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TheM oon'sShadow

Throne

In his seventeenth year of life, Jai gained an empire and lost everything he valued.

Stately buildings faced a plazatiled in white and gray stone. Clouds hung low in the sky, their drizzle
saturating the air. Evening had come, a time when the heat of the sixty-two-hour day on the world Delos
cooled enough to make the temperature tolerable for its human colonists.

Two young men walked across the plaza, coming from the embassy of the Allied Worlds of Earth. One
wore simple clothes, a sweater and trousers. The other had on elegant garb with a severe cut, the cloth as
black as shadows. Even in the misty air, hisblack hair glittered.

On the other side of the plaza, the embassy of the Eubian Concord stood in grandeur, large and solid, with
many columns. Six men descended its stairs. Four were strongly built and moved like machines, their
uniforms black and their eyes the color of rust. They were guarding the other two men. The larger of the
two, taller even than the looming guards, had a shock of glittering white hair and a commanding presence.
His patrician features and red eyes identified him as a Highton Aristo, a member of the most powerful, the
wealthiest, and possibly the most hated ruling caste ever known to humanity.

The other man had his wrists locked behind his back in slave restraints. The prisoner moved stiffly, his
chin thrust out but his eyes glazed. A gust stirred his wine-red hair around his handsome face. A diamond
collar circled his neck and diamond guards glinted on his wrists and ankles. His white shirt, costly and
impractical, was tucked into his dark pants. He walked barefoot.

The groups approached each other.

The two youths from the Allied Embassy stopped in the center of the plaza. The onein black clothes was
tall, with broad shoulders and an athletic build. His features very much resembled those of the Highton
man with the glittering white hair and were subtly echoed in the faces of the four guards.

The prisoner bore no resemblance to him...

At least not at first glance.

Jai Rockworth waited with hisfriend, Mik Fresnel, as the group of Eubians crossed the plazato them. A
deep-seated fear within Jai urged him to run, but he forced himself to remain still. He now wished he had
brought more people. Had he been naive, assuming the Eubians would treat this exchange with honor?
Given the number of armed guards in their group, he would have little recourse if they decided to take
him without relinquishing their prisoner. But it was too late for second thoughts. If he didn’t go through
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with this now, he might never find the courage to try again.

He recognized the white-haired man in the center of the Eubian group: Corbal Xir. Jai had seen him on
countless news broadcasts. As a cousin of the late emperor, Xir stood close to the Carnelian Throne of
Eube. The emperor, Jaibriol the Second, had died without a known heir, and many expected Xir to clam
thetitle. The ruby color of Corbal Xir’'s eyes disturbed Jai—for it exactly matched his own. During the
last two years, Jai had hidden his with brown lenses. Xir showed no such compunction about revealing his
Aristo genetics,

Jai felt asif aband were constricting around his chest. He had no idea how to deal with a man like Xir.
The Eubian group halted afew pacesin front of him. The man in slave restraints stood with a numb
expression, watching Jai with no hint of recognition. But Jai knew his face. Eldrin Valdoria. Prince
Eldrin.

His uncle.

If | could free you from your pain by taking it into myself,Jai thought,| would. Nothing he could do would
change what his uncle had already suffered, but he could see to it that Eldrin endured no more. Hetried
not to think that it would take so little, so terrifyingly little, for him to end up exactly like his uncle.

Xir spoke to Jai in the language of the Highton Aristos, his voice arumble of authority. “| propose a
simultaneous exchange. Y ou and Prince Eldrin walk forward at the same time.”

“Very well,” Jai answered in flawless Highton. But when he turned to Mik, he switched to English.
“Thank you for coming.” He wanted to say so much more, but he couldn’t take the risk.

Mik glanced uneasily at the Eubians. When he gave Jai a questioning look, Jai shook his head, fearing
Mik would ask for an explanation Jai could never provide. But Mik just offered his hand. Jai shook it with
agratitude he didn’t dare show, and also with sorrow, knowing he was saying good-bye to his friend
forever.

“I"'m not sure what you’'re doing,” Mik said quietly. “But | will remember what you said.”

Jai wished he could say more:Never forget. No matter what you hear of me from this day on, remember
the Jai you knew. But Mik couldn’t hear histhoughts, and Jai could say nothing in front of the Eubians.
He nodded to Mik, his throat tight. Then he composed his face into a mask of Highton arrogance and
faced Corbal Xir. Jai had barricaded his telepath’s mind, turning it into a mental fortress, and so he
received nothing from the Eubians, no sense of their emotions or thoughts.

Prince Eldrin was staring at him—and suddenly Jaifelt his uncle’s mind. Recognition went through him
like ajolt of electricity: Eldrin was also atelepath. Even having known it ahead of time, Jai was il
startled by the strength of his uncle’s mind. Either Jai was more attuned to him than to the Aristos, who
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had no ability as psions, or else his uncle’'s mental barriers had slipped. Whatever the reason, the impact
of Eldrin’s emotions staggered Jai. He knew the other man’s confusion and anguish asiif it were his own.
Another realization hit him: until this moment, Eldrin had known nothing about the exchange. The shock
of realizing his captors intended to trade him had caused Eldrin’s barriersto dlip.

When Jai spoke to Eldrin, he made himself show a cam he didn’t come close to feeling. “ Shall we
begin?’

“Yes.” The prince’ s voice rasped with laryngitis so severe he had trouble speaking.

The raw sound of his uncle’s voice shook Jai. He feared to learn what had injured Eldrin’s vocal cords.
Screams |eft scars that could haunt a man.

He and Eldrin walked forward. When they reached each other, Jai wanted to stop, to ask Eldrin the
questions surging within him, to offer reassurance, to beg forgiveness for the life Jai was embarking on.
But he could do nothing, show no hint of hisroiling emotions. They passed in silence, Eldrin going to the
Allieds and Jai to the Eubians.

Jai stopped when he reached Corbal Xir. The older man nodded in acknowledgment, though of what, Jai
didn’t know. A chill went through him at the soulless intensity of Xir' s gaze. Ja returned his nod, then
turned to see Eldrin reach Mik. Asthe prince halted, he looked back. For an instant he and Jai stared at
each other. In that moment, even the mist seemed to wait. Would Eldrin askwhy ? Would he curse his
captors?

The moment passed, and Jai no longer felt his uncle' s emotions. Eldrin’s mental barriers had come up
again. Jai didn’t think his uncle even realized they had dlipped.

The Eubians closed around Jai in atight formation and swept him away, headed for their embassy. Jai set
his shoulders and faced his future, though dread haunted him.

So it was that Jai Rockworth—also known as Jaibriol the Third—claimed his place as emperor of Eube,
the largest empire in the history of humanity.

2

Advent

Aportico with a high arch formed the entrance of the Eubian Embassy. As Jai entered the building, a
muscle in his cheek twitched. The four guards loomed around him, bulky and silent, arms swinging
precisely at their sides, their faces hard. He found it difficult to absorb the enormity of it, that he walked
with Lord Corbal Xir, one of the most feared men in settled space. When the great doors of the embassy
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thundered shut behind them, Jai felt asif he were trapped in a mausoleum. Jai Rockworth had died; from
thisday on hewas Jaibriol I11.

He protected his mind, strenghtening his mental shields until no trace of his telepathic ability could leak
to the Traders with him. No, theEubians. He had to remember; Eubians never referred to themselves as
Traders. That name came from the people of the Skolian Imperial ate, who abhorred the Eubians for
basing their economy on a slave trade. For the rest of hislife, Jai would have to maintain his defenses; he
could never weaken, neither in his behavior nor his mental protections, lest it reveal that he who dared
claim the Carnelian Throne was aslave. A provider.

Nausea surged in Jai and he nearly lost his composure. More than any other reason, Aristos were hated
because they used providers to transcend. Providers were empaths and telepaths; Aristos were anti-
empaths. An Aristo could pick up the physical or emotional anguish of a psion, but instead of registering
it as pain, the Aristo felt pleasure. The stronger a psion, the more transcendence he or she “provided” the
Aristo. Craving the experience with a need that verged on obsession, Aristos made psionsinto the slaves
they called “providers.” Their pitiless culture allowed no exceptions; al empaths and telepaths were
providers.

Jai knew he would have to protect his mind every day for the rest of hislife. The immensity of it was
more than he could absorb. If he slipped even once, revealing he was a psion, his life would become hell.

And yet—nhis claim to the throne was genuine.

To gain histitle he had sent Corbal Xir alock of his hair. Its DNA would show him as the true son of
Jaibriol I, the previous emperor of Eube, who had died less than two months ago. The Eubians would
undoubtedly check and double-check his DNA, but Jai knew they would find the proof they needed. His
great-great-grandfather, Eube Qox, had founded the Eubian Concord and been its first emperor. Eube had
been an Aristo of course, a Highton in fact, part of the highest Aristo caste. Only a Highton could be
emperor. Jai’ s great-grandfather, Jaibriol 1, had also been a Highton Aristo, as had been Jai’ s grandfather,
Ur Qox.

Or so everyone believed.

Only Jai knew the truth: his great-grandfather had bred psi traits into the imperial line. A powerful enough
psion could use ancient technology that survived from the long-dead Ruby Empire, technology the
modern age couldn’t reproduce—or defend against. But no Aristo could be a psion; the traits, considered
a debilitating weakness, weren't part of the Aristo gene pool. The genes that created a psion were
recessive, which meantboth parents had to contribute them to their child for the abilities to manifest.

Jaibriol | had sired a son with one of his providers and forced his empress to acknowledge the child as her
own, making the boy heir to the throne. It was an unspeakabl e abomination by Highton standards, but the
emperor had been fanatically hungry for the power of the ancient Ruby machines.

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Catherine%20Asaro0%20-%20Moon's%20Shadow.html (8 of 322) [12/30/2004 8:17:07 PM]



TheM oon'sShadow

The boy, Ur Qox, had been Jai’ s grandfather. Ur had the psi genes only from his mother, so hewasn’'t a
psion. But he too fathered a child on one of his providers—and that son, Jaibriol |1, had been a Ruby
telepath, the most powerful of all psions. He possessed the mental power to use the ancient machines,
which would have made it possible for him to conquer human-settled space. Through him, the Aristos
could have subjugated all humanity.

Jaibriol Il had other ideas. He had fled his heritage, appalled by its brutality, and secretly married another
Ruby psion, awarrior queen of the Skolian Imperiaate, Eube’ s greatest enemy. Her name had been Soz
Valdoria.

Jal’ s mother.

So Jai had been born a Ruby telepath, the first child of Jaibriol 11 and Soz Vadoria. No one knew his
mother and father had hidden in exile for fifteen years. But ESComm, the Eubian military, had finally
found Jai’ s father and torn him away from hisidyllic life, never realizing he had afamily. In secret, Jai’s
mother had left her children on Earth, to protect them. Then she had launched the Radiance War—a
shattering conflict that brought two star-spanning empires to their knees—all to rescue her husband from
his own people.

Jai’ s parents had died in that war.

One consolation remained to Jai, the knowledge that his mother and father had been reunited in an escape
shuttle before amissile exploded it. They had died together. He struggled against the hotnessin his eyes.
The grief was too great; he had never been able to weep for their loss. He feared if he started, he would
never stop.

His parents had dreamed of atime when Eube and Skoliawould know peace. Somehow, some way, he
would turn that dream into reality. He would find away to ensure that the two people who had gifted him
with their unconditional love hadn’t died in vain.

Drizzle misted over Eldrin, dampening his clothes and hair. His body ached from hislast “chat” with his
interrogators. He stared dully after the Traders as they walked toward their embassy, two Highton Aristos
surrounded by four guards. He wondered what game of cruelty they were playing with him thistime.

The unfamiliar youth who had stayed here in the plaza spoke to Eldrin in stilted Highton, his accent
amost too thick to understand. “Cold you are? We go back.”

Eldrin narrowed his gaze. The youth looked about eighteen, average in height, a bit shorter than Eldrin,
with brown hair and eyes, and afriendly face. If Eldrin hadn’t known better, he would have mistaken his
new tormentor for a schoolboy from Earth.
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The youth glanced at Eldrin’s bound arms, then raised his gaze quickly, asif he didn’t want to look. “Like
you to make your arms free?’ he asked.

Eldrin stepped back, his head jerking. What new tricks had they devised? His jaw clenched so hard, he
felt tendons stand out in his neck.

“Okay, we don’t have to do that,” the boy said in English, more to himself than Eldrin. In histerrible
Highton, he added, “Go weto Allied Embassy.” He indicated a building. “Embassy. Allied Worlds. Earth.
Y ou come with me, yes?’

They picked a good actor.Eldrin readied himself to fight or run. Redlistically, he knew he would lose
either way; he could do little with his hands locked behind his back. But he had to try. He couldn’t let
them break him.

“Come, yes?’ the boy repeated. “We remove restraints.”

Eldrin had intended to stay silent, but he couldn’t keep his hatred inside. “Go rot in a Tazorli
whorehouse.” He spoke in Skolian Flag, alanguage of his own people. He would never willingly use
Highton, not if they tortured him for a hundred years.

The youth’s eyes widened. He switched into Flag. “I’m not a Eubian, | swear it.” He spoke the Skolian
much better than Highton. “Y ou are free now, in the territory of the Allied Worlds of Earth. We offer you
protection.”

Eldrin said nothing.

The boy tried again. “My name is Mik Fresnel. I’m avolunteer with the Dawn Corps. We're agroup from
Earth helping with rescue and rel ocation operations now that the war is over.”

“Mik” looked so earnest, he could have fueled a spaceship on his sincerity. Eldrin saw their game now:
convince him that he was free, that the fighting had ended, let him taste it, believe it, revel in it—and then
send him back to interrogation.

After another silence, Mik said, “It's warmer in the embassy.” His lopsided smile would have been
charming had it been genuine. “ The dining room has some pretty good soup.”

Eldrin tried not to imagine the soup. Cold was seeping into his body, weakening the emotional numbness
he held around himself like a shield. His arms and wrists throbbed. He had been shackled during the trip
he and Corbal had taken through space, or wherever, to reach this place. At least Corbal hadn’t ordered
any other restraints beyond what basic security required. Strange that only Eldrin’sinterrogators inflicted
pain, never Corbal.
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Eldrin struggled to suppress his memories of what he had endured from the intelligence officersin
ESComm, Eubian Space Command. He hoped the bastards rotted in hell. They could have questioned him
without savagery. Humane methods existed, but they had chosen otherwise.

He had expected even worse from Corbal Xir, a Highton lord high in the Aristo caste system. Corbal
could have done whatever he wanted to Eldrin, yet he had held back. Had Eldrin been more gullible, he
might have believed Corbal was showing compassion. But it wasimpossible.

Rain continued to soak his clothes. His feet had become so cold he could barely feel histoes. Muscle
tremors shook his body.

“Please,” Mik coaxed. “We can help you.” For some reason he looked upset. “Let us help.”
“Liar.” Eldrin’s voice rasped. So cold. He was so cold.

“No one will touch you without your consent.” Mik stepped away, toward the purported Allied Embassy.
“You have my word.”

Eldrin didn’t want to go with him. He had to resist. But he couldn’t keep the image of steaming soup out
of hismind. Almost against hiswill, he moved toward the embassy.

Mik gave him an encouraging smile. He continued to walk, looking back at Eldrin, his expression offering
unspoken assurances. So Eldrin limped after him. A drop of rain coalesced in his eye and ran down his
face. It had to berain, not atear. He refused to weep.

Mik led him around the side of the supposed Allied Embassy. But when they reached a recessed entrance,
Eldrin froze. A soldier in fatigues guarded the door, a burly man standing ramrod straight with a laser
carbine gripped in both hands.

“No.” Eldrin despised the edge of panic in hisvoice. He jerked back and stumbled on the slick flagstones.
Unable to regain his balance, he dropped to one knee. Agony flared through his leg, and he bit the inside
of his mouth to keep from groaning.

Mik was blathering, some gibberish in that damnable soothing voice of his. Eldrin bent his head and shut
out the words. He willed his body to be impervious, trying to believe it would work today, unlike all the
other days. Even knowing they would soon pull him to his feet and take him away, he couldn’t givein,
couldn’t let them see him weaken.

After atime, his mind began to clear. Focusing outward, he saw Mik afew feet away, also kneeling, his
forehead creased with concern. Behind Mik, the soldier was still by the column, but he had lowered his
gun and taken aless threatening stance. He looked troubled rather than implacable.

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Catherine%20Asaro%20-%20Moon's%20Shadow.html (11 of 322) [12/30/2004 8:17:08 PM]



TheM oon'sShadow

“Areyou al right?’ Mik asked.

Eldrin said nothing. He rose slowly, his battered muscles protesting the effort. Mik also stood, looking
solicitous. The kid could have won an acting award. If he was akid. For all Eldrin knew, the Traders had
biosculpted one of their special operations officers to pass as an Earth boy.

Mik indicated the soldier. “Lieutenant Parkins won't hurt you. No one will.” He spoke carefully. “We
understand what you are.”

“And what isthat?’ Eldrin could barely speak, his throat hurt so much. “Scum, according to your Aristo
owners?’

“I"'m not aTrader. | swear it to you. I’'m an Earth citizen. You're on Allied territory.” Awkward now, Mik
added, “You're no longer a provider.”

Eldrin sneered at him. “A provider? How could you know? | never told you.”

“Your collar.” An unstated horror lurked in Mik’s gaze. “Only a provider would have one made from
diamonds.”

Eldrin would have touched the collar around his neck if his hands had been free. An Allied citizen might
have guessed that he was a provider from his rich garb and restraints. More likely, “Mik” aready knew.
Although Eldrin couldn’t pick up anything from the youth’ s thoughts, that meant nothing. Eldrin’s mind
was bruised. While interrogating him, his tormentors had transcended, and the anti-empathic link they had
forced on him, using his pain for their pleasure, had wounded his mind.

Y et he couldn’t quell the traitorous hope stirring within him. Watching Mik and the soldier, he limped
across the flagstones. The ground felt like afurnace; the soles of his feet could no longer distinguish hot
and cold.

Mik ushered him through the doorway, placing himself between Eldrin and the taciturn lieutenant, who
persisted in looking worried. Inside the embassy, they followed corridors of rose-hued marble veined in
gold, with ceilings that arched high above their heads. Every now and then they passed a statue in awall
niche.

When Mik stopped at a door bordered by friezes, Eldrin stayed back. He could feel hisfeet alittle now,
perhaps enough to run. But to where?

Mik held open the door. “Would you like to come in? You can rest.”

Eldrin meant to refuse; instead he found himself saying, “ The soup...?’ Images came to him, hot and
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savory.

“I’ll have someone bring dinner.” Another emotion showed now in Mik. Dismay? It made no sense to
Eldrin.

Wary, full of mistrust, Eldrin entered the foyer inside. White walls surrounded him, with abstract holo-art
in swirls of soft color. As he walked into a hallway beyond the foyer, his toes sunk into a bone-white
carpet. Just that slight relief was too much to bear. This was an excruciatingly effective torture; even
knowing what they intended, he would weep when they took this away.

The hall ended in aliving room with white walls and more of the soothing holo-art. The opposite wall
consisted of afloor-to-ceiling window; beyond it, outside, paths circled gardens planted with purple
blossoms. In the central flowerbed, bushes sculpted like ships sailed a sea of blue-green foliage, their
bases foamed with white flowers. The beauty of the scene lied, promising peace instead of misery.

A click came from the right. Eldrin spun around, tensing to defend himself. Mik was bending over a
console by the wall, but when Eldrin moved, Mik glanced at him. Eldrin didn’t know how his expression
appeared, but whatever it was, it caused Mik to stop what he was doing and straighten up.

“I"m just contacting the dining hall,” Mik said. “That’s al.”

Eldrin wished he could fold his arms across his chest for protection against the cold. It didn’t matter that
the air was warm,; the chill came from inside him. He fought down his nausea.

When Eldrin said nothing, Mik went to work on the console again, but slowly, letting Eldrin see his every
move. The boy appeared to do what he claimed, ordering food, but Eldrin had no doubt the ever-so-trusty
Mik also notified his superiors that their prisoner had arrived. Their security would be monitoring this
room.

Mik turned to Eldrin, then hesitated, seeming uncertain. He motioned at a sofa across the room. “Would
you like to sit?’

Gods, yes.But Eldrin stayed put.
“Sir?” Mik gestured, offering the couch.

Eldrin wanted to refuse, but he knew they would play this game however they wished regardless of what
he chose. He walked to the couch, more in defiance of his fear than in acceptance of Mik’sinvitation. He
expected an attack from behind, but he reached the sofa unharmed. He sat on one end, lowering his body
with care, ready to jump up if he had to defend himself.

Eldrin wondered when Corbal would arrive. The Xir lord often joined him for dinner, lavishing feasts on
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his exotic new provider. He treated Eldrin well, but asif Eldrin were atreasured art object rather than a
human being. Except a collector wouldn’t touch awork of art for fear of causing damage. Corbal had no
such compunctions.

Eldrin shut away that thought. Safer to wonder who owned Mik. Although the youth wore no restraints,
he had to have an Aristo owner. Of all the billions of Eubians spread across the Eubian empire, none was
free except those in the three Aristo castes—Hightons, Diamonds, and Silicates—and they numbered no
more than a few thousand. Most Eubian slaves were taskmakers and lived comfortable lives, some even
rising to a certain amount of authority and wealth. Over atrillion taskmakers existed; with so many
owned by so few Aristos, they had to have enough autonomy to run their own lives and maintain the
riches and power of their owners.

Providers were different. As psions, they were rare aimost to extinction and difficult to create in genetics
labs. Asaresult, only afew thousand existed, most of them conceived naturally. Eldrin grimaced. He
didn’'t want his“elite” standing. Providers had no status, no possessions, and no autonomy.

He thought of the Aristo who had switched places with him in the plaza. The exchange baffled Eldrin.
Apparently they expected him to believe they had traded him to the Allieds for some Highton youth. Did
Corbal really think he was that stupid? No trade in the universe was worth giving up Eldrin Valdoria, their
captive Skolian prince. The Traders knew it. The Allieds knew it. Eldrin knew it. Even if Corbal had

agreed to such atrade for some bizarre reason, the Allieds wouldn’t have sent two teenage boys to do it.
What did Corbal hope to achieve with this charade? It was almost strange enough to believe it wasreal.

No.He couldn’t weaken. They wanted him to believe, but he wouldn’t be fooled. He couldn’t bear the
pain of having his hope crushed.

Eldrin drew hisfeet up on the couch, pulling his knees to his chest, his limbs shaking from his inner chill,
a coldness that had begun the night of his capture. He wasn't sure how long he had been a prisoner—a
month, maybe even two.

A rustle drew his attention. Mik was standing in front of him, holding athermal quilt. Eldrin thought the
boy had spoken, but he wasn't sure.

“What?' Eldrin asked hoarsely.

Mik offered the quilt. “Y ou were shivering.”

“Cold.”

Mik tucked the blanket around him. Unexpected warmth spread over Eldrin like a benediction.

“Do you mind if | ask your name?’ Mik asked.
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“Who ishe?’ Eldrin whispered.

“He?

The Aristo in the exchange,Eldrin wanted to say. But he didn’t speak. His throat hurt too much.

Mik pushed his hand through his hair. “ Can you tell me about yourself? | need to notify my superiors.”
“You aready did.” Eldrin could barely manage the words.

“They do know you’re here,” Mik admitted. “But no one will approach you without your permission.”
Eldrin shook his head. He knew he should stay aert, but he was so tired...

Sotired...

Voices made Eldrin stir. Had he lept? He was lying with his head on the armrest, his body pulled into a
ball, his hands clenching the quilt in front of his body.

Across the room, Mik stood talking to a woman with white hair and a dark-haired man. Two guards were
posted where the hallway met the living room. Sweat broke out on Eldrin’s forehead. These newcomers
wore civilian clothes, but he knew military officers when he saw them.

Mik was speaking in alow voice. He seemed flustered now, confused, worried. “I assumed Jay was
carrying out orders. It never occurred to me he would arrange a trade on his own, without telling anyone.”

“You're sure the trade was consensual ?’ the woman asked.

The dark-haired man spoke. “We' ve contacted the Eubian Embassy. They don’t say much, but it’s clear
Jay isn’t coming back.”

“You lied,” Eldrin whispered.

No one in Mik’s group heard, but one of the guards by the hall glanced at Eldrin. Then the man turned to
Mik’s group. “Mgor Armstead, | think our guest is awake.”

Asthey al turned to look, Eldrin sat up, slow and stiff, pulling the quilt around himself, though his shirt
offered plenty of warmth. Then it hit him: his arms were free. Mik had said no one would touch him
without his consent, yet someone had removed the restraints. They had also treated hisinjuries; his
lacerations no longer bled, and his welts had faded. For al that Mik’s claim had been false, Eldrin was
grateful they had eased his discomfort.
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Grateful ?His anger sparked. They extorted his emotions so easily, offering freedom from the pain if he
would just talk. But he could tell them nothing. Even if the agony became unbearable and he screamed
with the effort to speak, he could revea nothing they would find useful. The Skolian military had put
trapsin hisbrain. If he weakened, those traps would disrupt his neural connections, erasing memories.
Even knowing it was necessary, he hated that he would forget his family, hiswife, hisson...

“Sir?’

Eldrin focused outward. Mik was sitting on the table in front of the couch. A hearty aromatickled
Eldrin’s nose; behind Mik, atray waited with a steaming bow! of soup. Eldrin’s mouth watered.

“Would you like to eat?” Mik asked.

Eldrin nodded, letting the quilt fall to hiswaist. He wanted to clench it around himself like a shield, but he
refused to let hisfear show. He regarded Mik with cool reserve.

The youth offered the tray. Eldrin balanced it on his lap, aware of everyone watching him. Then he ate.
The soup warmed his throat, a balm to his ravaged vocal cords. His hope flared. Perhaps someday he
could sing again. He might never regain his full voice, but he would have his music.

Sing for whom? Corbal ? He would diefirst.

After he finished the soup, he drank the wine, grateful for its numbing effect. Then he slid the tray back
on the table.

The two people with Mik had, surprisingly, stayed across the room. A realization came to Eldrin: the
guard had called the woman “Major Armstead.” Only an Aristo, or a taskmaker with significant Aristo
heritage, could become such a highly ranked military officer. This major, however, had blue eyes with no
hint of red, and her face showed no sign of Aristo blood.

He steeled himself against hope. They had done this to him before, when they claimed they had his son
and would let Eldrin see him. He had rejoiced to know his son lived—until they revealed it was alie. He
had died inside then. He couldn’t et them do that to him again. Never again.

Mik was waiting. When Eldrin focused on him, the youth said, “ Colonel Y amadawould like to speak
with you.”

“Who is Colonel Yamada?’ Although Eldrin’s voice was ragged, it didn’t hurt as much now.

Mik indicated the officer next to Mg or Armstead, a man with dark eyes, a smooth, golden complexion,
and an aura of authority. He didn’t resemble an Aristo, and his mind lacked the hard edge of an ESComm
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officer. In fact, Eldrin sensed no deception in any of these people. He shook his head. This couldn’t be
true. The Eubians would never trade him, not even for another Highton.

After amoment, Mik said, “Would you prefer if we came back later?’
“What does Colonel Y amada want with me?’ Eldrin asked.
“Your name, for astart.” Mik sounded friendly.

Eldrin just looked at him. And then? Information about his family? Not only was Eldrin the consort of the
Ruby Pharaoh, he was aso, through his mother, in line for the Ruby Throne itself.

Mik tried again. “Can we do anything for you?’

The question confused Eldrin. They never asked what he wanted. It had to be atrick. He could call their
bluff. “I would like to Sleep.”

Mik indicated a door in the hallway. “The bedroom isin there. If you need anything, you can use the
console.”

Eldrin inclined his head, his gesture contained and guarded. “All right.”

Unexpectedly, everyone left, true to Mik’sword. After amoment, Eldrin went to the door in the hallway.
It opened onto a comfortable room with a holobook rack on one wall and a bed with a blue quilt against
another. Puzzled, Eldrin went back out to the foyer and tried the front door. To his surprise, it opened. The
two guards were outside, and one nodded to him. It was too strange. At aloss, Eldrin stepped outside and
waited. Incredibly, neither guard objected. He walked down the hall and they came with him; when he
stopped, so did they.

“Can we escort you anywhere?’ one asked.

Their behavior bewildered him, so much that he couldn’t answer. The Traders had never let him leave his
room. In truth, he had little wish to go anywhere; what he really wanted was the sleep his tormentors had
denied him for days.

Probing their behavior now, Eldrin returned to his suite. The guards came, too, and took up their posts
outside. Finally convinced they intended nothing dire, he went back into the suite to the bedroom, where
he collapsed on the bed.

Eldrin’s last thoughts, as he fell asleep, were of Dehya, her dark hair flowing. Dehya. Dyhianna Selei. The
Ruby Pharaoh.
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Hiswife.

They had told him she died.

3
The Gilded Cage

Corbal Xir poured the wine. It flowed into the crystal goblets, sparkling like rubies.

He offered Jai adrink. “It isfrom my vineyards, Y our Highness.” He said the title easily, asif he had
addressed Jai that way for years.

At aloss, Jai took the goblet. Hisinclination was to thank Corbal, but he had no idea how an Aristo would
respond. So he said nothing. He had been in the embassy for only afew minutes and already he felt asif
he were treading water in an ocean where he could all too easily drown.

The room disoriented him. It was circular rather than square. Plush red upholstery covered itswalls, and
gold shone everywhere, from the moldings that bordered the ceiling to the onion-shaped arches above the
doorways. Crystal sparkled on the chandelier, and the black lacquered tables gleamed. It all made him feel
suffocated.

He and Corbal were nominally alone; their guards had stayed outside. But Corbal surely had security
watching the room. Jai was clenching the stem of his goblet so hard, his hand ached. He felt so far out of
his league, he had no ideawhere to begin.

Corbal raised his drink, his smile as smooth as glass. “To your health.”

Jal just nodded, afraid to drink. Corbal took along swallow, then lowered his goblet. He glanced at Jai’s
glass with concern. “Does the wine not please you?’

“Yes, certainly.” Jai waited longer, but Corbal showed no distress. Relieved, Jai lifted his own goblet.
Corbal caught the glass just before the wine touched Jai’ s lips. Without a word, he pulled away the goblet.
Jai stiffened. “What are you doing?’

Disappointment showed on the older man’ s face, though whether it was real or planned, Jai couldn’t tell.

“Come,” Corbal said.
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He took Jai to an antique stand by the wall. A gold cage hung from ahook at itstop, and inside a bird
fluffed red feathers. Corbal opened the cage and set Jai’ s goblet inside.

The bird chirped. It dipped its translucent beak into the goblet, sipping the wine, and gave an appreciative
trill. Just as Jai smiled, the bird went silent. Swaying on the perch, it tilted its head. With aharsh cry, it
toppled off the perch and hit the bottom of the cage with a thud.

Jal stared at the bird, then at the wine in his goblet next to it. Without aword, he reached into the cage and
picked up the bird. It lay inert in his pam. Dead.

“Gods,” Jai whispered.

Corbal took Jai’ s glass and went to a pearly oval set into the wall, what Jai had thought was part of the
decor. When Corbal opened the panel, Jai realized it was adisposal unit. Corbal dropped in the goblet,
and the hum of its disintegration filled the room.

Jal feltill. “Y ou poisoned the wine.”

Corbal slowly turned, his face and manner cool. “It’s possible. Or perhaps | put poison in your glass or an
antidote in mine. Maybe | have internal systems that neutralize unwanted chemicals. Or the bird might be
sensitivein ways we aren’t.” He leaned against a darkwood desk that reflected the chandelier inits
polished surface. Then he took along swallow of his own wine.

Jai set the bird in the cage. His heart was racing, but he made himself speak without losing his cool. “Y ou
won't kill me.”

“No?’ Corbal smiled pleasantly. “And why isthat?’

“You gave away Prince Eldrin. The greatest prize Eube ever attained, and you let him go.” Somehow he
kept hisfear out of hisvoice. “No trade in the universe is worth that crime—except one. The Emperor of
Eube.” He prayed he wasright. “Fail to produce me, and the other Hightons will obliterate you.”

Xir sighed. “You are so painfully innocent.”

Jal gave a short laugh, hoping Corbal couldn’t see the fear it hid. “So | turn to the wisdom of my mentor,
the mighty Lord Xir? | don’t think so, Uncle.”

“Actually, we are cousins.” Corbal paused much the way Jai’ s mother had often done when she accessed
her internal computer. “Y our first cousin, twice removed. | was your grandfather’ s first cousin.”

Like asharp pain, Jai suddenly longed for the family he would never see again. He could never admit that
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the girl and two boys who had been foster children with him on Earth were actually his younger sister and
brothers. He had no friends here, no one he could trust, nowhere he could turn. He fought the foolish,
lonely part of him that wanted Corbal to fill the gap left by the loss of his family, friends, and the life he
had known.

Xir finished hiswine. Then he smiled, his face as cold as his ruby gaze. “Welcome to Eube, Y our
Highness.”

Ja swallowed. The words sounded like a curse.

Lady Tarquine Iquar, the Finance Minister of Eube, appreciated the hospitality offered to her and the
other biddersinvited to the auction. Admiral Taratus, the seller, had provided a sumptuous dinner for the
bidders. The dining chamber had the octagonal shape he seemed to favor, with gold walls and a domed
ceiling tiled by platinum mosaics. An air-bed stood discreetly in one corner.

Three other Hightons sat at the low dinner table with Tarquine. They reclined in loungers, two other
women and a man in the uniform of an ESComm general. Tarquine sipped wine from her goblet. Asthe
Highton Minister of Finance, she advised the emperor on the economy. Although she kept her appearance
at a healthy and vibrant forty years old, she had lived 104 years.

The chamber contained one other person, the provider on auction. At the moment, he was sitting on the
floor by another of the Highton women. Tarquine studied the man. He was an unparalleled item, no doubt.
Tall and well built, with long legs, a muscular physique, and an athletic grace, he compelled attention.
The age lines around his eyes and the maturity of his features added to his alure; this was no untried
youth or body-sculpted mannequin.

But this provider had more to him than his beauty. Although his hair and eyes appeared light brown,
Tarquine knew otherwise. He had bought some cheap genetic tattoo job that changed his coloring; reverse
the tattoo, and he would shimmer gold, his hair, his skin, even his eyes.

Y es, she knew. Only she had recognized him. He was supposedly a Skolian psion Admiral Taratus had
captured, but that barely touched the truth. Tarquine believed him to be Kelricson Valdoria Skolia, a Ruby
prince killed in battle eighteen years ago. He looked remarkably fetching for a dead man. Here he was, a
long lost heir of Imperial Skolia, kidnapped by pirates barely two months after the end of the war and put
up for auction.

Fascinating.

Tarquine took a sip of wine, listening as the others questioned Kelric. He answered in one-word
sentences, with no attempt to hide how much he hated the auction. His resistance attracted her.
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It didn’t surprise Tarquine that no one else recognized Kelric. He had been in the news only briefly, thirty-
five years ago, when he had wed a Skolian noblewoman, and then again when she had died two years
later. But Tarquine had never forgotten the gold prince of those newscasts, because she had so greatly
coveted him. He looked different now, older, experienced, his physique more heavily muscled than the
leggy young man from over three decades ago. When Taratus had sent holos of the provider he had to
auction, she hadn’t been certain it was Kelric. But now, seeing him in person, she had no doubt.

Of course she wouldn’'t reveal hisidentity. If ESComm learned that Eube had another Ruby prince, they
would take him for interrogation. She couldn’t allow that—because no matter how much it cost, she
intended to own Kelric Valdoria

Corbal Xir wasted no time taking Jai to the capital planet of Eube. They arrived only afew days after they
met on Delos. Jai’ s great-great-grandfather, Eube Qox, had named this world Eube’s Glory. Eube had
redesigned its solar system to please himself: he terraformed Glory to fit his taste, destroyed several
planets he didn’t like, and removed an asteroid belt that annoyed him. It gave Jai awindow into his
progenitor’ s mind, offering whole new insights into the word “megalomania.”

Over acentury and a half ago, Eube had comissioned the construction of amansion for his sister Ilinaon
her marriage to aLord Xir. Corbal was Ilina’ s son. Jai found it hard to absorb that his cousin had been
born 132 years ago. It made Jai acutely aware he was only seventeen, terminally young and
Inexperienced.

Corbal had brought him here to the Xir mansion after their arrival on Glory. It relieved Jai; he didn’t want
to see the Qox palace yet. His palace. His mother’ s forces had left it in ruins. She had come for his father,
but both of them had died trying to escape. Jai wasn't ready to face so many reminders of what he had
lost.

He went out onto a balcony and rested his hands on the rail, a bar of platinum engraved with abstract
tessellations. Thisrail alone was worth more than everything his family had owned in their exile. He
would have traded a thousand such bars to have back that simple life.

A spectacular landscape spread out below this high mountainside that served as home for the Xir

mansion. In the distance, across a valley, the Jaizire Mountains sheered into the sky, shrouded in mist.
Primordial forest tangled on their slopes and carpeted the lowlands. Jai inhaled the cold, thin air, adjusting
to its strange scent.

“A striking view,” avoice said.

Startled, Jai looked around. Corbal had joined him, elegant and imposing in his dark clothes.
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“Indeed,” Jai said. Corbal often used the word, though it meant nothing as far as Jai could tell. Right now,
it was conveniently vague.

His cousin motioned at the valley. “Thisis my land. Y ou own the Jaizire Mountains and everything
beyond them.”

Jai stared at him. Heowned that landscape? Surely he had misheard.

“You will need to visit the palace now and then,” Corbal continued as if his new sentence was a perfectly
logical continuation of the last. “Make appearances to your staff.”

Corbal’ s conversation disoriented Jai; his cousin talked in circles, twists, and turns. Nor could he sense
Corbal’s mind that well. Aristos didn’t project their emotions as strongly as psions, and Jai had fortified
his mental barriers so much that he had trouble now picking up more than bits and pieces from anyone.

He spoke with caution. “1 will need more than brief appearances to do my job.”
“Perhaps.”

Jal waited, hoping for clarification, but Corbal said no more. Jai had wearied of trying to untangle
Corbal’ s speech. So he looked out at his mountains.

“Y ou haven't asked about your providers,” Corbal said.
Jal felt asif Corbal had kicked him in the gut. “I have no providers.” The idea made him sick.

“Of course you do. You inherited everything your father owned, billions of taskmakers and dozens of
providers.”

Jai swung around to him, staring.Billions? He couldn’t imagine it. Nor would he ever believe his father
had kept providers. It was impossible.

Corbal was studying hisface. “Y ou own several hundred worlds, including everything and everyone on
them.”

The idearevolted Jai. Knowing any remark he made would come out inadvisably hostile, he said nothing.

“Perhaps you would like a provider this evening?’ Corbal asked pleasantly. “1 would be happy to offer
you your choice of mine.”

Jai was aghast, or so he told himself. Appalled. Ah, hell. Corbal had just offered him his pick of among
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the most desirable pleasure slaves in an empire. It would take a saint not to respond, and Jai was no saint.
His cousin smiled. “Take any girl. Asmany asyou like, as often asyou like, for aslong asyou like.”
Jai’ s face was burning. “That’s, uh, generous of you.”

Corbal indicated the glass doors leading into the living room. “Come. Look at my stock. Seeif any
pleases you.”

Stock?The word hit Jai like ice water. His anticipation turned to disgust. “Maybe later.” His body had
other ideas, but he pushed away the thought, angry at himself. If Corbal thought he could control his
young cousin with pleasure girls, he was mistaken. It was hard to stop thinking about them, though.

Corbal laughed. “ Saints, but you’ re young.”

Was he that easy to read? “I’ ve no idea what you mean.”

His cousin leaned against therail. “ Y ou lived in seclusion al your life, with your mother, yes?’
“That’sright.”

“Your Aristo mother.”

“Yes.” Jai’s pulse jumped at the lie.

“And there?’

“Pardon me?’

“Always, Your Highness.”

Gods. Conversing with Corbal was maddening. “What did you mean, ‘ And there’ 7’
“Where did you live?’

Swest broke out on Jai’ s forehead. “I don’t know.”

“Interesting,” Corbal murmured, “that you lived there but didn’t know where it was.”

“Only my mother needed to know the planet’ s location.”
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Corbal studied hisfingernails. “Odd that we have no record of this woman.”

Jai restrained himself from wiping his sweating palms on his shirt. “My father wanted to protect me from
assassins. So he hid both my mother and me and told no one about us. Even | didn’t know all the details.”

Corbal exhaled. “The hell of it is, that makes sense.”

Personally Jai thought it made his father sound like a paranoid lunatic. But maybe Aristos found such
behavior logical.

“Of course,” Corbal added, “it makes just as much sense that you are an impostor.”

“You've analyzed my DNA.” Jai had no doubt Corbal was having that analysis verified. His cousin could
have easily stolen a sample of Jai’ s tissues during the past few days. Jai wasn't worried. His genes offered
the necessary proof. Before contacting Corbal, he had also bought an expensive genetic tattoo that made
him appear more Highton.

Corbal waved his hand. “Oh, I’ ve no doubt you' re the son of Jaibriol the Second. But you have no proof
he married your mother.”

Jai scowled. “My birth islegitimate.”
“Can you proveit?’

He could, in fact; their marriage was recorded on Earth. But he doubted it would do him any good to
prove his father had married the Skolian Imperator. So he summoned up the most arrogant bearing he
could manage. “I find your implication offensive.”

Corbal looked amused. “That may be. But nevertheless, you have no proof of your legitimacy.”
Jai shrugged. They both knew Corbal had to produce an emperor after giving up Prince Eldrin.

Corbal sighed. “I suppose proof can be supplied. An impeccable Highton woman, young and beautiful,
though of course we Hightons are all uncommonly pleasing to the eye.”

Modest, too,Jai thought.
“It should of course be possible to find your father’ s records of the marriage,” Corbal added.

“Of course.” Good gods. It sounded like Corbal had offered to falsify records proving Jai’s mother had
been an empress. It was a crime punishable by execution. Then again, if Corbal didn’t produce an
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emperor he could also end up dead. The more important question was why he had accepted Jai as the
emperor in thefirst place. Even after only afew days with the Xir lord, Jai had no doubt about one thing;
if he just came out and asked why, Corbal wouldn’t give him a straight answer.

“You look like him, you know,” Corbal said.

“My father?’

Corbal nodded. “Y ou have hisface. His build. Y ou even sound like him. Except—" He let the word hang.
“Yes?' Ja asked.

His cousin tilted his head asif searching for words, though Jai suspected he knew exactly which ones he
wanted.

“You'remore, ” Corbal said. “Taller, stronger, broader in the shoulders, more hale. Y ou have an intensity
he lacked.”

Jai spoke quietly. “He was more than | will ever be. | can only hope | am worthy of his example.”
Corbal snorted. “I hope not. Heis dead.”
“Everyone dies.”

“Follow your father’s example,” Corbal said, “and so will you—long before your time.”

4

Carnelian Throne

Jai waited with his bodyguardsin alobby of the Qox palace, outside the Hall of Circles. It was too much
to absorb; he felt like a desiccated sponge submerged in water, at first too dry to take in liquid, then
gradually soaking in the full import of this place. His father, grandfather, and great-grandfather had been
born in this palace. His mother had come for his father here and destroyed half the palace in the process.
The weight of its history pressed on him asif it could mold him into an Aristo by its sheer gravity.

The half-ruined palace had once been a spectacular work of architecture. This wing remained intact,
though cracks showed on one wall. Black and gold diamonds tiled the floor, and columns graced the airy
space. The walls were made from a blend of gold and snow-marble created atom-by-atom by specialized
nanobots.
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Four men waited with Jai, al in the midnight uniforms of Razers, the secret police that served the
emperor. Jai didn’'t understand their status; gunmetal collars circled their necks, indicating he owned
them, yet they seemed more hisjailers than his bodyguards. The captain of the four stood silent, his
posture alert, his face neutral. The red tint of his coppery eyes gave witnessto his heritage; either his
mother or father had been an Aristo, the only Eubians with red eyes. His other parent would have been a
slave, possibly ataskmaker but more likely a provider.

The Razers disturbed Jai. Their minds exerted a mental pressure he thought would crush him if his
defenses weakened. He would have sweated, but this morning his protocol aides had injected him with
temporary nanobots that controlled his perspiration. It kept him dry, but it didn’t calm him down. He
wasn't ready. These past five days that he had spent at Corbal’ s mansion, learning about Eube, were
nowhere near enough to prepare him for what lay ahead.

