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Chapter One


The Truth Comes Out


Diamas pulled fretfully at the high collar of the formal shirt Rustle had insisted he wear. It was too stiff and too tight, but the dark green, heavily embroidered silk was the only good shirt he owned since he spent most of his life in uniform. Of course, they were officially off duty, so they had to be out of uniform, and as Rustle pointed out, one couldn't wear patched and threadbare travel clothes to court.

"Stop fidgeting," Rustle hissed up at him. "We're supposed to look like we belong here. Concentrate on looking comfortable and relaxed."

"Easy for you," Diamas grumbled as he wandered over to the nearest bench to throw himself down. "Of course you're comfortable. Your clothes fit."

Rus did look good. The sky-blue shirt he wore was the perfect shade for him, and where he'd managed to find boots to match and a ribbon of exactly the same hue to tie back his hair, he couldn't imagine.

"You could've at least let me bring my axe." Diamas sulked. He was tired and out of sorts; for once, he would have preferred to stay in bed.

"I'm sorry, my heart," Rustle said. "But we're supposed to be inconspicuous. It's hard enough to hide you in a crowd, but strap an axe to your back—even your pretty new one—and it would be impossible."

Diamas snorted and pulled at his collar again, so Rustle undid the top hook fastening. "There now, is that better? We truly need to have this altered, you know. When I had this shirt made for you, you were just recovering from those horrible wounds at the end of the war. You were nothing but skin and bones then." He patted Diamas's broad chest. "How was I to know you'd fill out so nicely?"

Diamas rolled his eyes at the transparent use of flattery. "This better be worth it. I'm tired, I'm hungry, and I feel half-naked—"

"And you happen to be the best-looking man here," Rustle interrupted him cheerfully.

"Stop it, Rus."

"Hmm? Stop what?" The little blond's eyes were wide and innocent.

"Trying to jolly me out of being massively irritated with you," Diamas supplied in exasperation. "You drag me out of bed, tell me what to wear, where to stand, how to act. Great Liut, I swear you are the most manipulative person I have ever met!"

"I see." Rustle's eyes narrowed and he rose. "Never mind the fact you'd be kicking yourself later if you missed this. I'd think you could at least try to be a little civil in public. You want to play the sulking barbarian? You can do it alone."

"If I'm as all-fired handsome as you'd have me believe, I won't be alone for long, will I?"

Rustle stalked off without a backward glance and was soon engaged in quiet conversation with Lady Marya and Lady Tamissa, acting as if Diamas no longer existed.

Now, why had he been so nasty to Rustle? Yes, his joints ached and he was tired—Lady Marya had warned him it could be weeks before he was well again—but that was no excuse. Rustle hadn't felt well either when he first woke up, but still the little man had tried to be cheerful, had expended the energy to fuss over Diamas like a mother bird, and had even gone to the kitchen to fetch breakfast when Diamas refused to get up. His outburst made no sense. It was almost as if he had been compelled to drive Rustle away. Compelled…

As if…

The feeling of impending calamity struck him so hard, he leaned back against the wall for support. He tried to sort through it, tried to pinpoint where the feeling originated, but it was still too muddy and indistinct. Shadow was at the back of the chamber. Liserad and Rock were with General Devar in the near corner. Sergeant Terrent was in the center of the crowd, and suddenly Diamas knew that he needed Rustle across the room, right where he was, to be certain every part of the chamber was covered.

Diamas edged closer to the dais. He didn't know why, but it just felt better than any other direction. It would have been good to explain to Rustle and to apologize, but there wasn't time. He stood and bowed with the rest of the courtiers as his eminence emerged from his private audience chamber and took his place on the throne.

Moving slowly along the edge of the crowd of courtiers, Diamas eased to within ten feet of the dais, and there he stopped, watching and waiting. He caught Liserad's eye and raised his head slightly, pointing with his chin toward the contingent from Earth, but Liserad shook his head and scratched at his left ear to indicate something was odd, but he couldn't tell precisely what. Sergeant Terrent caught the exchange and coughed into his hand, signaling the Investigators to hold their current positions. Shadow, Liserad, Rock, Rustle, and Diamas all casually rested their left hands on their sword hilts to indicate they had understood. Diamas's stance as he leaned against a pillar would appear relaxed, even lazy, to any normal observer, but he was tensed, ready to strike as he tried feverishly to determine what was wrong.

Earlier that morning, they had met with Miss Emily, and she had confirmed Jake's proposed course of action was illegal according to the laws governing these space-faring people. She told them that without the observer, in this case herself, clearing a site or making a recommendation, no mining was allowed to happen. Not only had she not even visited these two new mining sites, she had advised Jake strongly against approaching either population without further information.

Jake was close to committing willful and intentional crimes rather than the harm previously caused by mistakes and misunderstandings. The delicate, beautiful little woman had nearly convulsed with rage when she heard the outcome of the board meeting. To make matters worse, Miss Sri confirmed Jen Souderbourg was dying. The pilot, Leon, was apparently with her, holding her in his arms to try to ease her passage, but there was nothing more to be done. The one senior member of the board who apparently had the influence and the will to oppose Jake openly, who could have been a valuable ally, was slipping away.

When the investigators met with the ktar over his breakfast, his eminence listened thoughtfully to all they had to say, his face never changing expression as he asked gentle questions. After his frantic reaction to the mining site, Diamas had expected a more dramatic response, but his eminence was apparently beyond shock, now, and better able to deal with the turnings of Jake's mind.

Here at court, his eminence appeared serene as he greeted his courtiers and began hearing the day's petitions. Watching him, Diamas thought he had come to some decision. He looked as if a weight had been lifted from him. The ktar finally called the Earth delegation forward, Jake's people standing in a tight knot behind him except for Miss Emily, who stood next to Lady Tamissa and did not move forward with the rest.

"Jake Montagna," his eminence nodded cordially. "Your coming has been enlightening, and we thank you for all of the knowledge you and your people have been willing to share. I have enjoyed the company and conversation of our cousins from Earth and its surrounding colonies very much, indeed."

"As we have enjoyed yours and your gracious hospitality, Eminence," Jake responded smoothly.

Again, there was that friendly nod of acknowledgment from his eminence, along with a sad smile. "It is because of this beneficial exchange my decision today is so tinged with regret. I have decided to end our negotiations, President Jake. The mining of the current site will not go forward, and you are forbidden to begin mining at any other site on this planet."

Jake's face lost all color for a moment, then underwent a series of shade changes from pink to red to a fascinating purple. Diamas was almost certain he saw wisps of steam curling from the man's hair.

"You can't do this, Eminence," the enraged mining President spluttered. "We had a deal, signed in your own hand. You people talk a lot about honor and trust, but how can you mean it if you welch on a simple business contract like this?"

"Don't try my patience, Jake." The ktar's tone was suddenly less formal, more menacing in its intimacy. "I know what you were planning, and I know it violates over a dozen UTC regulations and interplanetary laws. Oh, yes, I've read through the regulations, and I know our planet is protected under the Sentient Contract of Rights. As the local government representative, I have the right to halt operations at any time if I feel the planet or its inhabitants are jeopardized."

