no sense taking chances. We'll deal with both. And maybe we'll do something political, too. We'll see. But, either way, prophecy or no prophecy, Woods and Harper must be neutralized.” Keleusyn lay back on the floor and clasped his hands behind his head. “So it's a good thing they're both on their way here, right, Taithoch?”

“The Lord Master is as wise and cunning as ever.”

Keleusyn grinned at the ceiling. “I really am, aren't I?”

 

* * *

 

Master Corastyth concentrated on masking herself and listening. It was difficult—she was completely inside a stone wall—but the vibrations proved to be just strong enough for her to decipher them. Keleusyn's voice was dim and muffled, and most Masters wouldn't have been able to eavesdrop on him like that. They would have had to have been in the same room, or used the Second Sight, or listened in some other way that would have betrayed the listener's presence.

Corastyth wasn't like most Masters.

She had been a Felid once. Not just any Felid, either, but a Calishul, a priestess of a long-dead religious sect. 

A quirk of the Felid genetic code was the Felids' heightened sensitivity; they could see better, hear better, and generally experience the world in a fuller way than the other Breeds. For some rare Felids, that sensitivity included a sort of sixth sense. The Calishul had dedicated themselves to exploring that sixth sense, and the experienced among them could actually feel the Luminiferous Plane, the realm of the Masters. They couldn't go there, of course, or touch it or see it, but they were aware of it in a way no other Breed could be.

Corastyth hadn't been eager to become a Master. She had felt the Plane, but leaving the material world behind had been a daunting prospect. She sometimes still wondered if she made the right choice. This was one of those times. The Masters' constant meddling and maneuvering in the affairs of flesh-and-blood humans was distasteful. It wasn't the sort of enlightenment she had hoped to experience when she ascended. And it certainly wasn't the sort of beneficent wisdom that, in her opinion, the Masters had been purposed to bestow upon the people of the galaxy in the first place.

Keleusyn's voice stopped, and there was a shuffling sound. It must have been Proxy Taithoch leaving the room, which meant the meeting was over. Corastyth listened for another few moments just to be sure. When she was satisfied the two had gone their separate ways, she sent out a psychic call through the Luminiferous Plane, and then disappeared.

She materialized in the woods on another planet. The forest floor was covered with dead leaves and pine straw, and there were thorny vines and thick underbrush everywhere. The air was full of the sounds of insects and birds, though their racket abated for a few moments when she appeared. The creatures couldn't see her unless she wanted them them to, but they could sense her arrival somehow. Some disturbance in the local electromagnetic spectrum, she supposed. When no danger presented itself, nature resumed its calls and whistles and buzzes.

She walked over to a half-buried boulder and sat upon it. She traced a line on it with her finger. It wasn't actually a boulder. It was a carved stone, and all that remained of the Calishul Temple. A once-thriving religion was now nothing more than a ruin hidden in the wilderness. It was a familiar story. Even the mightiest things couldn't withstand the ravages of time, and what seemed permanent one day might be consigned to oblivion the next. She wondered if anything ever truly lasted.

A voice broke her reverie. “You wanted to talk?”

She looked up. Senzon approached her, the underbrush passing through his immaterial body as if he was some story-book ghost. A part of her wanted to shift away, to do whatever it took to avoid hearing what he had to say. She mentally scolded that part. It was girlish and cowardly, and now was the time for a stout heart.

Senzon stopped a few feet away and looked at the stone. “Thinking about your old friends?”

Corastyth nodded. “I miss them terribly.”

“It's not good to think about them. Not right now.”

“I know.”

“You're not a Calishul anymore. You know that, but knowing's not enough. You have to believe it, really and truly in your heart. You have to convince yourself of it. If you can't, then it might screw everything up.”

“I know.” She sighed and looked up at him. “I'm trying. I really am. And I know what I have to do.”

“Then you know you have to do it very soon. Three days of cross-space travel. Then the peace talks start.”

