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	PROLOGUE: Cyprian

	The First Morning He Forgets, and What He Writes Instead

	

	He woke with the name on his lips and no memory of dreaming it.

	Cyprian. Two syllables. A hard stop at the end, like a door closing. He said it again into the grey pre-dawn of his chamber, quietly, the way one tests ice before trusting weight to it. The name held. He was still inside it. For now.

	The candles had burned to stubs in the night. The palace physicians left them always; they said the light was soothing, that the stellar energy responded well to soft illumination. Cyprian had stopped believing the physicians around the time he'd lost the memory of his seventh birthday and found them writing positive integration milestone in the margins of their reports. The candles remained because he had no better argument against them, and because in the hours before dawn when Sirius Prime stirred in the architecture of his chest, the small flames were something to look at that wasn't his own hands.

	He looked at his hands now.

	The veins had been ordinary once. He knew this the way he knew other things he could no longer properly access: as fact without feeling, a door he could identify but no longer open. Now they traced gold-white beneath his skin in the early morning, faint enough to pass for a trick of candlelight, vivid enough that he never forgot what he was. What he housed. The court called it beautiful. The court called everything about him beautiful, the way people called a weapon beautiful when they were standing behind the person holding it.

	Sirius Prime purred.

	That was the only word for it, though it was nothing so benign as a sound. It was a sensation in the hollow of his sternum, a compression and release, like something vast and very old settling its weight against the inside of his ribs. Comfortable. Proprietary. The Star had been inside him for four years and it had never once felt like a guest. It felt like a landlord who had decided the tenant was, on reflection, unnecessary.

	Cyprian pressed two fingers to his sternum and breathed.

	The technique was Brother Odran's, from before Odran had been removed from the court's approved scholars list. Press and breathe. Remind it that you are the structure it is borrowing. Buildings do not negotiate with weather, but they can refuse to collapse. Cyprian had found this advice more poetic than useful, but the pressing and breathing helped regardless. It gave him something to do with his hands. It gave the morning a shape.

	The Star quieted. Not silence. It was never silence anymore. But a lower frequency, a patient hum, the sound of something waiting.

	He sat up.

	The chamber was large in the way of all palace rooms, which was to say it was designed to diminish whoever occupied it. High ceilings. Stone floors softened by carpets in the imperial colors: deep blue and gold, the gold not so different from what his veins did in the dark. The windows faced east because the court astronomers had determined that eastern light was most conducive to stellar harmony, which Cyprian translated as: they wanted Sirius Prime well-fed and sleepy before the morning audiences began.

	He reached for the journal before he was fully upright. This too was ritual, worn smooth by repetition. The journal lived on the bedside table, always within arm's reach, because there had been three mornings now where reaching for it had taken longer than it should have. Mornings where the table had seemed unfamiliar. Where the room had seemed unfamiliar. Where he had sat in the grey pre-dawn pressing two fingers to his sternum and breathing and not quite remembering why.

	The journal was bound in dark leather, undyed. He had chosen it specifically because it looked like nothing. The court would have given him something gilded, something worthy of a crown prince and divine host, something that announced itself. He wanted a thing that was only for him.

	He opened it to the first page.

	My name is Cyprian Aldric Valerius, he had written, in the careful hand of someone who understood that the reader might one day be himself in a diminished state. I am nineteen years old. I am the crown prince of the Luminari Throne and the host of Sirius Prime, which is a star that fell into my body when I was fifteen and has been eating me from the inside ever since. I live in the palace at Asterveil. My aunt is Lady Cassia Valerius, who manages the empire while I manage the Star. I have a scar on my left forearm from a riding accident at thirteen that I still remember. I like the smell of rain on hot stone. I do not know how many of these facts I will still have tomorrow.

	I am writing this down so that I will.

	He had written it six weeks ago, the morning after the first time he had woken and not known his own name. He had added to it since, in smaller handwriting, in the margins and on the pages that followed. Names of people he needed to recognize. Events he needed to be able to reference. Facts that felt load-bearing, structural, the kind of thing the Star would reach for first because it understood that a self was built from accumulation and that the fastest way to hollow something out was to start with the foundation.

	He turned to the current page.