"You don't understand how much money I've sunk into this project. You can't possibly believe a few hills are worth more than what I can offer you," Jake bellowed. "The MMC needs to see a return on this project. We're in too deep to pull out now!"

"And you don't care who you hurt in the process," his eminence said softly, his fingers drumming on the arm of his chair. "It was one thing to jeopardize 'a few hills' as you put it, but to plan on invading the steppes without permission from the clans, to—"

"I'm offering you a fair deal, Eminence!" Jake interrupted, glancing desperately around for support. "Medical knowledge and equipment to save your people from suffering, food synthesizers to keep your people from starving next winter. I'm not the bad guy here, not the one going back on my word. Those other sites aren't even in your jurisdiction, Eminence. You can't forbid access to something that's not yours!"

"The clans and the people of the western continent may not be under my rule, but I have an obligation to protect the innocent. On this planet, I am the living embodiment of the law, and my duty is to uphold it. All law, not just the ones I choose for my convenience."

The feeling of calamity gripped Diamas like an icy river invading his veins. Without any apparent haste, he worked his way through the crowd of courtiers to reach the dais. Sergeant Terrent saw the movement and brought his left fist up to his shoulder, signaling the others to take up defensive positions. Rustle placed himself between the Earth delegation and the ktar's wife and mother. Rock and Liserad did the same with General Devar, who saw the subtle movements, but knew enough not to call attention to them. Shadow moved in front of Duke Semis. Duchess Sointu leaned down to whisper something in his ear, Shadow replied, shaking the hair back from his eyes, and the heroic duchess only nodded, placing a hand on her sword. Sergeant Terrent moved forward toward his eminence. Good, they understood. They all knew him well enough by now for that.

The warning signals running through Diamas's body began to take shape. Captain Harrel had confiscated all of the Earth weapons when they first arrived, but since they had become guests of the ktar, no one had made any efforts to search since then. The Earth people would have had ample opportunity to obtain additional weapons. Diamas drew his sword. His blade was useless against their long-range weapons, but he could give his life in defense of his eminence. He unbuttoned the cuffs of his restrictive sleeves, in case he had to move fast.

"Your Eminence." Jake spread his hands, trying to sound more reasonable. "I'm offering the option to come back to the table. You see, we've run out of time, and if you won't take me up on what I feel is a more than reasonable offer, all bets are off. I can't be held responsible for the consequences."

"First you make plans to engage in what you had hoped would be secret criminal activities," the ktar said with a sigh. "Now you make veiled and unsubtle threats. I cannot in good conscience bargain with you, Jake Montagna. There is no honor or compassion in your heart, only greed. Our negotiations are over. You may stay as my guests as long as you need, but there will be no further mining of this planet."

The mining president's fists clenched, and his face twisted in frustrated anger. In a tightly controlled voice, he responded, "I'm sorry that's how you feel, Eminence. This could have all been simple and beneficial for you. You had your chance and you blew it, and now you force me into less conventional procedures." Without changing the tone or pitch of his voice, Jake ordered, "Shields, everyone, now."

Diamas faltered in his steps for half a heartbeat as all of the Earth people disappeared, all except Miss Emily, who cried out in futile protest and begged them not to harm anyone. With two running steps and a desperate leap, Diamas flung himself up onto the dais in front of his eminence just as Dutton suddenly reappeared on the steps with an odd, box-shaped weapon aimed at Ktar Liam's heart. Diamas lashed out with his sword, cutting deeply into the man's hand and sending the little box whirling across the floor. Dutton cursed and disappeared again before Diamas could blink, leaving drops of blood behind on the steps. If he concentrated, Diamas could hear the faint hum of the shields as their occupants moved, and he knew Dutton turned away from his eminence. He was heading toward…

"Rustle! Watch the shimmering! He has to reappear before he can fire!" Diamas bellowed to his partner across the room and pointed to the wavering disturbance in the air.

Rustle's eyes narrowed. He saw it and he crouched, blade in hand. Rock raced toward it, as well, while Liserad stayed to guard the general.

"Jake, stop this!" Miss Emily cried out. "If you stop now, you're just looking at fines. You harm these people, and you're looking at jail time." She wrapped her arms around Lady Tamissa, seeking to protect her with her own body. Normally, Lady Tamissa would have been on the dais with her husband, but in her pregnant state, she no longer wished to go through the indignity of everyone watching her waddle up the steps.

No one answered Miss Emily's plea, and when Dutton reappeared again, he stopped out of reach of Rustle's sword, with a weapon in either hand, one like a fat sausage with a hilt, and the other a flattened oval. Rustle leaped at him and aimed for the man's throat, but Dutton had already fired both weapons. His wounded hand held the sausage-shaped weapon, and from its mouth spewed small, glittering points. The bleeding hand shook, his aim fouled, but some of the points struck Rustle in his chest and shoulder, and the deadly arc of his sword turned into an unsteady waver. Dutton only had to give ground half a step as Rustle collapsed at his feet in a twitching heap. Dutton fired the other weapon at Rock, and there was a blinding flash, followed by a sharp, burning smell as the blast knocked Rock flat.

Dutton winked out again as Jake shouted, "Eminence! Your boys are getting themselves hurt. Call them off."

His eminence scrambled from the dais, though, to retrieve the weapon Diamas had struck from Dutton's hand, then stood in brave defiance, pointing the thing at the shimmering in the center of the room. All of the courtiers had scattered to the walls, so he had a clean shot if Jake were to appear again. The shimmer at the room's center remained obstinately opaque, but a soft sound alerted Diamas to movement on his eminence's left. The mining chief, Miss Carmen, reappeared with a weapon trained on the ktar.

The sergeant and Diamas both moved at the same moment, Sergeant Terrent to tackle his eminence and bear him to the floor, Diamas to throw himself directly in the line of fire. Whatever it was that hit him squarely in the chest felt like a two-ton battering ram. One moment he was up, the next he was flat on his back, unable to move or breathe properly. Ktar Liam managed to get off one badly aimed shot that set the window drapes on fire, but at least Miss Carmen fled back behind her shield.

Diamas soon concluded he was not dead and tried to convince his uncooperative limbs and lungs to obey him. He rolled over onto his left side, gasping like a landed fish, in time to see Miss Emily hurled backward away from Lady Tamissa, although no shot had been fired. It had been Dutton's shield. The man had used the shield itself as a weapon. Miss Emily hit the wall behind her with a sickening thud while Dutton appeared and pulled Lady Tamissa in close to his body before they both winked out again.

"Tam!" the ktar cried out in despair. Only Sergeant Terrent's restraining arms kept him from rushing to the spot where she had last been visible. "Jake, you can't! She's due any day now. You can't be so low as to harm an expectant mother."

"Harm her?" Jake's voice resumed its most reasonable, jovial tone. "Certainly not, Eminence. Lady Tamissa will be our guest for the duration of the project. She'll have the best of care on the ship, don't worry."

"No! She needs her family with her when she delivers. She'll be alone and frightened," his eminence shouted. "My wife! My firstborn! Jake, don't do this!"

