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Tetralogy Box Set Book Descriptions

BEYOND THE HIDDEN SKY (Volume
I)

Moving to another planet is
never easy. It's even harder when you never arrive...

Laren Brightstar knew refusing to work for Augustus
Troy would make him a target. Being reassigned to the chief
terralogist position for Cyraria, a planet on the other side of the
galaxy, seemed the perfect solution. Getting there, however, isn’t.
Not with a teenage daughter like Creena.

She’s intelligent.

She’s a rebel.

And now she’s missing.

In deep space.

Was it an accident? Or abduction?

Either way, he has to find her. Before Troy does.
And somehow he knows life will never be simple again as
increasingly suspicious circumstances scatter his family across the
galaxy, each wondering if they'll survive long enough to be
reunited ever again.

A DARK OF ENDLESS DAYS (Volume
II)

Things are never so bad they
can't get worse. For the Brightstars, they just did...

Cyraria's lethal weather extremes challenge Laren's
engineering skills to the max, but his family will perish unless he
can build a heat exchanger (air conditioner) to keep their meager
ballome at livable temperatures during Opposition. Before its
completion, however, old debts come due, leaving his son, Dirck, to
complete the task. But how can he possibly do so with no money and
limited engineering know-how?

Meanwhile, Creena's situation isn't much better. Her
attempt to return to Mira III for help as directed by her father is
foiled when the planet on which they expect to find starship
passage not only can't help, but confiscates their ship. Will she
remain trapped forever on a backward and alien world called Earth
where she's being pursued by mysterious and hostile forces?

A PSILENT PLACE BELOW (Volume
III)

What if you had to kill
someone you love before you could save him?

Taking refuge in Cyraria's network of caverns to
survive Opposition, Dirck and his mother share a cryptic dream that
promises death or worse for his imprisoned father unless immediate
action is taken. Will the daring and potentially lethal rescue
Dirck and his friend, Win, fabricate succeed or will Laren be lost
forever?

The planet's political turmoil increases as the
Integrator pursues planetary domination through devious and
aggressive means. The formation of an opposition group to fight
these hostile actions delivers heavy consequences while additional
threats to the Brightstar family at a more personal level arise in
the form of cultural clashes between Mira III and Esheron. Creena's
return partially reunites the family at last, but ongoing
disagreements with her brother distract them from issues that have
even more dire consequences.

REFRACTIONS OF FROZEN TIME (Volume
IV)

When time is against you, you
have only one option...

Creena and her little brother, Deven, believe the
cavern's crystals can reunite their family at last, including
bringing back their father who's on a prison ship heading for
permanent exile. Before she can unlock their secrets, however,
Integrator forces find their underground hideout, forcing a
harrowing escape loaded with unexpected consequences. The lonely
days that follow change Dirck forever, while also revealing what
drives the crystals' ability to manipulate time.

Meanwhile, Laren has discovered the prison ship's
dirty little secret, which he hopes to exploit, while back on
Cyraria, his long-time nemesis, Augustus Troy, not only gains more
power than ever before, but acquires a weapon capable of wiping out
anyone opposed to his despotic goals.

Do the Brightstars have what it takes to survive
their final confrontation with the Integrator and his evil
proponents? Or will the family’s longed-for reunion take place in
another dimension of time and space? Find out in this
suspense-laden conclusion to the Star Trails Tetralogy.






THE STAR TRAILS
COMPENDIUM

Need a quick reference for Star Trails terminology,
whether it relates to the story or real science?

Find what you're looking for in the handy glossary
as well as detailed descriptions of Cyraria's unusual orbit and
resulting extreme seasons, political structure, and indigenous
race, the bnolar. Parents and educators, as well as readers
interested in delving deeper into the science of Star Trails, will
enjoy the section that includes lesson and discussion ideas, broken
down by each book and its chapters, making it easy to use the
series as an educational tool.
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Prologue

 THE STARSHIP
AQUARIUS' surveillance section lay snug between the portside
hull and the command center, beyond three palm-activated cipher
locks. At first glance, the display filling the far wall resembled
the galaxy itself, a myriad of red, yellow and blue in a sea of
black, mimicking the orbital dynamics of a million stars.

Closer examination, however, revealed far
more than gravity-driven stellar gases. Each tiny light represented
the identity and real-time location of a passenger.

A few meters away, sensor data surged,
triggering a first level advisory caused by the unscheduled
presence of five pre-adults in corridor nine-gamma-two-eight-four.
The signal's criticality stepped up a notch as more non-compliances
were noted. Their formation was not the required single file plus
showed varying gaits, eventually translating into a disorderly
group of five pre-adult humans.

Green status lights switched to amber as the
biometrics stabilized, followed by positive identification. Finding
multiple matches with the captain's watch list, amber lights turned
red as the computer generated the necessary reports.

Alerted by the chirp of an alarm, a data
steward directed the flagged information to his monitor and
scowled. Every one of them was outside his zone and not due at the
galarium until much later, yet that was where the predictions
claimed they were headed.

The event itself wasn't unusual. Not with
thousands of emigrants on board, all in various degrees of shock at
leaving their ordered homeworld. Ordinarily such an occurrence
would be no more than a blip in the noise, perhaps warranting a
cursory check by the nearest patrol or a simple report.

But this was different. These were no
ordinary passengers. To the contrary, each was someone in whom the
captain had a very keen interest.

With the touch of his finger, the steward
added video and audio and started recording, then directed the
datastream to the captain's queue triggering another alarm that
chimed softly next to Augustus Troy's communications console. He
straightened in his chair and switched comcon channels, studying
the data only an instant before splitting his screen to bring up
the video.

He inserted his earbug.

Listened.

And smiled.

Everything matched the predictions. Anyone
raised on a perfectly ordered world like Mira III would react to
change, especially as dramatic as this. The starship's cramped
environment, worries of relocating to another system, zones
deliberately changed from the familiar, all contributed to stress.
It affected everyone, but those with above average intelligence
were even more susceptible.

Brightstar's kids were arguing.

Arguing!

Even sooner than expected.

He'd expected this, even counted on it, yet
still felt considerable delight that at long last the final phase
of his plan was about to unfold. Exploiting others' weaknesses had
gotten him far.

Numerous times.

And would again.

Farther, in fact, than he ever could have
imagined.


1. Wish Upon a Starship

 "YOU SNURK!"
Creena Brightstar snarled, dark eyes blazing. "You absolute,
rotten, stupid, snurk! Now, all because of you, we're stuck in the
stupid galarium until the next meal zone." She shuddered as fury
surged through her in a blinding wave, fueled by past quarrels, big
and small.

"Yeah, right, blame me," her brother, Dirck,
scoffed. "You’re good at that. You might recall that you're the one
that started yelling. As usual."