	This was the second ritual, the one that mattered most. He read what he had written the day before, slowly, the way one reads a map in unfamiliar territory. Yesterday he had attended a council meeting where Cassia had presented the Ascension timeline. Yesterday the Star had taken something small: the name of a kitchen servant he had spoken with every morning for two years. He had written the servant's name in the journal before he lost it, and he read it now, and it meant nothing. The name was there but the face behind it was gone, replaced with a blankness that had the specific texture of something recently removed.

	He turned to a fresh page.

	He wrote the date. He wrote his name. He wrote: Today I remember the following things.

	And then he stopped, because the candle nearest the window guttered, and in the brief dimming he saw his reflection in the dark glass above the writing desk, and the person looking back had light behind his eyes. Not a reflection of the candles. Something else. Something with its own source, patient and very warm, watching him from inside his own face.

	Hello, Sirius Prime did not say. It didn't speak. It only purred.

	Cyprian looked at his reflection for a long moment. He thought about his mother's garden, which he could still half-remember: the smell of it, the quality of light through leaves, the specific texture of bark under small hands. He thought about how long he had before that was gone too. He thought about the Ascension timeline Cassia had presented, and the date circled in red, and the word inevitable that she had not said but that had been present in every sentence regardless.

	Then he turned back to the journal.

	Today I remember the following things, he wrote. My name. The scar on my forearm. The smell of my mother's garden. Cassia's face. The name of the servant whose face I lost yesterday: Tomis. I am writing his name again because I do not want to forget that I forgot him. I do not want to become the kind of person who loses people and does not notice the shape of the absence.

	He paused.

	The Star is louder this week. The physicians say this is normal for the pre-Ascension period, that the energy is coalescing, that the process is sacred and documented and nothing to fear. I have read their reports. The word 'fear' does not appear in them, which tells me everything about who the reports are written for.

	I am afraid, he wrote. Then he crossed it out. Then he wrote it again, underneath, and left it.

	I am afraid. I am writing this down so that I remember it is allowed.

	He closed the journal.

	Outside, Asterveil was beginning to wake. He could hear it: the distant clang of the canal bells marking the first hour, the low murmur of the undercity that never fully slept, the closer sounds of the palace rousing itself into its daily performance of divine authority. Somewhere below his window, a cart was moving across the courtyard stones, the wheels loud in the pre-dawn quiet.

	He should dress. He should call for the physicians, who would check the luminosity levels and make their notes and tell him he was stable, which meant: the Star has not yet won. He should eat something, because the body needed fuel even when the body was largely being operated by a celestial parasite that found its host's dietary requirements mildly inconvenient.

	He sat on the edge of the bed and did none of these things.

	He was thinking about the council meeting. About the timeline Cassia had laid out with such perfect, bloodless efficiency. About the word Ascension and what the old texts, the ones Odran had shown him before Odran's removal, said it actually meant. Not elevation. Not transcendence. The Star achieving full manifestation in the mortal realm. The host becoming, in Odran's careful phrasing, architecturally redundant.

	The court called it glorious.

	Cyprian put on his face, which was the first and most exhausting ritual of every day, and stood up.

	There was a knock at the chamber door: the senior physician, punctual as always, carrying his instruments and his practiced expression of calm authority. Cyprian let him in. He submitted to the examination with the patience he had perfected over four years, the stillness of a person who has learned that resistance costs more than compliance.

	"Stable," the physician said, making his notes. "Some increase in luminosity. Expected for this stage. You're doing very well, Your Highness."

	"Thank you," Cyprian said.

	After the physician left he looked at his hands again. The veins were brighter in the morning light than they had been an hour ago. He pressed two fingers to his sternum. Sirius Prime purred, deep and satisfied, the sound of something that knew it was winning and was not in any hurry.

	He picked up the journal.

	On the inside front cover, where he had written his name first, he added one line at the bottom. He didn't know why. It felt necessary in the particular way that things feel necessary just before they change.

	Something is coming, he wrote. I do not know what it is. I know it is not the thing the court is expecting.

	He capped the pen. He tucked the journal into the inner pocket of his coat, against his chest, over the sternum where the Star lived.

	Then he went to perform the first of the day's many sacred and exhausting obligations, and he did not think about the fear he had left on the page, uncrossed-out, waiting.

	

  






CHAPTER ONE: Vesper

"The Notice, the Proposition, and the Price I'm Going to Pay"



The briefing room smelled like tallow and old obedience, which Vesper had long since stopped noticing. You stopped noticing most things in the Null Chapel after enough years. The cold of the stone floors. The particular quality of silence that came from walls built thick enough to muffle screaming. The way Rook always stood with his back to the light source, so that you were looking into brightness while he remained in comfortable shadow.