Lights blinked on the captain’s gauntlet. He spoke into its comm, and alow hum came from the doors. As
they swung inward, opening into the Hall of Circles, Jai felt asif he were on awild ride, unable to stop as
he plunged toward disaster. Determined to hide his fear, he set his shoulders and entered the Hall.

Impressions hit him like an avalanche. Rank upon rank of Aristos filled the Hall, sitting on high-backed
benches, hundreds of them, al in glittering black: Hightons, who controlled the government and military;
Diamonds, who managed commerce and production; and Silicates, who produced the means of pleasure,
including providers. Every one of them had ruby eyes, shimmering black hair, and perfect, cold faces.

Show no hesitation.Jai repeated the words in his mind like a mantra. He strode down an aisle toward the
daisin the center of the Hall. Corbal waited there, his expression triumphant. He stood with one hand
resting on an arm of the Carnelian Throne, alarge snow-diamond chair inlaid with red gems. Jai knew the
script; just before he had entered, Corbal had dropped his bombshell:I present to you, His Honor, Jaibriol
Qox the Third, Emperor of Eube.

Every Aristo in the Hall was staring at Jai. Their shock vibrated against his mind, so great it penetrated his
barriers. It was a nightmare. They exerted a pressure far worse than what he experienced with the Razers;

this many Aristos in one place were like a black hole ready to suck him in and crush him into nothing.

Somehow he kept walking. As he climbed the dais, Corbal watched him, his gaze like aruby laser. When
Jai reached the throne, he turned to face the assembled Aristos.

And he spoke.

Hisvoice rolled out, amplified by the extraordinary acoustics of the Hall. “In honor of my father’s
memory, | accept the Carnelian Throne.”

His audience murmured. The suspicion and hostility he expected were there, but another emotion also
came through, strong and sharp—and unexpected.Hope? They seemed to lean forward, though no one

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Catherine%20Asaro%20-%20Moon's%20Shadow.html (26 of 322) [12/30/2004 8:17:08 PM]



TheM oon'sShadow

actually moved.

Ja made himself start the speech Corbal’ s staff had prepared. “Eube in her magnificence will attain ever
more lofty heights, a glory greater than ever before known in our illustrious empire.” It sounded as
pompous now as it had the first time he had read it. But his voice rolled out exactly as the protocol aides
had predicted when they rhapsodized over his*“incomparable resonance.” It startled him; he hadn’t
realized how deep his voice had become this last year.

“We will triumph!” he continued, feeling like anidiot. “We will bring ever greater splendor to the exalted
memory of our ancestors.”

Pah.He couldn’t believe anyone thought this would inspire people. Aristo logic was more alien to him
than the chlorophyll-based animal life on Prism, the exile world where he had grown up with hisfamily.
Right now Eube needed vitality and energy, not overblown platitudes.

With sudden resolve, Jai dropped the speech and spoke his own words. “The wounds of this warwill heal.
We have survived. Our strength will return.”

The mood of his audience shifted: he had startled them. He went on, using his own words, terrified of
these people and their crushing minds. Incredibly, he seemed to mesmerize them. Even through his
barriers, he felt their confidence building. Three times during his speech, they chimed the small cymbals
they wore on their fingers, showing approval.

And he despised himself for giving hope to a people who inflicted such atrocities on humanity.

Tarquine Iquar, the Highton Finance Minister, reclined in the banquet hall on her space habitat. Most of
the Diamond Aristos who had attended her feast were also sprawled nearby, watching a news-holo
projected on the wall. The recording came from Eube’s Glory, many light-years away. After the collapse
of the interstellar webs during the war, the only way to carry news was by starship, which meant it could
take weeks, even months to cross interstellar space. This broadcast had been made two days ago, yet she
was seeing it only afew days after receiving the news of Prince Eldrin’s capture, which had happened
nearly two months ago. But she understood why this news had traveled so much faster.

Eube, it seemed, had an emperor.

Jaibriol I11. How terribly convenient. Tarquine had to admit, his charismafilled the screen. Even by the
exacting standards of Aristos, he was uncommonly handsome. His voice resonated, full timbred and deep.
Sensual. His self-possession was remarkable in one so young, and he chose hiswords far better than the
Inane propaganda produced by government speech hacks, which suggested he had intelligence. For al his
impressive qualities, though, she doubted this man-child would rule. Corbal Xir would control him: the
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power would be Xir rather than Qox.

Tarquine frowned. As Finance Minister, she sat within the emperor’s highest circle of advisers. She had

spent decades building her political position. A new emperor would bring change. Her family, the Iquar

bloodline, had no current feud with the Xir bloodline, but neither did they have strong ties. Corbal might
seek to replace her with someone the crafty old lord thought he could control.

She studied Corbal, who remained on the dais as the boy spoke. As the oldest living Eubian, Corbal had
dealt in Aristo politics longer than anyone else alive. But Tarquine had spent over eight decades breathing
the rarified atmosphere of Highton intrigue herself. If Corbal thought he could trifle with her, he would
soon discover otherwise.

She wondered at his white hair. Many Aristos would do away with that sign of age, believing it marred
their Highton perfection. But others thought the white accented Corbal’ s authoritative presence. Tarquine
took atendril of her own hair and wound it around her finger. White threaded the black. Although she had
considered having it treated, she had decided to leave it for now, to augment her aura of experience, a
reminder that she was no untried youth but aforce to deal with. Or so she let others believe. And it was
true. But her hair hadn’t turned white because of age.

Had Corbal’ s whitened for the same reason as hers? She would probably never know; if he was hiding a
secret as dire as her own, he would certainly never reved it to her.

Tarquine looked around at her guests. Most were watching the broadcast, but afew had remained in
alcoves or shadowed corners, enjoying themselves with the providers she had made available tonight. An
atmosphere of sensuality overlaid the dimly lit banquet hall as the night receded into its latest hours. If not
for the broadcast, most everyone would have been asleep by now.

She was the only Highton present; her guests were all Diamonds. As the caste involved with commerce,
they were intimately tied to the economy; as Finance Minister, it behooved her to maintain profitable
relations with them—and to keep abreast of whatever schemes they hatched.

Tarquine was sitting next to Kiv Jang. Sleek black hair swept back from Kiv’s forehead, accenting theicy
severity of her features. The Janq Line owned one of the largest Eubian banks and had great influence
over the flow of credit throughout Eube.

When she noticed Tarquine watching her, the banker curved her lipsin a cool smile. “So. The emperor
had an heir after all.”

“Apparently so,” Tarquine said.

“A delectable young piece, en?’
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Tarquine held back her laugh. “1 would hardly presume to call our esteemed emperor a‘ delectable young
piece.”” In truth, though, Kiv had it right. Eligible young Highton women would soon be throwing
themselves at this scrumptious boy, seeking to become empress. It promised to be immensely
entertaining.

Corbal Xir would undoubtedly sidetrack the young emperor with the flower of Eubian femininity. The
more time Jaibriol |11 spent distracted by their charms, the more freedom Corbal would have to scheme.
Tarquine considered the idea. Amorous pursuits might keep Jaibriol 111’ s attention away from finances as
well. The last thing she needed was an emperor who paid attention to what she was doing. She could think
of afew charming young Iquar women with political acumen. Perhaps she would send them his way and
see what they could learn while they kept him diverted.

Tarquine knew the game well. In her youth, she had fended off many ambitious Highton men bent on
becoming consort to the heir of the Iquar bloodline. After she had come into her title as the head of her
line, she had done her duty and accepted an arranged marriage. It had been worse than prickle-heat in the
summer. She had soon sent her esteemed husband away, much to their mutual relief, and they had
divorced several years later. So it was that she had no legitimate offspring. No heirs.

She did have several children whose fathers had been her pleasure slaves. Although she had given her
progeny wealth, status, and education, none could inherit her title. Long ago, she had frozen some of her
eggs but she had no interest in conceiving any more children. Nor did she desire to let a cold Highton man
share her title and her bed. Pah. Never again would she tie herself down that way. When she died, her title
would go to her younger brother, Barthol Iquar.

Tarquine looked down the length of her banquet hall. On the raised area at the far end, Kelric was sitting
on the top step, watching the broadcast. He had put his clothes back on, his gold shirt and leggings, but he
was barefoot. She hadn’t given him shoes. Walking wasn’'t what she had in mind for him. A slow smile
curved her lips. Why waste her life in a chilly Highton marriage? Far better to enjoy the charms of her
incomparable provider, a pleasure slave worth every one of the unprecedented fourteen million she had
paid for him.

Her Ruby prince—and no one suspected.No one. Even his own people believed him dead. Who would
have thought he would show up after eighteen years? In the few days she had owned him, he had kept his
past to himself, but she would learn where he had been all those years. She had plenty of time. He would
be hersfor therest of hislife.

Ironically, Kelric threatened everything she valued. He was too strong a telepath; he had learned her
secret. But he would never revedl it. He didn’t dare, for it meant she would no longer own him. He would
go to another Aristo, who would force him to provide by torturing him. Y es, Kelric knew her secret—and
so he knew that aslong as he remained silent, he would never have to endure transcendence.

Fifteen years ago, Tarquine had used tel epresence to operate on her own brain, in secret. It had taken
years of planning, but when she finally tried the operation, it had succeeded. The only outward change
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was the whitening of her hair. The real alteration remained unseen—she could no longer transcend.

By Aristo standards, that made her abnormal, sick, a pariah. If the truth became known, she would lose
her title, lands, wealth, possibly even her life. She had done it anyway. She couldn’t have lived with
herself otherwise, for she didn’t think she could have resisted the temptation to transcend aslong as it
remained possible. The experience was too intense. So she had ensured she could never do it again—for
she had gradually, in her later years, developed a new, unexpected trait.

Compassion.

However, Tarquine remained a Highton in all other ways. The exhilaration of ambition, the challenge of
gaining power, the gratification of using it—she relished it all. She thrived on the excitement of accruing
wealth in ever more creative ways. She had no intention of letting this inconvenient new emperor interfere
with her plans to dominate the political structure of Eube.

If hetried, Jaibriol 11 would discover he had aformidable enemy.

5

Sunrise

Corbal Xir was an impostor.

Lying in his opulent bed with its ornate posts and tasseled canopy, Jai brooded. The minds of Aristos
were like an immense weight pressing on his mind. It exhausted him to maintain his barriers every
moment, never relaxing except at times like this, when he was aone,

Corbal caused no pressure.

Jai didn’t understand how his cousin could be so unlike other Aristos. Didn’t they notice he was different?
Maybe only a psion could sense the lack of threat. Corbal acted like an Aristo, owned worlds, had
providers, and looked Highton, except for his white hair.

Strange, that. White hair. Aristos were fanatics about their supposed “ perfection.” Taken altogether, they
were like a huge machine with identical parts, each Aristo icily designed in their unforgiving ideal of
beauty. It had no appeal to Jai, but they considered their homogeneity inviolate. He understood why
Corbal had chosen to interrupt it; his cousin’s white hair accentuated his authority. But Jai felt what the
Aristos would never know: Corbal wasn't like them. It made Jai wonder.

A rustle came out of the darkness.
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Jal sat bolt upright in bed. “Who is that?’

Another rustle. He sensed the mind of a psion. Alarmed, he strengthened his mental barriers. “Lumos on,”
he said.

The lights came up, revealing his bedchamber. It made him dizzy. The gold and sapphire furnishings
sparkled. Gold hangings adorned the walls, and ivory friezes bordered the horseshoe arches. The room’s
antique quality spoke of more than his wealth, it was also a testament to his power that no holo-ads
adorned the furniture or trim. He had the authority to prevent the planetary network from marring the
privacy of hisrooms. But the decor wasn’'t what riveted his attention. No, afar more natural beauty
caught him. A girl.

She stood across the room, an impossible vision. Jai flushed, suddenly remembering he wore nothing
except adark nightshirt he had found in the bureau. The girl’ s negligee drifted around her thighs, barely
veiling her spectacular curves. Her breasts strained against the gauze, the enlarged nipples erect. Her hair
glimmered like the proverbial spun gold, but soft and pliant, pouring around her body. And hereyes. They
were huge, bluer than the sky on Earth and framed by gold lashes. A rosy blush touched her cheeks, and
she averted her gaze with virginal shyness.

“Who are you?’ Jai stuttered.

“My honor at your presence, Y our Glorious Highness.” Her voice was a blend of innocence and sultry
promise.

Sweat broke out on Jai’ s brow. “Why are you here?’

“Lord Xir sent me.” She looked up. “As a present, to welcome you to the palace.”
“You're his pleasure girl.”

“Tonight, | am yours.”

Oh, Lord.

“Would you like me to come over?’ she asked.

“Yes,” he managed, forgetting any reasons he might have had about refusing providers.

She walked forward, her negligee molding to her breasts, her slim waist, her hips, and thighs. Jai couldn’t
stop staring. She climbed onto his air-bed and knelt next to him, her hair brushing his arms. He could
barely think.
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“You're so pretty.” Jai winced as soon as he spoke the words. He sounded as nervous as he felt.

Her smile warmed her face. “ Y ou are kind to say so, especially when you are a man of such magnificent
form.”

Even knowing she was supposed to compliment him, Jai wanted to believe every word. Mesmerized, he
ran his finger along her lower lip, tracing its curve. She shyly laid her hand on his shoulder, then dlid it
down his chest. He knew he should hold back, find the hidden thorns on this gift, but he didn’t want to be
sensible now.

“So strong,” she murmured, moving closer. “Hold me.”

With asigh, he pulled her into his arms. Her mouth was so close when she turned up her pretty face that
he couldn’t help but bring hislipsto hers. It wasn't hisfirst kiss; there had been afew times during his
two years on Earth, though he had never gone any further. But it had never been like this. The provider
melted against him, warm and pliant, her mouth opening under his.

With care, Jai laid her on her back, pulling down the covers so she sank into the downy sheets. Then he
stretched out on top of her, and filled his hands with her breasts. Being emperor of Eube suddenly seemed
less daunting. It had alot more going for it than he had thought.

Then he saw the images in her mind.

Her telepath’ s mind magnified their violent impact. She had lain this way with a select few of Corbal’s
guests, and had suffered at their hands. Their brutality went beyond Jai’ s ability to comprehend. She
pretended to want him, but fear saturated her thoughts. She expected the same agony from him—no,
worse, because he was the emperor.

“Gods, no.” Jai sat up, hisdesire transformed into horror. “I could never—" Too late, he stopped,
realizing his words would give him away.

If she understood what he had just revealed, she gave no hint. “Have | displeased you?’ She sat up
quickly and laid her hands against his chest, toying with the fastenings on his nightshirt. Her delicate
fragrance drew him.

Jai caught her hands. Her fear intensified, and he longed to sayl won't hurt you. Her fear made him want

to hit someone. Even having known what it meant to be an Aristo, he had never really understood. It was
beyond his ability to comprehend how they could consider themselves exalted when they committed such
violence against people they were supposed to love.

She had no mental defenses. None. No one had taught her to protect herself. It sickened him to realize
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why; it made her more vulnerable to the link that formed between an Aristo and a provider. Aristos had a
cavity where their capacity for compassion should have been, avoid in their souls.

Alarm sparked in the girl’s mind. “Please forgive me if | have disappointed you.”
“No! You haven't. You're perfect.” Hetook her handsin his. “I just—uh—took a vow.”
“A vow?’

He tried to think of an intelligent follow-up to that panicked remark. Given Aristo culture, she was hardly
going to believe avow of celibacy.

Then her mind prodded his.

Ah, hell.She was trying to probe his thoughts. Corbal had sent her tospy on him. Pah. Maybe Corbal was
the one he should sock.

“A vow?’ she repeated.

“That’sright. To protect myself.” Jai raised hisvoice. “You hear, Corbal?" He had no doubt his cousin
could monitor this room. “ Sending pretty spieswon’t work. I’'m not that stupid.” He hoped Corbal really
was listening; otherwise he would look like an idiot, telling the room he wasn't stupid.

The girl tensed, gripping hisfingers. He spoke to her in agentler voice. “Don’'t be afraid of me. Lord Xir
made a mistake, that’s all.”

Doubt leaked from her mind. Then he felt another of her emotions—and it scared the hell out of him.
Recognition. Just as he could feel her psion’s mind, so she could do the same with him. She didn’t
understand yet, but she might soon. His parents had given him extensive training in using his abilities, and
he had a greater mental strength than the provider, so it was easier for him to detect her than the reverse.
But afaint suspicion glimmered in her thoughts.

Ja exhaled. “The hour islate.”

“Do you wish me to go?’

“1 think s0.” He had to force out the words.

She dlid off the bed and padded across the room, her shift clinging to her body. He so wished she could
stay. What a bizarre life this was, that he had to worry about being discovered as a kindhearted man.
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After sheleft, he lay down, even more aware of hisloneliness. It wasn't only sensual; he missed his
family, too. For the first fourteen years of hislife, they had been the only people he knew. Now they were
gone. He had lost a part of himself.

Lisi, hissister, was almost fifteen, bright and quick, with her teasing humor. Ten-year-old Vitar had
always shouted with delight when Jai swung him around. Del-Kelric wasn't even five. Their mother had
left them in the care of Admiral Seth Rockworth on Earth, trusting him because he had once been married
to her aunt.

Jai had searched the nets for news about his siblings, but found nothing. He knew they would go into
hiding when they learned he had become emperor. He dared investigate no further, lest he draw attention
to them, risking their freedom and raising questions about his own parentage.

Jai grieved, knowing he could never see them again.

Corbal sat in hisdimly lit study, relaxed in his smartchair, his hands folded around a crystal tumbler. He
took a swallow of brandy and let it warm his throat.

A door opened across the room. His bodyguards had et him know who was coming, but he said nothing,
just stared into space, sipping his drink.

Bare feet padded on the floor. Then she came into view, Sunrise, his favorite provider. She dropped to her
kneesin front of his chair, between his thighs, and bowed her head. “1 am sorry,” she whispered. “Please
forgive me.”

Corbal took another swallow. “All right.” He wasn't displeased; she had done her best. He could never be
angry with her anyway.

Her relief at his response showed in the relaxing of her shoulders. He set his tumbler on the arm of his
chair, which adjusted to secure the glass. He ruffled Sunrise’s hair, enjoying its glossy texture. Pressing
his legs against her body, he savored the flex of his muscles against her curves. One-hundred-thirty-two
years old and he had a better physique than men in their thirties.

“S0.” Hereclined in his chair. “Our prudish emperor talks to the air.”
“Heisintelligent.”

“Ishe now?

“Not asintelligent as you,” she added quickly. “Y our wisdom is matchless.”
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“Hardly,” Corbal said. She would tell him he was the greatest genius alive if she thought he wanted to
hear it. She might even believe what she said. Such traits had been bred into her; she came from aline of
providers designed for devotion, submission, and affection. It was why he liked her so much.

Jaibriol was afool to send her away. Not that Corbal minded. It meant he had Sunrise tonight. And he did
like her. Although she was his best spy, it had become harder and harder to offer her to other Hightons.
He wanted her for himself, only for himself—and he hated that they hurt her.

Careful.Love made a person vulnerable, which was, of course, unacceptable. He had enough to worry
about, like the new emperor. He had suspected the boy’ s intelligence from the start. Jaibriol had contacted
him with what looked, at first glance, like a crude claim of Xir heredity. His true message had been
cleverly hidden within the message.

After watching the boy these past days, Corbal thought Jaibriol would comport himself as emperor better
than his father. That wasn’t saying much; the father had lived in seclusion during the two years of his
reign. The previous emperor would have been better suited to domestic life than to ruling Eube. The son
clearly had more to work with. Maybe too much; the boy was proving unpredictable.

Corbal knew he had to watch himself with Jaibriol, lest the boy discover his Xir cousin no longer
transcended. Corbal had no intention of changing any other aspect of hislife; being one of the most
powerful and wealthy men alive suited him just fine. But he had no wish to hurt Sunrise. Providers were
pleasure slavesin every sense of the word; that he had stopped transcending didn’t alter his enjoyment of
her sensual charms.

To change his brain, Corbal had needed to learn why he transcended, including how his genetics related to
those of psions. It gave him knowledge possessed by few others—and so he had recognized the anomalies
in Jaibriol’s DNA.

The emperor was apsion.

Jaibriol had hidden the evidence well; Corbal would never have noticed if he hadn’t already conducted
forbidden research when he investigated his own genetics. Jaibriol 111 was without doubt the son of
Jaibriol 11, yet he was also atelepath and empath. It was impossible.

Compelled to understand, Corbal had tried ever more obscure tests on Jai’s DNA, going far beyond those
necessary to verify the boy’ s paternity. Then he had cracked open the records of past emperors. It had
taken an immense amount of work, and he couldn’t have managed without the intelligence networks he
had been developing for over a century, but he had finally uncovered the truth.

Eube Qox had been full Highton.
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Jaibriol | had been full Highton.
Ur Qox had been half Highton.
Jaibriol Il had been one-fourth.
Jaibriol 111 was one-eighth.

The Qox dynasty had bred itself a Ruby psion. Corbal even understood why. Centuries ago the Skolians
had found three L ocks, ancient machines that had survived for five millennia after the fall of the Ruby
Empire. Modern science couldn’t replicate the Locks. However, Ruby psions could use them to create a
computer web in Kyle space, a universe outside of spacetime. The physical laws of spacetime had no
meaning in Kyle space, making it possible to bypass the limitations of light speed—which allowed
Instantaneous communication across interstellar distances.

Skolians often called the network the “psiberweb.” The name annoyed Corbal. Psions were providers. It
was like saying “providerweb.” He preferred the designation “Kyle web.” Regardless of what they called
it, the web gave Skolians a great advantage over Eube. Their communications sailed; Eube’ s trudged.

To operate, aLock needed a Key—a Ruby psion. During the Radiance War, ESComm had stolen a Lock
and captured Eldrin Valdoria, a Ruby prince. With both a Lock and Key, they could have built their own

Kyle web. Corbal knew many Hightons condemned him for giving up Eldrin, even though they gained an
emperor in return. Only Corbal knew that Jaibriol offered an even better solution. The piecesfit together,
like ajigsaw puzzle.

The Kyle webs protected the Skolians.

A Triad of Ruby Keys powered the webs.

The Radiance War had decimated the Ruby Dynasty.
Soz Vadoria, the Imperator, had died. A Key.
Dyhianna Selei, the Ruby Pharaoh, had died. A Key.
Two vacancies now existed in the Triad.

A new Ruby Key could join the Triad using a Lock.

Eube had a Lock.
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The emperor of Eube was a Ruby Key.

The beauty of it gratified Corbal. Jaibriol could join the Triad. Although they could have used Eldrin to
power a Kyle web, Corbal doubted they could have forced him into the Triad. Jaibriol was another story.
Asthe emperor of Eube, he had motivation to do what Eldrin would have resisted with all his might. If
Corbal had unlimited access to a Kyle web and the Triad, he might even collapse the power structure of
Skoliawithout going to war. He doubted the restless young emperor could resist the allure of conquest on
an interstellar scale.

Closing his eyes, Corbal waved to Sunrise, a gesture she knew well. She unfastened his trousers and took
him into her mouth exactly as he liked. He exhaled, his tension easing. He enjoyed his retirement. He
enjoyed Sunrise. He had enjoyed Eldrin. He had hated giving up the Ruby Prince, but he hated it even
more when ESComm interrogated Eldrin. Damn inconvenient, this business of remorse.

Corbal wastired of wars. He wanted Skolia conquered, yes, but without fighting. Perhaps he was afool,
to let aprovider sit on the Carnelian Throne. He could have been emperor himself. But his age had given
him plenty of time to contemplate the job. It was an imperia pain. Let Jaibriol have the high profile;
Corbal would rule from behind the throne. Through Jaibriol, he would control the Triad; through the
Triad, he would control the webs; through the webs, he could manipulate interstellar civilization.
Eventually he would dominate all humanity.

To achieve his ends, he needed only to control an inexperienced boy.

6

Heredity

Prince Eldrin stood at the glass wall of hisroom. Outside, the garden drowsed in the sun, unaffected by
the heat of the long day. This view had never changed in the four days he had been here at the so-called
Allied Embassy on the planet Delos, where the Traders had purportedly exchanged him for an Aristo. His
routine never changed; in the morning, they brought him breakfast, later they came with lunch, and in the
evening they brought dinner. Always they were solicitous. Always they plied him for information.

Eldrin revealed nothing. He waited for the game to end, but it continued, and the seeds of hope had grown
despite his struggle to stop them. Could this be an Allied embassy? It was still a prison, but far preferable
to Eube. He rather liked the Allieds, or he had before today, when they had brought The Message:Y ou
have avisitor.

Wasit Corba? ESComm? Other Aristos? He clenched hisfist and stared at the garden. He would rather
die than return to the interrogation room.
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When the door of his suite opened, he didn’t move. Steps sounded in the hallway, muffled on the carpet.
Even when his visitors entered the living room, he remained at the window. The gardens beckoned with
their unattai nable freedom.

A woman’ s voice came to him in a stunned whisper.
“Eldrin.”

No.No. Of al the torments they could have inflicted, this was the cruelest. He turned slowly, unwilling to
see her but unable to stop himself.

She stood across the room, surrounded by officers, both Allied and Skolian. Small and slender, she
resembled awaif more than an interstellar potentate. Her glossy black hair hung down her back, thick and
healthy, streaked with gray. Her eyes, a clear green, seemed too big for her face. They had more lines at
the corners than before, and he didn’t remember those dark circles under them.

Thisimpostor isn’'t atrue match.She had to be an impostor. He couldn’t believe otherwise. She couldn’t
be a prisoner, too. It couldn’t be her.

It couldn’t be hiswife.
“Eldrin?’ Her husky voice was painfully familiar. “Don’t you recognize me?’

Unable to bear her presence, Eldrin turned back to the window, knowing if he looked at her any longer, he
would shatter. The Traders had captured him when their commandos broke through to the habitat where
he lived with Dehya. Eldrin and Dehya had fled with their son while their bodyguards fought the
intruders. In the end, Eldrin had sacrificed himself, blocking the commandos so Dehya and their son could
escape. But he had never known if those two people he loved most had made it away.

The Traders had claimed his family died.

As much as Eldrin had denied their words, pain had shredded his heart. He couldn’t bear this hope. It was
killing him.

She came to stand with him. Together, they gazed out the window. Blue-tinged light slanted across the
gardens outside.

His mind refused to absorb her presence. She spoke and he answered, their words constrained, but he
couldn’t hear. Hope was jagged glass that gouged his heart.

Gradually he became aware of achange. It spread over his mind. Warmth.
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No.

An impostor could falsify agreat deal—face, build, voice, mannerisms—but nothing could counterfeit
what he felt now from the woman at his side. He had shared his mind with her for most of hislife,
through decades of marriage. She was dropping her defenses, leaving her mind vulnerable. His thoughts
blended with hers, responding by instinct before he could stop himself.

He could take it no longer. He turned and spoke hoarsely. “ Dehya?’
Her voice caught. “Welcome home, Dryni.”

Moisture gathered in his eyes. “It was for nothing.”

“What do you mean?’

“1 thought—I thought you and Taguinil escaped.”

“Wedid.” She said more, but he couldn’t hear. Her mind overwhelmed everything else. The Traders had
raised falsehood to afine art, but he could feel the liesin their minds. Dehya had none: she spoke the
truth. It filled his thoughts and flowed into his heart.

Eldrin embraced her then, holding her asif she would break. She dlid her arms around him, her cheek
against his chest. As he bent his head over hers, atear slid down his face and dropped onto her hair.

Finally he let himself hope.

line

Seated behind his desk, Corbal peered at Jai over his spectacles. “Normally you wouldn’t be asked to deal
with such amatter. But this case is unusual.”

Jai didn’t believe for one instant that Corbal needed reading glasses. His cousin undoubtedly had perfect
vision. By easing his mental barriers, Jai picked up enough from Corbal to know the spectacles were
supposed to create a scholarly aspect that would inspire Jai to trust his cousin. It didn’t work. Everything
about Corbal made Jai tense, including this office, with its steel-diamond desk, silver walls, and steel-
hued carpet.

Jal crossed the room and sat in achair near the desk. “Tell me more about the case.”

Corbal paused at the blunt question. Jai was beginning to realize that in many situations, direct speech
between Aristos was considered an insult. He wondered how his advisers expected him to benefit from
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their advice when he couldn’t figure out what the blazes they were saying.

Corbal, however, could use more direct speech without giving offense because he and Jai were kin. “The
problem,” Corbal said, “concerns two of your more vital people. The man is Azar Taratus, an admiral and
also the younger brother of Kryx Taratus, one of the Joint Commanders of ESComm. The woman is
Tarquine Iquar, the Finance Minister. Her niece was your grandmother.”

Jai stared at him. “Vital” hardly began to describe them. Tarquine Iquar had formidable authority among
his advisers, and she used her power like a honed knife. Few dared cross her. Azar Taratus was one of
ESComm’ s renowned war |leaders, or perhaps notorious was a better word. He had survived the Radiance
War by breaking just about every law in the Halstaad Code, which was meant to define civilized behavior
during wartime.

With foreboding, Jai said, “Go on.”

Corbal removed his glasses. “Minister Iquar claims Admiral Taratus cheated her.”
“That'sit?’

“That'sit.”

Surely they didn’t expect the emperor to settle private arguments. “Why bring it to me?’
“An apt question, Y our Highness.”

Jal waited. Then, exasperated, he said, “Perhaps you have an apt answer.”

Corbal could have taken offense, but he chose otherwise. “ Admiral Taratus sold Minister Iquar a provider.
She paid fourteen million for the man.”

Jai barely kept from choking.Fourteen million? That could feed the entire popul ation of some planets.
Watching him, Corbal added, “A large amount indeed.”

Jal flushed. He had to learn better control over hisface. “It sounds like a matter for the insurance
bureaus.” He couldn’t believe the Aristos had an entire industry devoted to insuring providers.

“Minister Iquar has contacted them,” Corbal said.

“And?’
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Corbal’ s eyes glinted. “ Apparently Taratus neglected to tell her this provider was dying.”
“What, he didn’t think she wouldnotice 7’

Corbal rested his elbows on the arms of his chair and steepled his fingers. “He probably expected her to
make a deal with him. If she lied to the bureaus about how much she paid for the provider, reporting a
much lower price, she wouldn’t have to pay much for the insurance.”

Jai had seen the criminally exorbitant fee scale used by the insurance bureaus. “1 understand the
advantage to her if shelies. But why would Taratus?’

“Then he wouldn’t have to pay much tax on the sale.”

Jai could see where this was going. “So when she found out Taratus cheated her, she would have no
recourse, because she had claimed she paid almost nothing for the provider. If she admitted she lied, she
could be convicted of fraud.”

“Exactly.”
“But it didn’t work?”

Amusement showed on Corbal’ s face. “Minister Iquar reported the full fourteen million to the insurance
bureau. Then she sued the holy hell out of Taratus.”

Jai frowned. “And just when, in al this, did someone send the fellow to the doctor?’
“I"'m afraid that wasn’t possible.” Beneath his reserve, Corbal was positively gleeful.
“Why not? Doesn’t Minister Iquar have doctors?’

“Certainly.”

“But?’

“Well, you see, it seems the provider escaped.”

Good for him.Jai didn’t see how the blazes the man had managed it, though. “Did Minister Iquar let him
go?’

“Of course not. He managed on his own.”
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“How?’
“Apparently he was a Jagernaut.”

ThatJai understood; his mother had been a Jagernaut, a Skolian military officer in the elite corps of psions
whose ability to link their minds to their ships gave them an immense advantage in battle. They aso lived
with the danger of what had befallen this man, that they might be captured and sold as providers. The
thought made him ill.

Jal stroveto hide hisdisquiet. “Did ESComm question the Jagernaut before he escaped?’

Corbal shrugged. “The fellow had been missing for nearly two decades. His knowledge and internal
systems were too far out of date to provide useful data.” His amusement faded. “ Still, it was sloppy of
Admira Taratus not to question him more thoroughly.”

“Why didn’t he?” Although Jai was glad the Jagernaut had benefited from Taratus' s negligence, it
surprised him the admiral had overlooked such a detail.

“Taratus clams it wasn’t worth the trouble. He wanted the man in good shape for the auction.”
“Do you believe him?’

“It isn’t unreasonable.”

“But do you believe him?”’

Irritation flashed on Corbal’ sface. “1 think our dear admiral wanted to unload the man fast, before his
appallingly bad health became obvious.”

“It sounds like amess.” Jai could hardly admit he supported the Skolian escaping. “But | don’t see why
the courts can’t take care of it.”

“Well, you see, we have a bit more of a problem.”
Jai regarded him uneasily. “More?’

Corbal leaned forward. “To escape, this dying provider just walked to a launch bay of Minister Iquar’s
space habitat and stole a shuttle.”

“Wasn’'t anyone watching him?’
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“They were watching the news-holo of your speech when you became emperor.” Corbal smirked.
“Minister Iquar saysthis provider of hers was also watching the speech. The next time she checked, he
was gone.”

It still made no sense to Jai. “Her habitat must have security systems that could have stopped him.”
“Indeed it does. State-of-the-art, designed by ESComm.”

“The military? | thought her habitat was civilian.”

“Itis.”

“But then why—"

“Apparently,” Corbal said, “your military and finance advisers have, shall we say, ties that are abit too
close.”

Jai had no clue how to unravel the conflicting intrigues here. He stuck to the obvious. “How did the
provider escape?”’

“It seems that he somehow shoved his mind into the computer networks and shredded the security
throughout the habitat.”

Jai had learned enough about ESComm to know what Corbal described couldn’t happen. “That’s
impossible.”

“Indeed.” Corbal couldn’t contain his glee any longer. “Astonishing, isn’t it? This man pulverized
Minister Iquar’s system andpfifft —he was gone. It is one of the worst security breachesin history.
Andone provider managed it, without a single weapon.”

“It'sincredible.” Jai could see why this had reached the highest levels of the government and military.
Unfortunately, he had no clue what to do. “Is ESComm working on it?’

“Yes. Also the Ministry of Intelligence.”

Jai sguinted at him. The Intelligence Minister, Azile Xir, was Corbal’ s son. The chronicles of Azile'srise
to power showed an impeccable record. Too perfect, in fact. Jai had found traces of |ess-than-impeccable
deletionsin the files. Having one’ s father next in line for the throne had its advantages.

What to do? Jai felt asifl’m lost! was emblazoned on his forehead. Trying to project confidence, he
leaned one elbow on the arm of his chair, copying his posture from portraits he had seen of his great-
grandfather. The pose felt more natural than he wanted to admit.
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“What Minister Iquar and Admiral Taratus need is ajudge and court,” he said. “Not me.”

Corbal studied Jai asif sizing him up. “Y our Finance Minister is set against one of your top admiralsin a
matter that involves a severe breach of security, and a phenomenally expensive provider with too much
military knowledge is gone. Thisisn’t the time to distance yourself, particularly not from Tarquine Iquar.
She has too damn much power, and sheisn't likely to ally herself with us.”

Interesting. Apparently Corbal didn’t much like the Finance Minister. “Why wouldn’t she?’
“She covets the influence of the Xir Line.”
Hah! So Corbal didn’t like the competition. That could be useful. “What do you suggest | do?’

A gleam cameinto Corbal’s eyes. “| think it is time Minister Iquar and Admiral Taratus paid their
respects to our new emperor.”

The four of them met in the ivory and gold sitting room of the palace: Jai, Corbal, Minister |quar, and
Admiral Taratus. They sat in wing chairs around an octagonal table, and Jai’ s bodyguards took up posts
around the walls.

Jal was surprised to find that even with three Aristos at close range, he could bear their minds enough to
control his anxiety, at least for a short time. Actually, they were two Aristo minds; he had given up trying
to detect Corbal. Iquar and Taratus affected him as a single force he couldn’t separate.

He listened as Corbal went through the formalities required before the minister and admiral could address
their emperor. Jai wondered how Hightons ever got anything done when they spent so much time giving
honorifics. As he waited, he thought back to the files on Iquar and Taratus. Both were wealthy and
powerful even by Highton standards, and well on in years, Taratusin his eighties and Iquar over a
century. The sheer length of their lives intimidated him. How could he, at seventeen, hope to deal with
these people?

He distrusted Taratus immediately. The admiral looked the perfect aristocrat, but he had the mind of a
master thief. His hair was pure glittering black, unbroken by a single strand of gray. He had a narrow face
and hooked nose, and his eyes were a darker red than Jai’ s. He seemed to assess everything around him,
missing no details.

Tarquine Iquar was another matter. Jai couldn’t stop looking at her. To say she was a striking woman was
akin to saying the Eubian empire was sort of impressive. Her high cheekbones and aguiline nose gave her
an austere beauty that had matured into honed elegance. Her snow-marble skin had no flaw. Long and
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lean, she was almost his height. She was mesmerizing, and she intimidated the hell out of him.

Technically, he and Tarquine were kin; she was the aunt of his grandmother, the |ate empress dowager,
which made Tarquine his great-great-aunt. But the empress hadn’t really been the mother of Jai’ s father,
so Jai had no blood relation to Tarquine, though only he knew. The red of her eyes matched his,
suggesting they did have mutual ancestors; it wasn’'t a common shade, except in the Qox Line.

Tarquine had the usual Aristo hair, with one difference: white threaded the glossy mane that brushed her
shoulders. It added to her aura of authority. She distracted Jai, disrupting his concentration.

Corbal turned to him. “Minister Iquar and Admiral Taratus request the honor of your acknowledgment.”
Jai wondered what they would do if he said “no” after that interminable introduction. “It is given.”
Tarquine spoke. “Y ou honor the Line of Iquar, Y our Esteemed Highness.”

Jai inclined his head as his protocol people had taught him. He wished everyone wouldn’t address him
with so many titles. He also hoped Tarquine couldn’t tell how much she flustered him.

Taratus spoke. “Y ou honor the Line of Taratus, Your Esteemed Highness.”

Jai nodded again. He couldn’t imagine having to go through this every time he met a Highton for the first
time. The seclusion Corbal wanted to impose on him looked more inviting all the time.

Finally they got down to business. Jai wanted to ask about the situation, but of course he couldn’t be
direct. Unfortunately, he had about as much proficiency in the intricacies of Highton speech as a brick. He
made a stab at it anyway. “I’ ve noticed a remarkable amount of credit flowing lately.”

Taratus nodded as if accepting a compliment. “More to the glory of trade.”

“Indeed.” Tarquine spoke dryly, her voice deep and husky. “One would certainly prefer such aglorious
trade to, say, fraud.”

The admiral sat in arelaxed posture, surveying her asif he were a sage and she a callow youth. Given that
she was twenty years his senior, it had less effect than it would have had on someone less imposing.

“Perhaps ‘glory’ is an inadequate word,” Taratus said. “* Astonishing.” Thereisaword for you. It
describes many things, even, say, escapes by a supposedly dying man.”

She looked unimpressed. “Many words come to mind, Admiral. Like ‘swindle.””
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“*Security.”” Taratus smirked. “Or alack thereof.”

Jai couldn’t see what they hoped to accomplish with this dissembling. But if he came straight to the point,
it would diminish himin their view. So he tried an oblique angle. “Y ou must be a much-beloved patron of
the arts, Minister Iquar.”

Tarquine tilted her head, a sultry curiosity leaking from her mind. I’ ve always appreciated aesthetic
compositions, Y our Highness.”

A blush heated Jai’ s face. She was looking at him asif he were the aesthetic composition. He stumbled
over hiswords. “Fourteen million worth of art.”

Her smile soured. “Fourteen million of dying art.”
“An unusual acquisition,” Jai managed.

“Perhaps that is the current fad right now,” Taratus said, too smoothly, like acid eroding a surface.
“Death. Change. Escape.”

She gave him a bored look. “Have you ever noticed, my dear admiral, how often auctioneers are
themselves something of afad? Popular one day, vanished the next.”

Jai winced. What did she imply, that someone would assassinate Taratus? He wished Corbal would jump
in and give him some guidance. His cousin, however, was sitting back, listening with interest.

The admiral regarded Tarquine blandly. “1 do realize the vigor and energy of youth can be wearing on our
more elderly citizens.”

“Y outh is often a euphemism for inexperience,” Tarquine murmured. She glanced at Jai.

Good grief. Had she just insinuated he was immature? This meeting was going nowhere; so far al they
had done was insult one another.

Like an optical illusion, Jai’ s perception shifted. The conversation had no point; how they spoke was what
mattered. Thiswas his chance to take the measure of the minister and admiral, and for them to assess him.
He wondered if it even mattered whether or not their discussion made sense.

“Words are like the poles on a planet,” he said. “North and South. Immature and mature. Vigor and
serenity.” Let them figure out his meaning. He didn’t know himself, but what the hell.

“Indeed,” Tarquine said.
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Taratus scratched his chin. “ So they are.”
“Transcendence and compassion,” Jai said.
As soon as Corbal stiffened, Jai knew he had made a mistake. He wasn’t sure what, though.

“An Aristo,” Taratus said, “can show no greater compassion than to elevate a provider through
transcendence.”

Bilerosein Jai’ sthroat. He wondered how Taratus would like it if someone “elevated” him that way.

Although Corbal spoke casually, hislaser-like focus never left Jai. “ An interesting juxtaposition of words.
It inspires provocative pairings.” He paused. “ Eube and Imperialate. Qox and Ruby.”

Jal froze. Was it coincidence Corbal paired Qox and Ruby? He answered with a nonchalance he hoped hid
hisalarm. “I hadn’t realized you had such aliking for opposition.”

“Qox and Ruby?’ Minister Iquar snorted. “Hardly the most innovative opposition.”

Jal tried to relax. She had taken Corbal’ s comparison at face value. Qox and Ruby: they were the ultimate
opposed pair, but she was right, that made them a cliché. He wanted to believe Corbal had simply tired of
the verbal parrying, but he couldn’t stop worrying. Did his cousin suspect the truth, that Jai was both Qox
and Ruby? Perhaps he ought to send Taratus and Iquar away before Corbal said too much.

Shifting hisweight, Jai tried to communicate dismissal. To his surprise, it worked; Corbal began the
process of letting the minister and admiral leave. On the surface, the Xir lord seemed no different, smooth
in action and word.

Jai just hoped he hadn’t revealed himself.

Standing in his office, Corbal poured red wine into two goblets and gave one to Jai. “To your health.”
Jai didn’t drink. “To my health.”

Corbal sipped hiswine. “And to your father’ s honored memory.”

“Of course.”

“And your mother’s, may sherest in peace.”
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Sweat broke out on Jai’ s forehead.Stay calm. He shouldn’t have let Corbal send away the Razers. They
were supposed to guard both Jai and Corbal, but Jai wondered who would protect him from Corbal. Could
his cousin shield this room even against the emperor’s security? Corbal had a formidable security
network, including his son, Azile Xir, the Intelligence Minister.

Corbal lifted his glassto the light. “Lovely, isn’'t it? Like liquid rubies.”

Panic constricted Jai’ s chest. The word “ruby” could be coincidence.Let it be coincidence.

“Or blood.” Corbal took another sip. “Rubies and blood.”

Jai relaxed his barriers enough to probe the surface of Corbal’s mind, but if his cousin knew the truth, he
hid it well. Jai wished he could find out how much Corbal had guessed about his parentage. He feared to
push too hard, lest he make Corbal suspicious. He also hesitated to lower his defenses any further.
Hightons could sense the link they made with a provider. He didn’t know if Corbal had that ability, given
his differences from other Aristos, but if he did, Jai might reveal himself in the process of trying to
discover what Corbal knew.

Jai spoke casually, though inside he was as tight as a coil. “ Rubies and blood? That sounds unpleasant.”
“Rubies. Transcendence. Compassion.” Corbal took another swallow of wine. “Or should | say an
abnormality of compassion. And one of parentage. Distasteful topics, don’t you think? Unpleasant enough
that | should hope not to speak of them again.”

Jal hesitated. He was only just learning to interpret Highton speech, so he couldn’t be sure, but it sounded
like Corbal was offering a bargain; he would remain silent about Jai’ s questionable parentage if Jai would
remain silent about Corbal’s lack of transcendence.

Jai spoke with care. “Yes. | agree.”

“Good.” Corbal tapped hisfinger against the rim of his goblet. The hue of its wine matched the clear,
crystalline red of his eyes. “Think of it asinsurance.”

“Against what?’

“Perdition, perhaps.” Corbal softly added, “ Shall we spend eternity in a hell of our ancestors' making? At
the least, we should make our own hells.”