Her eyes narrowed, glare the intensity of a
weapons-grade laser.

"Yeah. I did. As usual. But maybe it's
because you're such a snurk! You just had to have your way didn’t
you? As usual."

Dirck swiped a glob of sandy hair from his
forehead and leaned into her face. "Oh, really? So I’m a snurk. So
what? At least I'm not the NCR champ of Mira III. How many
noncompliance reports did you have, Creena? Nine thousand, five
hundred and eighty-two?"

She focused her wrath again into his
clueless, green eyes. "Hardly! Besides, I'd rather have a billion
NCRs than be a hopeless mindless snurk like you."

With that, she tossed her dark hair over her
shoulder and stepped around him, Code Orange uniform a blaze of
color amid the starship’s dull bulkheads and chattering lights.

"Keep it up, Creena. Keep it up," he
muttered, the clatter of their footsteps falling into rhythm as he
matched her stride. "You know, before you know it, I won't have to
put up with you anymore, anyway. Cyraria's going to be a lot
different than Mira III. Lots different. And from what I hear, they
don't take too kindly to NCRs."

Before she could respond, he flashed her that
grin she'd grown to despise, eyes victorious, and took off at a
full run toward the galarium, the ship’s multi-media learning
center.

"No running, you, you perfect, compliant
no-brain snurk!" she screamed, then gritted her teeth and groaned,
beyond exasperation, until a tug on her sleeve claimed her
attention. The soft brown depths of her little brother, Deven's,
widened eyes met her own, their innocence dousing her fury like a
bucket of sand. Behind him, their seven-year old twin cousins
cowered cautiously.

"I love you, Creena," he said. "Please don't
be mad."

"Oh, Deven," she sighed, fury wrenching to a
knot just below her heart. "I love you, too."

"Can we walk there with you?" he asked. "I'm
not sure we can find the galarium by ourselves."

She stooped down, one arm around his
shoulder, and pointed to where the corridor's six-sided geometry
ended in distant perspective. "Just go straight, all the way to the
end, then turn left. The galarium's right there." She
affectionately rumpled his hair, sighing involuntarily. "You kids
go ahead. I'm taking a walk."

"But ‘Merapa said—" Deven prompted, but she
cut him off.

"Don't worry. I'll get there," she muttered
as she shook off the image of her father’s displeasure.
"Eventually. Right now, I need to be alone."

"But he said—"

"It's okay. Who's going to know? I'll be
there in a bit. Really, Deven. I just need a little time to myself.
Okay?"

His features drooped with concern. "I don't
know, Creena. I don't want you to get in trouble."

Yeah, I’m in enough as it is, she
thought, then shoved what remained of the anger to another place.
Deven was always so sweet. Always. Too bad Dirck wasn't more like
him. "I won't," she promised, giving him a reassuring hug. "Really,
Deven. It's okay. I won't be long. I promise."

He searched her face for a long moment, then
finally shrugged and looked toward their cousins, already walking
obediently in the indicated direction, steps in compliant synch.
His feet dragged as he started after them, sorrowful eyes glancing
back every few steps. Creena forced another smile as she waved,
heart sagging when he returned it limply, then gave her a final
worried look before hurrying after the others.

She watched long enough to be sure they
wouldn't follow, then took off with long, determined strides in the
opposite direction.

At least now it was quiet. And for the first
time in what seemed like forever, she was alone. She took a deep
breath and sighed, trying to quiet her racing thoughts. Gradually,
her footsteps slowed to a more normal pace, mind focused somewhere
beyond her surroundings.

Waffled metal criss-crossed with scuffed zone
markings covered the deck, which wasn't quite level, as if
installed in haste or apathy or warped by time, perhaps literally,
then subjected to repeated harsh use. Power and data lines snaked
to and fro above her head in engineered confusion, as pitifully
tangled as her life. To think forty-three miserable chrons, the
space travel equivalent of galactic standard days, Warp Harmonic
Adjusted Time, remained. So far the move off-world had been as
deflating as a vacuum vent to the celestial void.

Creena had hoped the ship's monotony would be
relaxing, but instead found it to have anything but a restful
effect. The starship Aquarius was the ugliest place she'd
ever seen, which was nerve-wracking in and of itself. It was cold
and grey and loud with rivets everywhere, like hard metallic zits.
The hatches were ugly, the walls were ugly, and certainly their
retched cabin was ugly. There wasn't a square centimeter that
wasn't entirely hideous, not one. Yet, for all its vastness, there
they were, ten of them, cramped in quarters smaller than her
aborra, the Miran term for her personal space back home.

How she missed it! Her own personal
sanctuary. Memories returned, unbidden, of mood-determined
holografix that rippled on every wall in harmonious blends of sound
and color, whether joyful or playful or sad. Of seamless room
entries that melted on approach, of cushioned floors and soft
fragrances, all customized for her comfort by nanobots, microscopic
sensors that sensed her every mood.

There was no need for self-control in such a
place where anger quickly yielded to the soothing environment.
Without them, the surge of raw emotions was exhausting, mentally
and physically. She didn't even feel as if she knew herself
anymore, as if she were a different person and a stranger at that.
As if things weren’t bad enough already, feeling disconnected from
her own mind and body was definitely not helping her frustration.
On top of that, she missed her friends and being able to
communicate with them at will. In her entire life, she'd never felt
so alone while surrounded by so many.

And to think she used to complain about Mira
III, where few lived better than the Brightstars. As much as she
hated to admit it, there was no question that she missed it. A lot.
Her father had assured them, repeatedly, that they'd have it all
again, but somehow she didn't believe him. And something told her
that her mother didn't, either.

Now, bedlam echoed off the bulkheads like
sharp projectiles, and Dirck, the person she detested most in the
entire universe, was continually in her face, literally and
figuratively. Always so perfect. So compliant. So logical. And at
seventeen, so annoying. He was perfect, all right—a perfect pain.
And without the nanobots' soothing response, her emotions escalated
again, as if to consume her.

All her life he'd been there, taunting,
belittling, criticizing her every move. Nothing was ever good
enough. Nothing. He made her feel so stupid, as if there were
something wrong with her, as if she had no right to exist. Her mind
always argued back that her academic performance far surpassed his,
yet every single time he'd start in, she'd feel like a complete
moron. And no matter how hard she tried, there were always all
those NCRs.

Which, of course, he never let her forget.
And the more she thought about it, the angrier she got.

Snurkles, I hate him. I really, really
do.

Renewed anger accelerated her steps and
heartbeat again with another adrenaline rush, status lights a blur
of color beside her. On Mira III, the floor would have compensated
for her rage by softening, walls emitting holographix comprised of
soothing colors and patterns accompanied by calming sounds and
fragrances. According to her father, air and temperature sensors,
passenger activities, and any number of other things that she
neither knew nor cared about, were all monitored.