She noticed that last one still. She noticed everything that might be used against her.

"The target," Rook said, "is Cyprian Aldric Valerius. Crown prince. Divine host. Nineteen years of age." He set a slim folder on the table between them and did not push it toward her. He never pushed things toward her. He made her reach. "You know the name."

"Everyone knows the name."

"Tell me what you know."

This was also ritual. Rook did not ask questions because he lacked answers. He asked them to watch how she moved through information, the way a man might prod a mechanism to check for wear. Vesper kept her hands flat on the table and gave him what he wanted.

"Host to Sirius Prime. The oldest and largest of the recovered stellar parasites, housed in the Valerius bloodline for three generations before Cyprian. His father held it until it burned him out at forty-two. Cyprian received it at fifteen, which the court called chosen and which anyone with basic parasite knowledge calls catastrophic, because a fifteen-year-old body doesn't have the psychic density to manage something Sirius Prime's size." She paused. "He's been hosting it for four years. He's lasted longer than most projections."

"He has," Rook agreed, in the tone of a man noting a small inconvenience. "Which brings us to the problem. Our astronomers concur with the palace's own timeline. The Ascension window opens in eighteen days. If Sirius Prime achieves full manifestation inside an urban host, the stellar energy won't be contained. The radial burn estimate for Asterveil is significant."

Vesper said nothing. She had learned not to ask Rook to define significant. His definitions tended to be expressed in body counts, and he delivered them with the mild interest of someone discussing rainfall figures.

"The Void-Seekers have a contract," he continued. "From a party I'm not at liberty to name. The terms are straightforward. The prince dies before the Ascension window. Sirius Prime transfers to the nearest viable host and is subsequently contained by our people, who will be positioned accordingly." He finally moved the folder, one precise inch in her direction. "You are the instrument of the first part of that arrangement."

She looked at the folder. She did not open it yet.

"Why me."

"You know why you."

She did know. She had known before she walked into the room, before the summons had come, before any of this. There was only one reason the Void-Seekers sent a Hollow to kill a Star-Eater. When Sirius Prime tried to transfer on the host's death, it would reach for the nearest Spark. Every person in the vicinity with a Celestial Spark would become a candidate for a catastrophic, uncontrolled transfer. Every person except Vesper, who had no Spark, who registered to stellar senses as an absence rather than a presence, who could stand in the room while a god leaped from a dying body and be in no danger whatsoever.

Clean. Efficient. The instrument that left no fingerprints on the divine ledger.

"I want my contract reviewed," she said.

Rook smiled. He had a very good smile; this was one of the things that made him dangerous. "Your contract is fine."

"My contract says three more years of service. I want that reduced. Successful completion of this job, and I'm down to eighteen months."

"That's not how contract negotiations work."

"I'm not negotiating. I'm telling you what I require in order to be fully motivated for a job that involves killing the crown prince of the Luminari Throne eighteen days before a stellar Ascension event, inside a palace full of Gilt guards, with no support team and no extraction guarantee." She held his gaze. "Eighteen months. Or find another Hollow."

There were no other Hollows on Rook's roster. They both knew this. The silence stretched for exactly as long as it took him to calculate whether the performance of resistance was worth the cost of the concession.

"Eighteen months," he said. "Contingent on clean execution. No witnesses. No trail."

Vesper opened the folder.

The prince's face looked back at her from a sketch done in fine ink: a young man with the particular quality of beauty that came from very good bone structure and very poor sleep. His eyes, even in a sketch, had a brightness to them that she recognized. Not alertness. Luminosity. The Star showing through.

She studied the schedule Rook had provided. Palace movements. Chapel visits. The private hours, which were fewer than they should have been for a person theoretically hosting a god voluntarily.

"He keeps no guards in his private chapel," she said.

"The court considers it unnecessary. The Star is guard enough."

"The Star can't stop a blade it doesn't see coming."

"No," Rook agreed. "It cannot."

She looked at the timeline. Eighteen days to the Ascension window. The job would need to happen in the first week; she would need days to infiltrate, to learn the palace's rhythms, to find the route and time it perfectly. Hollows moved through stellar-warded spaces differently than Sparked individuals. Where a Sparked person triggered every divine alarm in a consecrated building, Vesper moved through them like water through a net. Unseen. Unregistered. A shape the wards were not designed to catch.