“I'll be ready.” Her lips twisted at the thought of what she had to do. “I'll make contact when the time comes. I'll hate myself for it, but I'll do it.”

“Have you learned anything more from Keleusyn?”

“Yes. That's why I'm here, and it's why I called you. He's definitely planning something. There's a trap of some sort waiting for Woods and Harper. I still don't know any details, though. It's not easy eavesdropping through solid rock.”

“If I could do it, I would. But I can't. You're the only one I know who can, so you're the one I need.”

“I know.” She gave him a sad smile. “It must be lonely being you. Having everyone think you've gone mad.”

He shrugged. “Sometimes. And sometimes it helps. It makes people underestimate me.” He chuckled. “And I probably am crazy, at least a little. But I've always valued the truth above my own vanity, so there you go.”

She turned back to the stone and traced the line again. It had been a letter once, but the elements had eroded it, making it illegible. She still remembered the temple at the height of its glory, and the contrast stabbed deep into her soul. Nevertheless, she kept coming back, tracing that line, making her own heart ache with the thought of old friends long gone. It couldn't be good for her mental state, yet she couldn't resist. Strange, that.

“Anyway,” Senzon said, “you know what to do. Good luck meeting with him.” He gave her a sympathetic look. “I mean that. I'd help if I could, but you're the one he needs to see, not me.”

“I'll do my best.”

Senzon nodded, and then disappeared.

Corastyth sighed and looked around. Other than the stone, there was no indication a temple had ever been there. As far as she knew, she was the only Calishul who had ever become a Master. She was the last of her sect, the only thing left in the Wheel of her religion. It was one of the galaxy's many tragic stories. Humans, it seemed, never tired of producing such stories.

She set her jaw with newfound determination and ran her tongue over the tips of her fangs. She couldn't change the past... but she could still affect the future.

She sat there for a long time, thinking of the old days and wondering if they had adequately prepared her for the galactic firestorm she feared was to come.

 

* * *

 

Jerry parked his car in the lot next to Fort Chapman's capital-ship landing pad. He removed his bag from the trunk and set out on foot towards the pad. Once again, he was back in uniform and preparing to board a military vessel. This time, though, he wouldn't be sneaking out with a handful of people on a corvette. Today's departure was a much bigger deal, and the sight in front of him was something of a spectacle.

A.C.S. Sunfire, a capital ship of the Agrarian Commonwealth Navy, sat on its massive landing struts in the middle of the heavily reinforced concrete pad. It was a full-sized battlecruiser, the Navy's newest, constructed after the Claim War. It shone like polished quartz in the sunlight, and it had graceful curves that were a satisfying mix of sleek and deadly. Every side of the vessel was studded with guns of various sizes. Its loading ramps were down, and men and women and gravlifts poured in and out, taking on provisions and equipment and performing various other chores. The Navy men, or “vacs” as the infantry called them, seemed to have an extra spring in their steps, undoubtedly due to enthusiasm for their shiny new ship.

Jerry noticed a small crowd of Riflemen, Auxilians, and civilians near the battlecruiser, and he headed towards them.

“Hey, Sergeant!” yelled a familiar voice.

Jerry grinned and quickened his pace.

A gorgeous young Paragon woman stepped out from the crowd and waved. Her lustrous white hair shone even brighter than the Sunfire, and her copper-colored skin glistened with beads of sweat in the summer heat. Her white eyes sparkled like diamonds. She wore a modest Agrarian dress, typical attire for Homestead, but she still managed to fill it out in a way that captured every male eye.

“Irylia?” Jerry asked. “What are you doing here?” He dropped his bag and gave her a hug. “I didn't know you were coming with us.”

“I'm not.” Irylia grinned. “I just thought I'd see everyone off. I've got responsibilities here now, love. I can't just go running off to other planets willy-nilly.”