Jai shivered. “I prefer none at al.”

“So would we all,” Cora murmured.
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Jai feared his had only begun.

v

Fugitive
Jai recognized the man in the holo.

He viewed the recording by himself, or as alone as he could be given that Security monitored him all the
time. He thought he and Corbal had come to an agreement to guard each other’ s secrets, but their verbal
skirmish made him uneasy. He decided to keep his Razersin the room from now on. They stood by the
walls and Jai sat in awing chair, far enough from them to ease the pressure of their minds. He had the
holostage replay the report about the provider who had caused such an uproar.

Ja knew the man.

At first it surprised him that no one had identified the provider. But then Jai realized he had seen images
of thisman available to no other Eubian. Jai’ s mother had kept those holos in afamily album, one of the
few personal items she had taken into exile. The man was her brother, Kelric Valdoria. Jai’ s youngest
brother had been named for him: Del-Kelric, which meant, “in honor of Kelric’—because Kelric had died
over eighteen years ago.

Jai rubbed his eyes. This situation grew ever more bizarre. He couldn’t be certain this was his uncle
Kelric. The provider certainly looked older than the man in his mother’ s album. Kelric had also had gold
skin, hair, and eyes, whereas this man had brown hair and eyes, and tan skin. Gold highlights showed in
his hair, though, and hisirises had ametallic glint. Could it be his uncle, or was that only wishful thinking
on his part?

Another puzzle tugged at Jai; he wasn't sure, but he thought he had met this man recently. When Jai had
been a Dawn Corps volunteer on the planet Edgewhirl, aman had come into his office, arefugee
searching for hisfamily. Jai could have sworn this was the same person.

Jai touched a panel on the arm of the chair. “ Attend.”
“Tomjolt here,” avoice answered.

Jai jerked, then schooled his face to impassivity; he couldn’t afford behavior that might make people
notice him. He could get away with some “eccentricity” because everyone knew he had grown up in
isolation, but he kept as low a profile as possible.
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It had shaken Jai deeply to discover that the emperor’s personal El, or Evolving Intelligence, answered to
“Tomjolt.” Hisfather had named it. Jai suspected he was the only one who understood its significance.
Tomjolts were animals on the world Prism, where Jai’ s family had lived in exile. The symbolism gave Jai
a grim satisfaction; atomjolt was the top predator in the food chain there. His father must have christened
this El in defiance, after he had been ripped away from his family and forced to become a puppet
emperor.

“May | help you?’ Tomjolt asked.

Jai shook himself out of hisreverie. “Yes. What is the latest news on the provider who escaped from
Minister lquar?’

“ESComm is increasing the search volume in the region where he is believed likely to cross into Skolian
space.”

Jai frowned. Nothing about this had been in the report sent to him afew hours ago by Azile Xir, the
Intelligence Minister. “And what region might that be?’

Tomjolt described the Skolian border territory that had been closest to Minister Iquar’ s habitat at the time
Kelric escaped. It seemed unlikely he could evade capture; the searchers would detect his ship as soon as
it dropped into normal space. Had the fugitive been anyone else, Jai would have assumed, like ESComm,
that he would run for home. But Kelric was a Jagernaut; he probably knew how ESComm would search.
Even if he had the foresight not to head for the border, though, he had very few choices, given how little
fuel his stolen ship carried.

“Have they found any trace of him yet?’ Jai asked.

“None.” The EI’ s blunt response was a welcome change. Jai wondered if other Hightons programmed
their computersto speak plainly.

“Show me the volume of space where Minister Iquar’s habitat was when her provider escaped,” Jai said.
13 Done.”

A holomap appeared, rotating to display different views of space. According to the glyphs scrolling below
the image, afew Eubian settlements were within range of Kelric’'s ship, but none he could safely
approach. Removing slave restraints wasn't easy, given how they linked to the nervous system. Anyone
Kelric contacted would recognize him as a provider and take him into custody. He might find an empty
asteroid or rogue world, but hisfood and air wouldn'’t last long.

Jal studied the maps. Kelric could also reach severa military bases, including the one where ESComm
was keeping the stolen Lock. That would do him no good, either, though. As a Jagernaut, he might
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possibly escape from such a base, but entering one would be crazy, especially the one with the Lock,
given how ESComm could use hismind if they caught him.

Jai pushed his hand through his hair. He wished he knew if the fugitive really was Kelric. Would he act as
ESComm expected? They didn't know Kelric was a Ruby Key. In that, Jai had an advantage, being aKey
himself. He tried to imagine how he would act if he were a prisoner of ESComm. Thoughts of Corbal
came to mind; if his cousin suspected Jai was a Key, hiswillingness to trade Eldrin made alot of sense.
But if he believed Jai would use the Lock to conquer Skolia and enslave his own family, the Ruby
Dynasty, Corbal was out of his allegedly esteemed mind. Jai would do anything to avoid such afate, even
take hisown life.

And Kdric?

Suddenly Jai knew what his uncle had done.

Some called Admiral Xirad Kaliga a shadow. His black uniform had no ornamentation, medals, sash, or
piping, nothing except the red braid on his cuffs that denoted his rank. Gaunt of feature and narrow in the
face, he appeared—at first glance—ordinary. But that fooled no one who knew him. Few could match his
razor-sharp intellect; none could claim his combination of exalted bloodlines, family influence, education,
and cold-blooded military brilliance.

Kaliga spoke little and listened well. He had infinite patience for his own intrigues and none for those of
people he considered fools. As one of the two Joint Commanders of ESComm, he had earned the
gratitude of the Aristos, who wished to conquer human-settled space, and the dread of the Skolians, who
sought to staunch the near-fatal wound his armies had dealt their civilization.

Kaliga considered himself an efficient man, punctual, and generous, too, perhaps to a fault. On his home
world, he donated to local schools. He brought his spoiled young bride gifts when appropriate and resisted
the impulse to gag her when she prattled. He prided himself on his dedication to hisjob and his integrity
in performing it to the best of his ability, indeed, to the best of anyone' s ability. That his job had, over the
decades, involved ordering the deaths of billions of people didn’t factor into his assessment of his
character.

Kaligawalked through the gardens in the space station where he lived. The habitat was one within a
collection of mutually orbiting stations that made up the Sphinx Sector Rim Base. Bodyguards
accompanied him, forming a bulwark; any taskmakers who saw them quickly withdrew.

Today, Kaliga had company: Lord Jaibriol Raziquon, alanky man with a sardonic lift to his mouth. His
gray trousers and silver-blue shirt were impeccably cut. Like many Highton men, he had been named for a
Qox emperor, either Jaibriol | or Jaibriol 11, Kaligadidn't know which. Now that a Jaibriol |11 had turned
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up, Eube would probably be inundated with Jaibriols. Xirad Kaliga had never cared for the name. He
preferred sharp words that hit with a solid sound. Like Xirad.

Raziquon had no formal position in either the military or civilian command on the station. He was simply
aprivate citizen. It made hisintelligence work for Kaliga all the more useful, because he operated outside
established hierarchies. However, it also made him harder to control. No chain of command checked
Raziquon; he did as he pleased. Although Kaliga found him useful, he didn’t trust him.

They strolled down a path between two manicured lawns. Thisresidential areawas in the wheel of the
station; in the distance, a spoke rose like a huge pillar from the ground to the “sky” far overhead.

“My Line honors the new emperor,” Raziquon said. “We esteem his honored presence.”

Kaliga amost snorted. Raziquon esteemed no one but himself. “The Line of Raziquon has always been
loyal to the Qox Dynasty.”

Raziquon inclined his head. “We value our ties with the imperial house.”

“Asdoweall.” Right now Kaliga valued Raziquon’ s ties more than his own. Kaliga interacted with the
imperial court as amilitary officer, but Raziqguon moved in those circles socialy. He was well placed to
gather intelligence on this new boy-emperor.

Kaligawanted to know what Corbal was plotting. The Xir lord could have kept both Eldrin and the throne
for himself. Not that Kaliga believed Corbal would let Jaibriol rule; the cagey lord would control the
emperor from the shadows, much as Kaliga cloaked his influence by appearing nondescript.

Kaliga spoke dryly. “I imagine the Line of Xir also valuesitstiesto theimperia Line.”

Amusement glinted in Raziquon’s eyes. “One would think dear Corbal had a penchant for politics.” He
laughed. “And for providers, eh? Pretty girls with yellow hair and big blue eyes.”

That caught Kaliga's attention. “ Penchants have uses.”

“Let’sjust say, he might do anything to protect the dawn.” Raziquon flicked his hand to indicate his last
word referred to his previous sentence.

So. Corbal had aweakness, a provider named for the dawn. Although Kaliga had never seen Corbal show
one mote of sentimentality, he had heard rumors of doting behavior. Could the powerhouse of the Xir
bloodline be losing his edge? Kaliga doubted it. Corbal was as sharp as aman in the vigor of youth. But if
he cared for this provider, it offered possibilities; a Highton who let improper affection enter into hislife
became vulnerable.
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“It would be interesting,” Kaligaremarked, “to see how Lord Xir would react if the sun ceased to rise.”
Cruelty edged Raziquon'’s smile. “ She might rise for another, en? Sweet tears.”

Kaligathought of his own providers. Through them, he attained heights of transcendence that lesser
beings could never know. Providers, despite their beauty, or perhaps because of it, were at the bottom of
the human hierarchy. He had heard it argued that they didn’t even deserve the notice of Aristos. Kaliga
honored his with attention, letting them earn elevation by providing for him.

Raziquon’s implication troubled him. It was true that if Raziquon stole the girl, she could make a useful
lever against Corbal. But such atheft was atricky proposition. Providers were costly. Stealing one was
serious business, both because of the wealth involved and because of the insult it did to another Aristo.

Taskmakers cost nothing, of course; everyone who lived on the worlds an Aristo owned belonged to that
Aristo. Y et even with taskmakers, the fines were steep for tampering with their populations. It had to be
that way; the economy would falter if trade protocols broke down. Providers could cost millions. If
Raziquon took this girl and was caught, Kaliga' s association with him could prove damaging.

“Tears may be sweet when they come from a provider,” Kaliga said. “But they are less so from a
convicted thief.”

Darkness lurked behind Raziquon's mocking gaze. “ That assumes the thief is caught.”

“Such abandit must be circumspect.”

“Of course.”

Kaliga nodded, understanding Raziquon’ s unspoken assurances. He would use the necessary caution.

They continued their walk, discussing other matters, avoiding any more mention of the dawn. Eventually
they parted and Kaliga continued on with his bodyguards. Gardens bloomed on either side of the path,
part of a park that extended the width of the wheel rim, several hundred meters. After that, the land sloped
into terraced hills, where droop-willows shaded houses that resembled small pagodas but were far
stronger than their delicate appearance suggested.

Although he could have ridden amagrail home, he walked for the exercise. He was at his prime, only
seventy, and he intended to stay healthy for along time. He had two goalsin life: to make ESComm
invincible and to conquer the Skolian Imperialate. He gave his loyalty to the Qox Dynasty, but that
assumed the emperor acted in the best interest of the empire. Or perhaps he should say the Xir Dynasty;
Corbal would soon have the young emperor so distracted with providers, drugs, and debauchery, the boy
wouldn’t notice he wasn’t running anything.
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Kaligawalked through the droop-willows that sheltered his house. On the station, no one worried about
weather; it was always perfect. With neither rain nor wind to bother it, the house had many open
doorways and windows, even walls that did aside. The parchment-wood used to construct the house had
cost ESComm a great deal; tree growth was controlled on the habitat to avoid draining resources.

After leaving a package for hiswife in the living room, Kaliga paced down the central hallway, lost in
thought. He disliked the way Raziquon’s mind worked. Although stealing Corbal Xir’'s favored provider
had appeal, it was a subversive proposition. It would have been more palatable if Raziquon had ajob or
family he valued, something Kaliga could use to control him. But the man lived off hiswealth and did
nothing useful. In that sense, he was like Corbal. At least Xir presided over the shipping empire he had
built, some of it legal, but most of it based on the spoils of his pirate fleets, which of course he claimed
didn’t exist.

A shrill voice intruded on his thoughts. “Hightonsalways buy their spouses slaves. Why should he be
different? It isn’t like you' re a person or anything. If he ever caught me with another Aristo,well, that
would be different. He would have me executed.”

Kaligawinced. Arranged marriages had their drawbacks. If his alliance with hiswife’' s family hadn’t been
so useful, he would have sent her back to them. He stopped at a doorway on the hall. Inside, across the
room, hiswife was kneeling in a clutter of pillows. Her filmy robe revealed tantalizing glimpses of her
curvaceous body, and rubies studded the hair piled on her head, reminding him why he enjoyed seeing her
when she kept her mouth shut. But today her lovely face was set in a pout and she was facing a stranger, a
gold-skinned man sitting on the floor in front of her.

Kaligafrowned. “ Xirene, what are you talking about?’

His wife scrambled to her feet. She ran to him and threw her hand over her heart. “Why, XiriAWhy?Do |
make you so unhappy?”’

Kaligawearily rubbed the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. “What isit now, Xirene?’
“l won't go away. You can’t do thisto me.”
Skolia be damned. “Do what?’

She waved at the gold man. “Isn’t that why you bought me this provider? So | wouldn’t complain as
much when you sent me away?’

“I"m not sending you anywhere.” He took her hands, pointedly ignoring the stranger. “Why would | do
such athing?’ Why indeed. The prospect had appeal. Whenever he looked at her body and face, though,
he tended to forget that he wanted to send her away.
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Xirene pouted. “Y ou're always upset with me, love.”
“I"m not upset with you.”
“Youignore me.” With aflourish, she whipped her hands out of his.

| don’'t have time for this.“ Xirene, | don’t even remember ordering this provider. | will check with my
steward tomorrow. But I’ ve no intention of sending you anywhere.”

Her smile transformed her face from petulant to radiant. “I’m so glad to hear that. | don’t want to go
away. | redly do like you, you know.”

Kaligasighed. Almost against hiswill, he drew her into his arms and tilted her face to his. Ignoring the
overmuscled provider, he kissed his wife. She needed no steroid-packed provider. He might have less
bulk and greater age than the young bucks she could have married, had she been given a choice, but he
was her husband. Someone had sent the provider as an insult, implying Kaliga couldn’t keep his young
wife satisfied. When he found out who had done it, his retaliation would be swift and subtle.

Kaliga sent hiswife off to the living room, where he had left her a gift. Mollified, she gave him a bright
smile and swept out of the room.

Kaligaturned to the provider. “Get up.”

Asthe man stood, Kaliga's anger hardened. The slave towered over him. He wore gold trousers and shirt,
nothing blatant, but fitted to showcase his magnificent physique. Even more galling, age lines showed
around his eyes and gray streaked his hair. He obviously hadn’t been scul pted; he came by hislooks
naturally, an appearance Kaliga could never match even with modification.

Strangely enough, the provider had been subjected to some cheap genetic tattoo that was either wearing
off or had been reversed. His brown hair was turning a metallic gold, and his eyes and skin had agold
shimmer. It didn’t surprise Kaliga; many providers resembled precious metals or gems. But the shoddy
tattoo job was another insult. He would find out who had done this, and when he did, they would pay.

“Who sent you?’ he asked.
The provider looked at him blankly. “Don’t know, sir. I'm sorry.” He had an unusually deep voice.

“You'resorry.” Kaligawould see to it that whoever had sent him was more than sorry. “Where are you
from?’

“| don’'t know that either, sir.”
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“Why not?’
“l don’t understand those things.”

The man’ s responses were off in some way, but Kaligawasn’'t sure how. He wondered if the fellow was
faking a vacuous personality to protect himself from questions. But a provider could never have the
cunning for such a deception. Far more likely, the man had been deliberately chosen for his limited
intellect. Kaliga didn’'t miss the implied taunt:he needs no mind to satisfy your neglected wife. He made a
conscious effort not to grit his teeth. “What did they do, take your brain out?’

“No gir. | don't know.”

Kaliga had no intention of letting thisinsult remain in his home. He snapped out an order. “Y ou will work
on therim crew.” Then he left.

As Kaligawalked to his office, he contacted his aide about the rim-walk crew. Like the robots that
maintained the station, rim-walkers did upkeep. Robots had higher status, though, because they were
more durable and |ess emotional.

Then Kaligatold hisintelligence people to find out who had mailed this provider to hiswife. After he had
the man killed, he would send the body back to the true owner, cheap tattoo job and all.

8
Lock’s End

Jal told no one his plans. He summoned his aide, Robert Muzeson, before the sun rose on Glory’ s sixteen-
hour day. He chose Robert for two reasons: the aide had no direct relation to Corbal Xir, and his mind
didn’t create any mental pressure on Jai. Robert, however, insisted on summoning Jai’ s Razers. Jai balked
at first, but he finally gave in, knowing that if he didn’t choose his battles wisely, he would exhaust
himself fighting everything.

So it was that two hours before the sun rose, Jai left Glory and headed to the Sphinx Sector military base
where ESComm kept the Lock they had stolen from the Skolians.

The stations of Sphinx Sector Rim Base orbited one another in complex trajectories that covered an
Immense region of empty space. “Empty,” of course, was relative; interstellar dust, high energy particles,
radiation, and asteroids regularly visited the neighborhood.
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The Lock orbited near the center of the SSRB. Only a select few of ESComm'’ s highest officers had
clearance to enter the space station. Jai was irked to discover that even he had trouble securing permission
on such short notice. He didn’t try threats; instead, he bestowed gifts on those who cooperated with him,
everything from expensive baubles to implied promises of imperial favors.

Jai didn’t know what to expect. He had no experience with space stations. He had read about them during
the journey to the SSRB, between his bouts of space sickness, so he understood that larger stations
supported biospheres with plants and animals, and crews that numbered in the millions. The Lock was
apparently much smaller, purely utilitarian, with no biosphere, only machinery and metal.

Colonel Vatrix Muze, the ranking officer on the Lock, took Jai on atour. Asit turned out, Muze had
kinship tiesto both Jai and Robert. The colonel was the grandson of High Judge Calope Muze, who was a
niece of Eube Qox, and Calope’s son had sired Robert’s mother on a provider. Jai realized even he and
Robert were related, through Calope. It was no wonder Aristo introductions included a recitation of
ancestors, given their labyrinthine kinship bonds.

Jai couldn’t fathom why Hightons so adamantly believed inbreeding strengthened them. True, most of the
deleterious recessives had been purged from their DNA, but that didn’t stop them from stagnating. They
needed new genes, which they would never get if they insisted on marrying each other all the time. There
weren't even that many Highton bloodlines. So far he knew of only eleven: Qox, Xir, Muze, Iquar,
Kaliga, Taratus, Vitrex, Raziguon, Haguail, Kayzar, and Quaelen.

Colonel Muze escorted them through command centers which all looked the same to Jai, just chambers
with dormant consoles that would sleep until a Key activated the Lock. But for all that ESComm believed
the Lock slumbered, Jai felt its mind even through his barriers and the pressure of Colonel Muze' s Aristo
mind.

The Lock was alive. Its sentience tugged at him, just barely awake. It wasn't life he understood,; its
intelligence felt alien.

But it recognized its Key.

=They’ ve shown us nothing, = Jai wrote to Robert on his palmtop. =Just inoperative consoles.=

Robert had swept the office for monitors, and dismantled several, but Jai doubted they had found
everything. Instead of speaking, he passed his palmtop to Robert. That didn’t guarantee privacy either, but
it would help. Jai wondered just how paranoid he would become, living among the Aristos.

They were sitting at atable in Jai’ s suite on the space station. Robert wrote on the palmtop, =Some
command stations must work; otherwise this station wouldn’t operate at all.=

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Catherine%20Asaro%20-%20Moon's%20Shadow.html (57 of 322) [12/30/2004 8:17:08 PM]



TheM oon'sShadow

=| want to see the Lock, = Jai wrote.

Robert’ s forehead creased. =Thisisit.=

=We haven’t seen the actual Lock.=

=Y ou mean the singularity in spacetime?=

=Yes=

Robert blanched. =It will suck us away. Take our souls.=

It wasn't the first time Jai had heard a Eubian express superstition about the Lock. He didn’t miss the
irony, that Aristos felt soullessto psions, yet Eubians feared the Lock that protected Skolians would suck
away their souls.

=It can’'t affect you unless you walk into it, = Jai wrote. =Even then, only a psion would fedl anything.=
Robert stiffened. =I am a taskmaker.=

Damn. Jai knew he had blundered. He had lived most of his life surrounded by psions. It wasn't until he
had gone to live with Seth Rockworth on Earth that he realized most people weren’t empaths or telepaths.
Although he had kept his abilities to himself, he considered them a benefit, traits he greatly valued.

Eubians didn’t share that opinion. They saw psions asinferior. Weak. Although most providerslivedin a
luxury few taskmakers could ever attain, they were at the bottom of Eubian social hierarchies. In contrast,
Robert was close to the top. If Jai implied he was a provider, it would be agrave insult.

=Y ou are alord among taskmakers, = Jai wrote. =Y ou are my respected aide.=
Robert lifted his head. =It is my honor.=

=l will go into the Lock alone. AsaHighton, I’'m immune to its effects.= Jai had wanted an excuse to
dump his guards, and Robert’ s superstition gave him an opening. =Y ou and the guards will wait outside.=

Robert took the palmtop from Jai. =I would give my life rather than let you risk entering the Lock alone.=

=l won't enter. Just view it.= Although he could use the Lock to join the Triad, it would be about as smart
as shooting himself with alaser carbine. Command centers all over the station would cometo life. Not
only would it give him away as a Ruby psion, but he would also be handing the Hightons a Key who was
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aready in the Triad.

Jai had come here only to find Kelric. His uncle was the one who should join the Triad; Kelric had the
experience, maturity, and background to rule as Imperator, the military commander of the Skolian
Imperialate. Jai’ s mother had been Imperator before she died, but no one held the position now.

The other two Triad members were Jai’ s grandfather and Jai’ s great-aunt, the Ruby Pharaoh. His
grandfather was in custody on Earth; their military refused to release him for fear the Ruby Dynasty
would build another psiberweb and go back to war with Eube, throwing world-slagging armies at each
other until they destroyed civilization. In his darker moments, Jai wondered if the people of Earth weren’t
right.

ESComm claimed that Dyhianna Selel, the Ruby Pharaoh, had died when they captured her husband,
Prince Eldrin, but Jai had his doubts. If they had killed her, they would have trumpeted it across
interstellar space. That they were so quiet made Jai suspect they didn’t know what had happened to her.
But if she had escaped, why didn’t she reveal herself? The silence unnerved him. The Skolians were
demoralized; her appearance now could re-energize her people much as Corbal claimed Jai had done for
the Eubians. So where was she?

Ja exhaled. Perhaps the Ruby Dynasty truly was broken, with only his grandfather in the Triad. Jai had
found no hint of hisuncle Kelric here. It disheartened him: he had been so certain. The escaped provider
was probably someone else, a man who just happened to resemble the uncle Jai had seen only in holos. It
was stupid to hope. Kelric Vadoria had been dead for eighteen years.

Regardless, Ja wanted to visit the Lock. He felt compelled, an impulse that had grown as the day passed.

Robert wrote on his palmtop. =Y ou must take an active comm into the Lock. And we will monitor you. If
anything goes wrong, we will be ready.=

Jai didn’t want them monitoring him; it would limit his actions. But it was probably the best he could do.
If he kept insisting on privacy, it would arouse suspicion. Relaxing his barriers, he concentrated on
Robert. His aide genuinely believed only a Highton could enter the Lock without being destroyed. But if
Robert thought Jai was in danger, he would go in anyway, even believing he risked his soul.

=Y ou honor me with your fealty, = Jai wrote.
Robert looked pleased. =We should go now, during the night shift.=
Smart man. =Yes. We are less likely to encounter obstacles.=

Robert understood exactly what “obstacles’ Jai meant. =I can hide us from ESComm Security.=
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Jai grinned. =Good.=

The only entrance to the Lock was through an ancient airlock. Unlike modern airlocks, which were
permeable membranes that clung to a person as they stepped through, this one consisted of two solid
hatches. Jai waited with Robert next to it while two of his Razers used their pamtops to check the
monitorsinside his body. His other two bodyguards opened the outer hatch of the airlock. Jai wondered
why the Lock chamber needed it. An extra safeguard, perhaps, in case this section of the station ever
became cut off from the rest. Psions strong enough to use the Lock had always been rare and well
protected.

After he stepped through the hatchway, his guards shut the hatch, closing him into a metal antechamber.
He tried the inner hatch, straining to turn its circular handle, but nothing happened. He tried pulling it the
other way.

Nothing.

Jai frowned. Could he even enter?

Come.

Jai froze. He felt the thought as a sense of meaning rather than an actual word.

| know you,Jai answered. It was true. The sentience had been trying to contact him since he boarded the
station.

No answer.

Jal tried again.How do | enter?
| will veil you.

Veil?l don’'t understand.

Animpression formed in his mind, neither words nor images, but he understood. The Lock would
disguise his actions within its chamber so the guards monitoring him would know nothing of what
transpired.

How do | open the hatch?Jai asked. When no response came, he tried again.May | enter?
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The handle turned and the hatch swung open.

Taking a deep breath, Jai stepped through the hatchway into an octagonal chamber about twenty paces
wide. The dark shapes of consoles hulked in the gloom, but across from him, a corridor sparkled,
shedding the only light. Its path arrowed straight back until it became a point in the infinite distance. That
had to be anillusion; it couldn’t go on forever within afinite space station. The corridor had no walls;
transparent columns delineated it, each filled with clockwork mechanisms that looked asif they were
made from precious metals and ebony. Lights spiraled within the columns, racing around and around,
hypnotic.

Jai didn’t know how long he stood enthralled. Gradually he became aware of the chamber around him. He
could just make out the dormant consoles against itswalls. A dais rose to hisleft, and a great chair stood
there. Its armrests were rectangular blocks threaded with conduits, glistening with trapped light.
Equipment embedded the backrest, a slab of metal several meters high and half a meter thick. Blocky and
solid, the shadowed chair stood like an empty throne.

He walked to the dais, inexorably drawn. The pulse of the chamber rumbled through him like a heartbeat.

Jal went to the chair. It adjusted to his weight as he sat down. Looking out, he saw a console on the
opposite wall, indistinct in the shadows.

A man was working there.

Jal froze. He knew that man. Few had such great height or massive build. Even in the dim light, his skin
and hair glinted.

Kelric?Jai formed the word in his mind. The man remained absorbed in his work. Even knowing he was
there, Jai could barely see him.

Jai didn’t know how long he sat without moving. Then a man’s thought reverberated in his mind, ragged
and harsh, raw with power.Suspend.

The Lock answered:Done.

And it died. The heartbeat vanished; the luminous corridor went dark; the sentience ceased. Jai suddenly
felt bereft.

The man left the console then and walked to the darkened corridor. He paused at its entrance, glancing
back—

And looked straight at Jai.
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9

The Promise

The man’ s aura of power was tangible, evoking the myths of Ruby gods from five millennia ago. Jai was
so startled, he nearly forgot his role as emperor. He had to catch himself from responding like an
astonished boy.

When he recovered, Jai summoned up his most aloof Highton tone. “ Are you done staring at me?”’
The man stood motionless, his face unreadable. “How did you get in here?’

“| should ask that question of you.” Jai leaned his elbow on the arm of his chair, copying his grandfather’s
regal pose. “Y ou were intent on your work. Killing the Lock, | gather.”

Recognition flared in the man’s gaze. “Y ou’ re the one who spoke in the broadcast from the emperor’s
palace.”

“Y ou saw the broadcast?’
“From adistance.” With aquiet certainty, he said “I know you.”

Jal wished he had some of those nanomeds that controlled his sweat now. Did this man remember him
from Edgewhirl—or did he recognize a deeper kinship? Even if thiswas hisuncle, Jai couldn’t reveal
himself. The Ruby Dynasty was about as likely to welcome a Highton into their midst as they were to eat
machine parts. Nor did Jai have any reason to believe they would protect his secret.

He schooled his face into what he hoped was a convincing Highton arrogance. “1 should think all settled
space knows me by now.”

Kelric spokein alow voice. “You're a Qox.”
Although Jai laughed, it felt hollow. “ Nota Qox.The Qox.”

It was along moment before Kelric answered. “ The emperor’s heir.” He had remarkable composure given
his situation.

Jai thought of Corbal’ s intent to make him a puppet emperor and his anger sparked. “I am no heir. | rule
Eube. As Jaibriol the Third.”
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“Jaibriol the Second had no heir.”
“Of course he did. Me.”
Kelric studied him with an unsettling concentration. “I know you from somewhere.”

Worried now, Jai tried to redirect him. “ Perhaps you were dazzled by your time in the Lock, Lord Skolia.”
Too late, he realized what he had said.Lord Skolia. His subconscious had recognized the truth; Kelric had
already joined the Triad, becoming Imperator.

Kelric'srealization was so sharp, it pierced Jai’s mental barriers. “Y ou're Jay Rockworth. The Dawn
Corps volunteer on Edgewhirl.”

Jal waved his hand, hoping it looked like a convincing dismissal. “Thiswas al in the broadcast.”
“That you were with the Allieds?’

“That my parents hid me on Earth. The Allieds discovered it and traded me to Eube.” Faced with this man
who might be his uncle and the Skolian Imperator, Jai couldn’t maintain his cold veneer. With wonder, he
added, “I had no ideawho you were, that day on Edgewhirl.”

Kelric exhaed. “Nor I, for you.”

Jal hesitated, afraid to discover his hopes were wrong. But he made himself ask. “Which one are you?’
“Which one?’

“In the Ruby Dynasty.” Jai held his breath.

Then the man said, “Kelricson Valdoria.”

Tears stung Jai’ s eyes. Memories of hislittle brother flooded his mind, stirring hisloneliness. “ Del-
Kelric.”

When Kelric’'s recognition of the name jumped in his mind, Jai wanted to kick himself. Hehad to be more
careful. He strove to recover his Highton tone. “Where did you come from? Y ou’ ve been dead for years.”

Kelric evaded the question. “Why were you with the Dawn Corps? It makes no sense. Y ou expressed
sympathy for the Ruby Dynasty.”

Jai shrugged. “Perhaps you remember what you wish.”
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“No. And you look familiar. | don’t know why. But Iknow you.”

Jai longed to reveal himself, to seek the solace of his kinship with this man. He didn’t dare. But he could
help his uncle escape. He stepped down from the throne and walked to Kelric. Laying his hands on the
rail separating them, he regarded his uncle steadily. “Go. Now. While you can.”

“You would let me go?’
13 Y$.H
[ Why?l

Sorrow tugged at Jai. If anyone could help him ensure his parents hadn’t died in vain, it was Kelric. His
hopes, fears, and longing all mixed into hisvoice. “Meet me at the peace table.”

“Y ou want me to believe you wish peace, when you have a Lock and two Keys?’

Jai tilted his head. “What Lock? It no longer works. We had one Key. We gave him back.”
Kelric waited. Then he said, “ Gave who back?’

“Your brother. Eldrin Valdoria.”

Kelric stiffened. “Don’t lie to me, Highton.”

“Why would | lie?’

“It'swhat you Hightons do. Lie, manipulate, cheat.”

He heard the pain that underlay his uncle’s anger and knew Kelric had suffered his own trials.Would that
| could tell you the truth. Jai hurt so much, surrounded by Aristos, cut off from hisformer life, unable to
confide in anyone. He struggled to maintain his crumbling Aristo facade. “I’ ve little interest in your
imagined list of Hightonills.”

Kelric spoke slowly. “Eube would never giveits Key to the Allieds. Not when you finally had a L ock.
Nothing isworth it.”

“Not even me?’

Kelric went very still. “You, for Eldrin?”’
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“Yes.” Ja could sense his uncle’'s mind even more now; Kelric wanted to believe his brother was in the
custody of the Allied Worlds, but his hope fought with his conviction that the Aristos would never trade
their Ruby psion.

“You areright,” Jai added dryly, thinking of his dismal showing as emperor. “It wasn’'t auniversally
popular decision. But it isdone. | am emperor and your brother is an Allied prisoner.”

Although Kelric controlled his expressions, Jai was picking up more from hisuncle, including Kelric's
innate decency and stoicism. The older man’s sorrow for the family he had lost also filled his mind. He
didn’t believe Eldrin was free; he thought Jai was taunting him while Razers waited to take him prisoner.

Troubled, Jai said, “I am aone.”
Kelric froze. “Why did you say that?’

Jal silently swore. He had become so caught up in their exchange, he hadn’t realized he was responding to
his uncle’ s thoughts. “Y ou didn’t wonder if | had guards? | find that hard to believe.”

Kelric didn’'t hide his disbelief. “And you just happened to come in—alone—when | was here.”

“Ah, well.” Jai realized he could only stretch the truth so far. “It would be a great coincidence, yes? But |
knew you were here.”

“How?’
“Perhaps you could say | feltit.”
“Perhaps. | don’t believeit.”

“1 suppose not.” Jai rubbed his chin, trying to think of another excuse. “1 detected your entrance in the
station web.” He felt asif time were rushing past them. The longer they spent here, the greater the chance
his guards would come for him and find Kelric. “Imperator Skolia, meet me when we can discuss peace.”

“Why should | believe you want this?’
“Ask for something | can grant as proof of my intent.”

Kelric paused, thinking. Then he said, “Thereisaman. A Skolian. Jafe Maccar, captain of theCorona. ”
Anger sparked in Kelric's mind. “ After a battle at the space station Chrysalis, Maccar was sentenced to
ten yearsin an ESComm prison. Unjustly.” Hisforthright gaze became a challenge. “Pardon him.”
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Jai knew nothing about Maccar or why ESComm had sent him to prison. Nor did he know if he wielded
enough authority to make a pardon stick. It would certainly alienate ESComm. But he could admit none
of that to Kelric, so he said only, “I will consider it.”

Kelric's expression clearly said he expected Jai to do nothing. It bothered Jai that his uncle thought his
offer was false. He motioned upward, a well-known gesture meant to include all Eube. “1t’s like a great
thundering machine | hold by the barest thread. If | am to find aroad to peace, | need your help.”

Kelric stared at him for along moment. Gradually his wariness changed, becoming a quiet incredulity.
Then he spokein alow voice. “You're atelepath.”

Jai froze, horrified. “No. | am what you see. Qox.”
“At what price?’ Kelric asked. “What must you suffer to hide the truth?”

Jai couldn’t answer. It hurt too much. Instead he said, “Was anyone here when | came into the Lock? |
never saw him.”

His uncle answered with an unbearable compassion. “Gods help you, son.”
“Go.” Ja felt asif he were breaking inside. “Now. While you can.”

Kelric stepped into the darkened corridor. He started to walk, his back to Jai, his steps measured, as if he
expected an attack.

“Lord Skolia,” Jai said.
Kelric turned back, poised and tense. “Y es?’

“If you make it to Earth—" Jai lifted his hand asif to reach out to Kelric. Then he caught himself and
lowered hisarm. “Go see Admiral Seth Rockworth.”

The older man paused. “1 will go.”
Then the Imperator continued down the corridor. As he strode along that avenue of the ages, Jai thought:

Gods' speed, my uncle.

On Jai’ s second day at the Lock, Colonel Muze took him to visit its operational command center. Officers
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crewed the consoles and lights flickered everywhere. Jai stood flanked by Muze and Robert, his hands
clasped behind his back, watching a holoscreen that curved around the forward bulkhead showing the
panorama of space. Stars glittered in amultitude of colors, and spumes of interstellar dust glowed,
moving out of view as the station rotated. In the distance, another space station came into view.

“Such beauty,” Jai murmured.

“Beauty worth securing.” Muze paused. “1 hope you found the security in the Lock to your approval last
night.”

Jai inwardly swore. So. They knew about hisvisit. “It appeared adequate.”
“Adequate offers the opportunity for improvement.”

Jai couldn’t tell whether the colonel suspected him of treason or feared Jai had found his command
lacking. In Muze's presence, he had to fortify his barriers so much, his thoughts felt muffled. Rather than
risk implicating himself, he said nothing. Stars wheeled past on the hol oscreens.

A young lieutenant approached them and went down on one knee to Jai.
Embarrassed, Jai said, “Pleaserise.”
The lieutenant stood, his gaze averted. “Y ou give me great honor by your presence, Esteemed Highness.”

Jal reddened. He couldn’t believe it when they said such things. Fortunately Muze saved him from having
to think of aresponse. “Y ou have areport?’ the colonel asked.

The lieutenant saluted. “Yes, sir. A frigate is approaching the Lock.”
Muze frowned. “Does it have clearance?’

“Yes, sir.”

“Who isit?’ Jai asked.

The lieutenant averted his gaze again. Jai wished they wouldn’t do that. Taskmakers weren't required to
look down, but they often did anyway. Many believed the nonsense promulgated by Highton propaganda,
that the emperor was, if not an actual deity, then close to one.

From his parents, Jai had |earned about the pantheon of gods and saints worshipped by the ancient
peoples of the Ruby Empire, and by some Skolians and Eubians even in this modern age. His mother had
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also told him about the mythology of her father’s people. On Earth, Seth had introduced him to
Christianity. After al that, it embarrassed him to have the Eubians treat him thisway. He didn’t know
how to respond, so he “solved” the problem by not reacting. Not only did it make no difference, his
remote behavior seemed expected.

“We have avisitor, Y our Highness,” the lieutenant said. “Corbal Xir, High Lord of the Xir Line.”

Anh, hell.His escape from his cousin had just ended.

10

Silver

Too many Aristos came to dinner.

Admiral Xirad Kaliga, Joint Commander of ESComm, hosted the affair in his home to welcome Jai and
Corbal to Sphinx Sector Rim Base. He invited the local Aristo aristocracy. His child-bride, Xirene,
presided over the festivities, unceasing in her chatter.

Reclining at the high table, Jai felt so far out of his depth, he wondered that he didn’t drown. Xirene was
the only person even close to his age, and she had years of experience in Eubian society. Even with his
barriers at top strength, his mind reeled under the onslaught of so many Aristos. Their minds weighed on
him until he thought his head would burst from the pressure.

The excruciating day never seemed to end. At least no one else mentioned his visit to the Lock. Jai prayed
they hadn’t captured Kelric. If they had, they should have told him, but he didn’t know if they would.
Maybe they were toying with the emperor they would soon accuse of treason. Or maybe they had no idea
Kelric had been there. With his barriers up, Jai couldn’t discern if the Aristos even knew the Lock had
died. It seemed impossible they could be oblivious to such a dramatic change, yet either no one had
noticed or else they were more adept at pretense than he realized. For all he knew, they had been grilling
him all day, in their convoluted discourse, and he just hadn’t known.

Twelve people sat at the high table: Corbal Xir; Xirad Kaligaand hiswife Xirene; Jaibriol Raziquon, high
lord of the Raziquon Line; and other Aristos Jai couldn’t remember. It overwhelmed him. He didn’t see
how he could survive as the emperor if he couldn’t even make it through one dinner.

Providers served the food and poured wine. A pleasure girl leaned over to fill his goblet. Jai tried not to
stare, but he couldn’t stop. Silver hair floated around her face in glossy curls. She had silver eyestoo. Her
skin was flawless, almost translucent, with arosy blush. She wore nothing but a silver G-string, silver
collar, silver wrist and ankle cuffs, asilver chain low on her hips, and silver rings circling her nipples. He
couldn’t figure out how her incredible breasts stayed up that way with no support.
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The girl straightened gracefully, holding the carafe. As she turned to atable behind her, Jai had an
agreeable view of her backside. When she bent over the table, he had to struggle to keep his hands to
himself.

“You,” aharsh voice said. “Silver hair.”

The provider froze. Then she turned to the table. Irked, Jai looked to see who had disturbed his
appreciation of the girl. It was the man with his own name, Jaibriol Raziquon, who, as far as Jai could tell,
did nothing but live as hedonistic alife as possible, soaking in his own riches and that of his similarly
wealthy companions.

Raziquon was watching the silver girl with malice. “What, do you plot against His Magnificent
Highness?’

Spots of red flushed her cheeks. “1—I don’t know what you mean.”
Neither do |,Jai thought. What was Raziquon about?

Unexpectedly, Corbal answered. Reclining in alounger on Jai’ s left, he spoke coldly to the girl. “ Perhaps
you put an extradraught in his Highness's drink, en?’

Her face paled. “Never, most esteemed sir. Never, | swear it. | swear.” She dropped to her knees next to
Jai and bowed her head. “Please,” she whispered.

What the hell?It mortified Jai to have her kneel that way. She was a strong enough psion that he caught
hints of her mind even through his defenses. She had no intention of causing harm; she had been
distracted by how pleasing she found his appearance and had forgotten to give his drink to his food
testers. He was one of the few Hightons who had no internal systems to protect him against poison; he
had resisted them, disguieted by the idea of more implantsin his body, but now he had second thoughts.

Asthe girl trembled, Jai started to offer his hand to help her stand. He would have enjoyed knowing she
thought him handsome if Raziquon hadn’t ruined it by bullying her over the wine. He knew Corbal was
staring at him, trying to attract his attention, and Jai was sure his cousin wanted him to ignore the
provider, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t going to leave her shaking on the floor.

“We will give you a chance at redemption, provider.” Raziquon’s eagerness drew everyone's attention
before they noticed Jai’ s unusual behavior. Cruelty edged the lord’ s voice. “Y ou may drink the wine
yourself.”

Jal frowned. He hadn’t liked Raziquon from the start and he had no intention of letting any Highton give
ordersfor him, let alone this one. He raised an eyebrow. “Y ou would speak for me, Lord Raziquon?’ He
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leaned back in hislounger. “Perhapsyou should drink it.”

The other Aristos, who had been watching with amusement, suddenly stopped smiling. A woman at the
end of the table abruptly set down her goblet, and the man next to Raziquon, an elder lord of the Blue-
Point Diamond Line, moved discreetly, putting more space between Raziquon and himself.

Concentrating, Jai tried to probe Raziquon's mind. His head throbbed, and he couldn’t lower his barriers
among so many Hightons, so hisimpressions were muffled. But he did pick up a bit, enough to sense that
the other man genuinely feared the wine did carry a poison, one that even the protectionsin his body
might not neutralize. Stunned, Jai realized he might have just condemned Raziquon to death. He couldn’t
back down; it could be a potentially deadly admission of weakness.

Raziquon reached slowly across the table and picked up Jai’ s goblet. Then he took a swallow. Watching
him, Jai felt ill, remembering the bird in Corbal’ s office.

After amoment, Raziquon set the goblet on the table. His expression had a hard edge now, one directed
toward Eube’ s emperor.

Jai wished he could end this dinner. But he had no choice. He spoke lazily to Raziquon. “Y ou look well.”
It relieved him more than he would ever admit. The longer Raziquon continued to look that way, the less
likely it was that the wine had been poisoned.

Raziquon answered with cold formality. “ Thank you, Y our Highness.”

The other Aristos at the table remained silent, their faces guarded. Jai sensed they were waiting to see
what he would do about the provider. He had no idea. As much as he resented his dependence on Corbal,
he needed his cousin’s crafty experience. Jai turned to him. “Perhaps you have a suggestion for this lovely
silver girl, Cousin.”

Corbal wasimpassive. “I would never presume to speak for Y our Highness.”
Jal waved his hand. “I give you leave. Entertain me.”
Corbal spoke quietly. “Perhaps she needs to provide for the emperor she would betray.”

Damn.He should have seen that coming. They expected him to appease their merciless conception of right
and wrong, to make her suffer for their entertainment. Even through his barriers, he felt the girl’ s terror.
She wondered if she would survive the night. It horrified him.

Jal felt drained, unable to keep this up. Good and evil were backward here. He had been afool to think he
could bring peace to Eube and Skolia; he would be lucky to stay alive. Someday he could end up kneeling
asthe provider did now, hislife made into hell.
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Corbal spoke to aserver. “Clear the table.”

At first Jai didn’t understand. Then he realized Corbal wanted the table cleared for whatever they intended
to do to the provider. As servers removed the remnants of the meal, Jai clenched hisjaw. He had
requested an opinion, nothing more. He didn’t know how to avoid alienating his so-called peers, but he
had no intention of letting them torture the silver girl.

In alounger on Jai’s other side, Xirene Kaliga sighed. Distracted, he turned to her, and she gave him a
sympathetic look. “These providers,” she said. “They are so inept. | mean, really, not testing your wine,
Inever heard of such foolishness. Have you? | never have. Not even when my friend Zarla—well, you
don’t know Zarla, she wasn't invited tonight—but | tell you, never have | seen such a silly mistake.” She
flipped her hand at toward the silver girl. “I mean,really. Inever.”