She had spent her life being a shape the world was not designed to catch.

"I'll need access to the Reliquary Vents," she said. "And the feeding schedule. I want to know exactly when Sirius Prime is at its most dormant."

"After the feeding rites. The Star sates itself and quiets for six to eight hours."

"Then that's my window." She closed the folder. "I'll need three days to position."

"You have four. After that the Ascension timeline becomes volatile and our people need to be in place." Rook picked up the folder. He did not give her the sketch; she had not expected him to. He never let her keep images of targets, because images could become faces and faces could become people and people were harder to kill than targets. Twelve contracts over four years and she understood every mechanism of how Rook kept his instruments sharp. "You'll be briefed on the transfer containment team separately. They'll be in position at the palace perimeter. Your job ends when the prince falls. Whatever comes after is not your concern."

"Understood."

She stood. The brand on her inner wrist pulled slightly as she moved; it always did in the cold, the scar tissue less flexible than the skin around it. The Void-Seeker mark was not decorative. It was a record of ownership, neat and permanent, applied when she was fourteen and newly acquired and still under the impression that cooperation would eventually be rewarded with freedom. She understood now that the reward for cooperation was more cooperation. The reward for exceptional work was work that was more dangerous. The contract was not a path out. It was a shape her life had been poured into.

Eighteen months, she reminded herself. Then twenty-three months. Then however many months the next exceptional job bought her. She had stopped believing in the end of the contract the way she had stopped noticing the smell of tallow. You stopped believing in things that cost too much to keep believing in.

She walked to the door.

"Vesper."

She stopped. She did not turn around.

"You'll want to review the section on stellar transfer radius," Rook said. "The containment team's positioning depends on the prince dying in the chapel. If he's moved, if the radius shifts, there could be complications."

"There won't be complications."

"No," he said, and she could hear the smile in it. "There won't. That's why I'm sending you."

She left.

The Null Chapel's corridors were carved from the same bone-pale stone as the rest of the undercity, lit by low-burning gas fixtures that cast everything in amber and shadow. She moved through them with the economical speed of someone who had memorized every turn, every alcove, every place where the light was weakest and the shadows deepest. She had lived in this building for four years. She knew it the way she knew her own scars: thoroughly, without affection.

Her room was small and kept that way deliberately. Rook believed that Hollows who accumulated comfort became Hollows who had something to lose, and Hollows with something to lose became liabilities. The room contained a cot, a trunk, a washstand, and a single high window that showed a rectangle of sky. In summer the rectangle was blue. In winter, which it currently was, it was the particular grey of ash that has been wet and then dried.

She sat on the cot and opened the mental folder she kept separate from Rook's physical one. Everything she had not said in the briefing room.

The prince was nineteen. He had been hosting Sirius Prime since fifteen. Four years was longer than most projections; she had told Rook that as fact, but fact had a texture to it sometimes, and the texture of this one was: he had lasted four years in a situation that should have destroyed him in two. Either he was exceptionally strong or exceptionally stubborn or both, and neither quality made him easier to kill.

She had not said this to Rook because Rook did not require her assessment of the target's character. He required her compliance and her skill. She was very skilled. She was going to be compliant.

She thought about the eyes in the sketch. Bright with something that wasn't him.

She thought about eighteen months, which was a very long time, which was also shorter than three years, which was also the only version of forward that she currently possessed.

She lay back on the cot without taking off her boots. The stone ceiling above her was featureless and exact, and she stared at it until the thing in her chest that wasn't quite feeling and wasn't quite cold settled back into its usual position.

She was good at this job because she did not let targets become people before the work was done.

She was very good at this job.

In three days she would enter Asterveil's palace underworks and she would learn the rhythm of the prince's days and she would find the moment he was alone and unguarded and she would do what she had been made to do. The Star would surge to transfer and find nothing in her to land on. The containment team would catch it. The Ascension would be prevented. The city would be safe and never know why.

And Rook would reduce her contract by eighteen months, which she would spend doing exactly this: lying on a cot staring at the ceiling, adding and subtracting numbers that never quite resolved into freedom.

She closed her eyes.

She did not think about the face in the sketch.

She was very, very good at this job.