“Well, I'm glad you're here. It's nice to see a friendly face before heading upstairs.” His brow furrowed. “Wait a minute. Responsibilities? What responsibilities? What are you talking about?”

“I sold all my businesses on Skytower. Didn't Miss Carpenter tell you?”

“No, she didn't.” Jerry frowned. It wasn't like his landlady to not tell him something.

“Yeah, she's been great. Who'd have thought, right? A Reliant and a Paragon working together without any Suasion involved.” Irylia laughed. “I actually thought about trying it. I'd be lying if I said I didn't. It's in my nature, you know? But I knew you'd be upset if I did. And I didn't want to make my favorite sodbuster angry.”

“I appreciate that. Miss Carpenter means the world to me. So, uh, what are you two up to?”

“Oh, right. She's helping me get settled business-wise. I'm investing in the local economy.”

“Oh.” Jerry wasn't sure how to react to that. He wondered how well her business sense would transfer from Paragon Seagate to Agrarian Stonefell County. It would be a major adjustment for her. But she was clever and resourceful, and he wouldn't bet against her.

“Your friend's already here.” Irylia jerked her head towards the crowd. “He's yukking it up with those Volunteer Rifles.”

Jerry looked. Brandon Woods stood among a small crowd of uniformed infantry, apparently telling some story or other. Jerry had seen it before. Whenever Brandon started telling some whopper, he liked to gesture a lot for emphasis. The occasional glint of his mechanical hands told Jerry the man was spinning a yarn. It would all be true, of course—Brandon wasn't a liar—but certain points would be embellished, and other, less-flattering details would be left out.

“I tried to cheer him up a little,” Irylia said. “I told him his new hands looked sexy. I don't think I convinced him, though. It's too bad. He seems like a nice fellow. Just a a lot of sadness inside, you know?”

“He's been through a lot. I imagine it'll take him a while to get over everything. If he ever does at all.”

“Sergeant Harper?” asked a new voice.

Jerry turned. A man close to his own age was there, looking at him with questioning eyes. He wore a Rifleman's uniform and bore the rank of captain. The name “Riverside” was stitched on his breast. Jerry came to attention and saluted. “Sergeant Gerald Wayland Harper, sir.”

Riverside returned the salute. “At ease, Sergeant. I'm Dean Riverside, captain of the Stonefell Guards.” 

“Pleasure to meet you, sir.”

Riverside's mouth tightened sightly. “You're a survivor of Third Blackshoals, correct?”

“That's right, sir.”

“You were in Lieutenant Harold Boatwright's platoon?”

Jerry blinked. He hadn't heard that name in a while. “That's right, sir. Did you know him?”

“He was my second cousin on my mother's side.”

“He was a fine officer, sir, and a good man. I'm sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you, Sergeant.” Riverside's expression softened. “He was a few years older, and we only saw each other a few times at family get-togethers. But we always got along. He was gracious enough to entertain a young brat like me.” He grinned, but it quickly faded. “My mother was heartbroken when she heard about his death on Blackshoals. She and her cousin were close. She was in the delivery room when Harry was born.”

Jerry wasn't surprised. It was a typical story. Homestead Volunteer Rifle companies were organized by county, and almost everyone in 3rd Regiment, Company D, the “Stonefell Guards,” was related, closely or distantly, to everyone else. If he did enough digging into his family tree, Jerry would probably discover he and Riverside were fifth cousins twice removed or something.

“If you can...” Riverside winced. “How did he die? I know it's a terrible question, but I can't get it out of my mind.”

“Honestly, sir, I don't know.” Jerry gave him an apologetic look. “I was ordered into the citadel, and I was still in there when the battle ended. I can't testify to anything that happened outside during that time.”

“I understand. And maybe it's for the best that I don't know. For a long time, I've felt like I had something to prove, and I think Harry's death is the reason. Maybe it's the mystery that drives me, you know?” He cleared his throat. “You might be interested to know that the Stonefell Guards are deploying on the Sunfire. We'll be the ship's infantry detachment for this mission. We were chosen for symbolic reasons relating to you and Corporal Woods, but I've reminded the men that this isn't just a sightseeing cruise for an honor guard. They need to be ready to fight as if this was a time of war. Because frankly, there's no telling what might happen in situations like this.”