Whatever for? Who cared, anyway? If they were
going to do something to make you feel better, like the nanobots,
it would make sense. The sensors on Mira III tracked all those
other things as well, but the most important part, as far as Creena
was concerned, was the personal benefit. Why keep all that tracking
stuff while allowing people to suffer? How stupid was that?

She'd hoped, from what ‘Merapa had said, that
once they got off Mira III, she'd be able to do what she wanted.
After being told what to do every moment of her entire life, making
her own decisions, for once, had a lot of appeal. Problem was, she
hadn't realized how long the trip would take much less what she'd
have to endure along the way. Or that she’d be attacked by her own
emotions on a regular basis. It was bad enough, following all the
stupid Laws. But Dirck! What did he know, anyway? She was smarter
than he was and he knew it. So why couldn't he just leave her
alone? Him and everyone else.

Her steps continued, slower and more pensive.
If only she had an aborra, someplace she could call her own. It
wouldn't even matter if it was ugly as long as it was away from
everyone. Especially him. Then maybe she could get herself together
and quiet the confusion bombarding her mind.

Her thoughts continued, fragments gradually
coming together, though still as mixed as her bloodline. Her
dislike of chaos was typically Miran, like her mother; her need for
solitude purely Esheronian, like her father. Except for each
person’s aborra, privacy wasn't even defined on Mira III. Indeed,
the nearest word, singularra, was strikingly similar to the one for
insanity.

Aborras served more as a place to store
possessions, since the location and activities of everyone, at any
given time, were always known. She had often wondered what it would
be like, just once, to be somewhere alone, unknown to anyone. To be
able to think and do as she pleased, not what her zones or The
Laws dictated. How many times she'd wished for it, she didn’t
know, only that it had tremendous appeal. But then, Mirans did a
lot of wishing, even though they knew it was useless on a world
where everything was preprogrammed—no decisions, no mistakes. Fate
was in the Directorate's able hands.

The same able hands which had directed the
Brightstars to leave.

Her thoughts ended abruptly with the sound of
distant, but familiar, voices. To her right, she could see three
youthful figures, between her and where the cross-passage collapsed
in distant perspective. She froze, knowing her Code Orange uniform
would give her away.

"Hey, Creena!" Deven yelled. "Wait up!"

Too late.

Again her thoughts raced. If he was alone,
waiting would have been a no-brainer. Deven was a sweet kid, who
usually had a calming effect. But he wasn’t, her cousins were there
and it looked like Dirck was coming up behind them. That, also, was
a no-brainer, and it took less than a heartbeat before she glanced
around quickly for her options, then started to run as fast as she
could in the direction she was already headed.

Perhaps it would have been different if she'd
known how long it would be before she ever saw any of them again.
But for now, all she wanted was to be alone. Away from
everyone.

From her cousins.

Her parents.

But especially Dirck.

Forever from him.

That big, rotten snurk.

The premise was wrong, of course, for the
ship's sensors had long since betrayed her location to those with
much to gain. But like all acts of destiny, whether good or
otherwise, it was wrought entirely by choices. Nothing more,
nothing less.

Thus it was for Creena.

And thus it all began.

 



2. Glyphs

 FEW PASSENGERS PAID
THE SENSORS that poured data into the Aquarius’ command
center any heed, the sparkle of indicator lights no more than
accessories to the ship's drab attire. Intent on her retreat,
Creena likewise ignored them until, out of breath, she finally
slowed to a walk and stopped to listen.

All was still, save her racing heart and
laboring lungs.

Most passageways were divided with regularly
spaced cabin entrances that swirled open from an authorized touch
to the palmlock. This one, however, was largely bare. Instead,
conduits and fixtures of unknown function gripped the panels like
electronic parasites, interrupted here and there by waist-high
hatches with no visible means of release.

Above the nearest one in huge Miran
characters read the words: MUSTER STATION SEVEN-TWO-THREE-G.

Whatever that meant.

She walked past them slowly, stopping to
study one in particular while wondering why so many weird hatches
existed on a passenger level near the starship's centerline. The
Miran glyph above each one depicted a group of people enclosed in
the circular symbol for organic life, its recessed control panel
marked with a glaring EMERGENCY USE ONLY. All were identical, dark
and still.

She glanced further down the corridor,
noticing an exception. The third one down was outlined with a
steady pulse of glaring red. She approached it slowly, brow
furrowed with thought, as she reached it and checked its status
bar. The digital readout referenced a repair order, its date long
passed. Examining it closer, she noticed it wasn't flush with the
frame, but exhibited an inviting gap between the hatch and
bulkhead. With a wary glance over her shoulder, she slipped her
fingers inside and pulled; the hatch groaned outward. Within
stretched a dark and narrow tunnel, barely as tall as she was.

A lifetime of Miran conditioning blasted her
rising hopes as she peered inside. It certainly wasn't an
emergency. A pubescent crisis, perhaps, a pre-adult predicament, or
a profusion of unexpressed personal wants, but certainly nothing
that would qualify as an emergency. Entering would be a
premeditated act of noncompliance. The Laws were intolerant
of such blatant disobedience. She snapped to attention and turned
around, back to the opening.

Absolutely not.

Then, ever so subtly, and under the guise of
being logical, her mind slid into that mode that had made her an
atypical Miran, processing the input rather than accepting it,
unquestioned, at face value. Convinced no one was around, she
glanced around nervously, then turned back slowly to examine it
again.

Absolutely perfect.

Excuses escalated like spacetime in a black
hole.

Why not?

A sudden volley of footsteps clattered from a
distant crossway. Then voices. It was them! Urgency pressed and her
choices ripened toward decision. From nowhere, a replay of one of
her father's recent warnings blared in her head.

"Don't touch anything. Anything," he'd said.
"This is a decommissioned military transport and its conversion to
a passenger vessel was cheap and loose. Military personnel know
what to leave alone. Pre-adults don't. So don't touch anything,
understand? Anything!"

The footsteps drew closer, the voices louder.
Another voice entered her mind, unfamiliar and dark.

<<Don't be a snurk, Creena. No one will
ever know.>>

She shivered and checked over her shoulder
one more time.

No one.

Of course not. Why would anyone care? And
what could it hurt, just until they passed? Action decided, she
scrambled through the opening, then eased the hatch almost closed,
darkness gathering around her as she sat cross-legged facing front.
Environmental support systems whirred around her in cadences of
mechanical order. A pattering of footsteps, then the sliver of
light sighed with passing shadows. She crept farther back on hands
and knees until the tunnel seemingly ended. Heart racing, she
turned around slowly and sat with her knees pulled up to her chin
and wished herself invisible.

"Think she's in there?" her cousin asked,
voice dulled by thick metal.