CHAPTER TWO: Cyprian

"The Saint's Costume, the God's Appetite, and the Thing He Loses in the Middle of a Sentence"



Journal entry, morning of the Grand Sanctification preparation:

My name is Cyprian Aldric Valerius. I am nineteen. Today is a feeding day. I know this because the physicians arrived an hour early and because Sirius Prime has been awake since before dawn, pressing against the inside of my sternum like a hand against a door. I remember: Cassia's face. The scar on my forearm. My mother's garden, which smells like rain and something sweet I cannot name anymore. I am writing that detail down before I lose it. The sweetness. There was something sweet.




They dressed him like a saint because that was what the court required and the court had never once asked what he required in return.

The robing chamber adjoined his private rooms through a narrow corridor lined with mirrors, and every morning that the feeding rite was scheduled, Cyprian walked that corridor and watched himself become someone else. Not slowly. The transformation was swift and practiced, administered by four attendants who moved around him with the efficiency of people performing a task they have done so many times it no longer registers as being done to a person.

First the base garments: white linen, high collared, fitted close. Then the overrobe in imperial gold, heavy with embroidery that depicted the stellar histories in miniature, tiny stars trailing their fall across the fabric in thread so fine it caught the light and scattered it. Then the ceremonial cuffs, wide and rigid, which covered the luminous veins at his wrists. Then the collar piece, which pressed against his throat just enough to be a reminder. Then the oil, worked through his hair with expert hands, which made him look polished and still and not quite alive.

In the mirrors, the saint looked back at him.

He had learned to maintain a particular expression during the robing: not blank, because blank read as vacancy and the court watched for vacancy the way farmers watched for early frost. Composed. Serene. The expression of a person entirely at peace with the sacred function they were performing. He had practiced it at fifteen when Sirius Prime first came to him, burning and enormous and eating through his composure like acid through cloth. He had perfected it by sixteen. By seventeen it fit him like the overrobe: heavy, impeccable, designed by someone else.

"The penitents are assembled, Your Highness," the senior attendant said. Penitents. The court word for the people who would kneel in the feeding hall today while their life-force was drawn out in measured quantities to sustain the Star. Penitents implied willingness. Most of them were Unlit who had been told, very clearly, that their continued residency in Asterveil's lower quarters depended on civic participation in the feeding rites. The court called this volunteering.

"Thank you," Cyprian said, in the voice he used for everything that happened inside the overrobe.

The feeding hall was on the palace's second level, positioned to catch the morning light through its eastern windows. Someone had decided, long before Cyprian's tenure, that the rite looked better in natural light, and they had been correct in the way that people who arranged atrocities into beauty were often correct: the hall was genuinely, painfully lovely. High ceilings with their painted stellar maps. Columns of white stone that caught the gold of morning. The feeding dais at the center, raised three steps, draped in cloth the color of old blood that the court called ascension crimson.

Cassia was already there.

His aunt occupied space the way she occupied everything: completely, with the air of someone who had surveyed the territory and found it satisfactory. She was not a tall woman but she held herself as though the ceiling had been built to her specification, and perhaps it had been; she had managed this empire for long enough that the distinction between her preferences and the empire's architecture had blurred. She wore deep blue today, no gold, which was its own kind of statement. The regent did not need to announce herself with the imperial colors. Everyone already knew.

"Cyprian." She touched his cheek when he reached her, a gesture that had been maternal once and now felt like an inspection. "You look well."

"Thank you, Aunt."

"The physicians report stability." Her eyes moved over him with the same practiced efficiency as the attendants. She was looking at the veins, he knew. Checking the luminosity. "Sirius Prime is active this morning."

"It's a feeding day. It knows."

This was one of the things he was not supposed to say. The court's position was that the Star did not know things in the way that implied anticipation, appetite, awareness. The court's position was that Sirius Prime was a sacred force being managed and channeled by an exceptional and chosen host, not a parasite that had learned his schedule and pressed its face to the glass of his sternum when it smelled what was coming.

Cassia's expression did not change. "The petitioners are grateful for the opportunity."

He said nothing.

She moved away to greet the assembled clergy, and Cyprian took his position on the dais and looked out at the hall.

There were perhaps forty of them today. They knelt on cushions arranged in precise rows, all facing the dais, all wearing the white sashes that designated their civic participation in the rite. They were various ages; the court tried to draw from a range, because the physicians had determined that a mix of ages produced more stable extraction results. Some of them looked serene. Most of them looked the way people looked when they had decided to hold very still and wait for something unpleasant to be finished.