Jal stared at her, awed by her ability to produce so many words and say so little. He had no idea how to
answer, but it didn’t matter. Xirene continued on, obliviousto the aghast stare of her husband, the
admiral.

“When | have problems with my providers,” she confided to Jai, “I send them to bed without their
dinner.” She laughed asif she had made a hilarious joke.

Admira Kaligarubbed his eyes. “ Xirene.”

Jai had had enough. He motioned to one of his Razers, who stood by the wall, looming and silent. The
man came to the table and bowed. Technically, Razers were supposed to knedl like everyone else who
wasn’t an Aristo, but Jai had one trait in common with his Qox predecessors; he preferred his bodyguards
at their most alert, not on their knees.

Jai indicated the silver girl. “Take her to my rooms.”

The Razer nodded. When he touched the girl, she rose, her gaze averted, and went with the guard,
walking so softly, she made no sound. Jai turned back to the table to see Kaliga watching his wife with a
sour look.

“What?’ Xirene pouted at her husband. “It’s not my fault she’s gone. Y ou spend too much time with her
anyway.” She didn’t seem the least embarrassed to have revealed an intimate detail of her husband’ s life
to half the Aristo population of the SSRB.

Jal suppressed his smile. Who would have thought it, that the notorious Xirad Kaliga, Joint Commander
of the greatest military ever known, couldn’t handle his teenage bride? So this was one of the Highton
marriages arranged to maintain the “everlasting glory” of Eube. No wonder the Aristos had so many
problems.
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He became aware of Raziquon watching him, his gaze like ice. Even through his mental defenses, Jai
caught the lord’ s vivid thought: hisinternal systems had determined that the wine wasn't poisoned. Jai
lifted his controversia goblet and took a long swallow of the wine. For all its superb quality, it might as
well have been engine fuel for all that he enjoyed the taste.

The other Aristos followed his lead and drank, their decided lack of enthusiasm evident only in their
minds, but intense enough from so many of them that it came through hisfortified shields. When Kaliga
said, “To the continued health of His Esteemed Magnificence,” Jai felt his sarcasm.

I’m in trouble,Jai thought.

“l can’'t decide whether you are phenomenally clever,” Corbal said, “or phenomenally stupid.”

Jai lay back in apile of pillows on the floor of the study, an unfurnished room with sliding screens for
walls, an ivory carpet, and an antique lamp in the corner. He and Corbal had retired here after dinner,
though to Jai it felt more like an escape. Corbal’ s people declared the room clean of monitors. Although
Jai had reasonable faith in their ability to clean them out, he could never be sure.

Sprawled among the pillows, he stretched his legs across the carpet. “ That dinner was interminable.”

Corbal dlid open a screen and stood gazing out at the garden outside, where a bridge arched over a
burbling creek. Even the murmur of water didn’t soothe Jai.

“You antagonized Kaliga s guests,” Corbal said.

“Those people have problems.”

Corbal glanced at him. “By their standards, you are the one with problems.”
Jai closed hiseyes. “I don't care.”

“You should.”

“I’m too tired to care.”

“Y ou made an enemy of Raziguon.”

“That statement implies people exist who aren’t his enemy.” Jai opened his eyes. “ That viper actually has
friends?’
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Corbal frowned. “It would behoove an emperor to act with less sarcasm.”

Jai thought of what Kaliga s guests had wanted to do to the silver girl. “It would behoove your peersto
act more like human beings.”

“Jaibriol.” Corbal exhaled. “Y ou must adapt better than this.”

“Well, you're certainly direct tonight.” It was arelief; the circuitous discourse that Hightons favored gave
him a headache.

“If it takes rudeness on my part to make you conform,” Corbal said, “so beit.”
“Maybe | shouldn’t conform.”

Corbal scowled at him. “Y ou sulk like a teenage boy.”

“What a coincidence. | am ateenage boy.”

“You don’t have that luxury.”

Jai crossed hisarms. “ Then let me make my own decisions.”

“Such as sneaking off to the Lock?’

So. They finally came down to the real reason for Corbal’ s visit. Maybe he shouldn’t wish for directness
after all. Aslong as Corbal kept hisinquiries oblique, Jai could obliquely evade them. Dryly he said, “It
would behoove the emperor’ s relatives not to spy on the emperor.”

“Don’t be crass, Jaibriol.”
“What, now I'm just Jaibriol? No * Y our Everlastingly Marvelosio Magnificence’ ?’

Corbal walked over to him. Although he knelt on one knee, his pose had no trace of humility. “You are
going to get yourself killed.”

Jai met his gaze. “By whom? Raziquon? Or you?’
“Without me, you wouldn’t survive two days.”

“And with you?’ Jai tried to maintain his veneer of unconcern, but his facade was cracking. “If I’m lucky,
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I’[l make it three days.” He despised himself for the fear and loneliness he heard in his voice.

Corbal sat down, one leg bent, his elbow resting on his knee. “Did you really think coming to the Lock
would help?’

Jai sat up, uneasy with Corbal’s greater height. He hated not knowing how much the older man had
guessed about him. He caught only vague impressions from Corbal’ s guarded mind, and he couldn’t delve
any deeper without collapsing his own mental defenses. Nor did it work when he tried to draw Corbal into
a conversation that might make the Xir lord let slip information. His cousin was too crafty and too adept
at deciphering nuances of gesture, word, and expression. Jai could end up revealing himself to Corbal
instead of the reverse.

“The Lock didn’t look like much,” Jai said.

“According to Colonel Muze, you didn’t look at much.”

“There wasn't much to see.”

Corbal studied hisface. “One might find it hard to observe anything if one sitsin a chair the whole time.”

That gave Jai pause. It sounded like the monitors had registered nothing except him sitting. He wondered
why the Lock would hide his conversation with Kelric. Easy answer: it wanted to protect its Keys. But its
sentience was too alien to fathom; it might find no significance in human motivations. Even more eerie,
the Lock had died while he was in the chamber, but its protection had apparently extended beyond its
demise.

The people here seemed oblivious to the change in the space station. Perhaps only an empath or telepath
could detect that sense ofending. The stronger psions among their providers might have sensed the Lock’s
sentience, and its end, but they seemed too traumatized to respond beyond the limited sphere of their
existence.

Corbal’ s lover, Sunrise, was unique as far as Jai had seen; much less withdrawn than other providers, she
could operate beyond the strictures of her constrained life. No wonder Corbal used her as a spy. Other
Hightons could learn alesson from him, though Jai doubted they would acknowledge it, and not only
because they were too arrogant to admit they might be wrong about the inability of providersto think. For
them, letting a provider develop self-worth was dangerous.

Corbal was waiting for Jai to answer hisimplicit question—why Jai had just sat in the chair. Jai said
nothing; he had discovered silence could prod Aristosto speak, asif they couldn’t bear ahole in the webs
of discourse they wove around themselves.

“I’ve heard it said that sons are their fathers reborn,” Corbal finaly said. “I’m not so sure that is true.”

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Catherine%20Asaro%20-%20Moon's%20Shadow.html (74 of 322) [12/30/2004 8:17:08 PM]



TheM oon'sShadow

Jai knew Corbal meant the previous emperor, Jai’ s father. He evaded the implication by turning it around.
“Y ou doubt your rebirth in your sons?’

Corbal actually smiled. “Gods help Eube, should that ever happen. One of me is enough.”
“You think so?’
“Indeed.”

Pah. Jai was heartily sick of that word. “Do you know, Cousin, if one could put a price on a word—say,
‘indeed’ —we Hightons would be unbearably wealthy.”

To hisunmitigated surprise, Corbal laughed. “ Some might say we already are.”

Jai blinked. Corbal had a sense of humor. Although it wasn't exactly the star-exploding discovery of all
time, it did surprise him.

With his elbow on his knee, Corbal propped his chin on hisfist. “Y ou found the Lock dull, eh?’

Jai suspected Corbal’ s friendly display was meant to relax him, so he would confide more about his
experience. He decided to play along, probing for information.

“It bored me,” Jai said. “Nothing works.”
“What did you expect it to do?’
Good question. “Y ou’ ve often been on the bridge of a ship. Lights glow. VVoices hum. Levers move.”

Corbal shrugged. “Only when the ship isin operation. Leave it inactive, and it has no use for glows,
hums, or motion.”

Jai thought of how ESComm had wrested the Lock from the Skolians. “Unless thieves stedl it for their
own use.”

“Indeed.” Corbal’s mouth quirked up. “1f you will allow the word.”
Good Lord—another joke. Jai smiled slightly. “1 will indeed.”
A strange look passed over Corbal’ s face, then vanished. Longing? Jai caught a surge of emotion from

Corbal, one the Xir lord smothered as soon as it emerged: longing and loneliness. For all his children,
peers, lovers, and heirs, Corbal was lonely for afamily. His moment of humor with Jai gave him just a
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glimpse of what he lacked.

No hint of Corbal’s thoughts showed in his manner. He continued to study Jai. “ Perhaps the thieves need
someone to wake up the ship.”

That sounded like ESComm didn’t know the Lock had been active earlier today. Perhaps Kelric had
awoken it when he joined the Triad. Jai was certain, though, that Kelric had later killed or otherwise
ended the Lock, ensuring the Aristos couldn’t useit. And the Lock had let him. Whatever its wishes, they
apparently didn’t include serving Eube.

“Perhaps the ship will never wake again,” Jai said.
Corbal’ s gaze narrowed. “ That would be a great sorrow.”

Jal didn’t answer. It wasn't a power play thistime; he didn’t know what to say. Fatigue wore on him. He
had |eft the palace many hours ago and hadn’t slept since. Stretching out in the cushions, he closed his

eyes.

Corbal spoke, but Jai couldn’t concentrate. His mind drifted in the hazy state just before sleep. Someone
lad a blanket over him, but it was afew moments before Jai drowsily opened his eyes. Corbal was sitting
in acorner of the room, beneath the lamp, reading a holobook.

Jai’ s lashes drooped. ..

Slowly waking, Jai lay among the cushions, warm beneath the blanket. Darkness had fallen outside,
beyond the parchment-like screens. He rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling, his contentment
fading as he remembered dinner.

Groggy, he climbed to his feet, letting the blanket fall to the floor. He was aone now. Out in the hall, he
found two of his bodyguards. They escorted him to his guest suite and accompanied him inside, but when
they tried to follow him into the bedroom, Jai balked. Neither guard seemed surprised. They took up posts
outside the room.

Relieved, Jai entered his bedroom and closed the screen quietly, caught by the hushed sense of the late
hour. The night was synthetic; it came when the light panelsin the “sky” darkened and slid back, letting
starlight flood the residential areas of the habitat.

A dim lamp glowed in one corner, an orb on an antique stand. Jai stripped down to the stylized loincloth
Highton men wore under their clothes and crawled into his bed, a far less ostentatious affair than the one
in hisroom at the palace. He appreciated the elegance of this simple, airy house.
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Jai stretched—and nearly jumped out of bed. He wasn’t alone. The silver provider lay sleeping near him,
on top of the covers. He froze, his hand clutched on the thermal blanket he had been pulling over himself.
With asigh, the girl rolled toward him, onto her side.

Good gods. He had afull view of her now, with no one to intrude on his appreciation. A spectacular view.
She had atiny waist and well-rounded hips, and her thighs were full and smooth. He imagined how they
would feel with his hips between them, and sweat broke out on his forehead. And herbreasts. He couldn’t
figure out how her nipples stayed erect. The silver rings around them accentuated their size. He wanted to
say sweet words to her, but he couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t sound clumsy, besides which, she
was asleep.

No wonder the Razers hadn’t argued when he told them to stay outside. Jai had told them to bring her
here so no one would hurt her, but he knew what everyone thought. Although Kaliga could have objected,
Jai doubted the admiral would deny the emperor such “hospitality” for the night.

Jai knew he shouldn’t wake her. Kaligawould surely question her tomorrow; whatever she discovered
tonight, the admiral would soon learn. She couldn’t detect anomalies about Jai if she slept the whole
night. Kaliga might wonder about the imperial libido, or lack thereof, but he wasn't likely to suspect Jai
was apsion.

But he so wanted to touch her. He struggled to distract himself. He had barely even held a girl, let alone
slept with one. During hisyearsin exile, he had naively assumed he would leave Prism, find awife, bring
her back, and love her the way his parents had loved each other. Then ESComm had ripped his father
away, and Jai’ s mother had hidden her children on Earth. Jai had never really recovered from the shock of
hisimmersion into human culture. Shy and reserved, he had kept to himself, unable to forget that entire
civilizations considered his father a despot and his mother a dictator. They had taught him everything he
knew about honor and decency, yet the rest of humanity reviled them.

Jai knew the truth now: he would never have what they had shared. His marriage would be a chilly union
with whatever Highton woman became his empress. It would have to be a visitation marriage; he couldn’t
share his life with alover whose very presence crushed his mind. Refusing to live with her would make
him look even more eccentric, but it was better than her discovering that his purportedly Esteemed
Highness was a psion.

Who else could he love but a provider? Y et that way courted disaster, for she could sense his differences.
Nor would he ever know if she really loved him or was only acting as she had been bred and trained to
behave. For al that he wanted her, she made him feel vulnerable, as if she could hurt him, not through any
wish of hers, but because he felt raw in her presence, uncertain. But Jai craved affection, and here was the
silver girl, warm and sensual in her sleep.

Unableto resist, Jai slid over to the girl. Then he stopped, afraid she would scream if she awoketo find a
man she barely knew leaning over her. He had to remind himself this was his bed. After amoment, he
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cupped his hand around her breast and dlid his thumb over her nipple. When she flinched in her sleep, he
froze, afraid he had hurt her. He suddenly hated Kaliga, knowing the Aristo could do whatever he wanted
to this girl. Strongly empathic, Jai couldn’t separate his desire for the silver girl from his emotions; he
wanted to protect her, to wrest her away from Kaliga.

As he caressed her breasts, she rolled onto her back and sighed. Her fragrance made him lightheaded.
Aristos heightened the pheromones a provider exuded to intensify the sexual experience, but he hadn’t
expected the effect to be so intense. As a psion, she would also produce chemicals targeted for other
psions. For him. It was nature’ s compensation for the fatal recessives associated with the mutations that
created psions; their low birth rate was offset by how diligently their pheromones prodded them to
reproduce.

Jai bit hislip, fighting his need for her. He ought to roll away. Another sobering thought came to him: he
had no wish to impregnate this girl. If she bore him children, they would be powerful psions, a dead
giveaway he wasn't pure Highton. And it horrified him to think his children would be slaves. What if he
couldn’t protect them? He would have to sire an heir on his empress, but that child would be more than
half Highton. His heir would transcend. He couldn’t bear knowing his legitimate children would threaten
him just by existing, even if they never knew the truth about him, and no matter how much he loved them.

Then it occurred to him that Kaliga probably took steps to ensure she didn’t become pregnant. Corbal
certainly did with Sunrise. Jai was starved for affection, mourning the loss of hisfamily, and here lay the
silver girl, tousled and inviting. He couldn’t give her up for tonight.

Stretching out on the bed, Jai pulled her into his arms. She stirred, her eyelashes fluttering, her breath
warm against his chest. Not wanting to alarm her, he only pressed his lips against her forehead, restraining
himself.

She nestled against him. “My honor at your company, Y our Highness.”

Encouraged, he slid his hand down to the silver triangle of her G-string. It crinkled under his touch—and
disintegrated. Startled, he looked down; it had turned into glitter that dusted her thighs, sparkling in the
dim light.

“That’s pretty.” He traced his finger through the glitter. Her skin felt smooth, like satin.

The girl laughed softly. She moved her hips against him with a curious mixture of innocence and
temptation, asif she had no idea of the effect it had on him. But when she kissed his dark-haired chest, he
stopped stroking her, mortified. He had read on aweb site selling hair-removal tech that such body hair
disgusted women. The holos had shown impossibly well-muscled men with perfectly smooth chests. The
vendor had apparently done a good business.

The girl was watching his face, her head tilted asif she were listening to a distant conversation. Then she
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ran her hand through the hair on his chest. “ Such aman,” she murmured. “ So strong. So sexy.” Sleepy
desire flowed from her mind and rolled over him.

Knowing she wanted him so much was even more arousing than the manufactured pheromones or her
vanishing clothes. He held her tight against his body and kissed her hungrily. She felt incrediblein his
arms, and she seemed to sense how he wanted to be touched before he knew himself. He tried to hold

back, afraid he would lose control and hurt her.

Finally he could take no more. Groaning, he rolled the girl on her back and covered her with his body. He
reached to remove hisloincloth, only to find it was already gone. The girl felt right. He wanted to whisper
endearments, but he feared to sound foolish. Her mind was a sensual haze of arousal, so much so that he
wondered if she had been drugged with aphrodisiacs. He pushed away the thought, needing her too much
to believe synthetics produced her loving response.

So Jai held her and kissed her and moved with her in arhythm more dream like than real. In the heady
rush of his hunger, he whispered, “I love you, beautiful silver girl.”

“And | you,” she murmured.

Jal took her with tears on his face, knowing this charade was the closest he would ever come to love. Then
he could no longer think at all. His body turned into a nova and he lost control in a burst of sensation.

Sometime later Jai became aware he was lying with the girl. When he lifted his head, she dimpled. * Such
sweetness, Y our Highness.”

Ja reddened. “Sweet” wasn’t how he wanted hisfirst lover to think of him. Other words came to mind:
powerful, masculine, virile. Somehow, though, “sweet” was al right from this silver girl.

Shifting his weight off her, he pulled up the quilt, cocooning them in its downy nest. It was like
submerging into clouds. The girl closed her eyes, her lashes long and glimmering. He felt her satisfaction,
and was gratified that he had given her enjoyment. He gathered her close. “1 wish you could stay with
me.”

Shefitted her body against his side and laid her head on his shoulder. “Y ou are kind.”

Kind. He winced, remembering how he had so passionately sworn hislove. What anidiot. Y et even now,
he could say it again. He wondered how he would respond when her pheromones were no longer
influencing him. Well, what did it matter? She felt good and he liked her. That was enough.

“Maybe you could come home with me,” he said.

“Your Highness honors me.”
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He could tell she didn’'t believe he would take her anywhere. Such declarations from Hightons were easily
made and easily forgotten. Her mind gave no hint that she suspected the truth; unlike Sunrise, Corbal’s
lover, this girl couldn’t imagine anomalies. The idea that the emperor might be a psion was too strange for
her to conceive.

But she did think him handsome. He grinned. Then he said, “Jai.”

Her lips curved. “Jai? What is that?’

“My name.”

“It isavery fine name. Strong and vigorous.”

He laughed at the idea of his nickname being vigorous. “Y ou can call me Jai.”
“Yes, Your Esteemed Glory.”

Ah, well. Giveit time. He could think of worse things than being called Y our Esteemed Glory by hisfirst
lover.

Jal was almost asleep when she spoke again. “Thank you for sparing me at dinner tonight. | swear | would
never try to harm you.”

“l know.” He yawned. “Y ou seemed distracted.”

“1 was awed by your splendid presence.”

Jai sighed. “Y ou don’'t have to say that.”

“It ismy great honor to tell you the truth.”

He knew all too well that it wasn't the truth. “What is your name?’
She dlid her palm across his chest. “ Silver.”

Well, that was no surprise. “Do you like it?’

Her hand paused. “Likeit?’

“Y our name.”
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After amoment, shesaid, “Yes. | likeit.”
“Then | will call you Silver.”
“Thank you, Your Highness.”
“ Igi "
Mischief shaded her voice. “Yes, Your Jainess.”
“Silver!”
She laughed against his chest. “ Jai.”
Smiling, he pulled her close.

So the emperor slept, and for the first time since coming to Eube, he had no nightmares.

11

Loss

ESComm had become a threat.

Corbal sat in his chair, brooding. He had left Jaibriol asleep in the study down the hall, but his monitors
indicated the boy had retired to his own suite. Jaibriol’ s jaunt here to the Sphinx Sector Rim Base
disturbed Corbal; the new emperor was proving harder to keep an eye on than Corbal had expected. What
had Jaibriol thought to gain from sneaking off to the Lock and sitting in its chair?

Corbal had seen the disheartening records; nothing in the Lock had operated since ESComm had taken it
from the Skolians. The ancient station was either dormant or dead. Jaibriol claimed it couldn’t awake, but
Corbal wasn't ready to believe him.

Jaibriol. A conundrum. As much as his behavior at dinner tonight had aggravated Corbal, he had to admit
he rather enjoyed the boy’ s audacity. But without ESComm support, Jaibriol could accomplish
nothing—and Xirad Kaligawas ESComm. Only General Kryx Taratus, the other Joint Commander, had
as much power within the military. General Taratus was the older brother of Azar Taratus, the idiot who
had cheated Finance Minister Tarquine by selling her adying provider for fourteen million credits.

Corbal grimaced. The current political landscape was a disaster. Taratus and Iquar were embroiled in a
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morass of lawsuits. Not only did Iquar want her fourteen million back, she had sued Taratus for punitive
damages, both for his actions and because the provider had escaped. Taratus had countersued, claiming
harassment, saying it was her problem if she couldn’t keep her provider, and that she had already filed an
insurance claim for the money.

The insurance bureaus had taken action against both of them, Iquar because the security on her habitat
supposedly hadn’t fulfilled the requirements specified on her policy, and Taratus for fraud. In response,
Iquar had filed against the bureaus for what she claimed was a retroactive change in their policy. Further,
she wanted them to pay for the other systems on her habitat that had been damaged during the provider’s
escape, and for the shuttle he had stolen.

Asif that wasn't enough, Taratus had taken additional action, claiming Iquar’s intelligence systems had
spied on him during the auction, compromising ESComm security. ESComm responded with an
Investigation of Taratus, wanting to know why he was using ESComm resources in a private auction.
They were aso pursuing action against Iquar for the failure of her security. And she had counterfiled
against ESComm, for gods' sake, claiming the failure was their fault because they designed the systems
on her purportedly civilian habitat.

The whole business reeked. General Taratus would almost certainly align with his brother Azar. If Xirad
Kaliga, the other Joint Commander, also sided with them, it would set ESComm against the Finance
Ministry, putting the military in opposition to the people who controlled the flow of wealth through Eube.
It could destabilize the stumbling economy, which had suffered during the war, particularly the Platinum
Sectors. On the other hand, if Kaliga opposed Taratus, it would create a schism within ESComm,
weakening the military, which the war had also decimated.

It was a hellacious mess.

Azar Taratus and Minister Iquar were both bringing their formidable resources and political clout to bear
in the chaos created by Taratus's hoax. The hell of it was, his actions made sense. Had Iquar been anyone
else, she probably would have done what he expected, paying the fourteen million off the record and
reporting a negligible price to the bureaus. Taratus would have paid taxes only on that amount, the two of
them cheating both the tax and insurance collectors. Then when Iquar discovered Taratus had sold her a
dying provider, what could she have done? Had she reported only aminimal price to the insurance
bureaus, it would have appeared asif she received exactly what she paid for.

Why Tarquine Iquar had reported the full price, Corbal had no idea. Perhaps she knew the provider was
sick but wanted him anyway. Or maybe she was too savvy to trust Taratus. Whatever the reason, she had
incontrovertible proof that Taratus had committed a mammoth fraud. The bureaus had charged her an
obscene amount to insure the provider—and now they had to pay up for hisloss. Taratus had a monstrous
tax bill. Given the immense wealth and far-reaching security considerations involved, it was no wonder
everyone was suing everyone el se up, down, backward, and around the sun.
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Corbal blew out agust of air. He saw no good solution. No matter what the courts ruled, it would create
schismsin the structures of Highton power. He felt asif he were watching a magrail train hurtle down a
mountain, out of control, and nothing he could do would stop the crash. Because he knew what was going
to happen.

Y es, he knew exactly what.

They were going to drop the whole messinto Jaibriol’ s lap.

line

The whisper of adliding screen awoke Sunrise. “Come to bed, love,” she murmured. “Do your worrying
tomorrow.”

Corbal didn’'t answer. He crossed the room quietly, with consideration for the late hour. In her younger
days, Sunrise hadn’t believed Aristos like him existed. But it was true. He was gentle. She had heard,
through palace gossip, of one other: High Judge Calope Muze, Corbal’ s first cousin and second in line for
the Carnelian Throne. Sunrise had even wondered about the emperor. She had only been with him afew
moments that night, and he had guarded his mind, but she had felt an odd sense of recognition. Perhaps
something in the Qox line made them different from other Aristos.

Another rustle came from across the room. She rolled over in the billowy covers. “Cori? Are you—"

A hand clamped over her mouth. It happened so fast, she had no time to breathe. No!'Who was this?An air-
syringe hissed against her neck, bringing darkness...

Corbal gave along stretch as he stood up, working out kinks in his muscles. He felt stiff more and more
often now. For all that the nanomeds in his body delayed his aging, they couldn’t stop it. The years were
beginning to take atoll.

He headed for bed, seeking the comfort of Sunrise’'sarms. A century ago, Corbal had done his duty,
married a Highton woman and sired heirs. He and his wife had lived together for twenty-five chilly years.
When she had passed away, he had given her amagnificent burial. He never again had to marry, never
again had to live in the vacuum of a cold Highton union. Now he wanted Sunrise.

It was dark in the bedroom, but a breeze wafted across hisface. A wall screen was open, letting starlight
into the room. Odd that Sunrise would leave it that way. She didn’t like to sleep in open areas. It made her
feel vulnerable.

“Suni?’ Sitting on the bed, Corbal reached for her. But no one lay there; the covers were piled in a heap.
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Puzzled, he said, “Lumos on.”

The lights activated—revealing an empty room. Corbal frowned. Sunrise wouldn’t just leave. He went to
the open screen and peered into the night. “Lumos outside.”

Lights came up in the garden, bathing the flowerbeds in soft colors. It was very lovely and very empty.
He made a thorough search of the lumbering house and gardens, aided by several Razers. By the time
they had verified she was neither inside nor out, his bewilderment had turned to anger. Sunrise wouldn’t
disappear. Someone had taken her. But how? According to the monitors, no one had come in the room.

She had gone to bed and stayed there.

Corbal expected Xirad Kaligato be asleep, but he found the admiral in a console room, with two
bodyguards and aslew of aides. A guard searched Corbal before letting him enter. Kaliga was leaning
over aconsole, talking in staccato bursts to someone on the comm. Corbal didn’t like it; ESComm’ s Joint
Commander looked asif he hadn’t slept at all.

Asthe guard escorted Corbal to the console, Kaliga glanced up and nodded formally. “The hospitality of
my household is at your service, Lord Xir.”

Corbal understood the unstated question: Why was he wandering around the house late at night instead of
enjoying the charms of his concubine?

“We appreciate your hospitality,” Corbal answered. He doubted Kaliga missed his implication; a satisfied
guest would offer more praise than “ appreciate.”

Kaliga motioned an aide over to the console. “Lord Xir, perhaps you would join me for alate-night
refreshment? One of my ships brought in an unusually fine liqueur.”

Corbal nodded, relieved. “It would be my pleasure.”

Asthey left the console room, Corbal said, “Y our household is admirable in itswork ethic.” In other
words, why the blazes was everyone working at this hour?

“Rumors, my friend.” Kaligarolled his left shoulder dightly, indicating concern. “They sprout
everywhere.”

“Tales and truth are not necessarily the same.”
“No, not necessarily.” Kaliga said no more.

Corbal fell silent. He wanted to press the matter of Sunrise, but whatever troubled the admiral clearly had
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greater import, at least to ESComm and the empire. He discovered that right now he didn’t care a whit
about the welfare of Eube.

It wasn't until they were inside Kaliga' s study, with their guards outside, that the admiral spoke again. “It
appears the Ruby Dynasty also works long hours.”

Corbal inwardly swore. Eube had enough problems without the Skolians creating yet another of the never-
ending crises they precipitated ssmply by their onerous existence. “ The Ruby Dynasty would do well to
rest. It might improve their ability to think.”

Kaligalaughed dryly, with fatigue. He went to a table and poured goblets of a turquoise-hued liquid, then
handed one to his guest. As Corbal swallowed, nanomeds in his lips and saliva checked the liqueur; then
bioconduits in his body shunted it to a holding area, where other meds analyzed the liquid. After his
security systems finished their checks, they released the liqueur. He barely noticed the pause before it
continued down his throat.

He raised the goblet to Kaliga. “A fine choice.”

The admiral nodded, obviously preoccupied, and motioned Corbal to a sofa, then sunk into awing chair
himself.

Corbal settled in his chair. He was tired enough to wish he could just come out and say,What happened
with the Ruby Dynasty?

Kaligatook aswallow of liqueur. “It has a punch, eh?’

“Isit from Emerald Sector?’ In truth, Emerald wasn’t known for its liqueurs. However, “punch” could
refer to whatever Kaliga had |earned about the Ruby Dynasty, and ESComm had major command centers
in Emerald Sector.

Kaligaconsidered him. “So it does. It just came in tonight.” He set his goblet on atable and |eaned back,
closing hiseyes. “A long night.”

Corbal wanted to groan with the delay. “Longer yet, if one has to deal with Ruby Dynasty machinations.”
“Or rumors of such.”
“Rumors often fall apart under scrutiny.”

The admiral lifted his head. “Unfortunately, some become even more odious.”
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Corbal tried not to grit his teeth. Sunrise could be dying while they sat chatting about the infernal
Skolians. “What isn’t odious about the Ruby Dynasty?’

Kaligaregarded him steadily. “ Their deaths.”
Corbal paused in raising his goblet. Then he lowered it. “1 take it no more of them have died, then?’

“Even worse.” Kaliga' s expression soured. “They have an uncanny ability to show up alive after we
eliminate them.”

Skolia be damned. “One more is always too many.”

“Oneimplies asingle occurrence. It seems we are infested with them.”

Corbal’ s grip on his goblet tightened. Did they suspect Jaibriol? Surely not. Corbal had destroyed the
evidence. It wouldn’t surprise him if ESComm had stolen genetic material from Jaibriol for more
analyses, but they would find only that the boy’s DNA came from his father. Corbal had arranged proof of
a Highton mother who had passed away. He kept his suspicions about Jaibriol’ s real mother to himself;

Soz Vadoria, the Skolian Imperator, was dead now, blown to plasma, along with her inconvenient DNA.

Corbal suddenly tensed. Could Kaliga' s remarks refer to the late Imperator? Had she arisen from the
dead?Good gods.” Infested by whom?’ he asked.

At the blunt question, Kaliga raised an eyebrow. “| apologize if the nocturnal activity in my home has
disturbed your sleep, Lord Xir.”

Corbal held back his grimace. Kaliga had good cause for the rebuke, and he was courteous enough to
imply Corbal’ s bluntness came from fatigue rather than an intended insult.

“Your hospitality is unsurpassed,” Corbal said. “Even the dawn avails herself of its freedom.” He had no
doubt that Kaliga knew perfectly well providers didn’t up and avail themselves of freedom.

“An intriguing concept,” Kaliga mused, “that the sun would rise on a space station.”
“It honors your home that such a remarkable occurrence should happen here.”
Kaligaleaned forward. “I will relay your compliments to my security people immediately.”

Kaliga' simplicit promise to take immediate action in finding Sunrise relieved Corbal. While Kaliga
contacted his security, Corbal checked with his own people. No sign of Sunrise had surfaced. His unease
deepened; a provider couldn’t vanish from the home of Xirad Kaliga. Someone must have taken her,
which meant they had penetrated security and slipped away without atrace. That implied a betrayal at
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high levels.
Kaligamet Corbal’ s questioning look. “It seemsit will be longer than we thought until the dawn arrives.”

So the admiral’ s people claimed they knew nothing. Corbal didn’t like it. “ The dawn always arrives.
Nothing can stop it.”

“Rest assured, Lord Xir, we will do everything possible to make that true.”
Corbal nodded. It wouldn’t help Sunrise for him to dash about like an untried youth, but he loathed just

sitting here. Where was she? If someone harmed her, he would see that the perpetrator suffered, long and
hard.

He narrowed his gaze at Kaliga. The admiral had the means and opportunity to arrange a kidnapping. He
would be afool to do it in hisown home, and Xirad Kaligawas no fool. Even so. If Kaligadidn't produce
her soon, he could find himself embroiled in alegal tangle with the emperor’s cousin.

Kaliga pushed his hand across his buzz-cut hair. “It has been along night.”
“A night of Rubies,” Corbal said.
“Rubies,” Kaligamuttered. “Thrones. Pharaohs.”

Hell and damnation. Dyhianna Selei, the Ruby Pharaoh, had died during the war. That was how ESComm
had captured Eldrin, her consort; he had sacrificed himself so she and their son could escape. The
ESComm commandos who made the capture reported that she committed suicide by jumping into one of
the Locks, but no one really knew what would happen if a human being fell into an operational Lock,
which was a singularity in spacetime.

“1 wouldn’t have thought the Pharaoh had such resilience,” Corbal said. “She looked weak.”

“Perhaps.” Kaliga sounded tired. “ The loss of the Kyle webs makesit difficult to gather information. My
ships bring messages, but that takes time. One rumor says the Pharaoh is dead, another says sheis
missing, yet another says shelives.”

“Such stories show creativity.” Or so Corbal hoped.

Kaliga s gaze hardened. “ Another says Eldrin VValdoria, her consort, has been reunited with his Pharaoh
wife.”

At the prospect of the Ruby Dynasty retrenching, Corbal silently went through his arsenal of profanity.
Even worse, he was the one who had released Eldrin. “Xirad, your liqueurs are unsurpassed. Perhaps you
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have one that is even stronger.”
“Indeed.” Kaliga grimaced. “For both of us.”

Thistime, the admiral poured whiskey. Asthey drank, Corbal brooded. If Eldrin was reunited with his
wife, it would lift morale among their people. The awe that the Skolians held for the Ruby Dynasty
baffled Corbal. Weak and uncontrolled, the Ruby psions created havoc. They wereproviders, for saints
sake. Aslong as they promulgated their notions of freedom for taskmakers and providers, they corrupted
human life.

And Jaibriol ?The boy’ s naiveté and inherent weakness as a psion should have made him malleable;
instead, he caused no end of trouble. Corbal aso had other concerns. Hightons reacted to providers. So far
Jaibriol had hidden his telepath’s mind, but it would only take one mistake to reveal him. An unwelcome
realization came to Corbal: Jaibriol’ s well-being mattered to him. He didn’t want to care; it made him
vulnerable. Nevertheless, apparently he did.

Then he had an even more disturbing thought, scandal ous, preposterous. Y et there it was. given time and
guidance, Jaibriol might make a better emperor than a true Highton.

Raziquon leaned over the girl manacled to hisinterrogation bench. “The procedureis ssimple. | ask
guestions. You answer. If you refuse, | will, shall we say, encourage you to speak.”

Sunrise shook her head, her eyes wide with fear.

“Oh, | understand,” Raziquon said. “Y ou are loyal to Lord Xir. Y ou have neural implants that prevent you
from telling me about him, that may even erase your memories if | push too hard, hmmm?’ A smile
spread across his face. “But you see, no method is one hundred percent effective. Y ou will tell me what |
want to know. Eventually.” He touched her breast. She truly was a beauty; she must have cost Corbal
millions. He hoped the old man had good insurance for her. “Yes, eventually you will reveal all his
secrets.”

Raziquon had no personal animosity for Corbal, at least no more than he had for anyone else. His
antipathy came from the danger Corbal posed to the Aristo way of life. Most considered the Xir lord’s
behavior toward this provider no more than eccentricity, but Raziquon knew better. If Xir took a moderate
hand with Sunrise, other providers might come to expect the same. What then? Providers agitating for
change? It was absurd. Dangerous. Xir would probably argue that they were incapable of agitation, but he
was afool to take risks.

Eube was the largest empire created by humanity, its population almost two trillion strong, taskmakers
mainly, governed by afew thousand Aristos. It didn’t take a genius to see that each Aristo held sway over
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far more people than he or she could individually control. Fear and punishment weren’t sufficient
motivators to manage groups that large. However, a contented popul ace rarely agitated for change.

Those taskmakers who lived acceptable lives were rewarded; those who disobeyed were punished. If their
defiance became serious, they were eliminated, on a planetwide scale if necessary. The slagged remains of
several worlds served testament to that fact. But no sane Aristo wanted genocide. Taskmakers formed the

backbone of civilization; keeping them happy was far preferable to killing them.

Providers were another story. Only afew thousand existed. Their sole purpose in life was to please their
owners. Their happiness made no difference; in fact, it benefited Aristos for them to be unhappy. Besides,
their suffering elevated them.

If providers began to demand contentment and self-determination, it would create chaos. From there, how
far to the decadence of the Skolian Imperiaate, where providers roamed uncontrolled, and even worse,
presumed to positions of authority? An upsurge of immorality among Eubian providers could destabilize
the social structure of Eube. And if providers aspired to freedom, would taskmakers be far behind? A
specter lurked in every Aristo’s mind, the remote but not impossible chance that one day the taskmakers
would rise against them, not aworld, not a star system, but all of them, billions, trillions. Nothing could
stop the fall of Eube then. Civilization would collapse.

Corbal Xir's“eccentricity” threatened the very fabric of Eubian society. And Xir stood closest to the
throne, far more astute in the ways of power than the emperor himself.

Raziquon leaned over the bench, his gaze hard on the girl.Mines, he thought.Platinum mines.

Then he went to work, “encouraging” Sunrise to divulge the secrets of Lord Corbal Xir, arguably the most
powerful man alive.

12

Betrayal

You'retaking Lord Xir into custody?’ Bewildered, Jai stood in the entrance to the console room and
looked from Kaligato Corbal. None of Kaliga's busy staff in the room had realized Jai had arrived.

“Why?' Jai asked Kaliga, hisvoice low. It was early morning, but neither the admiral nor Corbal looked
asif they had dept.

“A good question.” Corbal’ s anger was sharp enough to pierce Jai’ s mental barriers.

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Catherine%20Asaro%20-%20Moon's%20Shadow.html (89 of 322) [12/30/2004 8:17:08 PM]



TheM oon'sShadow

Guards surrounded them. Four were Jai’ s Razers, who had accompanied him as he wandered through the
house, looking for breakfast, his heart content and his thoughts full of Silver, who was slegping in his bed
right now. Instead of food, he had stumbled into the console room and what felt like a surreal play, where
he found himself on stage with no script.

Kaliga spoke coldly to Corbal. “I’ ve just returned from meeting with my security chief. Apparently the
dawn comes and goes of its own accord.”

Jai stared at the admiral. What the blazes did the dawn have to do with anything?

Corbal, however, obviously knew what Kaliga meant. His voice hardened. “ And apparently preposterous
iIdeas come and go of their own accord within ESComm now.”

At anearby console, amajor spoke, aman intent on his holoscreens. “Admira Kaliga, we' ve another
scout ship coming in. I'm getting a transmission.”

Kaligawent over to the console. “Any verification?’

The man scanned his screens. “I1t's ESComm—been on reconnaissance—qgot it, sir!” He looked up, his
face flushed. “We have verification. The Ruby Pharaoh was seen aive on Delos.”

Jai felt asif the ground dropped beneath him. Alive? His aunt wasalive ? Good Lord, how long had they
suspected? That no one had bothered to notify the emperor gave him an all too clear idea of how they
viewed hisrole.

“Hell and damnation,” Kaliga said.

Corbal stepped over to the console. “Where is she now?”’

Kaliga spoke sharply. “Maor, do not answer that. Until further notice, Lord Xir isin custody.”
Sweat broke out on Jai’ s forehead. Why were they arresting Corbal? “What are—"

Corbal shook his head at Jai, cautioning silence. The mgjor glanced coolly in Jai’ s direction—and froze,
his eyes widening. Immediately, he went down on one knee. People around him looked up, saw Jai, and
followed suit, their reaction spreading like awave. As Jai watched, dumbfounded, every taskmaker in the
crowded room knelt to him.

As Hightons, Corbal and Kaliga remained standing, as did the guards, both Jai’ s four Razers and Kaliga's
four men. The admiral motioned to his guards, and they fell into formation around Corbal.

“Wait.” Jai struggled to contain his alarm. They couldn’t take Corbal. Without his cousin, Jai would be
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lost.
Kaliga bowed to Jai. “Our good morn to Y our Highness.”

“Admiral.” Confused by the out-of-place greeting, Jai barely managed a nod. The commotion in the room
disoriented him, as consoles continued to spill out data and voices. While everyone knelt and Kaliga paid
him courtesies, valuable facts, figures, and images scrolled by on consoles. But Jai had no clue how to tell
everyone—without being direct—that they could return to work. Although technically he could speak
plainly to ESComm officers who weren't Aristos, the ones here had high enough rank to make it an insult.
But if he spoke to someone of alower rank instead of the top officers, that would also be an insullt.

Jai fell back on Highton clichés. “A fine morn,” he told Kaliga. “Y our staff doesit great honor.”
Kaliga bowed. “ Thank you, Y our Highness.”

That hadn’t helped any. They all continued to kneel. Corbal was frowning, trying to communicate
something. Jai concentrated on his mind. Something about moving his hand. Guessing, Jai waved his
hand at the major who had first knelt. Although the man had his eyes downcast, he apparently saw,
because he immediately stood and bowed to Jai. Then he returned to work, followed by everyone else.

Jal made a conscious effort to restrain his exhale of relief. Hisreprieve didn’t last long. Kaliga' s guards
were escorting Corbal into the hall. Just as Jai opened his mouth to protest, Kaliga said, “Please accept my
apologies, Y our Highness, for the disorder.” At the same instant, an aide said, “Admira Kaliga, we have
an emerg—" She broke off when she realized he was addressing Jai.

Jal wanted to callStop! Everything was happening too fast. He spoke to the guards taking Corbal out of
the room. “Leave him here.”

The man froze, his gaze shifting from Jai to Kaliga.

Admira Kaliga addressed Jai with a deference that had an edge despite the outward courtesy. “Would you
care to take breakfast in my private dining room, Y our Highness? We have delicacies imported from
Taimarsia. It would be my honor to entertain your glorious presence.”

Jai barely held back his irate retort. How could Kaligatalk about breakfast while he was arresting Corbal
and the console room hummed with activity that demanded attention? Jai was about to refuse when he
caught Corbal’ s glare. The older man shook his head. Pah. Corbawanted him to go eat. Highton customs
would never make senseto Jai.

Fuming, but hiding it, Jai nodded to Kaliga. “It would be my pleasure to join you for the morn’ s repast.”

Kaliga bowed, formal and restrained. As he ushered Jai out of the room, guards took Corbal the other
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way, down the hall, out of sight.

The delicacies from Taimarsiawere spiky sea creatures Jai could barely look at, let alone eat. They had
tentacles. He sipped hiswine, so Kaliga did the same, leaving his food untouched. Jai would have rather
had juice for breakfast, but he understood Highton customs enough now to know he would look childish
if he requested it. He had a sense that Kaliga actually liked the monstrosities on his plate. Jai knew the
admiral wouldn’t eat unless the emperor did, but he just couldn’t bring himself to force down the
creatures.

They talked in loops. Kaliga' s elliptical conversation gave Jai a headache. Nor did it help him find out
why ESComm had imprisoned Corbal. Frustrated, he even tried to discover out what Kaliga knew about
Jafe Maccar, the Skolian captain ESComm had imprisoned, the man Kelric wanted him to pardon. With a
prodigious skill at misdirection, Kaliga avoided telling him anything at al, let alone something useful.

Finaly Jai said, “Admiral Kaliga, | have appreciated your hospitality, but | find myself puzzled.”
Kaligaraised an eyebrow. “Indeed.”
Jai thought he would strangle the next person who saidindeed. “Yes. Also troubled.”

“It would honor the Line of Kaligaif Your Imperial Magnificence would allow us to ease any troubles
you have encountered.”

Jai couldn’'t tell if Kaligawas serious or mocking him with the “Imperial Magnificence” bit. “I have
noticed that the Line of Kaliga has taken a security interest in the Line of Xir.”

Kaligarelaxed in his chair, appearing sociable. From his mind, though, Jai could tell he wasiirritated.
“One might think the Line of Xir hastaken liberties.”

Jal made a conscious effort not to grit his teeth. “One might also think | have no idea what that means.
A musclein Kaliga's cheek jerked. “ It means he committed treason.”

Jai froze. Treason? Impossible. Even through his barriers, he felt the admiral’ s annoyance. Angered by
Jai’ s clumsy Highton discourse, Kaliga had deliberately given a direct answer, a great insult among
Aristos, but he assumed Jai had neither the savvy nor intelligence to know.