"Nah," Deven replied, louder. "She wouldn't
dare. ‘Merapa said to leave stuff alone. She probably doubled back
to the galarium. She said she'd be there, and Creena doesn't lie.
C'mon, let’s go."

Their footsteps faded, but the guilt didn't.
She sat motionless, deciding, as the remaining light darkened by
degrees. The sliver of light shrunk, then disappeared, as metal
slid past metal with an ominous clank. Eyes aching for light, she
rose to her feet and crept forward cautiously, feeling her away
along the cold bulkhead until she reached the front, where she gave
the hatch a tentative nudge.

Closed solid.

She pushed again, harder.

Nothing.

She fumbled for a release, frantic when she
found nothing, then pounded and yelled, first for Deven, then
anyone, until her throbbing hands bid her stop. Their echo clanged
persistently, seeming to ring with sinister laughter. Frightened,
but not quite panicked, she crept to the back of the tunnel once
more, where more desperate groping eventually found the familiar
indentation of a palmlatch. She fit her hand to its contours and
waited, heart racing, her efforts rewarded by the welcome sound of
creaking metal.

She reached out hesitantly, pawing empty
space. Before her in the darkness was an opening, the escaping air
thick and stale, recycling vent still. Claustrophobia
notwithstanding she stepped slowly inside, emitting a startled gasp
when again the hatch closed behind her. Her hands swept the wall
for the hoped-for indentation.

There!

At the touch of her palm, blue-cast
brilliance exploded in her dark-adapted eyes. She forced them open
a crack, breath catching in her throat. She was on a small landing,
a narrow rail and a steep, metal ladder the only things separating
her from the floor three meters below. She clung to it, startled,
as her eyes gradually adjusted.

Below, were several floor-mounted high-backed
seats, arranged in a circle, two-deep and facing center, similar to
the mini-learning modules, or MLMs, on Mira III. Usually the
center, where the projectron's image of the instructor would
appear, was a simple, dull, flat grey so as not to interfere with
the projected images. This one, however, had a metal floor
patterned with narrow concentric circles that appeared distorted
whenever she moved, yet the image area was entirely blank, as it
would be with the unit turned off.

Weird, she thought.

The seats were different, too. Most MLMs had
plain, molded seating with an emphasis on functionality. These
looked comfortable enough to sleep in, something that certainly
wasn't to be encouraged in an MLM.

Sleep. Suddenly she realized how tired
she was. She hadn't slept well since leaving home, plus all the
stress so far today had left her exhausted. Yes, a nap. What could
it possibly hurt?

Now more curious than scared, she backed down
the ladder carefully, realizing the seating resembled acceleration
shells. Maybe it was for crew training or something. At the front,
facing the shells, what she assumed to be the instructor's console
glowed beneath a skin of dust. She wiped the lighted area clean,
noting two unfamiliar icons on the touch-screen.

She reached out cautiously and touched the
first, heart lurching when the room groaned, quickened by a life of
its own. The sounds settled into operational rhythm, recognizable
as hydraulic movement, then the frigid whir of magnetized
superconductors as more icons glowed from the console along with
the words Emergency Egress.

Egress meant leave and that’s what she
needed, to get out. The other choice, Reset, would probably
just turn everything off. She touched the first firmly, confidence
growing.

New selections replaced the others, Verify
Failsafe and Abort. She thought a moment, not sure what
the first one meant, but knowing she didn't want the second. With a
hint of hesitation, she selected the former, hopes soaring when a
green light appeared, bright and steady, a smaller yellow one
flashing beside it. She swiped more dust, seeking their purpose,
but only found a data strip of numbers descending from
two-hundred.

. . .one-seventy-eight. .
.one-seventy-seven. . .one-seventy-six. . .

A kaleidoscope of thoughts followed their
rhythm. The strange glyph, the tunneled access, the dark and heavy
presence gathering around her like a toxic cloud. What had she
done? Why this bad feeling?

. . .one-sixty-four. . .one-sixty-three. .
.one-sixty-two. . .

When it reached one-hundred, the entire
console flickered to life, then rastered line by line with glaring
red instructions that a disembodied male voice repeated twice with
mechanical calm:

Attention all occupants. Secure Seats and
Restraints.

Obediently, she stepped around the console
and lowered herself into the nearest seat, where she pulled the
straps tight. The same information she’d seen on the console was
repeated on the strip screen that circled the room, visible to
every seat. As the numbers finished their descent, a transparent
acceleration shell inflated around her, the strip screen slightly
distorted, but still visible. As the implications gradually
materialized, a launch alarm sounded, low and deep, punctuating the
scope of what she'd done. A heartbeat later, the weight of several
gravities descended upon her until the shell eventually assumed the
load.

Eyes fixed on the screen, she watched as it
quivered with a column of static, then snapped into focus,
revealing a dark circle on a sea of grey. It shrunk quickly to a
dot, the broader view recognizable as the Aquarius' portside
hull, confirming her worst fears. Then, without further ado, the
pod bolted from the warp field and the starship vanished in the
ebony folds of space.

Creena gasped, heart racing. In one timeless
instant, a complex impression, not of knowledge but of feeling,
penetrated her awareness like an indelible dream. An imprint of
evil and a preponderance of good, both crying that somehow it was
meant to be.

Then nothing, only the cold apathy of deepest
space.

"Snurckles," she whispered, horrified. "What
have I done?"

* * *

BH9

Silence prevailed, within and without. It was
finished, the deed successfully enacted. How well it served to
understand human nature.

The INTEGRATOR packaged the remainder of the
plan with security code zeta-five, then transmitted it with near
audible delight. Even an amateur like Troy could handle it from
here. He, too, would learn with time and experience. As would
everyone else. Surely, it would take a while. But time was not a
problem on BH9.

The true value of his captive still remained
speculation. but all indications from the Aquarius'
tachyonic transmissions received so far were positive. With further
intervention unnecessary, the INTEGRATOR rested.

Mirans were so very easy to deceive.


3. Missing

 The Aquarius

Passenger Level Seven

A WORD FOR PANIC DIDN'T EXIST on Mira
III. It wasn't needed. On a world of perfect order it was
meaningless.

The fact that Mira III was several hundred
lightyears away, however, was beginning to register hard and
strong. Something was wrong, really wrong, and Dirck Brightstar
could feel it. Maybe it was no more than the unhappy flux between
Mira III's security and Cyraria's unknowns.

More likely it was the fact that Creena was
missing without a trace.

So what's new? Dirck asked himself.
Trouble was Creena's middle name. He plunged his hands deep
into the pockets of his Code Blue uniform and scowled deeply. How
could anyone be such a total nuisance?