"Mr. Montagna," the disembodied voice of Dr. Liu spoke from near the door. "I do not condone placing a gravid patient under such strain, and I will not permit her to be subjected to the stress of shuttle flight."

"Fine, she can stay with us at the mining site." It was easy to hear the grin in Jake's voice. "Even better to ensure his eminence's good behavior if he can have a glimpse of her from time to time. I'm sorry things had to come to this, Your Eminence. This was not the optimal solution for any of us, and I gave you every chance to make good on your contract. Please keep in mind that after today, the mining site will be shielded. Take care, Eminence. We'll be in touch, keep you posted on any new developments."

There were shuffling sounds, and the shimmering spots moved toward the doors. "Oh, and, Eminence? You may want to have someone clear the way for us, unless you want us to leave a trail of unconscious soldiers behind us."

"Tam!" Ktar Liam called out in anguish.

"Do whatever you have to do, my darling." Lady Tamissa's voice was shaky but clear, too brave to shed tears in front of these detestable people. "I'll be all right, Liam. Don't fret. Keep a clear head, love…" If she had wished to say more, it was cut off as the doors slammed shut on her voice.

What a colossal, unholy mess. Diamas dragged himself across the floor toward Rustle. It was hard enough for him to move, doubly hard with people running this way and that, shouting, screaming, and weeping. His eminence could have restored order, but the poor young ruler sat stunned on the mosaic tiles of his audience chamber floor. He was gray and shaken, too distressed to act.

"Quiet!" General Devar's battle-trained voice shouted. "Everyone stand where you are!"

His powerful bellow stopped even the most hysterical in their tracks, and with everyone still, it became clear that a shield still shimmered by the door.

"Thank you, General," Dr. Liu's voice acknowledged dryly. "Before anyone asks the obvious, I am still here because I may be able to save at least one of your men, but I need to do it now. It won't help if someone carves me up the minute I drop my shield."

"Did Jake send you back, Dr. Liu?" Lady Marya asked.

"No. I doubt he's even aware I'm missing, yet," came the reply from the air. "This is my obligation as a doctor, my duty, as you would say."

Lady Marya stepped toward the voice and held out her hands. "No one will harm you, doctor." Her dark eyes glared around the room. "Or they will answer to me."

Swords were sheathed, pikes lowered, and Dr. Liu became visible once again. First, she hurried over to Rock, where he lay half-reclining between Liserad and Lieutenant Devar, his chest a charred and smoldering mess. Diamas could see even at a distance that it was too late. Liserad already sobbed quietly.

"Couldn't have aimed for his legs to give the man a chance, could you, Dutton?" Dr. Liu spat out. She reached out to touch Liserad's shoulder. "I'm sorry, young man, he's gone. There's nothing I can do."

"I know, I know," Liserad moaned, burying his face against Rock's singed hair. "I felt him die, felt him slip away…my poor friend…" Lieutenant Devar held him as his sobs became uncontrollable.

Diamas reached Rustle's twitching form just as Dr. Liu strode across the floor to them.

"Don't leave me, Rus," Diamas whispered in despair. "You can't die mad at me, you just can't. At least let me apologize—"

"He can't hear you, Investigator," Dr. Liu told him sharply as she knelt beside Rustle.

"You mean you can't help him, either?" Diamas croaked out. "It's too late?"

"No, I mean he can't hear you," Dr. Liu repeated impatiently as she pulled odd items from her pockets. "Dutton uses a nasty brand of neurotoxin in his spiker that will shut down his brain and CNS functions. There is an approximate five-minute window before the damage is irreversible." She pressed a cylinder against Rustle's arm without even taking the time to roll up his sleeve. There was a hiss and a sharp snap before she withdrew the sleek, black tube to announce, "And we've cut it close, but I believe we've administered the antitoxin in time. Now for you, Investigator Diamas. Can you roll onto your back for me?"

It took all of his concentration and some help from Lady Marya, but he was soon staring at the ceiling while Dr. Liu ran one of her scanners over his chest.

"I had ordered bed rest for you, young man," she said sternly. "We did talk about how long it takes to recover from rheumatic fever. Why are you even here today?"

"I've been asking myself the same question."

She grunted, which Diamas had come to understand meant she was amused. "A direct stunner hit to your chest, with your heart in its weakened condition, could have caused considerable damage. Lucky for you, you're so muscle-bound, your chest wall absorbed most of the shock."

"Um, thank you, I think," Diamas murmured. "Lady Marya, was I just complimented, or insulted?"

"From Dr. Liu, it's merely a statement of fact, my darling." Lady Marya stroked his hair and took his head in her lap. She looked angry and unhappy, but was careful to treat him gently. He was wondering why he deserved such special attention until the sensation hit him of having fire nettles dragged along inside his skin. He gasped and curled up on his side, unable to hide the pain, and was grateful to have Lady Marya to cling to.

"There now, brave Diamas," she murmured as she held him tight. "It will pass in a few moments."

With that reassurance, he was able to concentrate on what Dr. Liu was doing. She produced an instrument about the length of her hand that looked like miniature blacksmith's tongs, and with these, she plucked the tiny metal points from Rustle's chest, left arm, and shoulder.

"Now, if he'd taken a head shot, I'd have to find some way to smuggle him up to the regeneration tanks on the ship, but as it is, only local nerve regeneration will be necessary." Dr. Liu spoke crisply, glancing at Diamas from time to time to be certain he was paying attention. "I'll leave a hand unit with you that will need to be kept in place for the first twenty hours. After that, the nerves will take care of healing themselves."

She broke off and raised her voice, speaking to Shadow, who knelt by Miss Emily. "Don't move the Professor, Investigator Shadow until I've examined her," she snapped

Poor Shadow jumped, snatched his hands away, and sat back on his heels. Diamas was annoyed with Dr. Liu. The tracker was easily startled, and without Lightfoot's calming presence, he was quite skittish. There'd been no need to be so sharp with him. It did show how determined Shadow was to stay by Miss Emily since he neither retreated to the wall nor backed up a single inch. The boy had fallen hard.

"Investigator Diamas," Dr. Liu addressed him again. "Am I to assume you will be watching over your partner even though you should be resting?"

"Yes, ma'am," Diamas answered through clenched teeth. The fire nettles were beginning to subside.

"Keep him still and calm." She reached inside Rustle's shirt to attach a flat, silver rectangle about the size of a slice of bread to his shoulder. It adhered to his skin without any visible means of attachment. "The neural growth stimulator stays on until tomorrow afternoon, and he should not be allowed out of bed until then for any reason. Are you capable of caring for a bedridden patient?"

"Yes, ma'am," Diamas replied. "He's done it for me plenty of times."

"He'll have help, never fear," Lady Marya added firmly.

Dr. Liu turned her attention to Miss Emily and soon announced nothing was broken.

"Mild concussion, stun shock," she told the anxiously hovering Shadow. "She'll be fine. You may take her up to her room now…" Dr. Liu stopped in mid-thought and turned to Lady Marya, "That is if she still has a room here?"

"Professor Nandi is more than welcome," Lady Marya reassured her. "We are grateful for everything she has done on our behalf, and she will remain our honored guest."