“That sounds like wise advice, sir.”

Riverside glanced to his side. “I think some friends of yours are waiting to greet you, so I'll leave you to them. See you aboard, Harper.”

“Yes, sir.”

Riverside walked away.

“Handsome fellow,” Irylia said, eyeing the retreating man's backside.

Jerry chuckled. “You really are insatiable, you know that?”

“Aw, Jerr-bear. That's the nicest thing I've heard all day.” She grabbed his face, pulled it down to hers, and gave him a passionate, open-mouthed kiss. After a moment, she broke away with an audible smack and giggled. “I see Shariel coming over here, so I think I'll wander off. See you when you get back, love.” She slapped him on the butt and scurried away.

Jerry gasped for air and tried to settle his racing heart.

“I see the Paragon hussy found you already.” Shariel Veruseven of Clan Veruseven stopped in front of him and put her hands on her hips. She was resplendent in full clan regalia. She wore the traditional tan pantaloons, stuffed into gleaming black leather boots that reached almost to her knees. Her white blouse was high-necked and short-sleeved, showing off wiry orange-skinned arms, and it was tucked into a wide brown leather belt. Her orange hair was cut short in the military style, so it didn't need to be tied back in any way, but she still wore the traditional braided leather cord around her head. Where it crossed the center of her forehead, the cord bore a steel jewel fashioned into her clan's insignia. At her side, in an elegant sheath of handmade Felid manufacture, hung her Chevalloy sword. She looked every bit the clan chieftain's daughter.

Jerry offered her his hand. “Nice to see you again, Shariel.”

She shook his hand and smiled. “Thank you, Jerry. It's good to see you, too.” She glanced at the retreating figure of Irylia and grimaced. “Horrible woman. I'm quite glad she's not coming with us. That battlecruiser isn't big enough for both of us. She's just so... depraved. Just like the rest of her Breed.”

“Your ways are not their ways,” said a new voice, “as I've reminded you before.”

Jerry and Shariel both turned. A woman in the white dress uniform of the Homestead Ladies' Auxiliary approached. A captain by rank, she was also a Reliant, and she had her Breed's usual gray skin and hair and completely black eyes. Unlike others of her Breed, she wasn't androgynous. Her feminine shape betrayed her as sexually dimorphous, a mutant, an anomaly... a Morph.

“'Their ways.'” Shariel sighed loudly. “I know, I know. I'm not ignorant about Paragon customs, Kajora. I'm simply being judgmental. There's a difference.”

“Hey, doc,” Jerry said, offering his hand. “Good to see you again.”

Kajora shook it. “Likewise, Sergeant. I've been keeping tabs on your medical file. It seems you've mostly recovered from our Skytower mission. I'm glad.”

He grunted. “Yeah, it looks like I'm going to live. You played a big part in that, though. I owe you a lot.”

“Just doing my job.”

“I really appreciate the two of you coming here just to see me off.” Jerry gave each of them a smile. “It's very thoughtful of you.”

“See you off?” Shariel shook her head. “We're going with you.”

Jerry's eyebrows rose. “You what?”

“Yes. I requested it as a favor, and your Ealdorman agreed.” Shariel raised her head slightly, and there was a proud look on her face. “There will be a Felid delegation at the peace talks, and a few clan chieftains will be there. It's the perfect opportunity for me to try to get them on board with my federation idea. I think arriving on the Sunfire will impress them. That's my hope, anyway.”