Jai didn’t missthe irony; had he truly been a naive Highton boy from a sheltered background, he probably
would have missed the gravity of Kaliga's offense. But because he was exactly what Kaliga suggested
with his direct speech—a psion—nhe recognized the admiral’ s intent.
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“Treason against Eube?’ Jai asked coolly. “ Or against the courtesy a Highton might expect at, say,
breakfast?’

Shock jumped in Kaliga's mind that Jai understood the insult. He spoke fast. “Y our revered presence
deserves the greatest courtesy, Y our Glorious Highness.”

Jal pushed back his chair. “We appreciate your esteem. We are especially pleased at the opportunity to
visit Lord Xir.”

Kaliga obviously wanted to deny him the visit. But he rose to his feet, apparently choosing to avoid the
risk of compounding the offense he had given. “Certainly, Y our Highness.”

It took an order from Jai to clear Kaliga' s guards out of Corbal’s study, where security had confined the
Xir lord. Not that anyone believed sending them away would give Jai and Corbal privacy; with Corbal
under arrest, Jai’ s people could no longer scan the rooms for monitors.

“You mean Sunrise?’ Ja stared at Corbal, certain he had misunderstood. Sunrise would never steal
security files from Kaliga.

“Sheisn’t capable of betraying your trust.”
Corbal paced the room. “ESComm agrees with you.”

Ah, hell.No wonder they had arrested Corbal; they believed he had put Sunrise up to the theft. “1 thought
the monitors showed her in your room the whole night.”

His cousin stopped pacing and scowled at him. “Our most honored admiral believes my own people
bestowed their skills on those monitorsto ‘improve’ the recording.”

It sounded like they had accused Corbal of altering records to protect Sunrise while she stole from Kaliga.
Jal wanted to question him, but he wasn’t certain how to proceed. Although Corbal often spoke more
plainly with him without meaning insult, Jai didn’t have a good feel for when direct speech was or wasn’t
appropriate among kin.

“Admiral Kaligaisaman of intelligence,” Jai said. “He can work wondersin many media.” It wasn't the
most subtle point, given how close it came to an accusation that Kaliga had forged the record, but it would
do.

Corbal began to pace again. “| have been impressed by the elegant dinners set by the Kaliga Line. Many
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other Hightons share my admiration. Just look at the caliber of the guests who dined here last night.”

“A fine company.” In truth, Jai had thought them detestable. But Corbal was right. Kaligawasn't the only
suspect.

Corbal stopped in front of Jai, thoughtful. “ Our esteemed host has high connections. Few others have the
intellect to achieve his accomplishments.”

Jal nodded. In other words, few of the dinner guests had the access and ability for such an audacious theft.
Unfortunately, that helped implicate Corbal, whodid have both. Admiral Kaliga had the best access, but
he was too smart to plan such an outrage in his own home—unless he expected everyone to make exactly
that assumption.

Jai didn’t think Corbal had done it; he sensed no deception in his cousin’s mind, and he knew Corbal
would never endanger Sunrise. But if not him, then who? And why frame Corbal ? Given his power and
wealth, and his own son’s position as Intelligence Minister, it wasn't likely ESComm could make a
successful case against him.

Although Jai had heard of no conflict between the Kaligaand Xir Lines, that said little, given the
incomprehensible tangle of Highton interactions. For all he knew, Corbal and Kaliga were mortal
enemies. Perhaps Kaligawanted to discredit Xir. But Jai found it hard to believe Kaliga would arrange
such acrime; it was too extreme, especially given the current disaster with Minister Iquar and Admiral
Taratus over Kelric's disappearance.

Jai left Corbal’ s rooms more uncertain than before. Surrounded by Razers, he went out to the gardens and
paced down the paths. He would have to return to Glory without Corbal. As much as he had chafed at
Corbal’ s scrutiny, he had more independence now than he could handle. Heneeded his cousin; without
him, he was lost.

As emperor, surely he could obtain Corbal’ s release. The problem was, he didn’t know how, and if he
stumbled in this, he could antagonize ESComm. He didn’t trust anyone enough to ask. Corbal had brought
up his cousin, High Judge Calope Muze, several times, but Jai didn’t see why he should have confidence
in her over any other Highton. He felt more inclined to seek out Corbal’ s son, Azile.

Dispirited, he sat on a bench by alake and stared into the water. Life glimmered in its depths, ribbons
flickering here and there.

Jai looked up at one of his Razers, who stood under the overhang of a nearby droop-willow. The man
bowed. “May | serve Y our Highness?’

Jai motioned him over. Asthe Razer approached, Jai stood up, feeling vulnerable next to his towering
bodyguard. “Isthe silver girl still in my suite?’
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“I will check, sir.” Using his gauntlet comm, the Razer conferred with guards in the house. Then he said,
“Sheisin her own suite, Y our Highness. Housekeeping took her back this morning.”

Housekeeping.Jai hated it when they spoke that way, asif Silver were furniture to be dusted. She had
been hisfirst lover, sweet and sensual; in her arms, he had felt like areal emperor instead of a bumbling
youth. He started to tell the Razer to show him to her suite, then realized it would be awkward, even
scandalous, if the emperor attended a provider. So he said, “Please bring her here.”

His guard bowed. “Yes, Your Highness.” He headed to the house, leaving Jai with the other Razers.

Sitting on the bench again, Jai gazed across the lake to the far shore, where droop-willows were reflected
in the water. He wished the tranquil scene could settle his troubled heart.

Silver soon appeared, walking along the lake with his Razer, her blue drapes fluttering around her body.
When she saw him, her face suffused with pleasure. Jai rose to his feet and she came to him, her cheeks
touched by arosy blush.

Then, to Jai’ s dismay, she knelt. He didn’t know which was worse; having them treat him this way or
fearing he would someday come to expect it.

He touched her shoulder. “Please stand, Silver.”

She rose and smiled, her face aglow. “My pleasure at your presence, Most Honored Highness.”
“Jai,” he murmured.

“Jai.” She spoke so only he could hear.

He took her hands. “Thank you.”

Confusion washed across her face. “Y ou are most welcome.”

Jal wanted to explain his gratitude, but what could he say?Thank you for making my first time with a
woman such a gift. Thank you for being an island of serenity in aturbulent ocean.

Silver’ s gaze softened as if he had spoken aloud. She raised his hands and pressed her lips against his
knuckles. With asigh, Jai pulled her close, filling his arms with her soft curves.

“Come home with me,” he said against her hair. “To my palace on Glory, in the Jaizire Mountains.”
She drew back enough to look up at him, regret dimming her luminous gaze. “It would be an incredible
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honor.”

“Why are you so sad?’ He spokein alow voice, aware of his Razers under the trees. “Would leaving here
give you sorrow? | won't take you away if you want to stay.”

“1 have only joy at the thought of pleasing you.” Her smile was tremulous.

Sensitized to her empath’s mind, Jai picked up her mood through his defenses; Kaliga would never let her
leave. If Jai pushed enough, he could force the admiral to let her go; few Hightons would deny the
emperor. But Silver would come to him at the price of what little goodwill he had left with the Line of
Kaliga

“Fare you well, dear Jai.” Silver touched his cheek. “Y ou deserve the best of life’' sintangibles, those gifts
that wealth and power can never measure.”

Jal swallowed, wondering if Kaliga had any clue his provider was so articulate. In revealing herself to
him, Silver had given him one of those intangible gifts.

He kissed her for the last time, holding her asif she were afading light within an encroaching darkness.

13

Tribunal

No ornamentation adorned the marble walls of the High Judge’ s courtroom. Its austerity surprised Jai,
given the rich decor everywhere else in his palace. He did see one similarity: this room had an octagonal
shape. He couldn’t recall seeing a square room anywhere in the palace. They were all round or octagonal.
Here, the judge’ s bench stood along one wall, and octagonal tables were arrayed before it. The courtroom
was too small to hold an audience.

Tarquine Iquar sat with her counsel at one table. Tall and composed, she fascinated Jai, with her aguiline
beauty and aura of power. Azar Taratus and his people had another table. Sprawled in his chair, the lanky
Taratus watched the room with a sardonic gaze. Legal aces from ESComm occupied two tables, and
agents from the insurance bureaus took up two others. Razers stood posted around the walls. Jai sat at an
table on adais to the left of the judge’ s bench. Several members of his staff sat with him, including one
Highton—Azile Xir, his Minister of Intelligence. Jai barely knew any of them, except for his aide, Robert
Muzeson.

The hum of voicesfilled the courtroom as the various parties conferred. Jai just watched, his head
throbbing from the presence of so many Aristos. It was excruciating; the proceedings hadn’t even started
and already he longed for them to be done.
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A door opened behind the bench, and High Judge Calope Muze entered, wearing the gray robes of her
office. Everyone except Jai rose to their feet. Tall and imposing, Calope stood behind her high bench,
surveying the court. She bowed deeply to Jai, her white head inclined. It made him acutely self-conscious
to recelve such deference from someone so many decades his elder.

After Jai nodded to her, Calope sat in her high-backed judge’s chair, and everyone else in the room
resumed their seats. Calope was the only other Aristo that Jai had seen besides Corba who had white hair.
As High Judge, she oversaw the Eubian courts and served as chief justice in the Qox palace, giving her a
status equivalent to that of Jai’s ministers.

An obsidian mallet lay on the bench next to asmall gong with a gold octagonal disk. Judge Muze tapped
the gong, sending a clear note throughout the chamber. So the proceedings began.

And went on.
And on.
Andon...

If Jai hadn’t sat through every excruciating minute, he wouldn't have believed a hearing could be so
interminable. He listened to each side present its purportedly noble cause and accuse everyone el se of
perfidy. Although the circuitous arguments weren't quite as abstruse as Highton social discourse, it took
forever for anyone to make a point.

Jai’ s head ached. Even with his table set apart from the others, their minds pressed on him, crushing.
Having Azile Xir at his side multiplied the effect; Corbal might not transcend, but his son did. Jai was
exhausted before the hearing even started. He would go catatonic with this much exposure to Aristos.
Much as he wanted to be here in person, to pick up mental undercurrents, he was beginning to think he
would have no choice but to retreat to his private rooms and set up avirtual link to thishall. It would let
him attend the rest of the sessions as a VR simulacrum.

Listening to another endless speech, Jai grimaced. He would go catatonic all right—from boredom. If
Hightons approached all official matters this way, he didn’t see how the government managed to function.
They ought to throw Taratus in prison and be done with it. ESComm should concentrate on fixing the
hole in their security that this mess had revealed. And the bureaus owed Tarquine Iquar. She had met their
exorbitant fees; now it was time for them to pay up.

He wondered how they would all feel when they discovered her escaped “property” was a Ruby prince
who had ascended to the Skolian Triad. Asfar as he knew, ESComm had found no trace of Kelric yet. It
gave Jai hope that his uncle had escaped.
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Jal wished he could have told Kelric why he valued their meeting. But his dream of peace between Eube
and Skolia seemed more distant every ceaseless minute he spent among the Hightons. The more he
learned during these proceedings about Kelric’'s failing health, the more it astounded him that his uncle
had even reached the Lock. It was harder and harder to believe Kelric would live long enough to assume
his place as |mperator.

When Judge Muze finally called arecess, Jai could have wept with relief. He stood, and everyone elsein
the chamber followed suit. With a nod to the High Judge, he gave his sanction to end the session.

As Jai’ s retinue prepared to leave, his gaze went to Minister Iquar. She moved with afeline grace, her
sleek curves discreet but visible in the starkly conservative black jump suit she wore. When she caught
him staring, she didn’t ook the least intimidated. Her lips curved and she quirked an eyebrow. Mortified,
Jai inclined his head, struggling for that chilly Highton indifference. Then his retinue swept him out of the
chamber, using the door behind the bench, giving him the privacy available to only one other person, the
High Judge.

Calope was aready in the small antechamber. She bowed to Jai. “My honor at your presence, Y our
Esteemed Highness.”

Relieved to escape the pressure of the Hightons in the courtroom, he gave a friendlier nod than usual. “It
pleases me to meet you, Cousin.”

Her smile was reserved, but he sensed no hostility. He spoke briefly with her, and was surprised to enjoy
the moment. It wasn't until he had taken his leave that he realized why her presence hadn’t bothered him.

Her mind exerted no mental pressure against his.

Jai stood in his darkened study watching the holostage, where arecording of the hearings was playing. It
was hard to believe they had begun only this morning; he felt as drained as if they had been going for
weeks. He couldn’t stop staring at Tarquine Iquar. All that power and menace. She was like a black puma,
smooth and muscled, sleek and deadly. He ran his finger around the collar of his high-necked tunic,
wiping the sweat from his neck.

Pah. Jai tried to clear his mind. He jumped ahead to another section of the recording where Tarquine was
only in the background. During the hearing, the speeches had seemed tangled in snarls, but now that he
could concentrate, he realized they had a surprising coherence. The Iquar legal team was inexorable;
Taratus' s people were brazenly confident; ESComm put on a virtuoso display of misdirection; and the
Insurance bureaus were geniuses at obfuscation.

Jai was beginning to understand their speech. He had thought he was fluent in Highton, but he realized
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now that his knowledge only skimmed its surface. Hightons spoke in more than one dimension; the
structure, cadence, and tangents conveyed as much as the words themselves. Gestures and posture were
integral to the language, and Hightons also said a great deal with what they left unspoken. Ironicaly, the
very thing that made it hard for him to bear the presence of Aristos—his telepath’s mind—also gave him
some facility in Highton, letting him discern hidden meanings he wouldn’t have picked up otherwise.

Calope Muze surprised him. Beyond her cool reserve, he saw wisdom. Perhaps that shouldn’t surprise
him; Eube would never have thrived so well if Aristos weren’'t so thoroughly adept at running their
empire. He had seen brutality and vicious pride among them, but also intelligence, artistic genius, and
insight. Y et that only made him feel worse. He had assumed their cruelty wasinstinctual, a genetic trait
they could no more change than they could stop breathing. If they could choose otherwise, it made their
brutality that much harder to bear.

The wall comm next to him buzzed. Jai flicked his finger through the receive holo. “Y es?’
Tomjolt, his persona El, answered. “Y our Highness, Azile Xir requests permission to speak with you.”

“Put him on audio.” Jai knew his facial expressions and body language gave away clues about his
thoughts. He tried to mask his reactions, but he had little experience guarding himself that way, whereas
Hightons had raised the process to an art form, both in hiding the hints their own behavior gave about
their thoughts and in reading those cluesin others.

Azile s deep voice came out of the comm. “I most humbly thank Y our Esteemed Highness for granting
this audience to the Ministry of Intelligence.”

When Jai had first come to Glory, afew weeks ago, he would have assumed the greeting was meant only
to stroke his ego. He still thought it had a measure of that, but he realized now the phrasing was itself a
message. What it meant, he wasn't sure, but the reference to the Intelligence Ministry implied a problem
had come up with security.

“The Line of Qox appreciates your ministry,” Jai said.
“l thank you,” Azile said. “Y our office is known for its generosity.”

Generosity?Hardly. Maybe he ought to speak to Azile on acomm channel that couldn’t be monitored.
Unfortunately, that eliminated every channel in the Eubian Concord. But Jai thought his private study, in
his own palace, was probably more secure than acomm line.

“Have you ever tasted Taimarsian wine, Minister Xir?’ he asked. “I’ve afine vintage here. Perhaps you
might attend me this afternoon, at sixth hour.” The hearings wouldn’t resume again until tomorrow. In
this season, nightsin the Jaizire Mountains lasted six hours, which meant daylight lasted ten. The people
on Glory counted hours from sunrise; today, sixth hour came in early afternoon. Jai thought it made
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timekeeping absurdly confused, given that they had to recalculate the time every day. Then again, maybe
that was why Aristos liked it.

“Y our Highness is most gracious,” Azile said. “ It would be my great honor to attend you.”

“Very well.” Jai thought Azile sounded wary, but he couldn’t be sure. As much asit relieved him to be
isolated from other Aristos, it limited his ability to discern their thoughts—and his well-being, freedom,
even hislife, depended on how well he could gauge their intent.

line

Azile barely touched hiswine. The minister’s agitation was strong enough for Jai to sense even through
his barriers.

“ESComm is admirable in their attention to detail,” Azile said. He was standing by a window, facing Jai,
his glassin his hand. Beyond him, in the bleached evening sky, the crescents of severa moons glowed.
“My father has always commented on their steadfast dedication to their work.”

To our misfortune,Jai thought. Right now Azile' s father was the object that dedication. “Y our father has
always been aman of great intelligence.” He hoped Azile understood his question: Had ESComm’s
intelligence people found any evidence linking Corbal to the security break at Kaliga' s home?

“He has long valued persistence,” Azile said. “It was atrait witnessed by every dawn.”

The dawn. Azile had to mean Sunrise. His use of the past tense made Jai think they hadn’t found any
leads in her disappearance. Mercifully, he found no indication of her death in Azile’'s mind. He couldn’t
lower his barriers around Azile, but surely if she had died, the minister would be grieving deeply enough
that Jai would feel it through his defenses. Azile liked Sunrise, maybe even more than he liked his own
Highton mother. Jai didn’t know if Aristos could love, but if they did, he thought Corbal and Azile both
loved Sunrise, each in his own way.

It had to be maddening for Corbal, unable to help in the search. Technically, ESComm hadn’t imprisoned
him; incarcerating a Highton was almost never done. They detained him in an opulent mansion owned by
the military while they investigated the situation. Corbal could neither leave nor have visitors, except
ESComm officers, but he otherwise lived in luxury. Jai could have seen him if he wanted, but it was
impractical to the point of impossibility; ESComm had taken him to another planet and Jai had far more
duties here on Glory than he could handle.

Jai didn’t understand what Azile meant by every dawn having witnessed Corbal’ s persistence. Perhaps
Sunrise had mentioned his tenacity, or maybe she had seen something she shouldn’t have. How that
connected to her abduction, he had no idea, but he could tell Azile feared for her life. Jai couldn’t bear to
think of her being hurt, and he wanted Azile to know the investigation would remain atop priority.
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“Minister Xir,” he said. “Please be assured we will do our best to ensure that the joy of the new day isn’'t
lost. | will seeto it myself.”

Azile studied him, so closely that Jai wondered if he had said more than he intended. Then the minister
bowed. “Y ou are most wise and generous, Y our Esteemed Highness.”

Most wise? If there was any adjective Aristos didn’t associate with him, it was wisdom. Jai hoped he
hadn’t just promised more than he could deliver. Perhaps he ought to quit trying to talk like a Highton,
before he landed himself in trouble. He wished he could consult Corbal, the only Aristo who would speak
with him in a comprehensible manner. Not that he trusted Corbal either, but at least they had the same
goal: Jai’ssurvival.

Corbal, however, could no longer help him.

The pressure felt asif it were driving broken glass into histemples. It was the only way Jai could describe
the minds of the Aristosin the courtroom. They felt even worse than yesterday, when the hearings had
begun. His mental defenses were weakening under the strain.

He vehemently wished he had followed through on hisideato attend the hearingsusing a VR set upin his
private rooms. He had returned here because the insights he gained as a psion could prove invaluable, and
he only sensed the moods or thoughts of people when he was near them, unblocked by walls or other
barriers. But now his decision seemed crazy. Nothing was worth this misery.

Jai struggled to concentrate. The insurance bureaus were arguing that they owed Tarquine Iquar nothing.
To an extent, they had a point; if she won against Taratus, he would owe her the balance between the true
worth of the provider and the fourteen million. Given that Kelric had been dying, his price should have
been a small fraction of what Tarquine paid.

However, the bureaus also claimed Tarquine had lost her provider due to negligence, besides which, she
had sued Taratus for punitive damages. If she won, she would end up with far more than the fourteen
million renormalized credits she paid in the first place, so they insisted they shouldn’t even have to refund
her insurance fees.

Thelr blithe refusal to acknowledge any responsibility amazed Jai. He also wanted to laugh every time he
heard “renormalized.” The word came from quantum field theory. Basically it meant turning an infinite
guantity into afinite one. It said a great deal about economic inflation in the Eubian Concord, that they
had to “renormalize”’ their money.

Tarquine' s legal team claimed the bureaus had violated her rights by forcing her to pay their fees before
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she could verify the health of her provider. Even worse, they said, she had lost an immense amount of
interest while the bureaus kept her credits, and continued to do so as long as they refused to honor their
contract. For good measure, they even accused the bureaus of setting criminally high fees and exhorted
the High Judge to investigate them.

Objections multiplied. Taratus' s people weighed in, declaring he had been convicted of no crime.
ESComm objected to the demand made by the bureaus that Tarquine turn over details of her security
system, which had been designed by the military. Calope Muze reminded everyone that the fee schedule
of the bureaus was not on trial.

The debate dragged on. ESComm made veiled threats at every turn. The bureaus threw every
metaphorical wrench imaginable into proceedings. If it was this bad now, Jai dreaded the chaos that
would explode when they discovered the truth about Kelric.

The main players, Tarquine lquar and Azar Taratus, rarely spoke. The few times Tarquine addressed the
court, she was terrifyingly articulate. Jai hoped he never faced her in any proceeding. She would shred
him. He tried to stop noticing her: he didn’t see her hawk-like beauty; he wasn't aware of her lean body;
he didn’t find her mesmerizing. He noticed none of it, none at all.

His head hurt so damn much. The onslaught of their Aristo minds came with so much force, he caught
valuable impressions even without lowering his barriers. Taratus expected to lose on the fraud charge.
Despite his outward nonchalance, he feared ESComm would strip him of hisrank. ESComm was irate, at
the bureaus for trying to compromise military security and at Taratus for getting caught. The bureaus were
determined to do whatever necessary, no matter how sleazy, to avoid paying Tarquine.

Jai’s mind reeled. Pressing the heels of his hands against his temples, he groaned. He could no longer hear
the speakers in the courtroom.

“Your Highness?’ Azile' svoice pierced theroar in his ears—no, in his mind—so much pain—

Jai stood up, knocking over his chair. The colonel giving testimony stopped and turned with a start.
Everyone else in the room rose, including the High Judge. Jai stared at them. He caught an image of
himself in Tarquine’' s mind, atall youth with his eyes wild, his body tensed and partially bent over. He
looked half-crazed.

Jai could endure no more. With excruciating care, he walked off the dais and went to the private exit
behind Calope’ s bench.

Then he escaped the courtroom.

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Catherine%20Asaro0%20-%20Moon's%20Shadow.html (102 of 322) [12/30/2004 8:17:08 PM]



TheM oon'sShadow

The stone bench where Jai sat curved around the secluded antechamber behind the courtroom. With his
feet planted wide, he rested his elbows on his knees and put his forehead on the heels of his hands. He
didn’t see whoever opened and then closed the door, but he heard breathing. It couldn’t be Azile; Jai
would have recognized his mind. His Razers affected him, too, though they were only half Aristo, so the
effect wasn't as pronounced. He felt nothing now.

Jai raised his head and saw Calope Muze standing by the door. She bowed to him. “Please accept my
apologies for disturbing your contemplation, Y our Highness.”

Contemplation. That was certainly a polite way to put it. He indicated the bench against the opposite wall,
afew paces away. “Join me, please.” He wanted to send her away, but isolating himself now would only
worsen his reputation for bizarre behavior.

Calope settled on the bench. “I am amazed at the variety of atmospheric conditions humans can tolerate
on different worlds.”

Jai knew she was trying to offer him an excuse for his “attack.” The atmosphere on Glory wasn't unusual,
given that the world had been terraformed for humans, but a difficulty in breathing was the best excuse
for his behavior he could think of right now.

“Y our Highness impresses with his ability to adapt to our world,” she added.

“Thank you.” Jai’ s head was clearing now that the pressure from the Hightons had receded, muted by
distance and the marble walls. He focused on Calope and even relaxed his barriers, but he still felt no
pressure. Just like Corbal. Jai wished he knew why they didn’t affect him. Calope and Corbal had three
attributes in common: white hair, advanced age, and Qox heredity.

“Y our handling of the hearings invites respect,” he said.
Calope inclined her head. “Y ou honor me.”

Jal hesitated to say more. He suspected he had stumbled in histalk with Azile about Sunrise. The
Intelligence Minister remained maddeningly vague on the subject. Jai didn’t even want to imagine what
he could end up saying if he conversed with the judge.

With his barriers relaxed, he felt Calope’s curiosity: he intrigued her. She thought of him as a beautiful
enigma begging to be solved. Jai winced. The only person who truly saw him as an emperor was Silver.
He wished he could go home to her at night, but Kaliga had turned down his offers for the girl. Although
the admiral used great courtesy, he showed no sign of relenting. Jai didn’t blame him. Silver was a
miracle. As much as Kaliga didn’t deserve her, Jai couldn’t imagine anyone in his right mind giving her

up.
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More impressions came to him from Calope; she liked him despite his oddities, but she expected him to
retreat into seclusion, as his father had before him. She wondered if inbreeding had made the Qox Line
mentally fragile.

Inbreeding. He wanted to laugh.If only you knew. Aloud he said, “Y ou bring a mark of distinction to
these difficult proceedings.” It was the closest he could come to saying what he really meant:It'sa
wretched muddlein there.

Calope smiled dryly. “I'm afraid any mark would be distinct within such confusion.”
Gods. Was that a Highton joke? Startled, Jai smiled.

Calope blinked, her emotions clear; she found his smile guileless, a quality she had never expected to
associate with a Qox emperor. Jai inwardly groaned. No one took him seriously. He stood up slowly. His
headache had receded enough that he thought he could return to the hearings.

Calope rose as well and opened the door, then followed him into the courtroom. The legal teams were all
conferring, each group using sound-shrouds to keep their adversaries from eavesdropping. Everyone
stopped and stood when Jai entered. As he sat at the table on the dais, Calope took her chair behind her
bench. Jai offered no explanation for his departure and no one dared ask.

After the usual formalities, Calope resumed the hearing. As Taratus's people wound up to their previous
argumentative pitch, Azile spoketo Jai in alow voice. “It is gratifying to see Y our Highness in good
health.”

Jal wanted to say,| feel like someone hit me in the head with a stardock crane. But he nodded and kept his
mouth shut. Perhaps he could make Imperia Silence a new fad.

Thelegal counsels continued to perform remarkabl e feats of indecipherable verbosity. At one point,
someone actually said, “It is our contention that the contrary prediction of safeguards as established by the
forward-leaning claimsin document four-seven-three-nine-two, presented by my most honored colleagues
in EFC, pursuant to the final decision of the back stripes did in fact alter.” Jai hadn’t a clue what the
fellow meant.

Why anyone would aspire to imperial sovereignty, Jai couldn’t imagine. If thiswastypical of aday on the
job, hisrelatives could have it. Pleasure girls excepted, it was a singularly unpleasant occupation.

He could see why Kaliga and his cronies assumed it would be easy to distract him with providers, drugs,
and other numbing pursuits, while his elders ran his empire. He longed for Silver. He could have any of
the providers he had inherited, and he had no doubt they were just as beautiful. But he didn’t want some
other woman. He wanted her. Unlike the Aristos, he couldn’t switch his affections as casually as he
changed clothes.
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“So it iswith great expectation,” Taratus's counsel continued, “that we come before you, most esteemed
High Judge Muze, to partake of your wisdom in this matter of spurious accusations.”

Jai blinked. Were they finally going to stop talking and partake of some wisdom? It was about time.
Calope nodded. Her hair glittered like white crystals in the diffuse light. “ Counsels please stand.”

Relief swept over Jai. Not only had they quit pontificating, but Calope had spoken a sentence he could
understand. Curious, he waited to see what came next.

Everyone at the tables below rose to their feet. Calope spoke to the Hightons arrayed before her. “ The
Court of Qox accepts your words. The record is complete.” Now she rose, too, and turned to Jai. “Itis
with the utmost reverence that we honor your decision, Most Sagacious M ajesty.”

Jai froze. What decision? And since when had he become a “ Sagacious Mgjesty”? Corbal had gone over in
detail what was expected from him at the hearings. These opening arguments were only the start.

Rebuttals and examinations could go on for months, even years. None of it had included Calope Muze
asking his sagacious self for a decision.

Jal glanced at Azile Xir. The Intelligence Minister nodded with respect—and gratitude.
Gratitude.

Ah, hell.Jai made himself drop his barriers, so he could verify what he feared, reading the truth from
Azile. Comprehension hit him even worse than the impact of the Aristo minds. He hadn’t just blundered
when he spoke with Azile about Sunrise, saying he would see to the matter himself.

He had promised that he, Jaibriol 111, would render the verdict in these hearings.

I’m dead,Jai thought.

14

Verdict

Panic surged in Jai and his mind reeled. They were all waiting for him to speak. What did he do now?
With the perfect vision of hindsight, he realized Azile had been waiting for exactly the opening Jai had
given him. The minister had deliberately chosen to interpret Jai’s comment in a broader context than Jai
had intended, and Jai had been too naive to stop it from happening.
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He tried to intensify his barriers, but he couldn’t do it right with so many emotions pouring in on him and
so much pressure from the Hightons. He had to get out of here, talk to someone, find out how to respond.
But he had no one to confide in.No one. If he showed any weakness, the Aristos would devour him like
Earth’s legendary piranhas.

The silence stretched out like a band pulled too tight. He felt everyone’ s disquiet, all wondering why their
untried and perhaps unstable emperor didn’t respond.

Jal took a shaky breath. Then he rose, followed by the others at his table. He had trouble sorting out the
emotions bombarding him, but Calope’ s came through strongly; if he left the chamber now, it would be
tantamount to dismissing the case. The result would be unmitigated disaster: Taratus would go free, the
bureaus would escape paying, ESComm would be left hanging, and Tarquine Iguar would recoup none of
her |osses.

After the emperor, the three most powerful civiliansin Eube were the Ministers of Finance, Trade, and
Intelligence. With her influence, Tarquine could cause a major economic crisisif she choseto do so. Jai
had no doubt she was fully capable of doing it. If he walked away from this, he would set appalling
precedents in the criminal, military, and economic sectors, and possibly precipitate an interstellar
catastrophe.

Jai fought down his panic. He had to say something. Although he had an idea what to do in some of the
cases, he was lost for how to phrase his decisions. He had nothing resembling the fluency in Highton he
needed, but if he answered plainly, it would be an insult so deep, gods only knew what would happen.
Maybe someone would assassinate him and put him out of his misery.

Until now, hislack of experience had been a shield. No one had taken him seriously enough to consider
him a danger. But no matter what he did now, he would make potent enemies. And whatever he decided
would directly impact Corbal. Sunrise’ s situation had too many similarities to what had happened with
Kelric. No wonder Azile had been so grateful; Jai had practically promised to render averdict that
benefited Corbal. If he didn’t follow through with what Azile expected, he would alienate the Intelligence
Ministry.

At the table below, Taratus shifted his weight. Jai felt everyone's concern growing as their emperor’s
silence continued. They had to realize his quandary. Most of them knew he didn’t speak Highton well.
His strange behavior heightened their concern. Conformity meant everything to Aristos; they feared he
would cause a crisis, become unhinged, even destabilize the government with his erratic behavior.

Desperate, Jai turned to his aide, Robert Muzeson, who stood at the end of the table. Beyond him, Jai
could see the waiting Hightons.

Jai spoke carefully. “It iswell known that as the emperor’s heir, | wasin seclusion for most of my life.”
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Robert stared at him with undisguised shock. That Jai addressed him now, instead of the Hightons, was so
anomalous, it verged on deadly. He looked petrified.

Anger came from the Aristos—and curiosity. Jai had startled them. Still talking to Robert, Jai said, “As
such, | have less facility with the perfected discourse of the Highton language than needed for a
proceeding this sensitive.”

Robert’ s rigid posture suddenly eased, as he understood. He met Jai’ s gaze squarely so it would be
obvious the emperor was speaking to him, ataskmaker. Jai could then use plain language without—he
hoped—qgiving insult.

Here goes,Jai thought. “I will leave my most esteemed High Judge to implement my decisions.” Given the
bare bones of his decisions, she would know far better than he how to implement them. Jai had no timeto
weigh consequences; the best he could do was start with the easiest case, giving him space to think. “In
the matter of security, Eubian Space Command shall not be required to release any confidential
documents to any bureau that doesn’t have a direct need to know. | also charge ESComm with
determining what caused the security lapse on Minister Iquar’ s habitat and ensuring that no such lapse
occurs again.”

That created no stir, except for relief from the ESComm officers. No one expected that the military would
give out classified information. Had Jai commanded them to, he would have no doubt found himself
mired in bureaucratic resistance. Asfor the investigation, they were already doing one.

Jai continued. “In the case brought by Minister Iquar against Admiral Taratus, | rule thus: Admiral
Taratus will repay Minister Iquar her purchase price of the provider minus whatever the insurance bureaus
estimate as his true value.”

Triumph came from Tarquine, anger from Taratus, and cautious approval from Calope Muze. Jai didn’t
think he had made any drastic mistakes so far, but the punitive damages Targuine wanted would be more
difficult. Although high, the amount wasn’t unreasonable given the magnitude of Taratus's fraud.
Reasonable, yes—until it became known that the “overpriced” provider was a Ruby prince, thel mperator,
for saints’ sake. Jai hated that Hightons so cavalierly put a price on human beings, but regardless of what
he thought, the military ruler of Skoliawould be well worth fourteen million to them.

Jai knew he was about to make an enemy of someone heredly, really didn’t want to antagonize. But if he
didn’t do this, the eventual consequences could be even worse. Steeling himself, he said, “1 award no
punitive damages to Minister Iquar.”

An explosion of breath came from someone. Surprise washed over Jai from the assembled Hightons, and
Judge Muze frowned. Wicked glee flashed in Taratus s eyes. Tarquine met Jai’ s gaze with a hard stare,
like ice, unforgiving and promising vengeance.
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Damn.

Jai didn’t try to explain, afraid to tangle himself into more trouble. If Kelric'sidentity became known,
Minister Iquar’s case against Taratus would disintegrate. Although it would infuriate Taratus that he had
been forced to repay her the fourteen million, that ruling would probably hold, given the way he had
cheated her. But if Jai awarded her additional damages, it would be too much when the admiral
discovered the truth about the “worthless’ provider. The situation could explode.

Jai forced himself to go on, speaking to Robert, though he could see everyone in the chamber. “In regards
to the insurance claims: since Minister Iquar will receive repayment from Admiral Taratus, the bureaus
are responsible only for the value of the provider determined by a reevaluation based on the records of his
health made available to this court.”

Someone gasped, an aide maybe, Jai wasn't certain. If Tarquine could have killed with her laser-like stare,
Jai knew he would be dead. Sweat broke out on his brow. She, more than the others, was the one he
feared. And she might as well have come out and said,Y ou’ re ashes now.

Not unexpectedly, the insurance people looked pleased, self-satisfied even. Taratus was smug, more from
knowing that Tarquine, his foe, had been outmaneuvered than because he cared what the bureaus paid her.

Jai’ s anger smoldered. They were too full of themselves. He spoke quietly. “1 make two stipulations. The
first: the insurance carrier will recalculate the fee it charged to cover the provider, setting a new fee based
on the updated appraisal of hisworth. They will reimburse Minister Iquar for the difference between that
fee and the higher one she has already paid.” He paused. “In addition, | may, at any time, order an
independent evaluation of the provider. If it proves him worth more than the lower value set by the
bureaus, they will pay Minister Iquar double the difference between their assessment and the independent
appraisal.”

That elicited little reaction. The fee the bureaus would have to repay Tarquine, although large, was
nothing compared to the fourteen million they would have had to pay if Jai had ruled in her favor. And no
one could evaluate amissing provider. Even if they found him, it was unlikely any reevaluation would
place the worth of a dying man higher than that determined from his health records.

Just wait,Jai thought.Just wait.

Tarquine' s hostility was palpable. Jai wished he could brush the back of his hand across his forehead,
wiping away the sweat. To Robert, he said, “In the matter of Admiral Azar Taratus—" Then he stopped,
flooded with animosity from the admiral. It didn’t show on Taratus's face; he hid his emotions behind an
icy Highton veneer. Just once Jai wished he could tell them,Y ou can’t fool me. | know the deceptionsin

your minds.

Jal took abreath. “I find Admiral Azar Taratus guilty of fraud and the misuse of ESComm resources. His
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sentence will be—" He pulled straight from Taratus's mind the sentence that the admiral had feared to
receive. “ A fine of one million credits and a suspension from ESComm for a period of time determined by
Judge Muze.”

A harsh chiming filled the chamber. Struggling to handle the avalanche of emotionsin the courtroom, Jai
was too distracted at first to register the source of the sound. Then he remembered: Aristos made their
opinions known, not with words, but with finger cymbals they wore on their thumb and index finger
during formal assemblies. He wasn’t sure what they were expressing now, but it wasn’t happy. Taratus
had clenched hisfist at his side.

Jai felt asif a mountain were collapsing on him. Judge Muze had a strange expression, asif she saw it
thundering down but didn’t know how to stop it. Her thoughts came to him: athough she respected many
of his decisions, she also believed he had just undermined his reign, probably beyond repair. He had no
idea how many unwritten rules of custom and favor he had broken. Worse, he had made an enemy of his

Finance Minister, who wielded far more influence than he, regardless of histitle. Tarquine had spent
decades building her power base, and now she would turn it against him.

Jai felt sick.Corbal, | need you. But he had no ally. He had to keep going, sinking into the hole he had dug
for himself while the world buried him. He looked out over the courtroom, and Tarquine met his gaze
with undisguised enmity. He stared back, taking in her terrifying and glorious fury. Again he saw the
white at her temples. White hair, advanced age, and Qox heredity: after Corbal and Calope, Tarquine was
the only other Aristo he knew with those three traits.

Sheterrified him.

She mesmerized him.

Jai turned back to Robert. “I have one more verdict.”

Everyone froze. He had ruled on all the cases; what further damage could he do now?

Even Jai didn’t know what he intended until the words came out of his mouth: “ Tarquine Iquar shall
become my consort—the empress of Eube.”

Part Two
Umbra

15
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Betrothal

The cacophony of finger cymbals in the courtroom hurt Jai’ s ears. Only Tarquine hadn’t moved. She
stared at him, finally losing her cool, her icy expression turning into incredulity.

Calope Muze grabbed her mallet and banged the gong. “Enough!”

The cymbals silenced, but shock from the Aristos filled the room like smoke, so thick that Jai found it
astounding none of the othersfelt it. He was suffocating. Maybe it would asphyxiate him right here,
saving him from his lunacy, for surely he must have gone insane.

And yet—even if he could have retracted his words, he would have let them stand. If he was wrong about
Tarquine, he had just condemned himself to one hell of a marriage, but he had expected that anyway. If he
was right, he had chosen one of the only Highton women whose presence he could endure without pain.
And she brought with her an incredible power base. Not that marrying him meant she would turn that
formidable political machine to his advantage, but at least it might motivate her not to pulverize him.

line

The sunset flamed, visible through awindow in Jai’ s office. Silhouetted against the fire, Azile stood
facing him. The last person Jai wanted to talk to now was Azile, whom he barely knew, besides which, his
head already throbbed from too many Hightons. But Azile refused to be put off.

“Eube has venerable, well-established traditions,” Azile said. “ Traditions don’t form without reason.”

Jal paced his office, back and forth past Robert, who was standing by the door. He knew Azile's point:
emperors didn’t marry ministers. He was supposed to choose his wife from among the most beautiful of
Highton maidenhood, name one of the fourteen moons for her, and bring her out to look aesthetic at balls
and galas.

The hell with it.No law forbade him from marrying his Finance Minister. Jai didn’t want alovely young
thing for his empress. His mother had been a Jagernaut, a cybernetic warrior, as deadly as a puma
protecting her brood, and later she had become the Imperator of Skolia, military ruler of an empire. For
the first fourteen years of hislife, she had been his sole model for an adult woman. He couldn’t imagine
his empress as a marginalized Highton girl whose primary purpose was to look decorative.

Jai stopped in front of Azile. “Traditions are created so new generations can rebel against them.”
The minister snorted. “New generations exist because the previous generations gave birth to them.”
Jal understoodthat implication. Tarquine, who was over a century old, would have to give him an heir. “It
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Is astonishing what modern medicine can accomplish. Store enough eggs, and woman can have a child at
most any age.”

Azile scowled, probably as much for the bluntness of Jai’ s response as for its content, but before he could
answer, the door comm buzzed.

Robert touched the panel. “Muzeson here.”
The voice aguard came out of the comm. “Minister Iquar has arrived, sir, as summoned.”

Jai swore under his breath. Had they told her that he “summoned” her? He had made a point of saying,
“request that she attend him.” Just what he needed, to further aggravate Tarquine by having her think he
was ordering her around.

Robert glanced at Jai. “Y our Highness?’

Sweat broke out on Jai’ s forehead. “Y es. Bring her in.”

Robert bowed, hisface neutral, though his thoughts were anything but. He believed his emperor had
either gone mad or had a death wish.

As Robert left, Jai dismissed his bodyguards. Then he turned to Azile. “I find myself anticipating what
my betrothed will say to mein private.”

Azile gave him adry smile. “You are a brave man.”
Right.He was practically hyperventilating.

As Aziletook hisleave, Robert returned. He bowed to the departing Intelligence Minister, then to Jai.
“Y our betrothed awaits, Y our Highness.”

“You may escort her in.”

After Robert withdrew, Jai went to the window and stared at the darkening sunset. Night came fast. When
he heard a rustle behind him, his stomach clenched. He half expected to feel alaser diceinto his back.
Slowly he turned around. Tarquine was standing by the closed door, watching him. He was suddenly
aware of her height, astall as him. Danger and sensuality filled the room, and he didn’t know which
unsettled him more.

Tarquine bowed and languidly straightened. Then she spoke in avoice like whiskey, dark and potent.
“My honor at Y our Most Unpredictable Presence.”
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A joke? Good gods, she had a sense of humor. “My greetings, Minister Iquar.”

She emanated a blend of emotions. puzzlement, anger, curiosity, conjecture. When he realized her
speculations included his clothes, or their potential absence, his face heated.

More than what he sensed, though, he responded to what hedidn’t pick up from her. He had been right.
Her mind exerted no pressure. He could bear her presence. The relief hit him so hard, he started to close
his eyes. He caught himself, but he couldn’t stop his audible exhale.

She considered him. “1 must admit, I’ ve never been betrothed as part of an insurance settlement.”
Her remark sounded odd, though Jai wasn’t sure why. I’ ve never been betrothed at all.”

Dryly she said, “Usually one inquires about the bride’ s willingness before announcing the hallowed
event.”

Jal finally realized what sounded strange. She was speaking directly, yet he detected no intent to insult
him, neither in her body language nor her mind.

He smiled. “I haven't participated in too many hallowed events.”
“This makes arather inauspicious start, then.”

A flutter tickled his throat, as it often did when he was nervous. He crossed the room, never taking his
gaze off her face, and stopped in front of her, his eyeslevel with hers. He could smell her now, an
astringent soap fragrance mixed with her own natural scent. He spokein alow voice. “I would differ on
that estimation, Minister Iquar. | don’t find it inauspicious at all.”

Her eyes closed halfway, like a cat contemplating abird. “Indeed.”

He didn’t know whether to run or hide. Instead he chose an even more lunatic course. Closing his hand
around her upper arm, he pulled her forward—and kissed her.

Jai expected her to resist. Instead she dlid her hand around his neck, and a jolt went through him, like
electricity. It astonished him to feel her muscled curves against his body, giving him that reeling sensation
of finding the impossible within reach. He had wanted to do this since the first time he had met her,
though he only now admitted it to himself. Vertigo shook him. She represented everything he hated, but
as intense as the responses were that she evoked in him, they definitely weren't hate.

An unwelcome thought cooled his heat.Kelric. Jealousy surged through him as he imagined Tarquine with
his uncle. The matured Imperator of an empire had far more to offer than an untried youth. Angry at
himself, Jai suppressed the images of Tarquine and Kelric that intruded on his thoughts.
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Without warning, she stepped away. Jai reached for her, but then he froze. She was watching him with a
look that, had he been prey and she a hunter, would have petrified him.

“S0,” she murmured. “Y ou want an empress.”

He lowered hisarm. “| already have one.”

“Do you now?’ Her gaze didn’t soften. “Y ou made many enemies today. Enemies you don’t want.”
“Including you?’

“Perhaps.”

He quirked his eyebrow. “Y ou don’t know?’

“Thisempressisn’t your type.”

“Whose type are you?”’

Her gaze turned sultry. “One out of your league.”

“1I"m the emperor. No one is out of my league.”