"Good." The Earth healer nodded. "I'm not certain what her standing is with the company, at the moment. She may not be able to return. Lady Marya, you understand why I can't stay here?"

"Yes, doctor, I do," the ktar's mother answered quietly. "Please take care of our Tam."

"That is my intention." Dr. Liu's precise voice softened a bit as she continued, "They will have the best care, your ladyship, both Lady Tamissa and the baby. I'll leave Professor Patel here with you, as well. Jake considers her 'non-essential' and may not miss her for some time. She has a secure channel to Chief Engineer Kincaid, and the two of them should be able to act as a message channel for me."

"You must be careful, Dr. Liu, that suspicion does not fall on you," Sergeant Terrent broke in calmly. "Your position is too important to compromise."

"Thank you, Sergeant. I will be discreet and appear to toe the company line." Dr. Liu rose to her feet as Shadow gathered Miss Emily up in his arms. "I am sorry, Your Eminence, Your Ladyship, that I lacked the influence to stop this. If I had known what Jake planned—"

The audience chamber doors flew open with a crash, revealing the thickset, muscular frame of the pilot, Robbie McPherson, panting, sweating, and clutching his left arm to his chest. Pikes and swords leveled at his throat, but he didn't seem to notice.

"Your Eminence!" he called out. "I'm sorry. I tried. They wouldn't let her go—"

"Why did you come back then, Robbie?" the ktar asked in a choked, angry voice.

"I can't be a party to kidnapping a young mother," Robbie answered miserably. "I don't care if they have me disbarred from the pilot's guild, I don't care what lies they tell about me. I just can't do it!" He paused when he saw Dr. Liu. "Doc, you'd better get back to the site. Jake's talking about marooning anyone here who doesn't follow company policy."

"Yes, Mr. McPherson, his new business plan, so I've been told." Dr. Liu walked toward the door. "Good luck, everyone. I will do what I can for you." Then she was gone.

Robbie still stood in the doorway, weapons preventing his entrance, his face twisted in grief and pain.

"Why have you come back, Robbie?" his eminence repeated softly, making his way slowly toward the distracted, angry pilot.

"Thirty years, Eminence," Robbie's voice was a thick, choked growl. "Thirty years I served in the Kohlite Marines, and I had my fill of horrors and senseless slaughter and brutal, stupid acts. I thought I'd left it all behind for a nice, quiet civilian job. I was wrong. Jake wants a war, fine, he's got one, but for once, I have a choice, and I'm making damn sure I'm fighting on the right side."

To everyone's surprise, as Ktar Liam approached, the pilot dropped to his knees. None of the outsiders had ever done such a thing. There was a desperate edge to his voice as he went on, "Eminence, I've seen how much you care. I know you're a good man…" He hissed in pain, clutching at his arm.

"Are you hurt, Robbie?" his eminence asked.

"I tried to take her back, Eminence." Robbie shook his head. "We argued at the gate, and Jake fired at me. Just an electro pulse, I'm okay. I think Jake's gone over the edge, but until Dutton realizes it, he's got security behind him, and no one's going to be willing to stand up to him. I don't think Jake's ever letting me back on the Venture now, and if I'm going to be marooned, I want an honorable life here. I'm a soldier first, Eminence, with a hell of a lot of experience. If it's allowed, if it's possible…I'd like to pledge myself to your service, sir."

The ktar stopped next to Liserad and placed a hand on the grief-stricken man's shoulder. "Lis," he asked gently. "I know you hurt, we all share your grief, but I need you for a moment. What does this man bring us?"

Liserad took the ktar's hand and gazed up at him with a tear-stained face, whispering, "There's too much pain today, Eminence. I can't…can't sort through everyone's pain."

"Weapons up," his eminence ordered, his voice much too calm and controlled. He raised Liserad to his feet and supported his uneven steps to where Robbie knelt. "I believe this man is honorable, but I can't afford a spy in our midst now. Tell me what you feel from him, my friend," Ktar Liam commanded softly. "Just that one thing, and then you can take our Rock home."

Liserad put a hand on the pilot's shoulder, and after a long, shuddering sigh, he managed to speak. "Anger, my liege, and anguish. There are old hurts and new. Fear, but not for himself. A strong desire to protect. But there is no deception here, Eminence, his heart is as clear as Silver Lake."

The ktar thanked Liserad and dismissed the court, keeping only his family, his guard captain, his generals, and the pilot with him. It was an odd procession from the audience chamber with Liserad and Lieutenant Devar carrying Rock's drape-wrapped body between them, Sergeant Terrent carrying Rustle in his own greatcoat, and Shadow cradling Miss Emily in his arms with her guards peering anxiously over his shoulder. Diamas found his legs were rather like pudding, and Captain Kyli came to haul him up and help him walk.

As they filed out, his eminence began to prompt the pilot through the oath of service, and Diamas was amazed to hear the tears in the older man's voice. It came to him he had never seen any of the Earth men cry before, and he wondered if living such self-contained, insulated lives made them lonely.


* * * * *


Soft, purple fabric overhead, the crackling of a fire, and the filtered light of day creeping in through curtain sheers. Okay, not on the ship.

She was in her bedroom at the residence, and Emily didn't know whether that was good or bad. She must have made some small sound. Booted footsteps crossed the room to her almost as soon as her eyes opened.

It didn't surprise her too much when Shadow knelt by the bedside. "Miss Emily?" he whispered as he adjusted the pillows for her. "How do you feel?"

She closed her fingers around his hand to keep him where he was. His coffee-dark eyes gazed out intently from their curtain of bangs, and his hand turned slowly under hers so he could return her handclasp palm to palm.

"I'm fine," she replied in imitation of the Investigators, then winced as she tried to sit up, and added, "I think."

Shadow put an arm around her shoulders and helped her up, settling on the bed next to her to offer her support. She needed it. She was overcome with a gray dizziness and had to lean her head against Shadow's strong shoulder. When she was able to raise her head again, he still watched her, and she couldn't resist brushing the hair back from his face to see his beautiful, dark eyes better. Though he trembled and his breath caught, for once, he didn't back away in alarm or look down. His touch on the side of her face was feather–light, his first kiss like the brush of butterfly wings. His second was more determined and urgent, but still gentle, as Emily knew it would be.

She took his face between her hands and set him back. "Oh, Shadow, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I can't do this. I really shouldn't be doing this."

Now his gaze dropped. He looked stricken and stunned as if she had hit him, and he edged away from her, turned his back, and wrapped his arms around the bedpost. He made no sound at all, but she could see he wept.

"Shadow? Don't cry, oh, please don't cry." She reached out to touch his shoulder but he flinched away. "What is it? Shadow, please."

"I knew it," his strangled reply came out as a spare whisper. "I knew you could never love someone like me. A disgusting, twisted little half-man, a freak. Please forgive me for touching you. I'm so ashamed…"

Good God, what had someone done to him? What horrible things had people said to him?

"Shadow," she murmured. "You are a whole man, an amazing, talented, beautiful young man, and the problem is I do love you. And I can't, I just can't. It's so wrong."

"But why?" he choked out. "If I love you more than the stars above, why is it wrong?"