“And I asked to go for personal reasons.” Kajora's gray cheeks darkened slightly. “It's my old home, you know. I was born and raised in Locus. When my figure began to develop, and the Mentarch cut me off...” She cleared her throat. “Let's just say that I have some psychological issues I'd like to try to work through. I think going back there might help me to do that. These peace talks seemed as good a time as any to return, especially since it means I'd have so many people there to protect me. I asked the Ealdorman for the favor, and he granted it without hesitation. I suppose I must have impressed him somehow.”

“Somehow?” Jerry asked. “You saved my life more than once. And Brandon's. Come on. Admit it. You're impressive.”

She mumbled something unintelligible and gave him an embarrassed nod.

He was glad she was going, but he also wished there was a way to help her. He couldn't imagine what her impressionable years must have been like. Psychically cut off from the Mentarch, hounded like an animal... Cortex had hurt her badly, and now she was going back. It seemed crazy. But she was going with friends this time, as well as with a significant Agrarian military force, so things would go very differently. The Mentarchy wouldn't hurt her again. Jerry would make sure of it.

“I think it's almost time,” Shariel said.

He glanced around. The crowd had thinned. Many of them had probably already boarded. “Yeah. We'd better get aboard. Don't want to get left behind.”

They grabbed their belongings and headed for the nearest loading ramp.


 

 

Chapter 4 – Boarding

 

Due to the diplomatic nature of the mission and the VIPs aboard, accommodations on the Sunfire had been shifted a bit. Jerry was one of those VIPs, and he was a little embarrassed about inconveniencing the vacs, but that was politics for you. In any event, it was only three days through cross-space, so he hoped there wouldn't be any problems. He found his assigned quarters, an officer's cabin, quickly stowed his gear, and hurried out. 

He started down the corridor with light steps, eager to explore the Commonwealth's new battlecruiser. A.C.S. Sunfire was an amazing vessel, and he wanted to see as much of it as he could before they arrived at Cortex. It was the Navy's newest capital ship, and his heart swelled with pride at the thought that his people could construct something so magnificent. 

His heart ached, too, at the memories of previous battlecruisers that hadn't fared so well. The image of A.C.S. Sandstorm plowing itself into the outer wall on Blackshoals was something he would never forget. Other ships had been destroyed that day, their crews either suffocating in space, burning to death, or drowning in the sea. Those memories brought with them hard feelings, and such feelings would interfere with the current diplomatic mission, so he tried to put them aside. The Claim War was over, as he constantly reminded himself, and other than the incident on Skytower, the Breeds were mostly at peace with one another. He was headed for peace talks, not into battle, and hitching a ride in a brand new magnificent vessel, and he was determined to enjoy it. Sunfire even still had that new warship smell. He snooped around, taking it all in like a wide-eyed little boy, and was in the magazine room for the top-side six-inch gun battery when a klaxon sounded.

“Sergeant Gerald Wayland Harper,” said a voice over the public address, “please report to the admiral's quarters.”

Jerry swallowed hard. What could the admiral possibly want with him? He hurried out of the room and down the corridor.

The ship was a bit of a maze, and he had to weave between people coming and going, but he eventually found himself outside Admiral Percy Stringer's quarters. He took a deep breath and knocked on the door.

“Come in.”

Jerry entered and found himself in a sort of living room. The walls were wood-paneled, and the furniture was finely crafted. There was a painting on one wall of an officer from long ago, some captain or admiral forgotten by all but historians and vacs. The floor was carpeted and lush, not yet beaten flat by the passage of many footsteps. But it was the people in the room who impressed him the most.

Admiral Stringer sat in a leather-upholstered chair. He was an average-looking man in his fifties, and didn't look much different from any other Agrarian, except for his eyes, which hinted at a powerful intelligence and the wisdom of years. His black dress uniform was impeccably lint-free, and its buttons gleamed under the cabin lights.