Amusement flickered on her face. “Y our boundless humility certainly knows no league.”

The conversation made Jai feel asif he were in aboat hurtling over awaterfall, out of control, both
exhilarated and terrified. “ Such reverence for your emperor.”

Her gaze darkened. “Y our grandfather made my niece his child-bride, and she spent her life subordinated
to hiswhims. Now you aspire to be my child-groom. For what? An easy road to power? Think again. You
need a mother figure? Don’'t make me laugh. A compliant shadow? Then you are deluded.”

Her words dliced the air, but they only made him want her more. “1’ve no interest in ease, mothers, or
compliance. | want Tarquine Iquar.”

“Plainly put, Y our Highness.”

In other words, an insult. Y et he sensed no offense from her. Far from it. Her mood was clear: he
fascinated her.
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“Y ou began the plain language,” he said.

“Not |.”

“Then who?’

“1 offered no betrothal.”

“A betrothal isan insult?’

She laughed. “Well, that depends.”

“On what?’

Her sensual voice deepened. “ A betrothal, my innocent, is an invitation to intimacy.”

Jai would have winced at her evocation of hisinnocence, except her other words caught his attention. Was
she saying that in sexual intimacy, Hightons spoke plainly? She had used direct language since she
entered his office. She invited his touch even as she challenged him, spurned his advances even as she
seduced him. Jai had never met anyone like her, which wasn’'t unusual given hislife, but he had no doubt
she was unique.

His thoughts were knotting into snarls, his convictions of right and wrong turned backward and upside
down until nothing made sense. None of it stopped him from drawing Tarquine toward him and pressing
her body against his. He sought her mouth hungrily. Embracing her power, her menace—it excited him
more than he would have thought possible.

So hefell hard, into a darkness of his own making.

Roca Skolia, sister and heir to the Ruby Pharaoh, served as the Foreign Affairs Councilor for the Skolian
Assembly. It made her atop adviser to the First Councilor, who served as the elected leader of the Skolian
Imperialate and shared power with the Ruby Pharaoh. As a member of the Assembly’sinner circle, Roca
wielded agreat deal of authority herself. For the past two years, however, she had been denied access to
her power.

Now she lay in bed, staring at the canopy overhead. Her husband Eldrinson slept fitfully next to her. Age
wore on him, like weather eroding granite that had been solid for ages.

Fate had been cruel.
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From the moment of her conception, Roca had been infused with nanomeds from her mother’ s body,
including species designed to repair her cells and delay aging. Roca would enjoy a youth that few people
could claim in one lifetime, let alone the centuries she would live.

Not so for her husband. He had been eighteen when she met him, his growth finished, his body formed.
He had started the age-delaying treatments then, and it had helped give him along life, close to a century,
but his body was failing now. Silver streaked his hair. Hiswalk had slowed, hobbled with alimp. Arthritis
plagued him, despite the best efforts of his doctors. The lower gravity on Earth helped, as compared to his
native world, but nothing could stop the decline of his years. So Roca grieved, her tears gathering.

She brushed her hand across her eyes, angry at herself. Her husband still lived, warm at her side. Dwelling
on his death was morbid. She didn’t know how much time he had left, whether it was months or weeks,
but for now they had each other. She wanted to give him happinessin these last days, not tears.

Rocakissed his cheek, savoring his warmth. But with all the trouble he had sleeping lately, she didn’t
want to wake him. So she rose from bed and pulled on arobe over her floor-length nightgown. Padding in
her bare feet, she crossed to a bureau against the wall. Her holo-album stood there, a cube glimmering
with rainbow shimmers.

She rubbed an edge of the cube. It came alive, bringing up memories she treasured. The image formed of
a golden-haired youth in the black leathers of a Jagernaut. He stood by a Jag starfighter, grinning. It was
hard to believe this young officer had later become Imperator, arock-hard leader who had commanded
Imperial Space Command for decades. Feared and admired by his supporters and enemies alike, Kurj
Skolia, her son from her previous marriage, had built the military into the mighty force that made Skolia
an interstellar power.

Many had called him amilitary dictator, the true ruler of Skolia rather than the Assembly. Roca disagreed.
Y es, he had been hard. But he had also been fair, and dedicated to the Skolian people. Three years ago, at
the age of 105, he had died in an ESComm ambush. Roca swallowed, fighting the hotnessin her
eyes.Kurj, my son. To her, he would always be the shining young man in this holo, full of hope and
dreams,

Roca' s vision blurred. She flipped the cube around and a new holo formed, a handsome child with bronze
hair and violet eyes. Althor. Her third child. He had also become a Jagernaut—and he too had died, a
casualty of war. Her eyes burning, Roca fumbled the cube around. A girl appeared, her head thrown back
in laughter, her eyes full of mischief. Sauscony. Soz. She had been Roca' s seventh child, a storm, aforce
of nature who had grown into a formidable woman. At Kurj’ s death, she had become Imperator. It was
Soz who led Skoliainto the Radiance War, Soz who brought two empires to their knees—and Soz who
died in combat.

Roca couldn’t bear to look at that young face, the happy child with no idea of the hells she would face as
an adult. Her hand shook as she turned the cube—and again her heart broke. A six-year-old boy smiled in
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this holo, his face luminous. Her golden child. Her youngest.
Kelric.

He had been the sweetest natured of her children, loving and affectionate. He had grown into the largest,
towering over his siblings, ataciturn giant, muscled and powerful. And one day he too had gone off to
war, wearing the uniform of a Jagernaut. She had lost him first, eighteen years ago, his ship attacked in
the cold, lonely reaches of space.

Tears ran down Roca' s face. She tried to rub the edge of the cube, to stop the memories, but she couldn’t
find the switch. Kelric smiled at her across the years, the little boy who laughed so easily and loved so

deeply.

“My children,” she whispered. To have outlived them was more than she could bear. Soon their father
would join them. Roca cried out soundlessly. With shaking hands, she put the cube down.

Unable to remain still with her memories, Roca walked into the living room, where gusts of wind stirred
the curtains on the glass doors across from her. She went to pull them open, letting in the wind. It
whipped back her hair, throwing it around her shoulders, arms, and hips. Her floor-length robe blew open
and billowed out behind her, and the layers of her nightgown fluttered. Even with heat threads weaving
through her clothes, she felt the chill of the Scandinavian night.

Roca walked onto the balcony of the house where she and Eldrinson had lived these past two years. The
Allied United Centre spread out below, one of many Centres established on Earth to study the effects of
uniting Earth’ s many nations under one world government. Located in Sweden, this one was hiddenin a
remote wilderness, surrounded in every direction by snow and trees. It was here the Allied military held
their Ruby Dynasty prisoners.

Roca couldn’t deny the Allieds treated them well, with an elegant home and every amenity. But it didn’t
change the fact that she and Eldrinson were prisoners. Whatever happened to them affected the interstellar
balance of power.

Three civilizations reigned: the Eubian Concord, the Skolian Imperialate, and the Allied Worlds of Earth.
Eube and Skolia were giants, more militaristic than the Allieds. In atreaty with Skolia, the Allieds had
agreed to provide sanctuary to the Ruby Dynasty during wartime. But after this last war had ended with
no winner, crippling both Eube and Skolia, the Allieds refused to free their “guests.” They feared, perhaps
rightly so, that if the Ruby Dynasty regained power, the star-spanning devastation would resume.

Roca gazed at the forest, wishing its wild beauty could ease her pain. A few lampposts glowed among the
trees. She didn’t know why she felt so restless. She kept thinking of Kelric, her youngest—her first child
to die. A tear ran down her face. She walked along the balcony to a staircase. Going down the stairs, she
picked up her pace. Her heart beat fast, in time with the slap of her bare feet on the stone steps.
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An AUC lieutenant was waiting at the bottom, crisp in his khaki uniform, a carbine in his hands. She had
no doubt a monitor had detected her activity and told security to find out why she was stirring at this late
hour. His presence didn’t intimidate Roca. She set out on a path through the rustic buildings and the
soldier followed. He spoke into his comm, his voice low. Whatever orders he received apparently didn’t
include taking her back to the house. He simply kept pace with her, a discreet distance away. Another
soldier joined him, both of them accompanying her on her walk to—

To where?

Rocawasn’'t sure, but she had to keep going.
A drum beat within her.

A drum.

Stronger now.

Recognition.

Recognition of—what?

She began to run. Three soldiers were jogging with her now, but no one tried to stop her. A strange
urgency drove her, undeniable. Lengthening her stride, she ran up along hill. At the top, she crossed a
wooden bridge high above ariver that roared in a cataract. She kept running.

Feet pounding.
Pounding to a drum.
The beat of adrum.

Beyond the bridge, Roca ran down a slope, barely feeling the icy grass beneath her feet. She kept going,
driven toward the visitor’ s center. Why? The long building stretched before her, surrounded by snowy
trees. A raised walkway with an arched roof led to its nearest entrance, like a pier. Rocaran toward it, her
heart pounding, her breath condensing in the air. In her mind, she called to her husband, reaching to
Eldrinson through alink so strong, it defied the distance limitations nature put on telepaths.

Eldri, wake. Eldri, come.

Shefelt his mind stir, felt his answering awareness. He would come, striding in the forgiving gravity of
Earth.
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Rocatook the stairs to the raised walkway two at atime. She ran down the pier, the soldiers jogging with
her. As she approached the entrance of the visitor’s center, she slowed to awalk, then stopped before the
double doors.

The drum beat within her.
No. Not a drumbeat.

A heart.

The heart of the sun.

Roca grasped wooden handles and heaved the doors open. The wind whipped back her robe and her hair.
Holding the doors wide, bracing herself against them, she stared into the lobby beyond. A man stood in its
center, his golden gaze heartbreakingly familiar, though in that moment she knew he had gone blind, that
his eyes could no longer see her.

But his mind knew.
His mind saw.

He had changed. Gray streaked his metallic gold hair, and lines added years to his face. He had aged
decades since she had last seen him. She could only guess what hells he had gone through to reach Earth.
He stood now only through the strength of his indomitable will.

But he was dlive.

Rocaran across the lobby and flung her arms around him. With infinite care, he took her into the
powerful arms that could crush aman twice her size. Her head barely reached his shoulder. Astears
poured down her face, she repeated his name over and over, sobs catching in her throat. He was crying as
well, in silence.

Hoshma,he thought.Hoshma, I’ ve come home.

Roca' s stunned, astonished joy filled her heart.Welcome home, my son. Welcome home, Kelric.

16

Lost Dreams
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It was one hell of ajob.

Jai’s daily routine alternately riveted him and bored him stiff. When he had lived in exile, his parents had
educated him with the help of computers; on Earth, he had spent two years in an American high school.
He had mostly enjoyed those studies, but learning to run an empire was nowhere near as easy.

He sat at his desk, inundated with data. Star holomaps rotated to his right. He had rolled out the film of a
computer screen, and holographic glyphs scrolled above its surface as the computer taught him about
trade revenues. On his left, an aide was stacking memory cubes for him to review. Another aide was
speaking into a comm across the room, while two others worked at atable. Jai had chosen these aides for
their lack of Aristo traits; their minds didn’t bother him.

Jal rubbed his eyes. He couldn’t absorb all this. As much as he hated the thought, he needed a
biocomputer in his brain. It was the only way he could learn everything he had to know and keep up with
the information he had to process every day.

Darkness lurked at the edges of his mind. ESComm had Corbal in custody, and Corbal knew Jai wasn't a
full Highton. Every time Jai received a military communication, his heart raced, until it became clear no
one had discovered his secret.

His comm buzzed. He jerked, then stabbed the receive button. “Y es?’

Robert answered. “Y our Highness, we are receiving a transmission from the Embassy of the Allied
Worlds on Delos.”

“Delos? Y ou mean the Allied planet?’ He had traded himself for Eldrin there.
“Yes, Your Highness,” Robert said.
“Very well. Relay the communication.”

A starship had carried the message to Glory. It was short and direct, which would have been
unpardonable, except that it came from an Allied citizen, which in the uncompromising Aristo view of the
universe meant aslave. Direct speech from taskmakers or providers didn’'t bother Aristosin the least: it
was expected.

What delayed Jai’ s response had nothing to do with the brevity of the Allied message. Many protocols
had to be observed before he could answer. He had to do this right; it was too important to fumble. His
Ministers of Foreign Affairs, Protocol, and Intelligence joined him, along with a protocol officer from the
Foreign Affairs Ministry and aforeign affairs officer from the Protocol Ministry. Jai sometimes thought
he would need a doctorate just to keep track of who did what on his staff.
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His advisers helped him compose areply. He kept it ssmple, though he obfuscated enough to make it
authentic as a Highton message. Night had fallen by the time he transmitted it to the ship in orbit, which
would carry it to Delos. From there, the Allied authorities would send it on to Earth. It could be weeks
before it reached its final destination, but when it did, anew erain interstellar relations would begin.

So Jai acknowledged the agreement made by the Allieds to mediate the peace talks between Eube and
Skolia

Jal walked to hisrooms, lost in thought, accompanied by his bodyguards and Robert. He had been up for
two days now, thirty-two hours. His fatigue made it hard to concentrate, and his thoughts wandered.

“Shall | have your dinner sent up?’ Robert asked.

“No, thank you.” Jai rubbed his eyes. “A pot of kavawould be good, though.”

Robert bowed as they stopped outside the anteroom to Jai’ s suite. “1 will seeto it, sir.”

“| appreciate it.”

After Robert left, Jai went through the antechamber into his bedroom. The part of the suite where he
entered was four times the size of the room he had shared with his brothers on Prism, and this was only
the sitting area. Far across the suite, his canopied bed stood on adais. The nook to its left had recessed
window alcoves, elegant wing chairs, and alove seat. To theright of the dais, an arch led into the bathing

room, with its pool and fountains. The suite gleamed, from its gilt and ivory decor to the tiered
chandeliers.

Jal sank gratefully into a smartchair, and it adjusted to make him comfortable. His Razers took up posts at
the walls with no need for orders. Jai wondered if they would even take his orders if he went beyond
simple requests, like that time he had had them wait outside his office while he spoke with Tarquine.

He exhaled. Tarquine. Although it had been two days since he announced his decision to wed her, he had
barely even had time to ponder his bride-to-be, let alone speak to her. He had the proverbial tiger by the
tail and feared to let go, lest she turn on him and metaphorically rip out his throat.

A voice said, “Your kava, sir.”

Jai looked up to see one of his Razersin the entrance of the suite. With atired nod, Jai said, “Have Robert
bringitin.”

The Razer bowed and departed, taking the pressure of his half-Aristo mind with him. Jai sent the other
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three guards out, too, though he knew they wouldn’t really leave. One would stay in the antechamber and
the others would take up posts around his suite. At least their distance eased the pressure on his mind.

He stretched out his legs and leaned his head against the back of the chair, closing his eyes. The blissful
heaviness of sleep settled over him.

A rustle brought him awake. Lifting his head, he saw Robert in the entrance. His aide held atray with a
white pot and several sparkling diamond-china cups, each gilded in gold.

“Comein.” Jai sat forward.

Robert entered and set the tray on the table by Jai’ s chair.

“Would your Highness like his bed prepared?’

Jal reddened. “That won't be necessary.” Having his household staff “prepare” his bed had turned out to
mean bringing him a provider. They seemed to find his celibacy strange. With so much emphasis on
heredity and inheritance, the penalty for adultery among Hightons was death, in law if not alwaysin
practice. Supposedly, no one cared if Aristos played with their providers, but Jai didn’t seeit that way.
Besides, he had no intention of risking his betrothed' s wrath. He would rather face a nuclear reactor gone

critical than an angry Tarquine. The only provider he wanted anyway was Silver, and he couldn’t have
her.

Jai picked up acup of steaming kava and took a swallow, then sighed as the rich beverage warmed his
throat. He motioned Robert to a nearby chair. “ Any news on the ESComm investigation into Minister
Iquar’s habitat?’

Robert took his seat, then slid a computer rod out of a sheath in his sleeve and unrolled it in hislap.
Holicons formed over the screen, the holographic computer icons that specified functions of the comp.
Robert flicked his finger through one, then read from his screen. “ They’ ve filed a report with the
Intelligence Ministry.”

“Have someone send me a summary.”
Robert made a notation on his comp. “You will have it tomorrow morning, sir.”
“Good.” Jai took another swallow of kava. “What is happening with Corbal Xir?’

Robert checked his comp, then frowned. “Nothing, it seems. Both our people and ESComm are till
examining the records of the provider stealing filesfrom Admiral Kaliga.”

It didn’t sound promising. “Any indication the records were falsified?’

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Catherine%20Asaro0%20-%20Moon's%20Shadow.html (121 of 322) [12/30/2004 8:17:08 PM]



TheM oon'sShadow

“Not yet.” Robert gave him an apologetic look.

Damn. Azile was pressuring him to free Corbal, but Jai knew if he simply ordered ESComm to do it, they
would resist. He had neither the authority nor the savvy to bend them to hiswill. Saints knew, he could
use Corbal’ s advice now.

“Any progress in finding Sunrise?’ he asked.
“None, Your Highness.” Robert didn’t hide hisregret. “I’m sorry.”

Jai nodded, feeling heavy. If Sunrise really had stolen the files, he could hope she traded them to an Allied
or Skolian agent in return for her freedom. If she had done it for another Aristo—no, he couldn’t believe
she would betray Corbal that way. Besides, it made no sense; another Aristo would treat her with a
brutality Corbal had foresworn. Of course, she might have been working for Corbal exactly as ESComm
suspected. If so, Jai fervently hoped his cousin had made sure she didn’t come to harm.

Unfortunately, the worst scenario he could imagine was aso the most likely, that someone had kidnapped
her. It would have to be someone high in ESComm. The thought of what they would do to her haunted
Jal.

He set down his kava. “1 would like updates every morning on the search. If any breakthrough occurs, let
me know immediately.”

Robert made a note on his screen. “I’ll seeto it myself, Y our Highness.”
“Thank you, Robert.”

Pleased surprise came from his aide, though outwardly Robert showed only his usual calm efficiency. It
puzzled Jai. He saw no reason why his comments should surprise or gratify hisaide.

Robert scanned his schedule. “Y ou have a meeting tomorrow with representatives from the insurance
bureaus.”

Jai didn’t relish facing them. “ Are they arranging the repayment to Minister [quar?’
“It appears so.” Robert studied his screen. “Her status creates complications.”
“Why?” Jai wished he didn’t always fedl asif he lagged ten steps behind everyone else.

“She will be empress.” Robert shifted hisweight. “It is necessary to, uh, avoid the implication—that is,
you might say...”
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Jal regarded him wearily. “Y es?’
“Your Most Gracious Highness, | would never imply—"
“l know, Robert.” Jai rubbed his eyes. “Just tell me.”

Robert cleared histhroat. “It is necessary to avoid the appearance of coercion by the Qox Dynasty to
make the bureaus pay monies above those specified in the hearing.”

“Of course I’m not trying to make them give my future wife more money.” Like Tarquine needed it. In
preparation for joining the Qox and Iquar Lines, one of his aides had shown him her financial records. She
was even wealthier than he would have guessed in his most generous estimates.

“No, certainly, of course not, Y our Glorious Highness.” Robert’ s face had gone red. “ This can be made
clear in your meeting with the bureau chiefs.”

Jai considered him. He had chosen Robert as his personal aide over severa others with more experience,
in part because Robert’s mind exerted no mental pressure, but also because the aide knew all sorts of
useful palace scuttlebutt. He had been at the palace for ten years and had served Jai’ s grandfather, Ur
Qox, until Ur’'s death three years ago.

“Robert,” he said. “Prepare a statement for me to give in tomorrow’ s meeting.”
“Certainly, sir.” Robert entered commands into his comp. “What would you like to say?’
“You write afirst draft. Have it for me to read in the morning.”

Again surprise came from Robert’s mind; Ur Qox would never have allowed him such aresponsibility.
From what Jai had seen in the records, Ur Qox had wasted his aide’ s talents.

Robert sat up straighter. “1 will have it ready for you at breakfast.”
“Good.” Jai leaned back, too tired to stay upright. “ Anything else | need to know tonight?’

Robert checked his comp. “ The delegation from the Diamond Coalition canceled their request for an
audience.”

Jai inwardly swore. Corbal had worked for years on that project, a new banking system in Sapphire Sector
that he was establishing with the Diamond Coalition. With the right ties between the palace and the
Caalition, they could all profit from the partnership. But the Diamonds had been skittish lately. “Why did
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they cancel their request to meet with me?”’

Robert scanned his screen. “They sent alengthy and extremely complimentary document to you.”
Jal grimaced. “Can you summarize?’

“They want more time to work on their plans.”

Jai didn’t believeit. “What do you think really happened?’

Robert looked up at him. “The Blue-Point Diamond Line changed their minds about wanting to work with
the palace on this project.”

A memory jumped into Jai’s mind: the dinner at Kaliga’'s home.Damn. One of the guests had been an
elder Blue-Point lord. Jai didn’t doubt his own behavior that night had put off the lord. And Corbal, who
set up the deal with the Diamond Coalition, was in ESComm custody. Corbal probably could have dealt
with the situation, but Jai had no idea what to do.

Propping his elbow on the arm of his chair, Jai rested his head on his hand. “Leave the report for me. If
you have recommendations, leave those, too.”

“Certainly, sir.”
“Anything else?’ He hoped not; he desperately needed sleep.
“1 have an answer to your inquiry about Jafe Maccar.”

Jal lifted his head. Ever since Kelric had asked him to pardon Maccar, the Skolian merchant captain, Jai
had wondered why. ESComm wouldn’t tell him anything. Although the military was supposed to be
under his command, they were impressively adept at bypassing him. He had to fight for every scrap of
information he wrested from them.

“What did you find out?’ Jai asked.

Robert read from his screen. “ Jafe Maccar commanded a Skolian merchant ship, theCorona. In the chaos
after the Radiance War, trade restrictions between Eube and Skolia eased for awhile. Maccar arranged a
lucrative deal with Lady Zarine Raziquon, who owns the habitatChrysalis Station. She offered him alarge
payment for a shipment of Targali silks, jewelry, spices, china, silver, and antique boxes.”

“Let meguess,” Jai said dryly. “Lady Zarine tried to cheat him, he protested, and ESComm threw himin
jal.”
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“I"m not sure.” Robert’s forehead furrowed. “ She paid for the shipment. As he was returning to his ship,
she sent him an escort of vessels.”

“An escort? Why?’
“To guarantee him safe passage out of Eubian space.”
“Then why did ESComm imprison him?’

Robert continued reading. “For some reason, Maccar’ s flotilla attacked hers. The ships did battle, and
most of the Skolian vessels escaped. But ESComm caught Maccar’ s ship. They deported the crew back to
Skolia and sentenced Maccar to ten years in prison.”

Jai stared at him. “Why the blazes would Maccar attack his escort?’
Robert scrolled through more files. “ The attack appears unprovoked.”
“Appears?’

Robert regarded him uneasily. “Maccar was under the protection of a Highton noblewoman. She would
have done everything in her power to ensure his safe return home.”

Sure.lt was also possible that Lady Zarine had tried to steal Maccar’ s ships, forcing the crews to defend
themselves. But he needed to know Maccar hadn’t committed a crime before he could act on Kdlric's
request. “L ook into the matter, Robert. | need more details.”

“Right away.” Robert made another entry on his comp.
“Anything else?’
His aide hesitated. “Y our Most Gracious Highness—"

Ah, no. He became a “ Gracious Highness” whenever his staff feared they were about to say something he
wouldn’t like. “Go ahead.”

“It isthe matter of your betrothal.”
“My betrothal.” He was afraid to ask.

Robert crinkled the screen of his comp, then realized what he was doing and smoothed it out. “It must be
announced.”
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Jal tried to focus hisweary mind. “1 did that at the hearing.”

“Well, yes, you did.” Robert quickly added, “ And awise decision you made.” He did his best not to look
doubtful. “However, it would be most glorious, Y our Esteemed Highness, if you were to announce it to
the public.”

Jai winced. “Oh. Yes, of course.” An insurance hearing was hardly the venue for the announcement of an
imperial betrothal. “ Can you put the Protocol Office on it?’

“Certainly.” Robert looked relieved. “You and Minister Tarquine will be expected to appear on the
broadcast.”

“Have Protocol let us know what they want.”
“1 will do that.”
“Anything else?’ Please say no.

“No, sir.” Robert averted his gaze and carefully rolled up his screen. He dlipped the rod into the sheath
inside his sleeve.

Jai could tell Robert was troubled. He eased his mental barriers—and discovered his aide wasin pain.
“Areyou al right?’ Jai asked.

“Yes, Your Highness.” Robert wouldn’'t meet his gaze.

“Can | help with anything?’

Robert hesitated, then ran his finger under the metallic ring that circled his neck. It resembled bronze, but
was more flexible than metal. “Y our Most Gracious Highness, please know | would never presume—but

| —
Baffled, Jai said, “But you...?’
“It no longer fits.”

“The collar?’

Robert paled. “Y es. Please forgive my deplorable presumption.”
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Jai stared at him blankly. “What deplorable presumption?’

“Torefit the collar will require removing it.”

“And?’ Asfar as Jai was concerned, Robert could throw the blasted thing away.

“Y ou must authorize the removal.”

“All right.” Jai rubbed his eyes. “| authorize whatever you need. Let whoever fixes those things know.”
“Y our Highness.” Robert cleared his throat.

“Yes?

“l cannot request thiswork.” He was stumbling over hiswords. “Y ou must do it.”

Like the shift of an optical illusion, Jai’ s perception changed. He kept thinking of his staff as people hired
at the palace, but they weren’'t employees. Heowned them. He had et himself believe, subconscioudly,
that they could take off their slave restraints when they went home. Of course they couldn’t. Judged from
Robert’ s behavior, even suggesting temporary removal of a collar could be a punishable offense. Jaihad to
think about it, whether he liked it or not; he was responsible for their lives and health.

Jai realized he was clenching hisfist on his knee, his fingernails gouging his pam. He opened his hand
and stretched his fingers. “Be assured | will have the matter taken care of so you no longer experience
discomfort.”

“Y ou are most kind, Y our Gracious Highness.”

Jai didn’t feel kind. He felt like a monster. “Please make it known among my staff that if anyone else has
such a problem, they can tell me.”

“I will take care of it, Sir.”
“Good.”

After Robert left, Jai walked to the bed and collapsed acrossiit, fully dressed. He lay there longing for
home, for the people he loved, for a sane universe. Just afew months ago he had been spending his free
time at the arcade with hisfriends, playing hologames. He had never had to worry about military
intrigues, insurance bureaus, coalitions, imperial protocol, deadly brides, or kidnapped providers. He
hadn’t been responsible for thousands of people who couldn’t even go to a metalworker without his
permission. Hell, it wasn’t just his staff; he owned entireworlds. In hologames, ruling an empire had been
fun.
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In redlity, it terrified him.

Moisture gathered in his eyes. He wiped it away, angry with himself. Then hetried to fall asleep, where
dreams would let him escape the impossible demands of reality.

17

Beginnings

The meeting will take place on Earth,” the Minister of Protocol said. She was speaking to one of her
aides, so she could be direct, but her words were meant for Jai. She stood next to him on a holostage. A
gaunt Highton woman from the Haguail Line, she had a mind that grated like sandpaper. Jai was too tense
to speak at all, let alone cope with the labyrinth of Highton speech. Mercifully, the aides with them had
too little Aristo heritage to exacerbate his headache.

The holostage took up one end of the media studio. A screen curved around half of the elliptical stage,
and consoles filled the room, as operators prepared to transmit Jai’ s words. Media techs were setting up a
white chair in one focal point of the stage. Protocol aides bustled around Jai, dusting off his clothes,
making sure he presented an impeccable appearance. His rich garb was solid black and severely cut, both
the trousers and high-necked shirt.

A tech came over and knelt with his head bowed. Embarrassed, Jai motioned for him to stand. When the
tech had risen, Jai said, “Y ou have amessage?’ Hetried to ignore the protocol people combing his hair.

The tech motioned at the chair on the stage. “ Just to warn you; it may look odd during the transmission.
WEe'll be overlaying it with an image from the Hall of Circles.”

Animage? “Of what?’
“The Carnelian Throne, Y our Highness.”

Jai nodded, disrupting the efforts of an aide to blot nonexistent sweat from his forehead. No matter how
imperial they made him look, it wouldn’t give him more confidence in his ability to pull this off. Today
was too important to muddle, but he felt painfully unprepared.

Protocol spoke to the tech. “ Any word on whether the transmission will bein real time?’

He bowed to her. “None yet, ma am.”
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She frowned. “| don’t see how the Allieds expect us to believe they can do this transmission. Neither they
nor we have accessto a Kyle web.”

The tech spoke carefully. “They have Ruby psionsin custody on Earth. Perhaps they can create a
temporary bubble of Kyle space.”

Jai wondered at that. The Kyle web, what Skolians called the psiberweb, was a network of computersin
Kyle space, outside of spacetime, making instant communication possible among the stars. But the web
had collapsed during the war. He had his doubts that the Ruby psionsin custody on Earth could re-create
even atemporary webnode without a L ock.

Protocol didn’t look convinced either. She glanced at Jai. “Y our Highness?’

Jal lifted his hand in the gesture that allowed the tech to leave. He wanted to rake his fingers through his
hair, but he held back, knowing it would horrify the aides working so diligently on his appearance. It was
hard to stay still; Protocol’ s mind made him want to twitch.

A console operator came over to them and knelt to Jai, her long hair curtaining her face.

“Pleaserise,” Jai said.

As she stood, she spoke with deference. “We're ready to start, Y our Highness. We've received asignal
from Earth.”

Jai tensed. “You mean ared-time signal?’
“Yes, sir. No delays.”

Protocol exhaled. “So. They did it.” She didn’t sound pleased that the Allieds had managed to create a
Kyle node.

Jai understood her reaction, though he didn’t shareit. If the Allieds could make one node, they might soon
make more. Could they create a Kyle web from Earth? Personally, he hoped so; it would help keep a
balance of power among Skolia, Eube, and the Allieds. Hightons didn’t want a balance; they wanted
ascendancy over the rest of humanity.

The aidesfinally quit fussing over him. With Protocol at his side, Jai crossed the holostage and sat in the
white chair. A tech put acomm button in his ear, and Robert’ s voice came over it. “We're ready, Y our
Highness.”

Jal wished his hands weren't so clammy. He took a deep breath. “Begin.”
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Everyone withdrew from the stage, leaving him alone. A console operator started the sequence to receive
the signal from Earth. No one spoke. Jai realized he was holding his breath.

Suddenly awoman’s voice came out of the console, speaking an unfamiliar language. Another voice
translated it into Highton: “His Royal Highness, Eldrinson Althor Vadoria, Web Key to the Triad and the
King of Skyfall.”

Astonishment sparked in Jai; that first voice, the woman he hadn’t understood, had come from Earth,
many light-years away.

He was about to speak to his grandfather.

Jal wondered at thetitle, “King of Skyfall.” His mother had described her father as a judge, with the title
“Dalvador Bard.” His people had no king, though some of his duties were similar to those of kings from
cultures on Earth. Jai supposed the Allieds thought “King” sounded more imposing than “Bard.”

The operator at the console near Jai spoke, her words going to Earth: “His Esteemed Highness, Jaibriol
the Third, descended from the Line of Qox, son of Jaibriol the Second, grandson of Ur, great-grandson of
Jaibriol the First, and great-great-grandson of Eube, Sublime Founder of the Concord.”

Listening to a man with a deep voice translate the words, Jai found himself wishing they didn’t have to
recite his predecessors every time they introduced him. He felt sorry for his descendants; in afew
generations, the lineage would become truly unwieldy.

A blurry image formed on the hol ostage about five paces away from Jai. It sharpened into a man who was
sitting in an elegant chair encrusted with gold and rubies—and Jai’ s pulse jumped. The man had violet
eyes, and wine-red hair streaked with silver brushed his shoulders.

His grandfather.

Do you recognize me?Jai thought. His grandfather knew about Jai’ s parents; it was Eldrinson who had
arranged for the two loversto go into exile. Jai saw the resemblance between Eldrinson and his son,
Eldrin, the uncle Jai had traded himself for on Delos. It had amused Jai’ s mother that her parents had
given the name Eldrin to her brother, who was theson of Eldrinson. Jai suspected they thought
Eldrinsonson was overdoing it. No doubt existed about who was the father, though; the man facing him
now looked much older. He watched Jai from across the stage, and across the immensity of interstellar
Space.

The silence grew strained as everyone waited to see who would speak. They had decided in advance to
use English, aneutral language. Skolian and Eubian protocols both derived from the ancient Ruby
Empire. They required the person who had requested the communication to speak first. In cases such as
this, where both sides had orchestrated the meeting, the lesser power spoke first. If powers were matched
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or disputed, the newest leader went first. If the experience was matched, the youngest spoke.

Of course neither side would acknowledge being alesser power. That meant Jai should go first, in
deference to Eldrinson’ s age and experience. But such would imply that Eldrinson—a man that the
Hightons considered a provider—had higher status than the emperor of Eube. It violated the very basis of
Aristo beliefs.

Asfar as Jai was concerned, no question existed that Eldrinson had higher status. But Jai had bungled too
many of his dealings with the Aristos; he didn’t dare misplay this. Aristos tolerated the peace negotiations
because the Radiance War had exhausted Eube. No one wanted more conflict. But if Jai stumbled here,
his uneasy support would collapse.

So he and Eldrinson sat in silence.

Do you see my mother in me?Jai so wished he could talk to his grandfather about his parents. He could
say nothing, but they couldn’t sit here forever, either. Someone had to break the deadlock.

Anideacameto Jai. He spoke—in Highton instead of English. “The Line of Qox acknowledges the Ruby
Dynasty.”

An audible sigh came from the aides, techs, and operators. Relief washed out from Protocol, who was
standing near the stage. By using Highton instead of English, Jai asserted the Aristo claim of authority,
but he recognized Eldrinson’s greater experience by speaking first.

In avoice resonant with power, Eldrinson answered in Highton. “The Imperial Dynasty acknowledges the
ascension of Jaibriol the Third to the Carnelian Throne.”

A chill ran through Jai. His own grandfather had just accepted him as the leader of a despotic interstellar
empire.

So he and Eldrinson began their discussions.

This meeting was a symbol: their diplomats and staffs would set up the actual peace talks. Now they
discussed who would attend. The Skolians representatives would come from their Assembly, the Ruby
Dynasty, and Imperial Space command; the Eubian participants drew from the Qox Dynasty, Jai’s
ministers, and ESComm. Everyone would be present as VR simulacra only; the risk of putting so many
interstellar leaders in one place was too great. They chose Earth for the virtual conference site. Not only
was it neutral territory, it was also the birthplace of humanity, a potent symbol.

Then Eldrinson dropped his bombshell.

“The Imperator,” he said, “will represent Imperial Space Command.”
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Jai barely stopped his sharp inhale. “We had not known a successor to the late Imperator had assumed the
title.” The words hurt: the “late Imperator” had been his mother.

“The Triad is complete.” Eldrinson looked beyond the range of the holocams and motioned. Then he
waited.

A man appeared.

Towering and massive, with gold hair, skin, and eyes, the man walked into view, hisimage sharpening as
he entered the center of the holocam’ s focus. He moved with assurance, and his limp did nothing to
detract from hisimposing presence. Heavy gauntlets covered his arms from hand to elbow, embedded
with conduits and controls. He stopped behind Eldrinson’ s chair and stood facing Jai like afortress, his
face impassive, his gaze unwavering. And he challenged the Aristos with the most shocking defiance they
could imagine—he wore a provider’ s collar.

Someone whispered, “ Skolia be damned.” Protocol stared at the man, her face alivid red. Murmurs broke
the silence, rapidly growing in pitch.

Robert’ s excited voice came over the commin Jai’ s ear. “Y our Highness, I’ m getting an 1D on that man.
He' s the provider that escaped from Minister Iquar!”

Fierce gratification swept through Jai. Let Eube choke on that. He could guess why Kelric still wore the
collar: it would have extended neural threads into his nervous system. To remove it, his doctors would
have to map the entire system and surgically remove each thread. They couldn’t rush the job, lest they
cause neural damage. But Jai suspected Kelric had another reason for letting the collar show. It sent abold
message to the Hightons:| am your worst nightmare. Nothing could be a greater outrage—except a
provider on the Carnelian Throne.

My greetings, Uncle,Jai thought.

“Saints aimighty.” Robert spoke over the comm again. “We have more. Y our Highness, that man is
Kelricson Garlin VValdoria, the youngest son of the Foreign Affairs Councilor, Roca Skolia, and Web Key
Eldrinson.” When Jai didn’t answer, Robert added, “ Sir—you must decide whether or not to acknowledge
him as Imperator.”

Jal glanced at Protocol. She looked furious, but she didn’t intercede. That no one tried advising him gave
Jal agood idea how nonplussed they all were.

His uncle' s triumph had come at aprice. In the Lock, Kelric's limp had been far less pronounced than it
was now. And his eyes tracked Jai now. It was a subtle effect, one Jai noticed only because afriend of his
on Earth had lost his sight in an accident. After the doctors implanted an optical system that let him see,
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his eyes had tracked in the same way. Jai could only wonder what Kelric had endured, struggling to reach
Earth while his body failed him. It seemed impossible he could have done it alone. If anyone had helped
him, they had a great deal of courage, risking the wrath of Eube.

Jai spoke quietly. “The Line of Qox acknowledges the ascension of Kelricson Garlin Valdoriato the
Imperia Triad.”

Kelric nodded, restrained, but with recognition. Jai felt a bittersweet joy; he could never return to his
family, but his uncle had, and in doing so, he might help pave aroad to peace.

Eldrinson and Jai resumed their discussions, and Kéelric listened, standing behind Eldrinson. When the
appropriate time came, Jai said, “As proof of our good intent in this endeavor, | have pardoned Jafe
Maccar, the Skolian merchant arrested and imprisoned by ESComm.”

Protocol’ s mouth fell open. The aides and techs around the studio stared asif Jai had gone insane. Anger
sparked from someone, he wasn't sure whom. He knew his decision would engender hostility, but Maccar
deserved the pardon. Now that Jai had the details of the incident, it was obvious the Highton noblewoman
had sent out her pirate fleet to steal Maccar’ s ships and crews after she paid for his goods.

Robert had dug up several other telling facts: Kelric had been the weapons officer on Maccar’s ship. And
the Highton who had captured Maccar’ s ship was none other than Admiral Azar Taratus, who had sold
Kelric to Tarquine. According to the Halstaad Code of War, POWSs couldn’t be auctioned as slaves. But
Taratus had listed Maccar’ s weapons officer as lost and presumed dead. The admiral truly did astonish Jai
in his brazen disregard for the law.

Jai doubted ESComm would make trouble over the pardon, at least not openly. They wouldn’t want
Taratus's misdeeds to become public. That he was the brother of a Joint Commander would make the
scandal even worse.

Eldrinson looked puzzled. “ A magnanimous gesture, Y our Highness.”

Jai inclined his head. Then he glanced at Kelric. Although his uncle’s face remained impassive, Kelric
nodded slightly, with understanding in his gaze.

So it was done. Eube and Skolia would meet at the peace table. What they would achieve, if anything, Jai
didn’t know.

But they would try.

Jai had never seen the Hall of Circles without an audience of Hightons. Now mediatechsfilled it, along
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with the infernal protocol aides from this morning, when he had spoken to Eldrinson. They were at it
again, fixing invisible flaws in his appearance. He wished they would go away.

The great doors of the Hall swung open, admitting alarge retinue. Tarquine Iquar strode in its center,
listening while her staff briefed her. Her retinue included the four Razers Jai’ s people had sent her as
bodyguards. It was the first time Jai had seen her since five days ago, when he had announced his decision
to make her empress.

When she looked up, Jai inclined his head. She paused and bowed, then resumed her walk to the dais
where he stood. He couldn’t pull his gaze away; she mesmerized him even more now than before. He
didn’t understand how she worked this madness. Part of him responded to her as aHighton. She was the
ultimate product of their caste, which was supremely ironic given that both she and Jai lacked the main
attribute that defined Hightons, an ability to transcend.

Her retinue slowed as they climbed the dais. When they reached Jai, her aides knelt to him and the Razers
bowed. Tarquine aso bowed, but then she stood appraising him like a hawk watching a pup in the fields.
She spoke huskily. “My honor at your presence, Y our Highness.”

Jal flushed. “It pleases us to see you, Minister Iquar.”
“Good,” she murmured.
Remembering himself, Jai moved his hand, palm down, permitting her aides to stand.

Protocol joined them and bowed to Tarquine. “ An auspicious day, Minister Iquar. Soon all will know its
splendid favor.”

Jal supposed that was Hightonese for, “We're ready to start.” His aides went to work on Tarquine,
straightening her black tunic and trousers, and fixing her hair, which she wore in an elegant roll on her
head.

The Protocol Minister surveyed the Finance Minister. Then Protocol spoke to one of her aides. “Minister
|quar needs garb more befitting an empress, eh? Bring me aformal dress, black diamond cloth.”

Tarquine turned an icy gaze on the aide. “On the other hand, perhaps you value your well-being.”
The aide flushed. “Ma am?’
“If you do valueit,” Tarquine continued, “I suggest you desist with the dress.”

Protocol scowled. When Tarquine raised an eyebrow at her, Protocol started to speak, then apparently
thought better of it. To her alarmed aide, she said, “Perhaps Minister Iquar’ s garb will be fine after all.”
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Jai blinked. He wished he knew how Tarquine did that. He had ended up wearing exactly what Protocol
wanted, conservative trousers and high-necked shirt, all black, even their fastenings. But as cool as
Tarquine was on the outside, he picked up unexpected emotions from her mind. She had never expected
the title of empress; now, faced with its reality, she alternated among misgiving, satisfaction, ire, and
incredulity.

Aides clustered around them, conferring and checking palmtops. Amid the bustle, Jai watched Tarquine
and she watched him back, inscrutable. He couldn’t absorb that this woman would be his wife. It brought
home the extent of hisinfluence, that he could simply announce his intent to marry one of the most
powerful human beings alive, and have it come to pass.

Right,he thought dryly. Had Tarquine wanted to refuse him, this betrothal wouldn’t be taking place.
Incredible as it seemed, she was willing to take him. Or, more redlistically, she would take the title he
offered.

His mood darkened. He wasn't the one she had given up fourteen million credits for. What would she
think when she learned her escaped provider was now the Imperator of Skolia? Would she crave Kelric
even more?

It doesn’'t matter,Jai told himself, trying to believe it. He had her now.

The aides finally withdrew, leaving Jai and Tarquine side-by-side, facing the holocams. He knew how
they looked: the same height, black hair shimmering, eyes ruby red, their faces snow-marble smooth, their
clothes severe and black. A brace of perfect Hightons.

The Eubian anthem played, its haunting strains filling the Hall with a beauty so heartbreaking, it hurt to
hear. Jai so wished he could see that beauty among the Hightons, instead of the cold formality that
defined them. He felt as if he were facing alifetime of starvation, but of the soul rather than the body.

The lights of holocams blinked, but he knew that right now the broadcast was showing views of the
palace. After an eternity, Protocol’ s voice came over the comm in his ear. “We' re ready for your part,
Y our Highness. Three, two, one—go.”

Jai took a deep breath. “People of Eube, | bring you joyous news.”

So Jai announced the betrothal, his speech peppered with the requisite lavish praise for the Line of Iquar,
including the previous empress, his grandmother, Tarquine' s niece. If anyone objected to his kinship with
Tarquine, they had the sense to keep their mouth shut. Given that Jaibriol | had married his sister because
he considered no one else elevated enough for his bloodline, Jai doubted his relation to Tarquine would
cause much shock. That she was his Finance Minister and so much older was far more likely to stir
controversy.
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After Jai finished his speech, High Judge Calope Muze officiated at the betrothal, sanctifying it for their
wedding, which would take place in three months.

Then it was done. Qox and Iquar were once again united. Standing with Tarquine, Jai thought darkly of a
phrase he had learned on Earth.

Until death do us part.

18

Ascending Sun

Lord Raziquon hit the wall with hisfist, causing a nearby table to shake. The vase on the table toppled off
and shattered on the floor.

A wry voice spoke behind him. “Destroying pottery rarely accomplishes anything.”

Raziquon swung around. Xirad Kaliga, Joint Commander of ESComm, stood in the horseshoe arch of
Raziquon’s office, leaning against its side, his arms crossed.

Raziquon gave him the minimalist greeting favored in their circle. “Admiral.”