Their starship cabin was one of thousands in
what was once a vast cargo hold, a virtual prison compared to the
vaulted spaciousness of home. Meanwhile, ‘Merapa, known to the rest
of the universe as Laren Brightstar, was at the comcon by the door,
extracting data from the Aquarius' datalogs and passenger
sensors while everyone watched in silence.

An emotion flickered across his father's
face, something so fleeting that Dirck wondered whether he'd seen
it or not. His father lacked the flawless composure of native
Mirans, but having spent most of his life there, he'd mastered the
facade. As evidenced by the look he bore now, washed with no more
than a hint of concentration.

At seventeen, Dirck couldn't remember ever
seeing his father, or any other adult for that matter, beyond the
bounds of flawless control. Only when an emotion's intensity defied
instantaneous checking would his father's roots surface, usually as
a certain look in his dark, Esheronian eyes. Ironically, Dirck had
never noticed it until Creena had pointed it out. Like when his
father had gotten word he'd been commissioned to Cyraria.

But now—had he seen it or not?

Dirck didn't know.

He sighed with frustration.

There wasn't much he did know anymore.

Leaving his naterra hadn't been easy. He
liked Mira III, even if it weren't his homeworld. Not only had they
lived in an exquisite spiral tower, but he'd earned numerous awards
for his behavior and was progressing well. Unlike Creena, who was
reprimanded so often he wouldn't even admit he knew her, much less
that she was his sister. What was so hard about keeping The
Laws? They were clear, explained regularly, and posted
everywhere.

Choices were few and far between and he liked
it that way. It was easy. That was the beauty of The Laws—no
decisions, no worries. Creena didn't see it that way. She saw them
as bondage, not freedom, and criticized their reasoning constantly.
No question she was bright, but at fourteen, had already earned an
alarming reputation.

Dirck's compliance left nothing to fear for
himself, but he worried about what her future might be if she kept
collecting NCRs. Noncompliance reports were serious. Yet, whenever
he tried to talk some sense into her, she'd close up tighter than a
biodome during a radiation surge. What was the matter with her,
anyway? If only she weren't so defensive. Like she'd been earlier,
when she'd slipped away. That was more than a decichron ago, the
space travel equivalent of over two hours. The evening zone had
begun and she was late.

Way to go, Creena. Another NCR.

Apparently, she'd even eluded the sensors.
Why else would they be so consistently wrong, insisting she wasn't
onboard? She was smart, especially in technical applications that
shorted his synapses. Could she have coded herself into oblivion?
Impossible. Not even Creena could do that—could she?

His father pointed to an entry, halfway down
a column of numbers, suspended in the space before him.

“Look at this, Dirck,” he said. “Before
departure, they had a malfunctioning inhibit in the failsafe
mechanism on one of the escape pods.”

Dirck stared at the data.

And your point is? he thought, trying
unsuccessfully to fit the facts together while his father sifted
through more numbers.

Moments later, ‘Merapa stopped, frozen in
another nameless emotion. He swallowed hard, looked at his
bondling, his brother, Jen, then Dirck, finally returning his
electric gaze to his bondling. Dirck held his breath, expecting the
worst. His father was never speechless, at least not like this. His
mother, likewise sensing something was very wrong, moved closer,
green eyes searching his.

"What's wrong?" she asked, grabbing his arm
when he didn't answer. "Laren? Talk to me. What's wrong?"

‘Merapa closed his eyes and took a deep
breath, mouth tightening in a grim line. "That escape pod. The one
with the bad failsafe. It fired. About a decichron ago."

Dirck's blood ran cold as his father
explained and everything began to make sense. The time and location
matched, and it explained why the sensors came up blank.

Creena had really done it this time.

Really, really done it.

Leave it to her to find the only escape pod
on the entire ship with a bad failsafe. If that girl knew anything
about compliance, this never would have happened. She always got so
fired up over nothing.

What was the matter with her, anyway?

Dirck sighed when the rationalizations
failed. True, Creena had a way of finding trouble. Always had.
That's why he should have known. Instead, he'd deliberately
provoked her. He stole another look at his parents. His mother's
eyes met his, wide in her pale, frightened face. Now both parents
were watching him expectantly. Guilt struck like a chunk of Miran
cement had fallen on his chest. He knew and so did they.

So much for past behavior. Somehow this
entire mess was his fault.

Every muscle in Dirck's body stiffened as his
father's steady gaze locked on his, posture and expression in
command mode, used rarely but effectively when someone—usually
Creena—was in big trouble.

"We have a problem. A serious one," he said.
"Could Creena be somewhere besides the galarium?"

"I, I don't know, sir."

His father’s dark, serious eyes bore into
his, then gradually clouded. No one moved or spoke. Everyone just
stood there, 'troid-like, gripped by escalating fears in a dark
unknown.

"Okay," his father said, questions still
directed at Dirck. "What should we do?"

Multiple stares were upon him like ionizing
radiation: His mother and Deven near the door, Uncle Jen and his
wife, Para, his young cousins, who were huddled against the
sleeping cylls by the far wall, unsure whether the crisis was
enough to delay their imminent sleepzone.

Dirck's mind stalled, finding no Law to
recite, no Prediction, no Precedent. Original solutions were like
choices, and the part of his brain needed to process them was sadly
stagnant. Instead, unconnected thoughts popped like short
circuits.

"Well?" his father prompted.

"I, uh, don't know, sir," Dirck
stammered.

‘Merapa folded his arms, face suddenly weary.
"Why not?"

Dirck blinked, devoid of an answer. "I, I
just don't know. This situation, uh, hasn't been presented before.
Ever."

Another fleeting emotion shadowed his
father's eyes. "We're not on Mira III anymore, Dirck. Where we're
going will present more unprecedented questions than you can
possibly imagine. If you can't find answers based on reason, you
simply won't survive."

Dirck sagged beneath the added weight,
questions still firing in an empty void. How could he retrieve
something that wasn't there? He squirmed uncomfortably, his
father's gaze hard upon him, until he realized that ‘Merapa's
thoughts in some far-distant place. The stern expression was gone,
his expression almost weird and far from comforting.

He'd been that way a lot lately, since the
transfer notice at least, and even more so since he and Uncle Jen
had made that trip to Esheron. Something had happened there,
something serious, but whatever it was, his father hadn’t seen fit
to share it. At least not with him.

All Dirck knew was that ever since, ‘Merapa’s
spells of distraction had increased, to the point that he wondered
if maybe he was sick or something. Maybe he’d contracted some
exotic disease while visiting his naterra.

A few moments later, ‘Merapa exhaled deeply,
covered his face with both hands and rubbed his eyes wearily.

"C'mon, Jen," he said with a sigh. "You, too,
Dirck."

"Me?" Dirck gasped.

"Yes, you."

"Why? Where are we going?"

"To start your off-world education."