Across from him, seated on a sofa, was Ealdorman Philip Brewer, the chief executive of Homestead and the planet's representative in the Agrarian Commonwealth. Beside him sat a woman, a Felid-Agrarian half-Breed. Tan of skin, she had the fangs and slitted pupils of the Felids, but her eyes and hair were Agrarian-colored, green and blonde respectively. She was Auxiliary-General Dr. Mary Coldstone, neurosurgeon and head of the Homestead Ladies' Auxiliary. She was also suspected of being a high-ranking member of Rifle Intelligence, though those rumors had never been officially confirmed.

Jerry gulped at being in such august company, came to attention, and saluted.

“As you were,” Stringer said. “Have a seat, Harper.” He gestured to an empty chair facing the sofa.

“Thank you, sir.” Jerry sat and tried not to fidget.

“Ealdorman Brewer, General Coldstone, I'd like you both to meet Sergeant Jerry Harper.”

“It's about time,” Brewer said with a friendly smile. He was a short man, about five-and-a-half feet, and rotund, with a weak chin. To casual onlookers, he seemed unimpressive, the sort of person one immediately discounted. But those who let their gazes linger often noticed a certain gravitas to the man, an aura of confidence and competence. There was a lot going on behind those piercing green eyes. He leaned forward and offered his hand to Jerry. “I've been meddling in your life so much, Sergeant, that I feel like we already know each other. It's a pleasure to finally meet you in person, and an honor to meet a recipient of the Rifleman's Star.”

“Thank you, sir,” Jerry said. “That's very generous of you to say.” He shook Brewer's hand.

“We met briefly,” Coldstone interjected, “in Paul Glover's office, but I was just there to observe. We weren't properly introduced.” She offered him her hand and a fanged, dangerous-looking smile. “Nice to officially meet you, Sergeant.”

“Thank you, ma'am.” He shook her hand and tried not to wince. Her grip was like iron.

“We're counting on you, Harper,” Stringer said. “I know the past several weeks haven't been easy for you, but we really need you to perform the best you can at these talks. I had you summoned here in the hopes of impressing upon you how serious this all is.”

“Yes, sir.” Jerry nodded rapidly, his eyes drifting from world leader to general to admiral. “Consider me suitably impressed, sir.”

“Your testimony,” Brewer said, “is the linchpin of our entire case against the Paragon Hierarchy. Corporal Woods will give his account of his kidnapping and torture, but his mind is... in a delicate condition. The Paragons will attempt to make him out as mentally impaired. The other Breeds might be swayed by that argument—”

Coldstone snickered. “'Swayed.' Philip, you're terrible.”

Brewer grimaced. “Sorry. Bad pun, and unintentional. As I was saying, the other Breeds might be sympathetic to that argument unless there's another witness to support Woods's testimony. That's where you come in. You're the only thing that can tip the scale in our favor.”

“I understand, sir.” Jerry's hands were suddenly cold and clammy. He was in the middle of some high-stakes stuff.

“It might help to remember,” Coldstone said, “that you're not alone. There's an entire battle group at your back, not to mention a whole company of infantry on board. The fleet will remain in orbit over Cortex for the duration of the talks. And if need be, the infantry can be sent down in a lander. So when you testify, try to do so with the confidence of one who isn't in any danger. Some of the people at the talks will be angry with you, and try to get a rise out of you, but it's just talk. They won't hurt you. They won't dare; not with all the firepower we're bringing. All right?”

He nodded. “Thank you, ma'am. That does help a little.”

“Good,” Stringer said. “General Coldstone will go over a few things with you on the way to Cortex. She'll make sure you've got all the events organized in your mind. She'll ask you questions she expects the Paragons to ask. And so on. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And we'll both be there on that stage with you and Corporal Woods,” Brewer said. “We're acting as your advisers in this. Sort of like lawyers at a trial.”

“The important thing,” Stringer said, “is that you keep your cool. Don't let anyone provoke you while you're in the city. Even out on the street. Maybe especially out on the street. Don't trust anyone who's not a member of our party. You never know if some bar floozy is actually a honeypot trying to get you somewhere private so she can stab you in the ribs without being seen. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then I think that's all, Sergeant.” He rose to his feet.