Cyprian knew that look. He had been making it for four years.

The chief cleric began the liturgy. Cyprian listened to the words without hearing them; he knew the liturgy by heart, had known it since childhood when he had watched his father stand on this same dais and perform this same transformation from person into vessel. The words were beautiful. They had been written to be beautiful, by people who understood that beauty was the most effective container for things that would otherwise be unacceptable.

When the liturgy reached its third movement, he descended the dais steps.

This was the part that the court called the sacred approach and that Cyprian called the part I cannot think about directly or I will not be able to do it. He moved to the first petitioner: a woman perhaps thirty years old, with a Gilt district pin at her collar that told him she was lower merchant class, not destitute, not coerced into the rite by pure poverty but by the subtler coercion of a system that made participation the price of belonging.

He placed his hands on her temples the way he had been taught. He felt Sirius Prime surge forward in his chest, eager, pressing toward his hands, toward her, toward the Spark that the Star could sense the way a flame senses oxygen.

He looked at her face. He made sure he looked at her face.

The extraction was designed to be painless; the physicians had refined it over generations into something clean and brief. He felt the Star reach through him, find the edge of her Spark, take what it took in a long smooth pull like thread drawn from a spool. The woman's eyes went slightly glassy. The luminosity in his veins flared, visible even through the ceremonial cuffs, a pulse of gold-white that the assembled clergy received with a low, reverent sound.

Then it was done, and he was already moving to the next petitioner, and he was not thinking about what he had just done because if he thought about it he would stop, and if he stopped, the Ascension timeline accelerated, and if the Ascension timeline accelerated, people died in a different and more total way.

He had built this argument very carefully. He had checked its foundations many times. It held. He moved through the hall on its strength.

Petitioner twelve was a boy, perhaps sixteen, who had clearly been brought by an older relative and who was doing an admirable job of not showing that he was frightened. Cyprian placed his hands on his temples and looked at his face and thought: I will remember you. He thought this for every petitioner. He thought it the way he wrote in the journal: as an act of will against the mechanism that wanted to make it easy.

He reached petitioner seventeen.

He placed his hands. He felt the Star surge. He looked at the woman's face and in the same moment Sirius Prime reached through him and took, and something in the quality of the taking was different this time, sharper, hungrier, and in the flare of gold-white light that moved through his veins, something shifted.

He was standing in the feeding hall.

He was also standing somewhere else: a room with low ceilings and warm light, and a woman was laughing, and he knew the laugh, knew it the way he knew the smell of his mother's garden, with his whole body rather than just his mind. And then the room was gone and the laugh was gone and he was standing in the feeding hall with his hands on a stranger's temples and the place where the memory had been was smooth and blank, a wall where a door used to be.

He finished the extraction.

He moved to petitioner eighteen.

He did not let his face change. He was very good at not letting his face change.

By the time the rite concluded and the petitioners had been given their small tokens of imperial gratitude and escorted from the hall, Cyprian had performed thirty-one extractions and lost one memory and smiled at Cassia and accepted the clergy's closing benediction and descended the dais and walked back through the mirror corridor and watched the saint walk beside him all the way back to the robing chamber.

The attendants removed the overrobe. The collar piece. The cuffs.

His veins were bright. Sirius Prime was quiet in the way that a fed thing is quiet: heavy, satisfied, temporarily still.

"That will be all," he said, and waited until they were gone.

Then he took out the journal.

He wrote the date. He wrote his name. He wrote: I lost something today during the rite. I know I lost it because I can feel the shape of where it was, the outline of it, like a room I can no longer enter. There was a laugh. A woman laughing. I do not know whose laugh it was.

He stopped. He pressed two fingers to his sternum.

I think it was my mother, he wrote. I think that was the last time I will be able to think that. I am writing it here so that I know it was real. She laughed. I loved the sound of it. The Star has it now.

He closed the journal.

He sat at the writing desk for a long time, long enough that the morning light shifted from gold to white, long enough that Sirius Prime began its slow stir toward wakefulness again. He sat with the blank wall in his memory and he did not cry, because crying was something the overrobe had trained out of him and some lessons held even after the garment was removed.

Eventually he opened the journal again and added one line at the bottom of the entry.

I want to write down that I am angry. I am writing it down. I am furious. I am going to keep going because there is nothing else to do and because I am still here and because the Star has not finished the job yet. But I want the record to show that I am furious.