* * *

Captain's Quarters

The Aquarius

<<What's your report?>>

Augustus Troy smiled, ready when the familiar
summons of the INTEGRATOR formed in his mind. Reporting directly
was a privilege necessitated by circumstances, but the recognition
couldn't hurt. Provided, of course, he didn't make any
mistakes.

"According to DORAI, Director of Operations
for Remote Acquisitions of Intelligence, the relay is working
flawlessly. We have constant communications."

<<Excellent. So what's you
plan?>>

"At this point, we only have a vague
suspicion of what we have. DORAI will determine how efficient she
is at integrating the hemispheres. If she's as gifted as her
father, our objective could change."

<<Yes. She may be worth keeping, rather
than simply motivating her father.>>

Troy smiled deviously. "I suspect we can have
both."

<<I suspect you're right.>>

The psilink ended and Troy's mouth alternated
between a smile and a sneer. At his daughter's age, Brightstar had
been confirmed a superior hybrid with the best traits from both
worlds—Miran logic and Esheronian creativity. Perhaps, his
offspring had been likewise endowed. If so, their options would
expand by an order of magnitude.

Luck like this was unimaginable.

Troy’s expression settled into a tight, cruel
smile. Luck was hardly the word. Truly, fate was progressing in the
right direction, or circumstances wouldn't have switched so
effortlessly to his favor.

* * *

The Escape Pod

Shortly after jettison, the acceleration shell
loosened its grip and shrunk back into the side of the seat, but
Creena remained in place, gripping the armrests with white-knuckled
hands. She'd always been frustrated with the rapid heartbeat and
breathing provoked by anger, but that was nothing compared to what
she felt now. She'd experienced a variety of emotions on Mira III,
more than most that went through their ordered lives in a state of
unquestioning, unreactive calm.

What she felt now, however, was stronger
still, a deep, primal reaction from the core of her being. Seared
by adrenaline, every cell cried out with an unspeakable fear, far
deeper than anything provoked merely by thought, terror firing her
blood like a burning fuse.

Never in her entire life had she been so
terrified.

Her breathing rasped in her ears, mouth dry,
hands shaking and clammy against the armrests. Gradually, her
racing mind slowed and her heart stopped pounding, though her
breathing remained heavier than normal as she concentrated on her
surroundings.

Funny, it didn't even feel like she was
moving anymore. But it hadn't felt like the Aquarius was moving,
either. She thought back to her Academy physics class and
remembered that was the case when something was moving in a
straight line at constant speed. The starfield on the holoscreen
likewise seemed still, but instinct told her that was simply a
matter of scale.

She released the straps, their recoil sloppy
and slow. The breathless, airy feeling swelled upward, the
sensation similar to a soaring dive in an air cruiser. She gasped,
clutching her chest, and the next thing she knew she was floating
haplessly above the shell, like a sphere under electro-magnetic
levitation.

She gasped in renewed horror.

Was she dead?

She pinched herself, relieved when it
hurt.

Across the pod, lights blinked and flashed,
while the metal floor offered a dizzying design of concentric rings
that still seemed to spring upward in pulsating waves. The illusion
aggravated the growing nausea, even as the facts fell into
place.

The Aquarius hadn't felt much
different from being confined in an ugly building. Certain areas,
like the galarium, where wall-embedded holoscreens gave every
impression that a real world lay beyond epoxy shields, even added
to the deception. But the pod was designed for survival and lacked
the power-hungry comforts of a starship. And a mass generator's
gravity simulation was one of them.

As if in confirmation, her pocket laser slid
from her thigh pocket and drifted lazily toward the console. She
swiped it from the air and put it back, carefully securing the flap
to safely contain the only decent possession Dirck had ever given
her.

Thoughts turned once more toward the
Aquarius, another emotion crowding the fear. Everyone was
into their evening zone by now, unwinding from another chron. Dirck
was probably sprawled in front of the holoviewer, enjoying her
absence, while she was lost in space. Hot tears of frustration
filled her eyes, but without gravity didn't fall. She swiped them
away, leaving a gem-like trail that followed the air flow to the
nearest vent.

That big snurk.

This was all his fault, it really was.

Gradually, her thoughts returned to the
present and focused on the starfield, afloat like she was. She'd
risen about a meter above the chair, and as she looked down, a
sudden wave or dizziness tunneled her vision along with the
sensation of falling. She tried to get back to the seat, but found
herself flailing about in midair, without moving any closer to her
destination. Gradually, she maneuvered herself into a vertical
position and hooked her foot into the armrest, gaining enough
leverage to ease herself down, a billowy wall of dark hair
surrounding her face. She pawed it aside and grimly connected the
straps.

To think she'd actually wanted to be
alone.

She pulled her knees to her chest and sighed.
Based on the blinking lights on the control console, the pod seemed
to be on a specific course. Maybe she'd get wherever she was going
soon. Real soon. Like maybe by the next chron. Deep inside,
however, past lessons from galactic geography mocked her optimism.
If she was headed anywhere, probability dictated she wouldn't get
there for a long, long time.

A new wave of panic consumed her when
suddenly it was hard to breathe. She loosened the top latch of her
uniform and kicked off her boots, trying to relax. One drifted to
the side, the other to the control panel, where it recoiled, but
without enough momentum to make it back rotated lazily in place
like a satellite with a stuck thruster.

Dirck was probably thrilled. He was probably
celebrating. She'd gotten her wish, and he probably had, too.

This was all his fault, it really was. All
because he couldn't share the holoviewer. At least she'd never have
to see his ugly, snurky face again.

Him, or anyone else. Ever.

Their faces rose, unbidden, and loneliness
swelled. She and her father looked a lot alike, memory of him
assured. As much as she loved and admired him, however, the
resemblance had negatives. Besides being too curious, she'd
inherited his dark hair, brown eyes and bridgeless nose, all
genetically impossible with purely Miran ancestry.

Of course, Dirck-the-Snurk had purely Miran
sandy hair and green eyes, just like their mother, which eliminated
rude comments about his progenitors, something she'd been blasted
with as long as memory served. Mixed pedigrees were frowned upon
and her face advertised hers as blatantly as black shoulder stripes
screamed NCRs.

Nonetheless, Laren Brightstar was one of the
most important people on the planet. He'd even been granted
permission to have a third child. Deven also had dark hair and
eyes, but ‘Merama's soft features. Of course, Dirck had always
claimed that they'd had him to make up for her.

Sometimes she believed it, and sometimes she
didn't.

It certainly didn't matter now.

Her dismal thoughts continued, until
eventually the lights dimmed with the onset of a sleepzone, control
panel and starfield dominating the darkened pod. At least she
wasn't hungry, her body still confused by the loss of gravity. She
tightened the straps, then glared at the galactic fringes until it
blurred once more with angry tears.

That stupid snurk.

This was all his fault.

It really, really was.