Then Raziquon saw who else had entered his office, and sweat beaded on his forehead. Both Joint
Commanders had come to visit. General Kryx Taratus was half-sitting on the desk across the room, facing
him. A large man in both height and physique, Taratus had thick eyebrows and a blocky chin. He had also
brought his younger brother, Azar Taratus, ataller, thinner man with sharply handsome features. Azar
stood by awindow, staring out at the gardens of Razigquon'’s estate.

Kaligasmiled slightly. “It must be gratifying to have so many antiques that you need to be rid of them.”

Raziquon scowled. “What | need to be rid of isthe dawn.” It enraged him that hisinterrogation of Sunrise
had so far come to naught; he had risked his good name when he arranged her abduction.

General Taratus was watching him. “The Line of Xir continues to inquire into confidential ESComm
cases.”

That was no surprise; Raziquon had no doubt Corbal’ s kin were “inquiring” with great vehemence about
Sunrise. At least he had succeeded in having Corbal blamed for her disappearance. “ Perhaps the Line of
Xir forgetsit is, itself, one of those confidential cases.”
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“One cannot hold a Highton indefinitely,” Kaliga said. “Proof makes the difference.”

“Holorecords offer proof,” Raziquon said. Although the holos that showed Sunrise stealing files didn’t
directly implicate Xir, she couldn’'t have acted without his permission.

“Records can be doctored,” Genera Taratus said. His posture indicated sarcasm. “Or so Security tells
me.”

Raziquon didn’t like the sound of it. If Xir's people could prove the records implicating Sunrise were
false, the case against Corbal would fall apart.

“Security could be wrong,” Raziquon said.

“Perhaps.” Kaliga's stance indicated skepticism. “But | suspect it will please Corbal Xir to attend his
cousin’s nuptials.”

Raziquon’ s rage deepened. If Xir's people demonstrated that the records had been doctored, their lord
could indeed be free before the wedding. Then suspicion could ricochet back to the other guests who had
dined that night with the emperor, may the gods scorch his Esteemed Imperial Self. And Sunrise had
reveal ed nothing they could use against Xir. No provider should have such strong mental protections. It
wasn't legal. It wasn'’ tdecent.

Kaliga spoke. “The Line of Xir gathers strength. It pleases me to see it so blessed in favor with the
palace.” He was holding his thumb and forefinger together at his side, implying he intended the opposite

sentiment to what his words expressed.

Azar Taratus had been staring out the window, but now he turned. His usually sardonic mien had
darkened. “The Line of Iquar is likewise blessed.”

General Taratus glanced dourly at his younger brother. “With help from the Line of Taratus, en?” When
Azar scowled, the general raised an eyebrow. Raziquon supposed that the general meant Jaibriol 11 might
not have betrothed himself so precipitously to Tarquine Iquar if not for the court case that had brought
them together.

Kaliga spoke to Raziquon. “It is fortunate you have an omega clearance, my esteemed friend.”

Raziquon blinked. What did his security clearance have to do with this? He let his posture indicate
wariness. “It is an honor to have the trust of ESComm.”

“Soitis,” General Taratus rumbled.

“Trusted enough,” Kaliga continued, “to know that Minister Iquar gained a certain provider cheap.”
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Raziquon didn’'t see what they were about. “Y ou are wealthy indeed, to consider fourteen million cheap.”
“Cheap,” Kaligarepeated. “Just ask Imperator Skolia.”

“Imperator Skoliais dead.” Raziquon had watched the holo of her shuttle exploding many times. Kaliga's
tone suggested a revealed confidence, but Raziquon saw no secrets.

“Those who die often leave heirs.” The younger Taratus spoke in a deceptively soft voice. “1t seems our
new Imperator enjoys remarkably good health, especially considering his supposedly dreadful state when
Tarquine Iquar’ s doctors examined him.”

It took a moment for his meaning to register on Raziquon. No.Impossible. Had Tarquine Iquar owned a
member of the Ruby Dynasty—and let himescape ? Gods, what a debacle. “Then may our dear Finance
Minister rest in peace.”

“But awell-paid peace, en?’ General Taratus said.

Raziquon narrowed his gaze. Well-paid? “Y our wishes for the Finance Minister are benign.” Bizarre, too,
given Tarquine lquar’ s aggravating existence.

“Benign, hell.” Taratus crossed his beefy arms, left over right.

“Imperial decrees, now, they go beyond benign.” His posture, in the context of his words, implied he
meant the decrees made by Jaibriol |11 at the insurance hearing.

“Indeed.” Raziquon still didn’t see their point.

“Hell of athing, these imperial decrees,” Taratus continued. “Just think; if an independent evaluation of
the escaped provider sets his worth higher than that determined by the bureaus, they must pay double the
difference between their most recent assessment and the independent appraisal.”

Raziquon stared at him. “ Skolia be damned.”

“Damned indeed,” Kaliga said. “What is an Imperator worth, eh? More than fourteen million, I'd wager.”

Hell and damnation. Raziquon wanted to punch the wall again. Tarquine Iquar was about to receive an
obscene insurance settlement, and she would soon combine her odiously vast power base with the Qox
Dynasty. If that wasn't enough, Corbal Xir would go free, and suspicion would taint Kaliga' s guests from
that miserable dinner. It all added up to the wrong people gaining power and the right people suffering for
it, namely himself, Jaibriol Raziquon.
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Something had to be done.

line

Sunrise ran.

The forest around Raziquon’ s estate seemed endless. She recognized nothing. She didn’t think she was
even still on Glory; the air smelled wrong and her body felt too heavy. The sky had no moons. Her silk
pajamas offered little warmth from the night, and twigs and rocks jabbed her feet, but she didn’t care.
After what she had endured from Raziquon, afew scrapes were nothing. Terror spurred her as she ran
among the trees, stumbling in the unfamiliar gravity.

Days had passed since the kidnapping, she didn’t know how many. Her life had narrowed to Raziquon
and the interrogation room. During every reprieve she had rationed her sanity, praying he would grow
bored with his futile attempts to make her talk, and every day he had crushed her hope.

But everyone erred sooner or later. Today he had slipped, a small mistake, one that didn’t matter
according to hisview of reality. He hadn’t put on her ankle restraints, though he had left her locked in her
suite. She was a provider; she could no more think her way out of alocked room than could an animal. Or
so he thought.

Sunrise had let the Hightons misread her intelligence. Their arrogance made them careless. By closely
watching her jailers, she had figured out the passwords that locked her suite, and tonight she used those
codes to escape. Then she had stolen a palmtop. Such a small thing, a pamtop, but she had been
forbidden to use the technology Aristos took for granted. Supposedly she was incapable of understanding
it. Perhaps that was true for some providers; she didn’t know. But she had made the palmtop do what she
wanted, disguising the signature emitted by her collar so she could flee the estate.

She had to leave this place fast, before her disguise failed. A provider couldn’t travel alone; if shetried,
the authorities would contact her owner. That would be good, but only if their records listed Corbal. The
starport was her best hope, if she could find her way without alerting Raziquon.

So she ran, desperate, fleeing from one unknown to another.

After preparing Tarquine Iquar’ s financia report, the Iquar Accounting Office sent the report to the
Committee on Ethics and Morals for the Ministry of Finance, which went over it in detail, making
changes, and then sent it to the Protocol Office at the Qox palace, which went over it in detail, making
changes, then released it to the palace Ethics and Morals Committee, which made changes and released it
to the Accounting Office, which had numerous questions for the Ethics and Morals Committee, which
contacted the Protocol Office, which contacted the Ethics and Morals Committee at the Finance Ministry,
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which contacted the Iquar accountants.

Eventually, after the palace accountants investigated, reinstated, recovered, and otherwise put back what
everyone else had deleted, added, and changed, they sent the report to the emperor. When Jai opened the
huge file at the console in his office, he had a complete record of where it had been and who had done
what to it before the file reached him.

“Good gods,” he muttered to Robert. “ Thisis crazy.”

“They have your best interestsin mind.” Robert assured him. He was sitting next to Jai with his comp
screen unrolled in hislap. “Y our staff wishesto ensure you receive afull accounting of your betrothed's
assets, and that no awkward questions arise when you and Minister Iquar combine assets.”

“That they feel the need to do so many checks doesn’'t exactly ease my mind.” Jai motioned at the
document on his screen. “Tarquine' s accountants hid her investments in the Sapphire Sector platinum
mines. Ethics and Morals at the Finance Ministry put it back in, Protocol here took it out, and our Ethics
and Morals people put it back in.” He scowled at Robert. “Why the blazes would anyone care if my future
wifeinvestsin platinum?’

“Perhaps because of the shortage?’

Jal just barely restrained his groan. Apparently he was about to learn yet another fact he should have
aready known. “What shortage?”’

When Robert hesitated, Jai understood: Aristostook exception to having a taskmaker lecture them. But
they weren't stupid; they knew they needed the expertise of their staffs. Taskmakers walked a precarious
line between being invaluable and becoming athreat by knowing too much.

“Go ahead,” Jai said.

“Most platinum comes from asteroids in the Platinum Sectors,” Robert said. “The mining operations were
hit hard during the war. Now we have a shortage.”

“| take it Sapphire Sector doesn’t have a shortage.”
“You are perceptive.”

Jal answered dryly. “And you're adiplomat.” It didn’t surprise him to find Tarquine in the middle of this.
Platinum had great economic value; many technologies used the metal. A shortage could provide a
windfall for afinancialy savvy person—including one who shouldn’t be exploiting her knowledge to her
own financia gain.
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“Let meguess,” Jai said. “ Tarquine used her connections as Finance Minister to buy up huge quantities of
Sapphire Sector platinum at a price that undercut the market. Her accountants don’t want us to know, the
ethics committees do want us to know, and my protocol people don’t want it to appear I'm involved in
this questionable ‘little’ business.”

Robert gave a strained smile. “ That about sumsit up.”
Jai swore under his breath. “This could backfire on us.”
“The Protocol Office can offer guidance for dealing with political shrapnel.”

“1"d rather not be hit.” Disheartened, Jai scrolled through the immensely annotated report. If the rest of his
betrothed’ s finances were as bad as the bit with platinum, he was in deep, deep trouble.

He turned to Robert, and a difference registered on him. “Y ou’ve anew collar.”
“Yes. Thank you.”

“Does this one fit better?’

“Much better, Y our Highness.”

“Good.” It wasn't good, it was appalling, but at least Robert would be more comfortable. “Let me know if
you have any more trouble.”

“l will, sir.” Although outwardly Robert showed little emotion, surprise came from hismind. Jai’s
grandfather, the last emperor Robert had known, would have never bothered to ask such a question. Jai
gritted histeeth. He wondered how his purportedly esteemed predecessor would have felt if he had had to
wear one of the wretched things.

A light blinked on his console. Jai tapped it with hisfinger. “Yes?’
“Y our Highness, thisis Vitar Bartholson in Security.”

Jal froze.Vitar. It was his younger brother’s name. Memories flooded him: Vitar laughing, running after
him, or entreating his big brother for aride. It was several moments before he could answer. “Isthere a
problem?’

“Not exactly,” Bartholson said. “The Domestic Affairs Office contacted us. They intercepted a message
sent to the Xir estate on Glory.”
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Jal sighed. Gods forbid someone should say,Y our Highness, we received a message through proper
channels without spying on anyone. “What did it say?”’

Excitement leaked into Bartholson’s voice. “ The authorities on Halizon Two have Xir’s provider.
Sunrise.”

Jal sat up straighter. “ Are they certain?’

“They say s0.”

Although Jail would need more verification, it sounded far more promising than their other leads. “How is
she?’

A pause. “She will be al right.”

“That isn't what | asked.”

Vitar audibly exhaled. “ She has had a difficult time, Y our Highness. But she will recover.”
“1 hope s0.” Jai turned to Robert. “What do we know about Halizon Two?”’

Robert had already brought up the information. He studied his screen. “It’ s the second planet in the
Halizon system of Emerald Sector. Lord Jaibriol Raziquon ownsiit.”

Pah. Jai hadn’t liked Raziquon when they had met in Kaliga's home, and he liked him even less now. On
the comm, he said, “Magjor Bartholson, have Sunrise brought to the palace.” Grimly he added, “ And arrest
Jaibriol Raziquon.” It would enrage the Hightons, especially Raziquon’ s kin, given the lack of evidence,
but Jai couldn’t delay. The longer Raziquon had to prepare himself, the less chance they had of bringing
him to justice.

Jai had no intention of letting him escape.

19

Ceremony

The palace media people spent most of the three months after Jai became emperor building up his
wedding. By the time the day came, estimates placed the number of news services that would carry the
broadcast in the billions. Jai tried not to think about it. He was in a daze, moving by rote, going where his
aides sent him, wearing what his valets put on his body, and saying what protocol wrote.
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They outfitted him in startling clothes. The black cloth felt soft but glittered like gems, an effect enhanced
by holographic fibers. Elegantly cut trousers accented the length of hislegs. A tunic set off the breadth of
his shoulders and tapered to his hips, tailored to display his physique. They said the cloth alone cost
thousands. Jai would have taken it all off right then if his valets hadn’t stopped him. They added a black
belt inset with carnelian stones. Red gems encrusted his shirt cuffs, and a clasp of carnelians set in agold
claw closed the high neck of histunic. Black shoes and gloves completed the picture. When Jai looked in
the mirror, a stranger in immaculate formal attire gazed back, his eyes like rubies. Vertigo swept him; he
had lost Jai and found Jaibriol 111.

The suite where his valets dressed him was furnished in ivory, with gold accents. In his dark clothes, he
felt like a shadow on the decor. At least he wasn't the only one; his bodyguards aso wore black.
Omnipresent and unavoidable, they had become so much a part of hislife that he felt odd when they left
the room, as if he had misplaced something he had no wish to find.

Hisrefusal to let his bodyguards approach him too closely had added to his reputation for eccentricity. He
was slowly replacing them with Razers who had too little Aristo heritage to exert pressure on his mind.
He couldn't do it all at once, lest he draw attention to himself, but each replacement hel ped.

Now he stood restlessly while his valets straightened his tunic. He wished they would stop fussing. Surely
the Eubian Concord would surviveif ahair on its emperor’s head was out of place. He sometimes thought
his ministers just wanted him to stand around looking hologenic, to benefit their propaganda machine,
while they ran his empire.

The door across the room opened, and atall man strode into the room. The val ets stopped their
ministrations so they could bow to the newcomer. Jai didn’t feel up to facing Corbal now, but here was
his cousin, resplendent in elegant clothes, dark blue with gold holoribbing on the cuffs and high neck.

Too agitated for any more preparations, Jai dismissed his valets, standing his ground when they resisted.
Finally they departed, leaving him to Corbal’ s nuanced arrogance.

It was hard to believe nearly three months had passed since Corbal’ s release. About the same time that
Sunrise had escaped, Corbal’ s security people had proved the records of her supposed crime were false.
The case against Corbal had already been weak; the new evidence left ESComm no choice but to release
him. He hadn’t exactly been the worse for wear, given the luxury of the mansion where he had lived, the
many taskmakers who had waited on his every whim, and the providers ESComm had lavished on himin
the hopes of spying on his mind. He returned looking as if he had been to aresort. Only Jai had felt the
anger underlying his facade of nonchalance; the high lord of the Xir Line would not soon forget what had
happened.

Corbal gave him an appraising look. “Y our bride will be pleased.”
Pleased indeed. More likely, she would feed him to venomeels. Jai had seen nothing of Tarquine since
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their betrothal. She had gone off-planet soon after, to attend to her various estates in preparation for her
upcoming change in status. Today, when he stood in the Hall of Octagons to wed his bride, he would
speak vows with a stranger.

“If she recognizes me,” Jai said.
Corbal spoke dryly. “ She recognizes your title.”

Jai wished Corbal would quit harping about Tarquine wanting his power rather than him. Knowing it was
true didn’t make it any easier to hear.

“ESComm seems busy these days,” Jai said.
“S0 does the Ministry of Finance.”

Damn. Corbal wouldn't let it go even now. Well, tough. He could express his disapproval from today
until forever; Jai had no intention of changing his mind. He knew why Corbal hated the idea of his
marriage; it would increase the influence held by the Line of Iquar, rivaling the Line of Xir. That was just
fine with Jai; Tarquine and Corbal could wear themselves out sparring with each other for power and
leave him alone.

A knock came at a small door behind Jai. Relieved to escape Corbal’ s scrutiny, Jai turned to one of his
Razers. The guard bowed, acknowledging the unspoken command. He opened the door to reveal Robert.

The aide hurried inside, beaming, dressed in his elegant best, dark blue trousers and tunic with the Qox
insignia on the chest. When he knelt to Jai, his body seemed to vibrate with energy.

“Pleaserise,” Jai said.
Robert almost jumped to his feet. He grinned. “Y ou will dazzle your bride, Y our Highness.”

Jai couldn’t help but smile. At least Robert, who loved pomp and circumstance, was enjoying this
wedding, more even than he had taken pleasure in the recent celebrations for Jai’ s eighteenth birthday. It
hadn’t really been Jai’ s birthday, but Corbal had insisted on that date and Jai hadn’t argued. For Jai’s
story about his Highton mother to be convincing, he needed a birth date frombefore his father disappeared
rather than after.

Jai rubbed the back of his neck, trying to ease the kinks. He wished he could relax, but nothing helped.
For al he knew, Tarquine wouldn’t even show up. “Has Minister Iquar arrived yet?’ he asked, for the
fifth time.

“Ah, yes, Your Highness.” Robert gave him areassuring look. “ She and her retinue are secluded in the
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Obsidian Wing of the palace.”
“1 hope she survives her valets better than | have mine.”

Corbal was watching him with amusement. “Don’t women call their hel pers something other than
valets?’

It startled Jai now when Corbal used a more direct style of speech with him. Although Hightons spoke
more openly among their nearest kin, Corbal didn’t really qualify as a close relative. But it was the best
Jal would ever do, given that he could barely endure the presence of his other Highton kin.

“1 don’t have much experience with what words women use,” Jai admitted.
Corbal’ s lips quirked up. “One’s level of experience often increases.”

Jal reddened, picking up what he meant by “experience.” There were times when he could have done
without telepathy. The speculations of his kin and staff about his upcoming wedding night were more than
he wanted to deal with right now.

Apparently oblivious, Robert pulled his palmtop off his belt, all efficiency. Jai could tell, from Robert’s
mind, that the aide knew exactly what Corbal had implied, but he took mercy on the frazzled groom and
pretended otherwise.

Robert waved his finger through a blinking holo above his pamtop. Then he looked at Jai, composed, but
with underlying excitement. “They are ready, Y our Highness.”

Jal was glad at least one of them was enjoying this. “Very well.” He fortified hisresolve. “Lead on.”

So they headed for the wedding chamber. They followed a secluded route through the pal ace that few
people knew and even fewer had clearance to use. The floors were laid with hexagonal tilesin snow-
marble and black diamond. Tessellated mosaics tiled the walls and sparkled in the groined ceilings far
overhead.

Jai heard the pounding of booted feet just before aformation of Razers burst out of a side corridor. No
one spoke, but he could tell the newcomers were communicating with his guards using wireless implants
in their brains, a sort of crude, technology induced telepathy. Jai’ s guards responded fast; two took his
arms, one on either side, and two more grasped Corbal. They set off running, pulling Jai and Corbal with
them.

“What’s going on?’ Jai asked, forced into arun. His Razers suddenly felt more like kidnappers than
bodyguards.
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The captain on his |eft answered. “Palace security has been violated, Y our Highness. We are taking you
and Lord Xir to safety.”
Ah, hell .“ Safety where?’

Corbal raked his gaze over the new guards running with them. “Y ou’ re part of the Special Operations
Cordite Team.”

One of the new Razers said, “That is correct, Lord Xir.”

Jai didn’t know which irked him more, that Corbal had interrupted him or that Jai had no idea what
“Cordite Team” meant. They al raced down the hall: Jai, Corbal, both teams of Razers, and Robert, who
was guarded by two Cordites.

A boom thundered deeper within the palace. The floor shook and Jai stumbled, lurching into the captain
of his Razers.

“My apologies.” The captain steadied Jai as they ran, helping him regain his balance. Corbal and his
guards were ahead now. Despite his age, Corbal was barely out of breath, his body obviously bio-
enhanced for speed and strength.

As Jai pulled up aongside the Xir lord, Corbal glanced at him. “That blast came from the Hall of
Octagons.”

Jai feltill. His wedding was supposed to be in the Hall of Octagons. He spoke to the captain, spacing his
words between breaths. “ Any contact—with Minister Iquar?’

“The last we knew,” the captain said, “her retinue was headed for the Hall. We can no longer contact
them.”

“Why the hell not?’ Corbal was starting to sound winded. “ This place is packed with security.”

“Whoever infiltrated the pal ace has sophisticated enough jammers to block our systems,” the captain said.
Jal felt the blood drain from his face. Security here was the best ESComm had to offer. Either someone
had developed better, which meant his safety was severely compromised, or else this attack came from
within ESComm, which would be even worse. Speaking sharply to the captain, he repeated his earlier
guestion. “Where are you taking us?’

“To asafe room, Your Highness.” He sounded more like a machine than a man, with no trouble breathing
despite their grueling pace. Jai didn’t think he wanted to know how much augmentation the captain had in
his body. He preferred to believe his bodyguards were human.
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The floor suddenly bucked under Jai’ s feet, throwing him forward. As he hit the ground, Razers dropped
all around him, covering him with their armored bodies, bracing themselves on their arms so they didn’t
crush him. For interminable seconds, the ground heaved and debris showered over them.

Then they were scrambling to their feet, with dust and powder swirling in the air. Asthe two Razers
grabbed Jai’ s arms again, amedic ran a scanner over his body. “Bruises, scrapes, and a broken rib. He can
run.”

Jai didn’t even feel theinjured rib. His adrenaline drove him forward as they scrambled over debris that
seconds ago had been a corridor. Corbal had been farther from the blast and wasn’t hurt, but Jai didn’t see
Robert. Looking around, he caught sight of his aide following them, bracketed by two Razers. So he took
off, running hard with his guards.

Within moments they cleared the worst of the wreckage. The Razers pulled them into a corridor that
sloped downward. Jai was gasping now, choked by all the dust. He could hear Corbal’ s breath rattling as
well.

They rounded a corner—into a dead end. Jai swore and started to turn back, but his guards stopped him.
Severa Razers were crouching on the floor, pushing tilesin quick succession, like bankers entering a
code into avault. The pressure of their minds combined with the swirling dust made Jai feel suffocated.
He struggled to breathe, holding one hand over his ribs, which had begun to ache.

One of the Razers|looked around, his forehead furrowed. The captain grunted, then shook his head asif to
clear it. Dismayed, Jai realized he wasn’t damping his empathic responses enough. His discomfort was
causing the Razers to transcend, probably at too low alevel for them to realize it, but enough to distract
them.

Jai’ s fear surged, and this time it had nothing to do with explosions or dead ends. His fear of discovery
outweighed it all. He intensified his mental barriers, buttressing his mind until he felt walled into a mental
vault. The world became muffled, distant, not fully perceived. His mind was sluggish. Heavy.

“That'sit!” Asthe Razer spoke, acircular section of the floor began to descend.

Jai’ s guards pulled him forward, fast and efficient. The circular plug was big enough for nearly everyone
to fit onto it, though they had to |leave two Razers behind. Asthey al crowded together, the plug sank into
a chute of diamond-steel composite. Watching the walls dlide past, Jai battled his shortness of breath.
Razers hulked around him, shielding his body. Even through his deadened thoughts, their minds pressed
on him, relentless,

The light faded. With growing apprehension, Jai looked up and saw a cover closing over the chute.
Claustrophobia hit him like ajolt. When the chute became completely dark, he wanted to scream and
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pound the walls. He could ailmost feel the palace exploding above them, collapsing this chute, burying
them in tons of rubble.

He didn’'t scream. It took every shred of his control, but he kept his voice cam. “How far down does this
go?’

“Itisn’t far, Your Highness.” That came from a Razer, the captain maybe, though Jai couldn’t seein the
dark.

So they descended.

The chute suddenly ended, and the plug continued to descend, lowering into a cavern lit in the center by
harsh lights. Machines hulked in the shadows beyond, rank upon rank of robots, from small cleaning
droidsto military strikers that stood at twice the height of a man on their segmented legs.

Rails had risen around the circumference of the plug while it descended, protecting them from falling off
as it came down to the cavern floor. When it reached the ground, Jai closed his eyesin gratitude. He
opened them immediately, as Razers guided him off the plug. When he tried to pull away, they wouldn't
let go. He looked around for Robert; his aide was behind him, between two Razers.

Jai didn’t know what Robert saw in hisface, but as soon as their gazes met, the aide strode forward. With
deft confidence, he insinuated himself between Jai and the Razers and maneuvered Jai away from his
guards. Robert even evaded Corbal, who had been closing in on Jai from the |eft.

Asthey drew ahead of the others, the pressure on Jai’ s mind became more manageable. He spoke in alow
voice. “Thank you.”

“It ismy honor.”

They were crossing a floor made from a steel-diamond composite. Robert stopped at a platform piled with
crates and pulled out a chair with nervoplex padding. Jai hated nervoplex; it responded to his every move
asif it were alive. He shook his head and sat on the edge of the platform instead, planting his well-shod
feet on the floor. Resting his elbows on his knees, he lowered his head and drew in a shaky breath.

“Areyou al right?’ Robert asked.

Jai looked up. Robert had sat down on the platform, but not too close. Several hundred meters away,
Corbal was speaking with the captain. The other Razers had dispersed throughout the cavern, some
guarding Jai, others at consoles. One was running checks on a suit of power-armor, what ESComm
commandos sometimes wore, becoming the walking fortresses known as waroids.

The group of Razers closest to Jai, including the medic, were speaking among themselves and checking
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palmtops, but Jai knew they were also keeping watch on him. The medic would want to treat hisinjuries.
Had Jai been in any more serious trouble, he doubted they would have waited for his permission to
approach.

“Y our Highness?’ Robert sounded worried.

Jal glanced at him. “I am fine.”

“Shall | bring the medic?’

“Not yet. Catch your breath.”

Resting his elbows on his knees, Robert clasped his hands. “It is my honor to serve Y our Highness.”
“You always say that.” Jai spoke tiredly. “Everyone does. It loses its meaning.”

“l regret if it soundsfalse.” Robert seemed genuinely troubled. “ Please be assured of my sincerity.”

Guilt tugged at Jai. When he eased his barriers, he could read Robert’s moods like holos in an open book.
He knew his aide had never been anything but loyal.

Jal spoke quietly. “I greatly value your fidelity.”

Robert’ s troubled expression calmed, but his worry for Jai didn’t fade. He glanced at the medic and
beyond to where Corbal was conferring with the captain. Jai knew he should be over there, taking charge.
But even if he could have endured so many Aristos up close, he wasn't as well qualified as Corbal to deal
with the situation. If he survived long enough, he would gain experience with Aristo culture, but he didn’t
see how he would ever adapt to their cutthroat politics. He had begun to question whether he could truly
function as emperor. He had no wish to adopt Highton mores or motivations. No doubt the Aristos would
consider him hopelessly unsophisticated, but he had liked himself better before he became one of them in
name, if not in his heart.

Jal inhaled deeply, trying to calm his agitation, then winced as pain shot through his torso.
“Y our Highness.” Robert watched him with concern. “May | alow the medic to approach?’

“All right.” He couldn’t put it off forever. “Send the captain over too. | would like areport on the
situation.”

“Yes, sir.” With obvious relief, Robert jumped up and bowed, then strode over to the medic. They
conferred, and the medic headed toward Jai while Robert went on to where Corbal stood with the captain.
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Jal steeled himself as the medic approached. After the requisite kneeling, the doctor stood and unhooked a
holotape from his belt. “May | do a scan, Y our Highness?’

“Yes. Certainly.” Jai wondered if it seemed as surreal to the medic asit did to him that they needed his
permission to heal him. That was only true up to a point, though; if hislife were in danger, they would
save him first and apologize for touching hisimperial personage later.

The medic sat on the platform and unrolled the tape. But when he tried to lay it against Jai’ s neck, Jai
jerked back, his reflexes kicking in before he could control them.

The doctor took his emperor’s peculiar behavior in stride. Instead of setting the tape against Jai’ s neck, he
pushed up the sleeve of Jai’ stunic and laid the tape on his forearm. Holos formed above it, views of Jai’s
upper body: bones, organs, circulation, and more. The broken rib showed in his skeleton. Strange, that. He
felt relatively little pain. Perhaps he had too much adrenaline pumping through his body to register how
much he hurt.

The medic took an air-syringe off hisbelt and dialed in some drug Jai hoped would make him numb, not
for the rib but because of how the Aristos and Razers affected his mind.

Asthe medic treated him, Jai stared out at the cavern. Seeing him, Corbal lifted his hand. Then the Xir
lord approached, with the Razer captain at his side. Jai didn’t know much about the captain except that he
was the son of a Red-Point Diamond Aristo and one of her providers. Razersrarely if ever used names; it
had taken Jai weeksto find out that some people called this one Redson.

The captain bowed to him. “I am gratified to see you looking so well, Y our Highness.”

Jal was tempted to say,l look like hell. Instead, he spoke in his carefully cultured Highton voice. “ Thank
you. Do you have information for me on this disruption?’

The captain glanced at Corbal, who inclined his head. Jai gritted his teeth. His Razers ought to ask his
permission to speak to Corbal, not the reverse.

Redson did address Jai with deference, though. “It appears a traitor within the palace has given Qox
security codes to another Highton Line. We are tracking the leak.”

Jai relaxed his barriers enough to absorb a sense of Redson’s mind. The captain had no idea what had
happened, but he dreaded telling Jai, whose grandfather had thrown people in prison for having the wrong
answers. Jai wanted to heave his purportedly revered ancestors into the ocean for making it near to
impossible to do thisjob. How did they expect their staff to operate when everyone was afraid of being
drawn and quartered for failing to achieve the impossible?

“Let me know as soon as you find out more.” Jai feared the answer to his next question. “Has anyone
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been hurt?’ Like Tarquine.

“We have reports that four taskmakers were killed in the explosions,” the captain said. “ Sixteen injured.”
Heaviness settled over Jai. “We must take care of the families of those who were |ost.”

Redson blinked. “Yes, sir.” He seemed surprised to have the emperor concern himself with the loss.

The captain still hadn’t told him what he wanted to know. Jai gave up trying to be oblique. “And Minister
lquar?’

“We believe sheis safe,” Redson assured him.We haven’'t a damned clue, he thought, with so much
apprehension that Jai picked up the actual words.

Jai didn’t think he could live with himself if his attempt to marry Tarquine had caused her death. “Has
anyone been apprehended? Any more explosions?’

“No more explosions,” Redson said.

Jal noticed what he didn’'t say. “Do you have any idea who set the blasts?’

Sweat sheened the captain’s forehead. “We have many promising leads.”

In other words, they had no clue. Jai suspected that no matter what he asked, the guards wouldn’t admit
their uncertainty. Their apprehension was too ingrained. “Very well. Let me know how the leads turn
out.”

Redson bowed. “Most assuredly, Y our Glorious Highness.”

Jai lifted his hand, dismissing the captain. Corbal was standing back, watching, but he didn’t interfere. As
Redson returned to confer with histeam, Jai raised his mental barriers again, with relief. Whatever
painkiller the medic had given him, it wasn’t enough to mute the headache caused by his exposure to
Aristo minds.

Jai couldn’t fathom how Aristos could bear to live thisway, stiff and formal, with assassination just
around the corner. They seemed to have no real friendships, the kind where you just enjoyed each other’s
company, laughed about nothing, and trusted each other. He felt sorry for the Highton children growing
up in this chill, deadly atmosphere. No wonder they turned out so strange as adults.

And yet...
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Jai knew his father had treasured his memories of Ur Qox, Jai’ s grandfather. Ur Qox had secluded his son
in childhood, determined to protect his heir. Incredible as it seemed, he had loved his Ruby telepath son.

Jai laid his palm against hisribs. He felt no pain at all. His head hurt more from the presence of the half-
Aristo medic. Heinclined his head to the doctor. “Y ou have done afine job. Y ou may go now.”

“But | should—" He stopped when Jai scowled at him. “Of course, Y our Highness.” The doctor
withdrew, leaving Jai with Corbal, which Jai doubted was likely to help his blood pressure. At least his
bodyguards were standing far enough back to respect his reputed idiosyncratic need to surround himself
with empty space.

Corbal frowned. “Good health benefits a sovereign.”

“l wastired of being poked.” Jai spoke bluntly, even for kin speech. “ They have no idea who tried to blow
me up, do they?’

Corbal sighed. “Do you know, Cousin, you might be more successful if you learned to master the
intricacies of proper speech.”

“The hell with proper speech. | want to know who tried to kill us.”
“ Antagonizing people isn’t the way to find out.”

“Who do you think did it?’

Corbal finally relented. “Probably Raziquon’skin.”

“1 should think they would be relieved heisaway.” He had ordered Raziquon put into areal prison, with
no luxuries, servants, providers, or any other privileges such as Corba had enjoyed during his ESComm
custody, the pleasures an Aristo took for granted. “Now they don’'t have to put up with him.”

“Jabriol.”
“Jaibriol, what? The man isinsane.”

“Heis perfectly sane.” Corbal’s manner cooled. “ Questions of sanity are far more likely to arise over your
behavior.”

“He deservesto be in prison.”

“You didn’'t have enough evidence.”
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“l had Sunrise' s testimony.”

“Sheisaprovider. ”

“5o7

Corbal made an incredulous noise. “Y ou are hopeless.”

Jai crossed hisarms. “If hiskin killed Tarquine, | will execute Raziquon.”
“Don’t beafool.”

“Damn it, Corbal, sheis mywife. ”

“Not yet.”

Jai clenched hisfists. “For all | know, you set this up to stop the marriage.”
Corbal raised an eyebrow. “ Setting up my own death would be rather ill considered on my part.”
“You don’t look dead to me.”

“We were lucky.”

“Maybe.” Jaibriol stood up, wincing as pain stabbed his torso. “But this assassination is more Xirad
Kaliga's style. He framed you in his own home.”

“Y ou have no proof of that, either.”

“Hedid it, Corbal. You know it. The only reason heisn’'t in prison, too, is because you interfered when |
tried to put him there.”

His cousin shook his head. “Don’t be foolish. Kaliga controls ESComm. Push him, and you’ re pushing
the entire military. Take on your Joint Commanders and you won'’t survive a day.”

Before Jai could respond, arumble vibrated through the floor. Jai froze, his pulse surging as he imagined
the cavern collapsing. Then he realized the rumble came from the plug that had brought them here.
Slowly and smoothly, it rose from the floor, ascending until it disappeared into the chute in the ceiling.

“Why did it do that?’ Jai asked. His bodyguards were moving into formation around him and Corbal.
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Corbal pressed the cuff of histunic and the gold designs on it flickered into an active comm mesh.
“Captain, what’s going on?’

Redson’ s voice came out of the comm. “A precaution, Lord Xir. We're closing the chute.”

Jai stiffened, his claustrophobia returning. He could aimost feel the weight of the palace above them.
“How do they know this place won't cave in?’

“Thewallsare held by aquasis grid.” Corbal motioned toward aline of shadowed machines against the
curving wall of the cavern. “Those are the generators.”

Jal took time to absorb that. ESComm kept atight rein on its quasis generators, yet he counted five here.
Aquasisfield fixed the quantum wave function of anything it touched. The affected system didn’t freeze;
its atoms continued to move as they had when they went into quasis. But their behavior couldn’t change,
not even one particle. On a macroscopic scale, everything in the field becamerigid. In theory, even
explosions couldn’'t deform it, though if you hit it enough times, the quasis would fail. He suspected that
the fields here formed a grid that reinforced the cavern, rather than a solid surface, so communications
and the plug could pass through.

The floor shuddered.

Jal froze. Had he been wrong about the strength of the quasis fields—but no, the vibration wasn't from an
explosion or structural collapse. The elevator reappeared, coming down from the ceiling. People crammed
it: Razers, aides, soldiers, even waroids.

A tall figure stood in their midst.

The woman wore a dark red dress, ankle-length and gleaming like carnelians. Her hair fell ina
shimmering black waterfall over her shoulders. She stood tall and proud, afiery goddess in the midst of
dark warriors.

His bride had arrived.

20

Merger

Asthe lift settled onto the floor, Jai’ s mouth went dry. Tarquine stood regally, devastating in her red
dress, which clung to her long curves from neck to ankle.
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“It would seem she survived,” Corbal said dryly.

Jai knew Corbal was studying him. Ignoring his cousin’s scrutiny, he headed for his bride. Corbal came
with him.

“You can wait for me back at the platform,” Jai said.
“So | could.” Corbal continued on at his side.

He didn’t want to argue with Corbal when Tarquine could see. She was stepping off the lift, watching
their approach. Jai was having trouble breathing. He might as well have heart failure now and get it over
with, because he wasn’t going to survive the wedding night if she kept looking at him like that. She let her
gaze travel upward, moving up hislegs like a caress, taking in his hips, gliding over historso and chest.
By the time she reached his face, his cheeks were so hot, he wondered that he didn’t incinerate.

He made himself walk slowly. As he reached Tarquine, she murmured, “My greetings, Y our Highness.”
At least I'll die happy,Jai thought. “Y ou look lovely, Minister Iquar.”

She inclined her head.

Jai indicated the cavern. “I had intended to offer you a better wedding hall, but I'm afraid thiswill haveto
do.” In hisside vision, he saw Corbal stiffen, afamiliar scowl on his face. Even the Razers looked
flustered this time. No one expected the imperial marriage to happen here in abunker, or safe room, or

whatever they called this place. Jai didn’t care. He had no intention of letting whoever had tried to
assassinate him win. He would marry Tarquine now.

Robert performed the ceremony.

Jai asked him to officiate because Robert had so savored the preparations. It only seemed right that at
least one person should enjoy the wedding. Jai was too agitated. He and Tarquine stood side by side,
surrounded by guards, many armed with laser carbines now in addition to the miniature arsenals they
carried on their hips, boots, and belts. Waroids in full armor patrolled the perimeter of the area.

Robert read the vows, and Jai and Tarquine gave their agreement. Tarquine' s personal aide had brought
the Iquar documents and Robert had the Qox documents. So Jai and Targuine signed the contracts, and
gavetheir retinal scans and voice imprints, fulfilling the legal requirements.

Then it was done. Eube once again had an empress. It remained only to name a moon after her.
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Jal turned to Tarquine, running through phrases in his mind, searching for the right words to greet his new
wife. She regarded him with her dark gaze, her lips parted. Before Jai could decide what to say to her,
Robert motioned to him. The aide and Captain Redson were talking urgently, in low voices.

Jai held back his sigh. Perhaps, in another century, he might actually hold a conversation with Tarquine.
“Isthere aproblem?’ he asked Robert.

“We have news of the Skolians,” Robert said. “The Ruby Pharaoh.”

Sweat beaded Jai’ s temples. The Pharaoh was his aunt. “What news?’

Captain Redson spoke, agitation marking his usually implacable demeanor. “ESComm intercepted a
broadcast from Earth. Ships are carrying it throughout Allied, Skolian, and Eubian space.”

“It' sthat important?’ Jai asked. Without the Kyle web, it was hard to spread newsin atimely fashion to
the star-flung settlements of humanity. It would travel fast only if itsimportance justified the immense
effort of so many ships carrying it quickly among the various worlds and habitats.

Jal caught a thought from Redson’s mind: the captain would have rather been anywhere but here right
now, giving this news to the emperor. But he spoke with laudable composure. “The Skolians sent a
commando team to Earth. It rescued the members of the Ruby Dynasty imprisoned there.”

Jai blinked. “The Ruby Pharaoh was on Earth?’ That fit none of the rumors he had heard.
“No, Your Highness.” Redson was almost stuttering. “ She has taken command of the military.”
“Shecan't,” Jai said. “Her titleistitular.”

Robert was reading from his palmtop. “It isn’t clear—reports are conflicting—»but it looks like she
instigated a coup over the Skolian government, backed by the most powerful branch of 1SC, the Imperial
Fleet.”

Jai stared at him. What the blazes were the Skolians doing? I|SC meant Imperial Space Command, the
combined military forces of the Skolian Imperialate. The name “Imperialate” was historical, given that an
Assembly of elected councilors governed the Skolians. The reign of the Ruby Dynasty had ended long
ago. But if the military had supported his aunt in a coup, it meant the Ruby Pharaoh once again ruled.
Such a political upheaval could shatter the fragile balance among Skolia, Eube, and the Allieds.

Another thought hit Jai: his uncle Kelric had been on Earth. If ISC had freed the Ruby Dynasty, that
included Kelric. He truly was Imperator now.
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Jai was painfully aware of Tarquine at his side. Better than anyone else here, she could predict what
Kelric would do now. But even if Jai had been in private with her, where he could have asked a direct
question without insult, he didn’t think he could bear to hear her speak of Kelric, the man shetruly
wanted, the one who was far more her match than Jai would ever be.

Somehow he kept his face composed as he turned to hiswife. “ The Ministry of Finance must have
interests that will be affected by changes in the status of the Ruby Dynasty.” There: indirect and
understated. Much more appropriate thanWhat do you think about your former pleasure slave becoming
| mperator?

Her face was unreadable. “Many observers might assume it makes no difference to the Finance Ministry
where peace talks between our people and the Skolians take place. But our offices have a great deal
invested in the outcome.”

Thetalks. With a start, Jai realized everything had changed. The Skolians had agreed to talks when they
were prisoners on Earth. They had more options now. And the Ruby Pharaoh hadn’t agreed to anything.
With the might of 1SC behind her, she would be aformidable foe if she chose war over peace.

Jai knew he needed to deal with these new devel opments, but he couldn’t do much, trapped here while his
people tried to figure out who wanted to kill him. He turned to Redson. “How long until we can return to
the palace?’

The captain scanned his palmtop. “ Security is doing afina check. Then we can go back up.”

“Good.” It would be arelief to escape this cavern and its oppressive sense of burial. Soon he would be
free.

Until the next assassination attempt.

Kelricson Valdoria, Imperator of Skolia, stood on the dais. Light bathed him, slanting through windowsin
the cathedral-like Hall of Chambers on Parthonia, the capital world of Skolia. Media teams surrounded
the dais. Soon they would broadcast the speech of Dyhianna Selei, the Ruby Pharaoh, the woman he knew
as Dehya, his aunt, his mother’ s older sister. Dehya had re-created a fledgling psiberweb. Telops would
use the newly birthed web to send her words throughout space faster than any ship could carry them.

Only afew days had passed since ISC had freed the Ruby Dynasty from Earth. But in the months prior to
that, Kelric had been healing. He would never have made it to Earth if not for Jegjon. She had lived on an
asteroid near the border of Skolian and Eubian territory, an outpost that the Allieds had liberated from
Eube during the war. It was the only place his ship had enough fuel to reach after he escaped the Sphinx
Sector Rim Base. By that time he had no more than days to live. Jegjon thought him crazy when he told
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her he was the Imperator, but she helped him anyway. She was his age, fifty-seven, a Eubian
taskmaker.Former taskmaker. Now she was the consort of the Imperator. He had married her on Earth.

Kelric stood waiting on the dais with Dehya, his aunt, a slender woman with her dark hair swept up on her
head. The streaks of gray in it hinted at her age, but she otherwise appeared young. Only the timeless
guality of her gaze revealed the truth: she was over one and a half centuries old. Although she was the
Pharaoh and he the Imperator, they both dressed simply, Dehyain a blue jumpsuit and Kelric in gold
trousers and tunic. Neither of them wore medals or ornamentation. Their Jagernaut bodyguards paced the
hall, cyberwarriorsin black. Less visible, but just as deadly, Evolving Intelligence defense computers
monitored the great hall.

Trillions of people would receive this broadcast through the psiberweb, and in months to come ships
would carry it to places the newborn web didn’t yet reach. When the media tech gave the signal, Dehya
began. She had a strong voice, melodic and clear. “My people, | greet you. | come before you today with
great hope.”

Dehya s advisers had written the speech. They had wanted Kelric to speak as well, but he refused.
Taciturn even in persona conversation, he dreaded public speaking. He preferred to stand in silence, a
bulwark to protect Dehya, Eldrinson, and himself—Pharaoh, Assembly Key, and Imperator. The Mind,
the Heart, and the Fist of Skolia. The Triad.