She reached out again to stroke his back. "Because I won't lead you on. Because I'll have to leave someday. If we get involved, it'll just break your heart and mine when I go."

He sat up and faced her, his tears replaced by desolate puzzlement. "And I could die tomorrow," he reasoned in his whisper-scratchy voice. "Why does that mean we can't have now?"

Emily stared at him, opened her mouth to give some clichéd response, then stopped. He was right. Instead of spending the rest of her life in regret, they could have now. Who ever really knew how long one would be allowed with one's beloved? An hour, a day, a century, it wasn't the length of time, as if time could be carefully saved and parceled out. There was only one real answer, and she gave it to him as she pulled him close and kissed him again. Though his eyes were huge in surprise at first, he didn't become ill or dizzy.

Some time later as he snuggled in her arms on the sofa, his head nestled against her shoulder, he began to whisper softly to her, telling her all the terrible secrets in his heart. He held her lightly as if he were afraid she might want to run while he told her about the black tattoo on his shoulder and what it meant to be an agent of the Koss and finally how he had left that life behind to become something else. It was a little scary, the idea of holy assassins who were weapons that were not permitted to fail or falter. Emily didn't run, though. She held Shadow closer, stroked his hair, and kissed his forehead when he stumbled in his narrative. She could tell it was difficult for him to overcome so many years of conditioned silence, but some of the tension melted from him as he unburdened himself, soothed by her acceptance and her willingness to comfort him.

"How did you come to the Koss, Shadow?" she asked him when he seemed to have reached the end. "It sounds like nobody's actually born in the Temple Fortress."

She felt him swallow hard. This question made him more uncomfortable than any other she had asked.

"Most children are brought to the Order very young," he answered hesitantly. "Lightfoot's parents were killed in an avalanche and an agent found him crying in the snow. He was only four or five. Rustle was left at the Temple gates when he was only a few days old. Firebolt was rescued from an uncle who beat him. Diamas's mother traded him for a sack of food—"

"You must be kidding," Emily sputtered. "How could she do that?"

Shadow shrugged. "They say she had ten starving children and no husband any longer to help care for them. When the Koss came to her hut, Diamas was the one the Oracle pointed to. Maybe she was happy at least one of her children would be well fed and warm. She was given food in trade. Diamas was seven…"

"So he remembers," Emily murmured, saddened by the thought of the little boy being led away, bewildered and believing his mother didn't want him anymore. "It must hurt him still."

"He doesn't talk about it," Shadow admitted.

"Shadow, honey bear," Emily admonished gently. "You haven't answered my question."

"What's a 'bear'?" Shadow asked, avoiding the question again.

"Oh, well, bears were Earth mammals," Emily explained. "We have some of them on Mars now, cloned from museum specimens. They're sort of like, um, if you put a hunting cat and a snow omin together, you'd sort of have a bear. Only our black bears are smaller than omins and they're not as fierce as hunting cats. We tend to think of bears as cute and cuddly, and we give stuffed toy bears to our little ones to sleep with."

"Ah." Shadow snuggled closer to nuzzle her neck.

"Shadow, dear, if you don't want to answer my question, just say so," she prompted.

"Sorry." Shadow let out a huge sigh and for a moment, Emily thought that was all he would say, but then he began to explain, almost too softly for her to hear.

"I was five or six when I came to the Order. I don't truly remember; I only know what I've been told. I must have had parents because I understood human speech, but I'd lost them somehow. Abandoned, orphaned, separated, I…I don't know. I was living wild in the woods. The Council thought maybe a bush rodent mother or a leemacat pack might have cared for me. The Oracles knew of me, though, and ordered me tracked and captured…" Shadow shivered. Emily pulled the lap blanket off the back of the sofa to settle around him, letting him piece his story together at his own pace.

"They told me it took four days," he continued. "Four days the Oracles' best trackers hunted me. I don't have any memory of it, but sometimes I have dreams of running and hiding in thickets while huge, silent men hunt for me. They must have seemed huge then…" He broke off, trembling violently, and it took a steady stream of tender words and kisses to calm him.

"I wasn't assigned to one of the children's teaching groups," he went on finally. "I was given a single teacher, Javik, who I lived with and learned from. At first, he had to teach me to speak and to wear clothes and eat at the table. To be human again. When I was ready, he taught me to fight, ride, and track, to use the natural gifts I was born with. He said I was special. That's why I trained and lived apart from the others. I took my vows early and was given my first decree at fourteen. Most agents aren't even dedicated to the Temple until they're fifteen, then it's usually three years' training after that before they go out into the field. I was pleased to be considered ready so early."

Shadow stopped, lost in his memories. When he finally spoke again, his soft, leaf-scratchy voice sounded hollow and bitter. "I was successful, of course, or I wouldn't have survived. When I returned, Javik hugged me and told me how well I had done, how proud he was of me. It was the only time he ever said such a thing. I never saw him alive again."

"Why?" Emily asked in confusion. "What happened?"

"He died. I guess he thought his work was finished," Shadow whispered. "Maybe he was tired and he couldn't stand living anymore. The Council called me in the next day to tell me he'd sacrificed himself on the altar the evening before and what an honor it had been for him."

Emily could only imagine how confusing and painful it must have been for fourteen-year-old Shadow, alone and lost in the gloomy, labyrinthine Fortress where he had been kept isolated from his peers and other mentors, with no one to turn to in his grief. For five years, he had lived a silent, solitary life, carrying out his decrees and returning to a home where he never felt welcome. That was until the Council chose him as one of a group of twenty agents, led by Terrent, the legendary Terrent, on a mission from which none of them were expected to return.

Emily smoothed his hair and rubbed his back. "No wonder it's hard for you to talk to people."

He caught one of her hands and kissed her fingers. "But, Emily, beautiful Emily," he crooned and gave her the first real smile she'd ever had from him. "It's easy for me to talk to you."

She laughed and ruffled his hair, then became serious again when she caught the sad glint in his eyes. "You need to get home, honey bear," she murmured. "Lightfoot needs you, and there's Rock's funeral to arrange."

Shadow bit his lip and nodded, but as he rose to go, he turned back to her. "Come with me, please. You belong there, too."

"Oh," Emily blinked in surprise. "All right, maybe I can help out somehow."

At the Investigators' barracks, Lightfoot snapped up Shadow and gave him a severe dressing-down for delaying his return. Emily left them alone and offered her assistance to Diamas, who was too tired to stand and hadn't even managed to get Rustle's boots off. She was happy to be useful and to be able to find an excuse to let Lightfoot speak with Shadow privately even though the angry rise and fall of his voice was clearly audible through the wall.

"Poor Shads." Diamas shook his head wearily. "I'd better go tell Lightfoot to ease up a bit."

"You'll do no such thing," Emily told him as she pushed him back down in his chair. "Shadow can take care of this himself."	

Diamas raised an eyebrow and gave her a hint of his crooked smile. "Ah, so that's how it is." He sighed dramatically. "Our Shadow's growing up so fast."

None of the healthy Investigators was idle that afternoon. Liserad was trying, with Romenel's help, to ready Rock's body for the funeral pyre. The big general insisted it was important for him to do so, to say goodbye properly, but it was a slow process because Liserad kept breaking down. When Emily passed by in the hall, she was glad to see Sri and Stormcloud had joined them, so between them, Liserad had plenty of comforting arms.