 



4. Culpability & Suspicions

 THE CAPTAIN'S
STATEROOM on the upper deck was a blatant extravagance compared to
the passenger quarters, which were obviously part of an aging
military transport haphazardly converted for mass emigrations. Even
the air smelled better, lacking the usual stale, metallic odor.
Holografix similar to theirs on Mira III danced behind transparent
walls, filling the room with computer-generated tones patterned
acoustically from the colored images. Across the room, behind a
sprawling desk, sat a man, broad shoulders accentuated by a black
uniform trimmed with red braid and emblazoned with the ornaments of
rank. His thick, dark hair was cropped close, framing harsh,
steel-colored eyes that focused on Dirck’s father.

"Colonel Brightstar," he said. "So. We meet
again."

The voice was deep and distinctive, one that
Dirck would never forget. Nor the reaction it invoked in his
father. Even Jen looked startled, not so much by the captain
himself as the obvious recognition between the two men.

"Augustus Troy," ‘Merapa muttered in apparent
disgust, Miran façade entirely stripped away.

Dirck's gut wrenched into a familiar knot,
one usually reserved for Creena's NCRs. His father had never
triggered such a sense of fear before in his entire life. But he'd
never seen him act like this before, either.

Captain Troy's expression hardened, as
unyielding and cold as Miran cement. "I've been expecting you," he
said.

His father’s icy glare didn't waver as the
captain pointed at the holoscreen beside them.

"Sensor data indicate an intruder tampered
with one of our escape pods and set off the firing sequence. Those
same data implicate your daughter as the perpetrator. Since she's a
pre-adult, she'll be indicted by proxy, namely you. The Law
classifies unauthorized use of military property as third degree
treason. As more definitive data surface, it could be
upgraded."

Troy paused, waiting. ‘Merapa’s expression
didn't thaw.

"You'll also be fined and expected to pay
replacement costs. Or, in the event the pod is recovered, for its
refurbishment and repair." Troy paused, folded his arms. "While
your expected compensation as Cyraria's chief terralogist is
undoubtedly quite generous, future income is worthless toward
criminal penalties, and all your assets on Mira III were dissolved
when you reclaimed your Esheronian citizenship."

"Meaning?" his father replied, eyes
narrowed.

For an instant, Troy's dark eyes glimmered,
almost as if he were amused. "Meaning, quite simply, do you have
any idea how you'll pay for this?"

‘Merapa’s pause was carefully weighted, eyes
fixed on Troy like a weapon. "No."

Troy blinked, leaned back in his seat. "I
see. I thought you knew everything, Brightstar. Well. Perhaps you'd
like to think about it some more, possibly reconsider your earlier
position." He drummed his desk with stubby fingers a few times
before he continued, a different tone coloring his voice. "We could
probably work something out, don't you think?"

The soft expression of grafix was the only
reply. For the first time, Troy switched his gaze to Jen, then let
it linger for a moment on Dirck, who shifted his weight, convinced
the captain was staring at the zit firing the end of his nose.

"Any questions?" Troy invited.

His father’s jaw tightened. "Yes."

"What is it, Brightstar?"

"Where's my daughter? What are you doing to
bring her back?"

"Our calculations indicate the pod's on its
way to a planet called Verdaris. However, as you must surely know,
finding that pod is of no more consequence to me than recovering
refuse. Any rescue operations must be privately funded. By
you."

Dirck tried not to shiver as the temperature
of his father’s stare plunged some more.

"I see," ‘Merapa replied.

"Anything else?"

"Yes," ‘Merapa said evenly. "I want the pod’s
specifications. All of them. Also, its last known trajectory,
velocity, distance to its destination, all available data."

"That takes time."

"Why? What's the problem? Class four
telemetry is available real-time."

"We'll see," Troy replied, the power play too
obvious to miss. "Anything else?"

"Have you notified the Interplanetary
Protection Patrol?"

"Of course. A message packet went out to the
IPP automatically at jettison. And your time's up, Brightstar. If
you don't have anything more meaningful to say, you're
dismissed."

Dirck’s father paused only long enough to
make a point before turning on his heel and leading the way out.
The door slid closed behind them, grafix abruptly replaced by the
rhythmic rumble of starship systems.

"What was that all about?" Jen asked,
matching his brother’s stride. "I take it you two have met
before."

The glint in ‘Merapa’s eyes was worthy of the
strongest alloy. "We've met, all right," he replied. "Troy was the
liaison in that buy-out a while back. Except now, he has more
bargaining power than ever. Makes me wonder whether this was really
an accident."

Jen's eyes widened. "You think Creena was
abducted?"

"I don't know. Troy's ruthless. There's no
telling what he might do."

"What are you going to do?"

"I don't know. I honestly don't know."

Dirck’s knot of fear wrenched tighter as he
realized that those were words he'd never heard his father say.

After returning to the passenger level, they
kept walking for what seemed forever. Dirck finally realized that
they were walking in circles, his father stalling what would
inevitably be an even more unpleasant conversation when they went
inside.

Dirck knew that before he was born, his
father had promised his mother that they'd remain on Mira III. It
was a condition when they'd bonded, one that he'd agreed to,
knowing it offered a cultured and predictable environment for
raising a family. Occasionally, especially when Creena would gripe
about The Laws, he'd tell horrifying stories of the war-torn
world he'd left when he was twelve.

Then the transfer came. No one was happy
about moving, but job assignments weren't negotiable. At least Jen
and his family were going, too. Families were close on Mira III and
the prospect of complete isolation was impossible to comprehend.
Unfortunately, his mother’s brother, Kranston, held an important
military post and would remain behind, which bothered her
tremendously. Dirck always thought Kranston was on a different
plane or possibly dimension, anyway, but nonetheless he was
family.

Before long, the group stood outside their
cabin, ‘Merapa’s hand hovering in front of the palmlock. He held it
there for a moment, then grimaced and let his hand fall to his
side, eyes fixed on some distant thought.

"You all right?" Jen asked.

He nodded unconvincingly. Jen rested his hand
on his brother’s shoulder, staring with him to some other time.
Gradually, ‘Merapa’s posture relaxed. The rock in Dirck’s own gut
softened and he let out a sigh, never dreaming how priceless his
uncle’s calming influence would prove in the days to come. Maybe it
related to being a healer, maybe not, but what mattered now was
that it worked, as evidenced by the fact that his father’s
expression was slightly more relaxed, though his eyes remained
troubled.

"What am I going to tell her, Jen?" he asked
quietly.

Jen's face brightened with a dim but genuine
smile. "The truth, little brother."

Dirck stiffened as ‘Merapa's scornful laugh
echoed from the bulkheads.