Jerry leaped up.

“Just wanted to hammer home the importance of this mission. Try to relax, Harper. Everything'll be fine. We'll be taking off soon, so make sure your stuff is stowed. Dismissed.”

Jerry turned and exited the quarters. He shut the door behind him and leaned against it, exhaling loudly. Having several Very Important People all focused on him like that was draining. The only spotlights he'd ever wanted in life were stage lights while playing with his band. But it was over now. He had survived the meeting with the big shots, and he still had three days to mentally prepare himself for the task ahead. He was cautiously optimistic. 

He turned to walk down the corridor, but then he stopped, frozen like a statue. Another person was coming towards him. This man was orange-skinned, with close-cropped orange hair, had yellow eyes with slitted pupils, and he wore Agrarian civilian clothes. He was a Felid, obviously, but that wasn't what made Jerry freeze like a scared deer. The man's shirt was short-sleeved, and there was a distinctive brand on his left forearm. The design was of three crossed swords inside a nine-pointed star. It was the mark of the Harowaith, the fabled assassin-monks of Felid society. This particular Harowaith was familiar. He gave Jerry a grin, showing off his fangs.

“Oh, no.” Jerry's heart sank. “You've got to be kidding.”

“Hello again, Sergeant.” Calael Avisherin, last known survivor of Clan Harisatar, strolled up the corridor and stopped just in front of him. He glanced at the admiral's door. “The admiral wanted to speak with me. Since I'm a resident alien of the Commonwealth now, it seemed proper to accede to his wishes.” He cocked an eyebrow at Jerry. “That makes you and I countrymen, by the way. Perhaps you can teach me some Agrarian history and lore when you have the opportunity. I should become more aware of my adopted home's ways.”

“Shariel's on board,” Jerry blurted out. “If she sees you—”

“Don't worry.” Calael waved a hand dismissively. “All will work out according to the Breeder's will.”

“That's not very comforting.”

Calael grinned. “I know.”

“Why are you here? You just came to make trouble, didn't you? That's it, isn't it? You're here to paint the ship red with someone's blood and guts. Or maybe that someone is on Cortex. Another old blood feud. Is that it?”

He feigned a hurt look. “Sergeant, please! There's more to me than just killing.”

“No, there's really not. They call you the Gray Death for a reason, and it's not because of your fashion sense.”

Calael looked thoughtful for a moment, and then he shrugged. “I am what I am. In any event, I have no intention of killing anyone on the Sunfire. Or on Cortex. As far as I know, none of my old enemies live there, and none of them will be there for the talks. My purpose here is to testify at the talks, same as you. I'm scheduled to speak on Day 3. I was a victim of the Paragons, too, in case you've forgotten. They tried to kill me when we were all in the Jarvis Mercer's launch, remember? And they tried again when we were all aboard the Warhammer.” 

“You killed a lot of Swayed Reliants on the Warhammer, though. Wasn't that enough to quench your bloodlust?”

He frowned. “It's not about 'enough,' Sergeant. It's not about arithmetic at all. It's the principle of the thing. You should know that. Your Agrarian sense of honor is different from mine, but the basics are similar enough. To put it plainly, the Paragons owe me justice, and simply killing their Reliant slaves doesn't satisfy that need. I asked Ealdorman Brewer if I could tag along, and he was kind enough to arrange for me to speak at the talks. Does that satisfy your curiosity?”

“I don't know yet. Ask me again when it's all over and we're all back on Homestead safe and sound.”

“Fair enough. Now, if you'll excuse me...”

Jerry stood aside.

Calael didn't even bother to knock. He simply opened the admiral's door and walked in. The door shut softly behind him.

Jerry shook his head and started down the corridor. The Gray Death himself was on board and on his way to peace talks. Of all the possible ironies... Things either just got a lot better or a lot worse, and he wasn't sure which.
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