Meanwhile, Diamas had sent Racer, Bloodmoon, and Firebolt out on mysterious errands while Pelinas supervised the rest of the unit in the preparation of the courtyard and the building of the pyre. This would be the first funeral she had witnessed here. With a heavy heart, she wished it could have been someone she didn't know. She tried not to think about it too much—the funeral would be hard enough—so she kept busy making sure Rustle was cared for in his unconscious state and Diamas rested and kept warm and ate. Even the stoic Diamas broke down eventually and Emily cried with him, hating Dutton with all her heart, whether he deserved it or not.

Late in the afternoon, the missing Investigators returned from their errands, and absolutely nothing became any clearer. Racer entered with a brown paper-wrapped, bottle-shaped parcel.

"I hope it's what you wanted, Di." Racer shook his head. "It was the last one in the shop, and I had quite a time getting the man to give me a good price."

"I'm sure it's perfect." Diamas took the parcel and the leftover coins and patted Racer's arm. "Only you could have talked him out of it for so little. Thanks, Race."

Bloodmoon brought in a wooden box. "I couldn't find the size you asked for," the big man rumbled. "I'm sorry, Di…"

"It's fine, it's perfect," Diamas smiled. "Thank you so much, my friend."

Firebolt was accompanied by a parade of young men carrying large vases of red flowers. "In here," he ordered in his nervous, edgy way. "They all go in here."

"Are you sure?" one of the youths asked. "There's a lot of 'em."

"Did I stutter? Did I mumble?" Firebolt's voice edged up toward a shriek. "I said in here!" He smoothed his long, black hair in a frustrated gesture. "I'm sorry Di, this was all I could get in the middle of winter, on such short notice…"

"All you could get?" Diamas repeated in amusement. "Firebolt, you've outdone yourself. You're amazing, thank you."

"Diamas," Emily asked, perplexed. "What is all this? Is this for some special occasion?"

Instead of answering her, he stared out the window and muttered, "I certainly hope so."

Secrecy seemed to be a difficult habit to break.

Lightfoot and Shadow came for Diamas as evening approached. They were both grimy and sweaty from helping to build the pyre, so Shadow only blew Emily a kiss from the doorway. The look that passed between the other two almost made her giggle. Lightfoot looked so paternally proud, and Diamas, so fondly amused. Good, then. Shadow had explained himself and straightened things out with Lightfoot on his own.

"Where are we going?" Diamas asked in alarm as each of his friends grabbed an arm to haul him to his feet.

"To the bath, bucko," Lightfoot informed him with mock severity. "Miss Emily's too nice to say so, but you stink."

"And you don't?" Diamas retorted.

"We'll help you, Diamas," Shadow said more kindly. "The water's nice and hot, and you're probably stiff and sore."

Washed and brushed, dressed in their best black and silver and armed to the teeth, the Investigators filed out to the courtyard as the sun set. Shadow gave Emily his arm as escort, and though he was solemn and sorrowful, he also held his head up, his pride evident that she would choose to walk with him. Lightfoot and Bloodmoon took Diamas between them, despite his protests that it was only a few steps and he could walk, thank you. They deposited him in a large, cushioned armchair brought out to the courtyard for the occasion.	

Dozens of white paper lanterns lit the inner court of the Devar compound. Some were round globes, but most were wire-and-paper constructions of the most incredible shapes, animals and flowers, ships and stars and one hung near the pyre in the shape of the two-handed longsword Rock had preferred. Rock was laid out at the top of a huge pile of neatly stacked wood shaped like a flat-topped pyramid. He had been cleaned up and carefully dressed in his field armor so that none of the charred wounds were visible. His sword was clasped in both hands, resting on his chest, and his saddle had been laid at his feet.

The Investigators lined the pyre on the barracks side. The Devar family with their household and the general's guard officers stood on the stable side of the courtyard, and to Emily's surprise, Ktar Liam and his family occupied the side nearest the house. Pelinas took his place on a tall, three-legged stool in the center of the courtyard with his lap harp of black wood and silver inlay, then he nodded to Liserad that he was ready. Emily swallowed hard when she saw how exhausted and spent he was. His beautiful tiger eyes were bloodshot, his face pale and blotched from weeping, and his hands shook as he brought the torch forward to light the pyre.

"Great Liut, protector of soldiers," Liserad called out to the sky in a broken, bitter voice. "We pray that you receive our comrade swiftly so he does not wander lost and alone." He paused a moment, raising the torch high.

"And grant me swift and terrible vengeance on those who stole my brother from me!" he bellowed before he thrust the burning brand into the tangle of wood.

He stood there, chest heaving, staring into the flames as they caught and spread quickly through the dry tinder and smaller kindling. The wood popped and crackled, shifting and sending a bright shower of sparks into the air. Racer dashed forward and dragged Liserad back from the flames. He yanked off Liserad's jacket as he did so and threw it on the ground to stomp out the smoldering sleeves. Liserad hardly seemed to notice. He only stood staring, one hand reaching toward the pyre, while Racer wrapped gentle arms around him from one side and Bloodmoon took the other. They'd already lost one of their companions that day; they weren't about to lose another.

Over the sounds of the fire and the muffled weeping, drifted the sweet tones of Pelinas's harp, then in a clear, heartbreaking tenor, Pelinas began to sing. Emily had heard about remembrance being sung for the dead, but she was unprepared for the beautiful words, the poignant, wrenching sorrow. The first part, she suspected, was the actual hymn, sung the same way for everyone. It expressed the hope the deceased would find peace and joy and reassured him that he would always be held close in the hearts of those he had left behind.

After that, the remembrance became more personal, and Pelinas sang with his eyes closed, tears creeping down his cheeks as he wove a picture with his song of the man Rock had been. Kind and fiercely loyal, quick to anger and quick to forgive, courageous and strong, he had used his strength to shelter and protect, never to intimidate.

Emily huddled close to Shadow as she began to cry. She tried never to weep in public, but there was no shame in crying here. Shadow held her close, and as his lungs hitched and shuddered with each breath, she knew he wept, too. He reached a hand back to pull Lightfoot close, as well, who wrapped his arms around them both. This shared grieving seemed a necessary, expected thing. Emily looked around through her tears to see no one was permitted to grieve alone. Even Sergeant Terrent, though his face remained unchanged, positioned himself behind Diamas's chair and placed his hands on those broad shoulders, comfort Diamas accepted without question.

Leemacats gathered around Pelinas's feet. His own butter-colored Gushia came first, then Romenel's brown-spotted friend, Flurry, Lieutenant Arraya's little black Ilunsha, Lady Marya's older black-and-silver Hush, and Ktar Liam's own favorite, Smoke. They sat up on their haunches and in one voice began to croon, a beautiful, eerie, and yet soothing descant to Pelinas's melody. He was singing now about the brave things Rock had done in life, and when he reached the point where he was praising Rock's unhesitating courage, sacrificing his own life to protect Lady Tamissa, a strange and unsettling thing happened. Emily was reliving that terrible moment when Dutton fired the plasma shot, saw again the blast and Rock falling to the floor, when she abruptly found herself picturing Rock from an odd angle, as if she were looking up at him from the ground. He sat at a table, looked down and smiled, and handed her a piece of fish that she accepted happily in her cream-colored paws…

What in the world?