"I've never told her anything less," he said.
"Never. Never had to. There wasn't much to shield her from on Mira
III. But this! The only person in the entire galaxy who could have
helped is my avowed enemy from a past that I’d like to forget. So
not only were my worst suspicions confirmed, but now I've been
charged with a capital offense. The truth, Jen? Sweet benefics,
where do I even start?

"The relativistic time concerns alone are
staggering. A pod runs at subluminal velocities with no warp
harmonics. It may not even have inertial time adjustment
capability, since that’s usually provided by the HIO."

The Hostii Intragalactic Organization, or
HIO, provided Time Adjustment Stations and other assistance, as
necessary, to keep space travelers on the right time track.
Otherwise, they could wind up in a time thousands of years beyond
when they expected to arrive.

"While days pass on the pod," ‘Merapa went
on, "years are passing for us. Coordinating a rescue effort without
HIO support will be impossible."

Jen squeezed his shoulder. "You'll figure out
something, ‘merafra," he said, using the affectionate term for
brother. "You always do."

"I don't know," Dirck’s father answered.
"Remember what they told us on Esheron, about keeping our families
together and bracing for the unexpected. I vowed to protect them
from all harm and always have. Until now. Now we're not only
separated by space and time, but my ability to correct the
situation has been squashed, possibly by a prison term. Or
worse."

Dirck met his father’s eyes then quickly
looked away. His entire existence had been on a world where he knew
exactly what would happen at any given time: academic zones,
recreation zones, meal zones, exercise zones, sleep zones. Yet, in
the last decichron, anything he'd even vaguely expected had
exploded in his face.

‘Merapa hesitated a moment longer, but not
long enough to suit Dirck, who followed grimly as the three entered
their cramped quarters. He flinched as the vice-like grip of a
headache began in his neck and crept toward his scalp, dragging
with it a swell of nausea.

The barrage of answerless questions had only
begun.


5. Data

 The Aquarius

Passenger Level 7

LAREN CLOSED HIS EYES and indulged in a
sigh, grateful for the dark and quiet, even as he sank deeper into
a widening abyss. Convincing his bondmate, Sharra, that Creena was
reasonably safe had taken more sidestepping than he'd expected, and
now the fact he hadn't been entirely honest weighed upon him like
Miran cement. He'd never lied to her before, technically hadn't
this time, yet he hadn't been clear about how bad it really was,
either.

As expected, it worked, for eventually her
questions had stilled, trust renewed sufficiently that she'd agreed
to cyll out and get some rest. It was well into sleepzone, every
cyll's status a steady blue.

Except one.

And Creena's, of course, dark and still.

Not so his older son, he noted, watching the
persistent movement betrayed by the unsteady amber on the control
panel. The boy was probably confused and scared beyond
comprehension. He understood only too well. Until recently, life on
Mira III had liberated him from the icy grip of fear so commonplace
on Esheron, its absence so long he'd sometimes wondered if the
sensibility had been lost.

It hadn't.

Flames of outrage and reprisal had likewise
made a comeback, his nearly forgotten, silent heritage no longer
hidden by thirty years of compliance. Instead, the fire grew,
unmitigated by training, logic, or reason. The intensity of the
feelings was so strong, so uncharacteristic, that he wondered if he
would have reacted differently if he and Jen hadn't made that trip
to Esheron.

Previously, any memory of his naterra had
been limited to seismic alarms and his mother's reaction when their
Guardian had delivered the news of his father's death, back when he
was around Deven’s age. He must have had some culture shock upon
their move, some problems adjusting, but all he'd remembered until
now was a dull progression of zones.

As a boy, he'd nearly forgotten about both
Esheron and The Order with the advent of Miran security.
Nearly, but not quite. Those sentimental excursions years later,
when faced with insurmountable challenges, surprised no one more
than himself.

Sharra never did believe that anything beyond
bureaucratic influence had gotten them permission to bond.
Crediting his favor with the authorities instead, she remained
unbelieving that some ethereal, cosmic influence could make a
difference. Nonetheless, she remained fascinated, even more so when
they bonded and he'd insisted on giving her the traditional vows of
faithfulness, honesty and love. On a world where state-arranged
marriages were the usual, meaningless norm, she couldn’t help but
embrace the quaint promise of eternal faithfulness. Eventually, she
acknowledged that their sense of family was strong and meaningful,
much more than the average Miran.

But that was all.

Any link or influence related to something as
foreign as deific intervention or favor was simply never discussed
and the subject faded from conversation.

In spite of his own conviction that such vows
were not simply nice but necessary, he'd been unable to explain
why. Being Miran, she didn't pursue it, other than admitting that
it gave her an odd sense of comfort when he was gone on lengthy and
hazardous assignments throughout the galaxy. Later, she'd
participated in each ritualistic Promise following the birth
of their children. Children that were supposed to be raised on Mira
III. Noble as his intent may have been, those vows had mattered
little on a world where to protect and shield from harm of any kind
was as undefined as division by zero.

Now, suddenly it did matter. A lot.

Once again, protection and The Order
had meaning. He was surprised at how easily it had come back, as
visible as the stars also became once beyond Mira's ever-present
fog. It had been everything on Esheron: emotional survival,
temporal assistance, a secure repository for vital records, which
would have otherwise been lost. Records without which he wouldn't
have the responsibilities or the problems he had now.

He reflected some more on his
Promises, how they'd suddenly become a matter of life or
death. There was no question he had to keep them. It was just a
matter of how.

* * *

Dirck lay on his side, staring out the cyll's
privacy cover at the dimly lit quarters beyond. The emptiness of
Creena's cyll above penetrated every cell in his body, yet his mind
refused to accept she was really gone. It didn’t even make sense
that he could feel her absence, a cold and empty void, but he
could. Everything felt different since leaving Mira III and he
definitely didn’t like it.

Everyone else was cylled out to blue, except
his father who was slouched in a chair a few meters away,
wakefulness evident in spite of the darkened cabin. Dirck thought
he knew him well, but both the person in Troy's office and the one
he saw now bore few similarities to the father he'd known all his
life. That lame explanation he'd given to his mother didn't help,
either.

Somehow, such great, gaping holes of omission
seemed a betrayal of sorts. Dirck had never broken any of The
Laws, but he knew how to tread in the cracks, so skillfully
that no one had the slightest clue how far he’d pushed them from
time to time. Especially Creena. There were times when she’d been
in trouble that he’d wanted to give her a few hints how to avoid
the consequences, yet didn’t dare admit, particularly to her, that
he even thought of such things. One thing he knew, omission was
always his best ally. Yet, he'd never seen it used so effectively
before, to the point of his being downright shocked by the ease of
‘Merapa’s delivery. What happened to the Requisite Values of
honesty and integrity? About all that remained in his father’s
explanation was that he knew Troy from before, Creena was on her
way to a planet called Verdaris, and he was working on a rescue
plan.
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