Now she had the impression she was small, scampering across the stones of the courtyard after an icy rain. She slipped and scrabbled, panic-stricken as she careened over the slick stones and fetched up with a painful thud against the iron fence. Oh, her head hurt, and her paw was stuck, and she shivered and cried. The world was a horrible, cruel place, and she wanted her soft, sun-colored mother. Then Rock spoke gently from beside her, "Hush, now, little one, you're all right." He carefully freed her paw and lifted her in one huge hand. She snuggled happily against his warm chest inside his jacket as he carried her back inside to her brothers and sisters…

Emily clutched dizzily at Shadow's coat, disoriented and frightened. Was she fevered? Or hallucinating?

Shadow murmured softly in her ear, words she began to piece together, "…just the little ones' way of remembering him. They grieve for him, too."

"She's overwhelmed by their sendings, Shads." Lightfoot's voice was uneven and choked. "It's all right, Miss Em, you're just more sensitive than some. The leemacat memories won't hurt you. Let them come. You're still here with us."

Clinging to both their arms and their voices, she found she could stay within her own awareness and not become submerged in the leemacat memories. She realized as she experienced their thoughts that the leemacats were not just responsive animals, they were a sentient, alien race, a race of true telepaths who had obviously inhabited the planet long before humans. As far as UTC regulations went, the situation had just become more complicated. Jake might have been able to get away with mishandling the situation if he could have managed to have the planet classified as a reclaimed human colony, but with a sentient non-human group, he could claim no such thing. If only they weren't so isolated. If only she could get a message to the regulatory auditors…but she couldn't, and the auditors with their lawyers and gunships and security troops would not be coming to the rescue. She had to help these people on her own.

The pyre burned fiercely and quickly, and when the music faded in its last, haunting notes, ash and bits of metal were all that remained of Rock's physical form. His memories had not been consumed, though. Emily could see that on all of the determined faces around her. They would grieve for him a long time, but some of the shock and the agony of his loss had been absorbed by this evening's memorial. Pelinas slung his harp over his shoulder, drew out a handkerchief to dry his face, and blew his nose before coming forward to collect Liserad.

"Lis, come on, it's done," Pelinas whispered to him as he slid an arm around his waist and led the exhausted, stunned young man into his quarters.

Stormcloud and Firebolt helped Diamas back inside the barracks while the rest of them stood waiting as his eminence discussed something earnestly with his parents. Lady Marya soon followed Pelinas into his sitting room while the retired general began making the rounds, touching an arm here, patting a shoulder there, speaking softly, giving comfort and issuing instructions. Some that he spoke to began the task of taking care of the remains, others who looked spent were ordered to the barracks. Racer was sent dashing out the front gates on some errand. Certain people such as Sri, Romenel, Sergeant Terrent, and Captain Harrel filed into Pelinas's rooms.

"Miss Emily," General Roke's soft, husky voice was suddenly at her elbow. "I realize this has been a long and difficult day, and I offer my humblest apologies, but would you be so kind as to join us in conference?" He waved one elegant hand toward the house. "Shadow, Lightfoot, you'll be needed as well, please."

Pelinas's study was lit only by the fire on the hearth and a single lamp near the door, casting the grim, unhappy faces gathered there into deep, ominous shadows.

Liserad was just handing an empty teacup to Marya. "Thank you, Your Ladyship." He sighed and asked in a tired, subdued voice, "How long?"

"Well, my darling," she answered thoughtfully as she placed the cup on a side table. "You are rather tall, but not terribly bulky, so I would suggest you lie down now. It could take effect at any moment, and most likely will hit you all at once."

He nodded, his bloodshot yellow eyes dull and listless. Then he swayed and grabbed after the arm of the sofa, and would have pitched on his face if Lightfoot hadn't lunged to catch him. As Lightfoot eased his friend onto the sofa, Emily realized he must have been given some herb to help him sleep, probably the kindest thing.

"I think I'll keep him here with me the next few nights," Pelinas declared. "I don't think it would be the best thing for him to wake up with Rock's empty bed staring him in the face."

"Very good, sir." Sergeant Terrent nodded. "Standard two weeks' bereavement leave for him?"

The young Lieutenant thought for a moment before he answered, "I'd like him off duty until further notice. Let's see how he does. He may not even want to do this kind of work anymore after today, and I don't know yet how I would discuss finding a new partner for him."

His eminence sank into the armchair by the fire. "I'm sorry, Peli. Oh, gods, I'm so sorry…"

"Liam, stop." Romenel shook him gently by the shoulder.

"No, the blame rests entirely and squarely on my head." The young ruler looked so worn, so hag-ridden. "I made the decision to allow our cousins from Earth to come here. I've handled the negotiations. I've made a mess of things."

"I don't mean to sound harsh, dearest, but what could you possibly have done differently that would have made any shred of difference?" Marya asked sharply. "When was the magical moment you could have saved us all?"

Ktar Liam's head came up out of his hands and he stared at his mother in hurt disbelief for a moment before declaring in a steady, bitter voice, "I could have refused to meet with them. I could have refused them permission to come here. I could have listened to Telluris and sent them back instead of playing political games." He looked back down at his trembling hands, his voice breaking, "And then Tel would still be with us and Rock would still be alive and Rustle wouldn't be suffering and Tam…" Too much accumulated stress and grief seemed to bubble over at that moment and he couldn't continue, only whispering, "My beautiful Tam, oh, my poor Tam…"

It broke Emily's heart to see him so reduced, this gentle, far-sighted ruler who only wanted what was best for his people. It wasn't his fault. Damn Jake for causing so much misery. She patted Shadow's chest and untangled herself from his arms to cross the room and kneel by Ktar Liam's chair. A few days ago, she would never have come so close to him, would never have presumed to touch him, but things were different now. She was different now.

Emily took his hand and raised his head so she could look into his eyes. "It wouldn't have mattered, Eminence. You could have tried to send the Venture away, but it wouldn't have mattered. Jake had already taken too big of a gamble coming this far from normal shipping lanes. It cost the company too much money and it nearly cost us Leon's life, as well. Once we'd arrived, you could have said no. I could've told Jake the planet was off-limits. Jake wouldn't have heard. I see that now. He's put himself in a position where he can't retreat, he'll lose everything, and he would have found a way to explain away anything he had to do. If you had said no, chances are it could've been much worse."

"What she's saying, little brother," Captain Harrel drawled from where he lounged in the doorway. "Is that it's time to stop feeling sorry for yourself. We have work to do."

"Yes, yes, of course." Ktar Liam drew a huge, shaky breath and dried his face on his sleeve. "Thank you, Emily. I'll…be all right, now."

Racer arrived with Robbie in tow, and though the ex-marine glanced around the room a little apprehensively, he was welcomed cordially, and the other soldiers made room for him. Extra chairs were brought, and everyone settled, each in his own fashion. Romenel took the chair across the hearth from the ktar while Pelinas sat next to him in a chair brought from his study. Lightfoot threw himself wearily on the sofa, taking Liserad's feet into his lap. Captain Harrel sprawled on his back on the hearthrug, and General Roke settled cross-legged by his side on the floor. Many remained standing, with Sergeant Terrent pacing behind Pelinas's chair and Romenel's guard Lieutenants, Tevril and Devrin Arraya, leaning against the mantelpiece like a pair of handsome bookends. Emily retreated into the comforting circle of Shadow's arms where he stood half-hidden in the darkest corner of the room.

"So, my friends," Ktar Liam managed more calmly. "What would you advise me? Should we wait this out and just count the days until the Venture leaves?"

The retired general cleared his throat and held up a hand to stave off the angry murmurs of protest from the younger men. "I believe, my boy, that if it were only the Arhannan site, we might be able to do just that and hope we recover Tamissa and my newest grandchild well and whole in the end."

There were more angry mutterings about relying on the honor of thieves, and Roke had to raise his voice, "Gentlemen, please, a little patience. As it is, there are other people at risk. Jake will invade the northern steppes with his machines without leave from any clan, and it will be seen as an invasion, mark my words. We could see a full-scale war mounted in the north, and though my people are the most formidable fighters on the continent, they will be slaughtered. Jake also has a site proposed to the west, right in the middle of kresnas-inhabited mountains. They are fierce and have weapons at their disposal that we do not, but I fear greatly for our furred cousins."

The kresnas again…Emily wanted to ask about them. Were they a human culture or something else? She bit her tongue and saved her questions for later.

"We agree, then, we must not sit idle," Ktar Liam confirmed with a sharp nod. "What would you propose, Papa?"

The diminutive retired hero shook his head. "My youngest son's faith in me is gratifying, but I am ashamed to say I have nothing to propose, yet. However…" He traced patterns on the rug with his slender, elegant fingers. "I believe we need to be clear in our priorities before we plan. First, we cannot move against them while they hold Tamissa. Second, we must somehow warn the clans and the western alliance of what's coming. Only when those things are accomplished will we be able to move forward."

"I'm sorry, sir, but I need to be clear on our final objective," Romenel said slowly. "Are we shooting for complete annihilation? Capture and surrender? Assassination of the principle leaders?"

"Jake and Dutton need to be arrested." Emily surprised herself by speaking up. "They're close to breaking just about every law on the books, and they need to stand trial back home. Carmen could certainly be charged as an accessory, but at least she hasn't murdered anyone."

"Yet," Lightfoot added morosely.

Romenel ignored the stray comment. "Good, then. But one thing at a time. First, we rescue Tam."

"Tonight, Eminence." Robbie cleared his throat nervously as all eyes turned toward him. "It has to be tonight."

"Why, Robbie?" the ktar asked.

"Okay, look here." Robbie reached inside his jacket. The movement caused every ex-Koss agent in the room and some of the other soldiers to startle and brace, preparing to lunge for the pilot. Robbie's eyes went wide in alarm, and he withdrew his hand, protesting softly, "Notepad, it's a notepad. I just want to draw the site for you."

Amid a good deal of red-faced shuffling and muttered apologies, Robbie crossed the room to kneel by the little end table next to Ktar Liam. He switched on his notebook and began to draw in quick, efficient strokes on the screen, which projected his lines and circles as a holo image.

"You see, sir, they'll still be setting up tonight, bringing down all the equipment and supplies they'll need for the long haul so they can minimize movement in and out of the compound. Dutton would be sure to put the security fields in place first. I'd stake my life they're already up. But there's still going to be a lot of chaos and confusion for the next few hours while everything's shuttled down. They may not even have the gun placements operational yet…"

Everyone crowded around to see Robbie's drawing. Emily stayed where she was in the corner, but Shadow slipped forward and slid under Lightfoot's arm to get a closer look.

"The field generators are set at twenty-yard intervals, all around the compound," Robbie continued. "That's the maximum distance for safety and efficiency. If you could see the security field, it'd end up looking like a thirty-sided figure, like this." He went on sketching. "Now, Dutton will pick the one side he thinks is best from a defensive standpoint to use as a gate for the heavy equipment and the hover barges. It'll be heavily guarded, but a small strike force or even a single operative could sneak in with the big machines to cover their heat signatures."	

"Just out of curiosity," Romenel interrupted. "Couldn't we just take out these, ah, generators with cannon fire? Wouldn't that take the whole security fence down, then?"

"Sorry, General, wouldn't work," Robbie shook his head. "Those fields are designed to withstand up to grade-three thermal weapons. Cannonballs would just bounce off. Wish I had the time and resources to make your army really dangerous, sir—"

"We are dangerous," Lieutenant Arraya growled softly.

"No doubt about that, Lieutenant." Robbie grinned up at the glowering young officer. "Lieutenant Intalva was kind enough to let me spend some time with her boys in the practice yard. I haven't been that bruised and humiliated since commando training. Outstanding fighters, incredible discipline. If I had the plasma rifles and the gel cluster bombs and thermal grenades and about two months to train all of you, I've no doubt we'd have the deadliest fighting force here since the last of the Phrix Red Claw squads were wiped out in the Cronus wars."

Lieutenant Arraya nodded and allowed Robbie to go on, "Since we don't have any of that, we need to be smarter and faster." Robbie began to draw boxes on his sketch of the site. "Once inside, the strike force needs to head for this building." He stabbed at a rectangle with his stylus. "This is the medical building. Doc won't allow them to keep Lady Tamissa anywhere else."

"Oh, yes, I've been there," Roke said.

"Yes, sir, and so has Sergeant Terrent and young Shadow over here." Robbie gave Shadow's shoulder a friendly pat. Then he looked up from his drawing to search for someone. "Sri, I need you to call up to Pol. I know she's been monitoring things down here. Have one of her teenage geniuses hack into Dutton's security codes."

While Sri turned her attention to her comm unit, Robbie explained, "Doors inside the compound will be locked with security code access, one general code for the rooms everyone uses and special ones for secure rooms like Lady Tamissa's. Now, Dutton's folks aren't all the galaxy's brightest, so there won't be more than three or four codes in all. Can't overload their badly wired memories."

Robbie went on to describe the keypads, how to enter the codes, what sorts of things to avoid, and how to work a personal shield on a comm unit for getting Lady Tamissa back out. They would use Emily's unit, the least likely at this point to have a tracer alarm on it, and the only thing left to decide was who would go. Robbie wanted to, but he knew Dutton would have his body signature programmed into the perimeter alarms. His presence would give the rescue party away instantly.

"No one has more experience in these sorts of operations than I do," Roke offered. "I would be pleased to have the honor."

Lady Marya had been quiet until that moment. Now she said softly, "You do this, my handsome, muscle-brained husband, and you will find yourself sleeping in the stables for the rest of your natural life. Let younger men, whose joints don't ache in the morning, do this, please."

Roke blinked and looked down at his hands, murmuring, "Yes, of course, beloved. Please forgive me."

Emily had the distinct impression
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