“It has been five thousand years since the height of the Ruby Empire,” Dehya continued. “ Almost six
thousand since the Ruby Dynasty first rose to power. Throughout our history, Skolia has been our heart.
Now today we honor that heart with the advent of a new and greater era.”

Kelric waited for her next words:With a smooth transition to the new government, the Ruby Dynasty
again assumes full sovereignty of the Skolian Imperialate. That one phrase had caused rel entless debate
among her speechwriters. It was the closest they wanted Dehyato come in acknowledging the price of the
coup that had made her a true Pharaoh—she would have to order the execution of the First Councilor, the
head of the government she had deposed, a distinguished leader who had been her friend and colleague
for decades.

Dehya spoke stiffly. “With a smooth transition to the new government—" Then she stopped.

Kelric tensed, as did many of the people watching the techs record this broadcast. His older brother,
Eldrin, was leaning against a column, his arms crossed. It gratified Kelric to see his brother free from the
Traders; he would wonder for the rest of hislife why Jaibriol Qox had shown Eldrin mercy, trading
himself so Eldrin could go free.

Dehya was watching Eldrin, too, her husband of over fifty years, a marriage between kin, one forced by
the Assembly to produce more Ruby psions. The match, however unwillingly made, had become a union
of love. But the Assembly had again and again shattered the Ruby Dynasty in its desperation to control
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them, an irony given that destabilizing the Rubies destabilized Skolia. So Dehya had overthrown the
government. But that coup could destroy the fragile bubble of peace that protected humanity in the
aftermath of the Radiance War. Executing the First Councilor, the elected leader of Skolia, would create
havoc.

Dehya suddenly finished her sentence in aringing voice. “We will meld an alliance unlike any Skolia has
known before.”

Kelric blinked. That wasn't part of the script.

“Several ten days ago,” Dehya said, “the government of Skolia shifted from the Assembly to the Ruby
Dynasty. | stand before you now as full sovereign. During the Ruby Empire, the rule of the Dynasty was
absolute.”

The media techs were scrambling to make sure they caught every detail of this unexpected change from
the planned speech. Some spoke hurriedly into comms, their attention split between Dehya and whatever
protests they were hearing.

“Skolia has identified itself for six millennia through the Ruby Empire,” Dehya said. “Y et in this modern
age, we chose a representative government instead.” She paused. “And so it should be.”

The techs froze. Kelric wondered what the blazes Dehya was doing. She had just gone to great lengths to
overthrow that representative government. Her mind was guarded; he couldn’t feel her thoughts, only her
tension.

Dehya spoke slowly, asif even she wasn’t sure what she would say next. “ The uneasy meld of modern
politics with ancient tradition has often rent our civilization. We think of ourselves as an ancient race from
Raylicon, yet compared to humanity on Earth we are incredibly young. We have no history prior to six
thousand years ago, only distant memories of our birth world. We are new. Raw. At this crucia timein
our growth, we dare not destabilize Skolia. We needboth the Ruby Dynasty and Assembly.”

Kelric began to see her intent. She spoke the essence of their dilemma: six thousand years ago, some
unknown race had moved humans from Earth to the planet Raylicon and then vanished, stranding the
displaced humans with no explanation. Since that time, their people had evolved independent of Earth.
They thought of themselves as Skolians, children of the Ruby Empire, which had arisen five thousand
years ago. They weren't ready to cut those ties, but modern civilization had outgrown that method of
governance.

“For that reason,” Dehya continued, “our government will join old and new. The Ruby Dynasty and
Assembly will share the governance of Skolia. So begins our future.” She turned to another holocam, as
the techs had previously instructed. But instead of finishing with the planned tribute to the Ruby Dynasty,
she said, “| accept the offer of Jaibriol the Third, Emperor of Eube, to meet at the peace table. Let us work
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together—Skolian, Trader, and Allied—to heal the rifts that have divided our common humanity.”

The Hall became atumult, as people shouted questions. Kelric and Dehya stood together, surrounded by
their bodyguards. Kelric wondered at this decision Dehya had so precipitously announced. He could see
its promise; a joined government would return to the Skolian people the heritage that defined them, but
retain the stability of the Assembly. Nor would they have to execute the First Councilor; he would be a
part of this melded government.

Dehya sideawas a good one.

It was also going to be one holy hell of amess.

21
The Stone Table

Jai’ s canopied bed waited, gold and ivory. He stood next to it, considering the lacquered table in front of
him. It hadn’t been there thismorning. A decanter of gold liquid and two crystal tumblers sat on it. Jai
picked up the decanter and took a deep swallow. He had no ideawhat he was drinking, but it went down
like summer heat and kicked like a blizzard.

He had triple-checked the room earlier to make sure no monitors spied on him tonight. Scanners would
warn the staff if he had a heart attack or other crisis, but no one could see him swigging alcohol like a
drunk on the star docks.

At least hisrib didn’t bother him. He had expected it to ache, but he felt nothing. On Prism, injuries had
been agreat danger. They had no hospitals there, only a medical computer and a few medicines. It told
him alot about the care available to an emperor, that just afew hours ago his rib had broken and now it
was nearly healed.

The only light came from an antique stained-glass lamp at the other end of the suite. The breakfast nook
curved out on Jai’ s left, shadowed, its curtains drawn. He glanced across the bed to the archway that led to
the bathing chamber, with itstiled pool, sauna, whirlpool, and underwater VR center. Right now he could
think only of its most prosaic function, as a changing room.

Restless, Jai went down into the breakfast nook. He sat on awing chair with ivory and gold pinstripes,
then rose and paced to awardrobe against one curving wall. A black velvet robe hung inside. He removed
his clothes and slipped on the robe. It fit perfectly, covering him from shoulder to knees, but it was open
halfway down his chest. He fought the urge to pull it closed. He had to stop acting like a boy who had
never touched awoman. Well, al right, he pretty much never had, except Silver. But he had to handle
this.
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His bride had little in common with Silver.

Jal pushed his hand through his hair. Unable to hold still, he went back to the dais and sat on the bed. A
tickling in histhroat made it hard to swallow.Get a grip. Surely the emperor of the most powerful empire
in human history could show more cool than this. He wished the EI hadn’t turned the lights so low. It
seemed...blatant. He could have it brighten them, but that would be tantamount to confessing his
embarrassment.

The door to the bathing room opened.

Jal froze. Tarquine entered the bedroom, atall shadow with lithe grace. Jai suddenly didn’t give adamn
what the El thought; he wanted to see her. “Lumos up,” he said in alow voice.

The light increased enough to show Tarquine clearly. She wore arobe similar to his, but red. The velvet
rippled along her angular curves as she moved, and her hair shimmered around her shoulders. Her face
was perfect, unmarred by any flaw, making her seem more like a statue than a human being.

The empress met his gaze. She stopped at the other side of the bed and stood, her eyes dark in the muted
light. Her throaty voice evoked thoughts of whiskey. “Good evening, Y our Highness.”

Warmth rushed to his face. “Good evening, Wife.” If she kept looking at him like that, he was going to
drag her over here right now. Flustered, he lifted the decanter. “Would you care for a drink?’

She sat on her side of the bed. “Y ou may give me one.”
He smiled. “Thank you for the permission.”

Her lips slowly curved upward. He didn’t know how she could be so icily aoof and yet ook so seductive,
asif she would incinerate him with her sensuality.

Distracted, he filled two glasses. On Earth he had never seen anyone drink liqueur from tumblers, but
then, few other Highton customs were familiar to him, either. Sliding into the middle of the bed, he sat
against the headboard. In the smoky moment, with a slow burn of alcohol warming him, he let his mental
barriers ease.

Animage of what Tarquine saw jumped from her mind to his. he was sitting sprawled against the
headboard, hislong legs stretched across the covers, pillows tumbled around him. The robe accented the
breadth of his shoulders and his narrow waist and hips. On the outside, she wasice; on theinside, he
excited her more than she would ever admit.

The eroticism of knowing she found him that desirable was more inebriating than any liqueur. Jai offered
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her adrink. Her gaze became heated, asif he had propositioned her. He caught another image from her
mind: himself, extending the glass, his hair tousled, his gaze half lidded, nothing at al like a properly
remote emperor. It aroused her in away Highton reserve could never have done.

She moved closer and took the glass. As she sipped her drink, he gulped his, then realized what he was
doing and stopped. At thisrate, he would get himself drunk before she felt anything.

“An interesting day,” she murmured. Her ruby eyes, large and slanted upward, were half veiled by the
black fringe of her lashes.

Jal wondered if she had any ideawhat she was doing to him. He tried to think of a suave response, but all
he came up with was, “I didn’t expect our wedding to cause so much commotion.”

She laughed, as cool as the snowmelt of ariver. “Indeed, Your Highness.”

1 Jai .H

Shetilted her head. “ Jai?’

“That’s my name.”

“Jai.” Her voice caressed the word.

He finished his drink in one gulp. Then he took her tumbler, prying it out of her hand, and reached across
the bed to set both their glasses on the table. He felt her surge of desire as she watched him stretch out, his
robe shifting to reveal more of his legs.

Sitting up, Jai grasped her arm and spoke in a dusky voice. “Come here.”

Tarquine gave him an appraising stare, as if she knew exactly how flustered he felt. Nudging him back
against the headboard, she leaned forward and brushed her lips over his. So controlled. If Jai hadn’'t been
an empath, he would have never known how much she wanted him. He pulled her across his body as she
kissed him, her tongue teasing apart his lips. He tried to match her control, but what he really wanted was
to throw her down on the bed.

When she tugged his robe off his shoulder and began to stroke his chest, he gave up. The hell with
control: he rolled her over and stretched out on top of her, pulling open her robe. Like him, she wore
nothing under it. Gods, she was solong. Her legs went on forever. As he moved his hands on her body,
hungry for her, athought in the back of his mind warned against losing himself thisway. He pushed it
away, too ravenous to listen.

“So eager,” Tarquine murmured, her voice like molasses.
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Then she flipped him over.

Jal barely had time to grunt before she had pinned him on his back. Straddling his hips, she bent over him,
holding down hiswrists, one on either side of his head. Then she gave him along, slow smile.

Jal tried to yank his hands away, but he couldn’t. He struggled harder, but he still couldn’t free himself.
She had to have enhanced skeletal and muscular systems; even aweight lifter couldn’t have held him
down this way without the help of bioaugmentation.

Jal scowled. “Let me up.”
“Now, why would | do that?” She kissed him again.

He meant to resist, to pull away, but the warmth of her lips made it hard to remember that. He kissed her
back, still straining to free hiswrists.

She raised her head. “So sweet.”
Ail Not “sweet” again. He tried to sound rugged. “Let go of my arms.”

She gave him adrowsy look, her hair falling around her face. “Why would | want to, Y our Delectable
Highness?’

“I"m not your dessert.” Jai finally succeeded in freeing his wrists. Grasping her around the waist, he rolled
her over and pressed her into the bed, his pulse surging as his desire for her built.

So they tangled together, wrestling, touching, burning within, Tarquine sice transformed into a devouring
flame. She introduced him into her darkling universe of sensuality, and he lost himself in her fire until it
consumed him.

A long time later, Jai stirred. Tarquine was dozing next to him, but when he moved, her lashes lifted. Her
smile formed like the embers of a conflagration, barely perceptible now, but ready to ignite. She trailed
her long, elegant finger down his cheek. “Now you are mine.”

“You can’'t own me.” He had meant to sound firm, but the words came out dusky and provocative instead.
She just smiled and closed her eyes.

That night, as Tarquine slept, Jai watched her—and wondered what force of nature he had unleashed by
making her the empress.

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Catherine%20Asaro0%20-%20Moon's%20Shadow.html (163 of 322) [12/30/2004 8:17:08 PM]



TheM oon'sShadow

Mist curled around a circular table made from stone. It stood alone, incongruously, on a shelf of rock high
in the mountains. On one side of the shelf, a cliff sheered down in avertical wall; on the other three sides,
cliffsrose up into the fog. Admiral Xirad Kaliga waited by the cliff behind the table. His bodyguards had
faded into the mist, but he knew they remained nearby.

An engine rumbled. A flier was coming down, veiled by fog, landing on afield Kaliga's personal security
people had carved out of the mountains nearby. Laser-based defense systems protected these pockets and
shrouded them from monitors. Even ESComm had no record of this place.

Three figures coalesced out of the mist: two bodyguards and the hefty form of General Kryx Taratus, the
other Joint Commander of ESComm.

Kaliga nodded to his counterpart. “Taratus.”

“Hell of atimeto meet,” the general grumbled. “Damnable fog.”

“Veils have their uses,” Kaligasaid.

Taratus waved his hand. “Everything hasits use. If not, then | say dispose of it.”

Kaliga suppressed his frown. Taratus often balanced on the edge of insult by direct speech. But Kaliga
was used to it. He sat at the table, facing the general across the stone disk. “Even if something has a use,
one may want to dispense with it.” Like their tiresome emperor.

Taratus lowered himself onto the curved bench. “ The plans for peace talks with Skolia continue to
progress.”

“A shame.” Thistime Kaligadid frown. “One could imagine instead the great heights Eube could achieve
If we chose to seizethe initiative over the Skolians.”

Taratus snorted. “It takes a great |eader to seize such initiative.”

“So it does.” Kaliga paused. “| understand that an assassination attempt was made against the emperor on
hiswedding day. | am aghast.” It truly had appalled him; he would have thought Taratus' s people could
have done a better job. “May the emperor live along and glorious life.”

“Glorious, indeed,” Taratus muttered. “It is fortunate the Line of Qox has support from the Line of Xir.”
He drummed his fingers on the table, revealing his sarcasm. “Failures come in many forms, including
uncooperative dawns.”
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Thinking of Sunrise, Kaliga scowled. “ The dawn seemsto shed its light on the Line of Raziquon.” It
disgusted him. The emperor had treated Raziquon worse than Kaliga would have expected even if the
pal ace had found evidence against him—which they hadn’t. Convicting Raziquon on the testimony of a
provider was an unspeakabl e outrage. Jaibriol’ s decision to throw Raziquon in prison was made even
worse by the contrast with how well ESComm had treated Corbal Xir while he was in custody.

“Appeals can chill the dawn.” Although Taratus sounded detached, the rhythm of hiswords indicated his
anger.

Kaliga nodded. Of course Raziquon’s kin had appealed the prison sentence. The incarceration of their lord
was the true crime. Questions of legality in Sunrise’ s abduction were unimportant; if ESComm needed
such an action, it became acceptable.

The girl’ sresilience had surprised him, but her silence also revealed Corbal’ s secrets. Too many defenses
protected her mind. True, an Aristo could train or adapt his providersto resist interrogation, but the law
allowed only limited protection, precisely for thisreason, in case ESComm needed to question the
provider.

Sunrise obviously had protections beyond the legal limit. That Kaliga' s agents had found no evidence of
an ESComm operative working for Corbal Xir suggested Xir had trained her himself, which made it even
worse. He was a Highton. For him to teach his provider how to resist other Hightons was treason.

Kaliga understood what motivated Xir; he had been tempted to give Silver similar safeguards. But he
resisted the weakness that drove him to betray his Highton lineage by giving his favored provider illicit
protections. Corbal Xir should have done the same.

After Kaliga had pondered in silence for several moments, Taratus grunted, a most un-Highton sound.
“I"ve heard it said silence is worth more than platinum. Apparently we only have a shortage of the metal.

Kaligaraised his eyebrow. For Taratus, that was an unexpectedly clever joke, with Sunrise as the
“gilence,” and Kaliga, too. The double meaning surprised him; Taratus generally had a much cruder wit.

“One wonders how High Judge Muze will hear the Raziquon appeal,” Kaliga said. Her ruling could go
either way. Common sense and Highton decency said she should pardon Raziguon, but her kinship with
the emperor could motivate her to support Jaibriol. “The political landscape changes.”

“For the worse,” Taratus grumbled.
“Evolution is an ongoing process.”

“Perhaps we ought to evolve it more to our liking.”
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Kaligaleaned forward. “Y ou have a suggestion?’
“Consider the Skolians.”

Kaligamoved his hand in dismissal. “If ever | wondered about the mental stability of the Ruby Dynasty, |
no longer doubt their insanity. The only intelligent thing they have done in the past five hundred yearsis
to overthrow that Assembly of theirs. Only a government run by providers would come up with theidiotic
notion of giving the Assemblyback half its power. What the hell kind of coup isthat?’

Taratus laughed. “ One could compliment the Ruby Pharaoh on her originality.”

“Your tact islaudable.” Kaligawould have liked to do many things with the Ruby Pharaoh, but
complimenting her originality wasn't one of them.

“Eubian tact dwaysis. We aren’'t Skolians.”

“Were Eube ever to engage in activities similar to those of the Skolians, we would follow a more elevated
course.” If ESComm overthrew the Qox Dynasty, Kaliga damn well wouldn’t hesitate to execute Jaibriol
Il and install his own emperor.

Taratus drummed his fingers on the table. “Fortunately, our government is more stable than that of the
Skolians.”

There was that, unfortunately. The people of Eube practically worshipped their emperor. Even most
Aristos maintained a certain awe, though that was more because the Qox Dynasty had extended its
political and economic hooks into the affairs of every Aristo Line, manipulating fates and finances. And
the populace favored Jaibriol 111, the handsome, charismatic youth who had appeared at Eube’ s greatest
hour of need. It would be virtually impossible to garner support in ESComm for an overthrow of the Qox
Dynasty.

“You areright, of course,” Kaligasaid. “We are fortunate to have a superior government.” He gave
Taratus athoughtful look. “The only way | can imagine such an upheaval would be in the unlikely event
that our emperor turned out to be afake. We are lucky such could never happen.”

Taratus looked asif he had eaten a sour fruit. “1 am so pleased we all accepted hisimperial DNA.”

Indeed. They had all seen the proof of Jaibriol 111’s claim to the throne. His genetics had been verified and
reverified. They had little hope of convincing anyone the emperor was a fraud. Jaibriol |1 had sired
Jaibriol 11, just as Jaibriol 111 would probably soon produce his own heir.

Kaliga' s mouth quirked upward. “Maybe the imperial hormones will do the trick. Distract him from his
job.”
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Taratus smirked. “ Of course we all wish the emperor well in his marriage.”

“A truly matchless pairing.” Kaliga couldn’t believe Jaibriol had the effrontery to marry one of his
ministers. The job of an empress was to ook aesthetic, not hold the most influential financial positionin
the empire. Hell, Jaibriol would do better with the aesthetic duties than his hard-edged wife. Kaligadidn't
know which gave him worse heartburn, the idea of Corbal Xir as the power behind the Carnelian Throne
or Tarquine Iquar practically in the throne.

Maybe Jaibriol could be discredited. His reign so far had been anything but glorious. With all his mistakes
and bizarre decisions, he confused people as much as he annoyed them. Isolating him from Corbal had
been a stroke of genius; without the Xir Lord’ s advice, Jaibriol had alienated an impressive number of
people. In fact, it wasn't the emperor they had to discredit; given the chance, he would do it himself.
Corbal and Tarquine were the ones to focus on. Without them, Jaibriol would be easy prey.

“Silence and platinum,” Kaligamused. “It appears our empress has experienced a shortage of neither.”

Taratus's posture indicated interest. “Not that the Line of Qox would use its power to destabilize the
economy by allowing the empress to corner the market on platinum.”

“Of course not,” Kaliga said. “Any rumors to the contrary must be false.” He rested his elbow on the table
and his chinin his hand. “ So, too, must be rumors suggesting Corbal Xir has violated both imperial law
and Highton decency by training his provider to protect her mind.”

Taratus grinned. “Terrible, isn't it, the way rumors start?’
“Terrible indeed.”
“It isfortunate for us that Raziguon has no platinum mines.”

Kaliga blinked. How had Raziquon come into this? Not knowing what Taratus was about, he gave a
generic reply. “Many possibilities exist.”

“Consider a scenario, purely hypothetical of course.”
“Of course.”

Taratus leaned forward. “ Suppose a Highton with no link to ESComm has reason to interrogate the
provider of another powerful Highton. Trained as a spy, she ‘listens’ to his mind even as he questions her.
Suspecting as much, he puts false information in his thoughts.”

That intrigued Kaliga. It would be like Raziquon to let Sunrise “overhear” afalse story. He would have
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had to take care, though, lest she also pick up hisintent to lie. It would be a difficult undertaking, but
Raziquon could probably pull it off. It was why Kaliga paid him so well; irritating though he was, he was
also thorough.

“He could plant disinformation in the camp of his adversary,” Kaliga said.
Taratus laughed. “He might even make her think he ownsillegal platinum mines.”
Kaligafrowned. “So what?’

Taratus could have taken offense at the blunt question, but he chose to overlook it. * False accusations,
Admiral. Such as shame for the accuser. If he’s caught.”

Kaligamulled it over. False accusations were the blight of an Aristo. They could be valuable currency,
but if the accusers were caught, they suffered severe repercussions. shunning, civil suits, even criminal
charges. If Corbal accused Raziquon of owning illegal mines and was proved wrong, it would weaken his
standing among Hightons and could cause him legal problems. For one thing, Raziquon could sue him for
defamation of character. In a culture where appearance and reputation were everything, no Aristo would
tolerate such an offense. Of course Corbal wouldn’t risk an open statement—unless he had reason to
believe it posed him no risk.

Kaligaweighed the possibilities. Minister Iquardid have questionable investments in platinum. With her
marriage, she and Corbal became kin. If Corbal falsely accused Raziquon, and then his own kin were
proven guilty of the same misdeeds, it would stain the Qox name as well as the Line of Xir.

Another idea came to Kaliga, away to deal with the emperor’ s disgraceful pardon of Jafe Maccar, the
captain of the Skolian merchant vessel. ESComm couldn’t openly censure the pardon; the emperor could
retaliate by revealing how Taratus's fool brother had ignored the Halstaad Code of War and auctioned
Kelric Valdoria, the weapons officer on that vessel. Nor did they want to draw attention to the fact that
Valdoria—now the Imperator—had walked off right under their noses.

But suppose the emperor’ s kin committed an even worse violation of the Code than that perpetrated by
Azar Taratus? It would give ESComm ammunition against the pal ace.

Kaligarubbed his chin. “I am gratified to know that no ships owned by our illustrious emperor prey on
Skolian vessels.” In truth, he had no doubt the Line of Qox owned numerous pirate ships that raided the
Skolians, though the emperor was probably too naive to realizeit.

Taratus waved away the comment. “You' Il never trace any pirates to the emperor. His predecessors were
too careful.”

Kaliga stiffened at the direct response. “Y our depth of perception astounds me.”
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Taratus guffawed. “No, it doesn’t.”

“Rumors, General. Rumors.”

“Rumors are often misleading.”

“A shame they can’'t be prevented.”

Taratus laughed and slapped the table. “ A shame indeed.”

Kaligasmiled. If properly played, rumors might topple a dynasty.

22

Power Base

Kelric walked through the stone mansion. It had been built high up on the slope of the valley where his
family lived on the space habitat known as the Orbiter. Almost two decades had passed since he had seen
this secluded valley, even longer since he had entered this house.

He came alone, seeking solitude. This was the home of the Imperator. His half-brother Kurjhad lived here
for decades. When his sister Soz had become Imperator, she had chosen another home. Kelric thought he
knew why; it would have been like living with Kurj’s ghost. It wrenched him to come here after having
been gone so long and changed so much.

The main entrance to the house was big enough for three men to walk through abreast. It needed no door;
in a space habitat, they could have perfect weather every day, if they chose. So Kurj had |eft the house
open to the air. Airy and spacious, the building was al stone. Its dimensions were huge, asif designed for
agiant.

Kelric walked down the steps into the sunken living room. When he entered, the dormant walls showed
just the barest line of gold at waist-level. As his presence awoke the mansion, the line of gold brightened
into the silhouette of a desert, sand below the horizon, amber sky above.

The room had scant furniture. Its large size and simplicity appealed to Kelric. Like Kurj, he was taller and
more heavily muscled than a normal man. On aworld with standard gravity, humans wouldn’t evolve
such a heavy build. His ancestors had altered themselves, their size adapted to alower gravity world
where it was an advantage rather than aliability. Kelric had never lived in a place with such gravity; for
his entire life, he had needed to adapt to the how other humans lived. But the pseudo-gravity in thisregion
of the rotating Orbiter was only 70 percent human standard, and his brother Kurjhad tailored this mansion
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for hisunusua size.
Kelric made his decision.

He went to a console by one wall. When he touched the comm panel, his aide answered. “Lieutenant
Qahot here.”

“Lieutenant, thisis Imperator Skolia.”

“Sirl Yes, sir.” She almost stuttered.

“Have the Imperator’ s house prepared for me to movein.”
“Yes, sir. Right away. Can we do anything else?’

“1I"m going to the War Room.” Kelric had doubts about how well he would understand its operation. He
hadn’t seen an | SC command center for decades. “Have its ranking officer meet me therein an hour.”

“I"ll notify her immediately.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant.” He paused. “ Also—please send my wife down here.”
“Right away, sir.”

After signing off with the lieutenant, Kelric walked through more of the spare roomsin his stone house,
with desert silhouettes bordering the square doorways and windows. At his age, near sixty now, he moved
more slowly. The nanomeds that delayed his aging hadn’t operated well for two decades; although he had
the physique of a young man, his age showed in the lines around his eyes, the gray in his hair, and the
severity of hislimp. His quest to join the Triad and deactivate the Lock had nearly destroyed him; by the
time he had reached Earth, he had been blind, deaf, and ailmost dead.

The doctors in Sweden had rebuilt him. Parts of his skeleton and internal organs were synthetic now. He
had state-of-the-art nanomeds, those molecul e-size |aboratories that monitored health and repaired cell
damage. Synthetic optics allowed him to see, and implantsin his ears let him hear. He would never have
the strapping health he had enjoyed in his youth, but he was as healed as modern medicine could make
him.

So Kelric limped through his home. Eventually he found along gallery. Breezes gusted through its many
windows and ruffled his hair. Outside, agreen hill rolled to the bottom of the valley.

A voice came from far down the gallery. “My greetings.”
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Kelric turned. Jegjon, hiswife, was standing in the entrance. It seemed only days had passed since he had
met her, but it had been much longer. He marked his recent life in the events that had so dramatically
shaped it: his escape from Targuine three months ago; hisinfiltration of the Lock afew days later; his
escape from the Lock; his arrival four days after at the asteroid where Jegjon had lived; their desperate
flight to Earth; and his recovery these past months.

Jegjon’ s presence warmed him. Logically, he knew that the compatibility he felt with her, what seemed
like “warmth,” came about because the fields produced by her brain cells had an unusually good
resonance with his. He didn’t care about the science. He just liked being with her.

She had strong features, with a softening around the edges. Although she had kept herself in excellent
shape, as required of ataskmaker, she had never had aging treatments. Her white hair curled around her
lined cheeks. Y ears ago she had suffered a broken nose, and the Aristo that had owned her then had never
bothered to have it fixed.

Kelric found her beautiful.

He grinned. “ Greetings.”

Jegjon smiled, coming toward him, and they met in the center of the gallery. Taking her into his arms, he
laid his cheek on her head. “Y our hair smells good.”

Her answer sounded like, “Hmmph.”
Kelric laughed. “What, | can’t compliment my wife?’

Lifting her head, she frowned, though its effect was diluted by the mischief in her gaze. “What am |
supposed to think, when you go and turn into king of the universe?’

“l just command the military. I'm not king of anything.”
“Pah. | was already intimidated enough when | thought you were just a provider.”
He smiled. “You call this being intimidated?’

“Hmmph.” She put her arms around hiswaist and let him pull her close. With her head against his chest,
she spoke in aquieter voice. “Do you think the Hightons will deal with you as Imperator?’

“They have no choice.” It would be gratifying to see them forced to treat him as an equal. He had only
one hesitation: Tarquine Iquar. His responses to her had always been conflicted.
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He doubted he would ever truly know whether he craved or hated her.

Tarquine stood before a door tiled in gold and black mosaics. Obsidian columns flanked the entrance,
rising to a height of three meters. At their top, an arch curved out in a graceful onion shape filled with
stained glass. When she touched a gold tile, the door swung inward, revealing an octagonal room with
black walls. Gold mosaics bordered the ceiling and framed the arched windows. Within the gold floor,
points of lights glowed in star patterns. A glossy holoscreen covered the desk, and a VR system stood to
one side. All in all, an impressive room.

With a satisfied nod, Tarquine entered her new office.

As she settled behind the desk, her Razers took up posts around the walls. She wasn’t used to them yet.
Although in the past she had traveled with guards from her security force, she hadn’t felt the need for
them in her own home. Now four went everywhere with her. It had to be a boring occupation; they spent
hours just standing around. They apparently had extensive computer augmentation to their bodies, and at
times she thought they were running calculations. The captain of this foursome had cybernetic arms that
glittered with lights.

Tarquine went to work.

During first hour, just after dawn, she organized the transfer of files from her ministry office to the pal ace.
She had spent the last few months preparing, so the transfer didn’t take long. Shifting her actual duties
would require more time. No precedent existed for an emperor marrying one of his ministers, so she had
to start from scratch in deciding how to blend her dual offices.

To say the other ministries weren’t happy with her new status was an imperial understatement.
Intelligence and Trade had been the most powerful ministries, followed by Finance, Science and
Technology, Foreign Affairs, Domestic Affairs, and Protocol. That had changed now. She smiled.
Finance had |eapt over the others.

It would be arough ride as the other ministers adjusted to—and schemed against—the new order. She had
no doubt about her ability to thrive in such an environment, but her husband was another story. He was
too damned innocent. Given the chance, his enemies would pulverize him. Except now, they had to go
through her. Smart boy, to make her empress. He had given her the best possible reason to see that he
thrived—her own vested interest.

During second and third hour, Tarquine interviewed her new staff. The late empress, Viquara lquar, had
put together a reasonably good team, but they seemed more competent at throwing parties than doing
useful work. Viquara always had liked the social aspects of her position. Tarquine had little interest in
gaudy celebrations of Aristo extravagance, aside from their value as a place for making political
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connections. Truth be told, she had been relieved to have her wedding in an underground bunker.
Whoever had tried to assassinate them had done her and Jaibriol an unintentional favor, rescuing them
from the pageantry.

After lunch, Tarquine opened Viquara's personal files and investigated what her niece had been up to as
empress. Viquara had access to an impressive range of files relating to the work of her husband, Ur Qox,
grandfather of the present emperor. After Ur’s death, when Jaibriol 11 had become emperor, Viguara had
gained even greater access. In fact, close examination suggested Viquara had known far more about the
emperor’ swork than had her son, the emperor.

Tarquine smiled dlightly.Naughty niece. Viquara had ruled Eube after the death of Ur Qox.

Actualy, Viquara s second husband, Kryx Quaglen, the previous Trade Minister, had apparently also held
great power. Tarquine had never figured out why her niece married him. Although his high status befitted
the widow of an emperor, he came from a questionable Line. His great-grandfather had married a Silicate
Aristo rather than awoman of the Highton Aristo caste. The scandal had reverberated for decades.
Although the Quaelen Line had since maintained an impeccable bloodline, many considered it tainted.
Tarquine didn’'t care; Quaelen had been brilliant, far more accomplished than the current Trade Minister.
But she would never have married him.

Asthe matriarch of the Iquar Line, Tarquine had been the one who supervised the investigation into
Viquara s second marriage. She had found nothing untoward beyond the obvious offense of a Quaelen
marrying an Iquar. But this new information bore a closer |ook.

Tarquine brought up her spy programs. She had been trying for decades to crack the emperor’ s far-flung
networks. His security had always been a step ahead of hers. She could see now that the palace web
wizards were even craftier than she had known. They had an amazing system here. She was thoroughly
impressed. Of course, she had a better one.

As empress, she finally had access to enough of the palace system to utilize the full extent of her spy
systems. The pal ace defenses were soon falling to her El crackers. So she took stock of her husband’s
influence.

And so her astonishment grew.

Tarquine had known the emperor had great power, but gods, even she hadn’t appreciated his reach. His
influence had become so vadt, it could operate of its own volition regardless of who sat on the throne. It
extended into every aspect of Eubian life. He had bureaus she had never even heard of, with linksto every
Aristo Line that existed. Even expecting to find his Line intertwined with hers, she was stunned by the
depth of hisinfiltration into Iquar affairs.

Nor did hisinfluence extend only to Eube; his merchant empire, anonymous investments, pirate fleets,
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and private contacts spread among the Skolians and Allieds. No empire in human history had ever been so
vast or strong.

“Gods,” Tarquine muttered. All that glorious power concentrated in the hands of an inexperienced boy.
She doubted Jaibriol even came close to comprehending what he had inherited.

No matter. She did.
Late that afternoon, Tarquine sat sprawled in her chair, her long legs stretched out. She was glaring at a
holomap, which rotated serenely above her desk. According to her research, this map of the palace was

missing entire rooms and corridors. She would bet anything someone had altered it to hide secret
chambers and corridors.

“I"ll admit, it isn’t the most aesthetic floor plan,” a deep voice said. “But it can’'t be that bad.”

Tarquine looked up. Her husband stood in the doorway, leaning his aesthetically pleasing self against one
column of the horseshoe arch.

“Greetings, Husband.” It felt odd to say. She hadn’t wanted a husband. She still didn’t. Given that this one
came with more power than anyone else in the history of the human race, though, she could live with it.

Besides, Jaibriol had his own charm. For all that he acted the emperor in the presence of other Hightons,
his behavior was too perfect. Alone with her, he let hisnewness show. Warmth was not aword one
associated with Hightons, yet he seemed to have it, even if he did pretend an arctic front in public.

Jaibriol crossed her office, dismissing her guards with an imperial wave of his hand. Tarquine almost
laughed. She wondered if she was the only one who realized he was faking his mannerisms. Clearly his
mother hadn’t steeped him in Highton protocol. Tarquine didn’t blame her. Protocol ranked about as high
on her list of desirable activities as eating hospital food.

The last Razer closed the door behind him as he left. Smart guard. Tarquine languidly rose to her feet. She
didn’t know how she appeared, but Jaibriol’ s face turned that charming shade of red it often did when
they werein private.

He came around her desk and, with no preamble, pulled her into hisarms. “Come here.” His voice was
husky.

“1"ve work to do.” Remembering herself, she added, “Y our Highness.”
“Why do you keep calling me that?’ He stroked her hair back from her face. “It’s too formal.”
She sighed. “Y ou must learn your role better.”
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His look of welcome vanished. “What the hell does that mean?”

So touchy. Sometimes he acted more like a provider than a Highton. Technically her job as empress
consisted of catering to his whims and making him feel good. Well, helping him survive ought to make
him feel better.

“If | call you Jai,” she said, “it will hurt your esteem among your staff.”

A wicked gleam came into hiseyes. “ Then | might have to call you Tarquiette.”

“Good gods, | should hope not.”

He kissed her neck. “It’ slate. We should go sleep.”

“Saints above. It’'s only seventh hour.” She pushed on his shoulders. “1 won't sleep until tomorrow night.”
His smile turned drowsy. “Then | must make you tired.”

“Anh, Jaibriol.” She wished he would stop looking so appealing. She couldn’t drop her work. Besides,
sleeping with one' s husband in the middle of the day was anomalous, and Hightons never indulged in
anomalous behavior.

Of course, most Hightons didn’t care for their spouses either. Marriages were hereditary, political, and
financial contracts. If you wanted warmth, you went to your providers. Like Kelric. Except she wouldn't
think about Kelric, damn it. He had escaped and had the bad manners to make himself Imperator.

Jaibriol confused her. He acted like an Aristo in public and a provider in private. He was the perfect
fantasy, a Highton of impeccable pedigree, the most elevated of all, yet when they were alone, his passion
blazed. No Highton man with normal socialization would show such ardor. Aristos made an art out of the
oxymoron “aloof intimacy.” Going with him now would be irregular—but pleasant, she had to admit.
Odd, to think of one's husband as pleasant.

As Tarquine put her arms around him, she reminded herself that they had married to strengthen their
power bases. Their motives were pragmatic. Concepts like “affection” had no placein this.

None.

She would not fall in love with her husband.

23
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Discrepancies

Jal strode along a shaded path with Robert. His Razers accompanied them even in these secluded woods
that separated the private wing of his palace from his offices. Today he had a meeting with his advisersto
discuss protests lodged by Azar Taratus about the insurance rulings against him. It amazed him that the
admiral could have committed such obvious fraud, yet remain so unrepentantly convinced he should
suffer no consequences. Even more fantastic, most Hightons agreed with him. Jai wished he could throw
them all in reform school.

Right now, though, it was Robert who had him worried. “Platinum Sector?’ Jai asked. “1 don’t
understand. | never made any decree about their asteroid mines.”

Robert looked as if he were about to jump off acliff. “You did make a—a sort of decree, Most Glorious
Highness?’ He turned his statements into questions when he was nervous. “ Actually, it was organized by
your Office of Protocol? After someone leaked Minister Iquar’ s financia statement to the media?’

“Do you mean the press conference | gave?’
“Yes, Your Highness.”

“But | didn’t make any decrees.” Jaibriol regarded him uneasily. “1 just explained Tarquine' s platinum
investment.” He hadn’t actually explained it al; he had “neglected” to mention that she used her position
as Finance Minister to manipulate the cost of platinum, letting her buy up large amounts at an artificially
low price. Although Jaibriol resented having to cover up her misdeeds, his advisers said he had no choice.
Their growing alarm didn’t surprise him; his charming wife was turning out to be even more crooked than
Azar Taratus. She was just better at not getting caught.

“Y ou gave a superb speech, Most Gracious Highness.”
Jal really, really didn’t like it when they called him “gracious.” It always meant he was in trouble. “But?’

“Superb,” Robert repeated. “Including—uh—your statement, ‘ The Palace Committee on Ethics and
Moralswill seek out and remedy irregularities.’”

“What’ s wrong with that?’
“It israther vague.”

“Most Highton statements are.”
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“Yes, certainly, you areright.” Robert cleared his throat. “But, uh, it seems the Diamond Coalition has
less understanding of such nuances than yourself.”

Jai squinted at him. “What *‘less understanding’ 7’

“It seems they have misinterpreted your statement to mean you will prosecute anyone found tampering
with the price of platinum.”

“Ah, hell.” Jai drew him to a stop. His Razers also halted, far enough away to maintain the distance he
insisted they keep. “Let me guess. They want an investigation into my wife's platinum deals.”

Robert looked apologetic. “I’m afraid so.”
“Damn.”

“An apt evaluation, sir.”

“Now what do | do?’

His question had been rhetorical, but Robert answered. “Her Most Beauteous Highness, the empress,
might have thoughts on the matter.”

Jal nearly choked. “*Her Most Beauteous Highness' ? Robert, have you ever said that to her face?’ He
could just imagine her reaction. It would be on par with calling her “pretty” or “dainty.”

“No, sir,” Robert admitted. “Never.”

“1 would suggest you don’'t. She might take it wrong.”

“1 would greatly regret if anyone mistook my admiration.” He blanched. “Especially the empress.”
Jai thoroughly understood his reaction. “Especially her.”

“Sheis quite awoman.”

“That’sone way to put it.” Jai headed back to the private wing of the palace they had just left. His
meeting would have to wait. “Come on.”

Robert hurried after him. “Where are we going?’

Jai dryly said, “ To see my beauteous wife.”
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High Judge Calope Muze paced in her private chamber, her robes rustling as she walked back and forth.
Azile Xir, the Minister of Intelligence, sat sprawled in a smartchair, watching her.

“The High Court cannot indefinitely avoid an appeal,” Calope said. She would have to let Raziquon’skin
have a hearing. She couldn’t put them off any longer.

Azile crossed his arms. “ Some appeals deserve nothing.”

Exasperation threatened to make Calope direct. Azile was as fond of Sunrise as his father, and it
compromised his judgment. He was also angry that ESComm had kept his father in custody. But he knew
perfectly well the situation with his father was different from what Jaibriol had done with Raziquon.
Putting the Highton lord in an actual prison was tantamount to treating him like a taskmaker. A slave.
They needed proof of Raziquon’sinvolvement in Sunrise’ s abduction and they didn’t have it. Period.
Even if they had uncovered evidence, it would be folly to incarcerate a Highton. Jaibriol seemed bent on
making enemies.

Calope knew she had to pardon Raziquon. But then what? If Jaibriol rescinded the pardon, it would
further antagonize his enemies. If this kept up, ESComm might take drastic action, seeking to put their
own emperor on the throne. Such an upheaval now, after the war, would be a disaster.

She stopped pacing. “ The perfection of the Hightonsisin their union of mind and purpose.” The problem
with Jaibriol 11 wasn't really hisinexperience. He wasn't inept, he wasunpredictable.

Azile unfolded himself from his chair and walked over to her. “It depends on whose mind and purpose.”
“ESComm has the power to assert both, if it feels threatened.”
Although Azile frowned, he didn’t refute the statement. “ As High Judge, you serve the emperor.”

She didn’t miss how he phrased it:serve the emperor, notserve Eube orserve justice. But what Jaibriol
wanted would only hurt him. If he had any sense, he wouldn’t undermine her efforts to avert acrisis
between the palace and ESComm.

Unfortunately, she feared he had a very different view of the matter.

Sunrise served Corbal dinner in adining room of the Xir mansion. While he reclined on plush rugs among
scattered pillows, she placed asmall table in front of him, black with gold edges, and set it with pastries
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filled with nuts and covered by sweet sauces.

Corbal watched her pour the wine. Tonight, she matched her name. The chains on her ankles were dark
blue, like the sky before dawn. Their bells chimed. Her skirt, which fit low on her hips, was a translucent
blue, as when dawn washed out the night. Under it, her G-string shimmered gold. The chains of her halter
were the deep pink of dawn, and she had braided topazes into her gold hair. Her blue eyes matched her
skirt and her eyelashes sparkled with glitter. The overall effect took his breath away.

Even now, months after her return, he couldn’t make peace with the sheer intensity of hisrelief. When she
had vanished, the bottom had dropped out of hislife. He didn’t understand the ferocity of the emotions
that gripped him. Hightons didn’t experience such passions. Having her here now, with him, soothed the
unnatural fury that had gripped him since Raziquon had kidnapped her and framed him for treason.
Jaibriol had chosen well when he threw Raziquon in prison. Corbal hoped the lord rotted there.

When he smiled, Sunrise blushed and averted her gaze. Corbal sighed. Why after almost three years, did
that simple gesture still have the power to make him want her so much?

“Shall | dance for you?’ she asked.
“Yes.” Hisvoicewas low. “Do that.”

She rose gracefully and walked to a console, where she chose one of his favorites, a mesmerizing work of
music, its beat steady under a haunting melody played by pipes. She seemed to know he wanted to hear it.
Perhaps she took it from his mind in that mysterious way of empaths.

She swayed with the beat, undulating. Her skirt fluttered around her thighs. Watching, Corbal wanted her
with a depth that disturbed him. It went beyond desire. She affected him on some level he didn’t
understand.

He spoke hoarsely. “Come here.”

She padded across the carpets and knelt next to him. Pulling her down on the rug, he kissed her hard. He
wasn't agentle man; a century of transcending had seared away any capacity he had for tenderness. But
he tried not to hurt her as he stretched her out in the pillows. Even knowing she produced synthetic
pheromones, he wasn’t immune to those chemical cocktails. It had to be chemicals. That was the only
way he could explain her effect on him.

He wanted to take her the way he had taken providers all hislife. But he could never hurt her. He gritted
his teeth. He hated feeling guilty. He had alife of privilege. He liked it. He deserved it. He was, after all, a
Highton, overlord of the Xir Line and kin to the Line of Qox. He didn’t aspire to be an upstanding
member of his community. He had no interest in building his character or developing integrity. He liked
being a hedonist, with his relationships no more demanding than this pleasure girl who catered to his
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every whim. Guilt had no placein hislife.
But damnit all, hefelt it.

Reluctant, he eased his hold on Sunrise. He wondered if he even knew how to be gentle. Not really. But
for her sake, he would try in their lovemaking. At least, he thought “love” was the correct term. He had
never experienced it before, certainly not with hiswife, may her glacial heart rest in peace and never
freeze him again. Perhaps he was wrong in thinking he felt it with Sunrise. Maybe he just had indigestion.

He lifted his head. “ Do you know my thoughts right now?’

“A little.” Shetraced her finger across hislips. “Y ou’re thinking of making love, yes?’ Then she drew
him into another kiss.

Corbal put aside his thoughts and submerged himself in the heady ocean of pleasure she created for him.
Later, asthey lay in the pillows, he tried to sleep. But he couldn’t forget how Raziquon had hurt Sunrise.
Corbal scowled. He should maintain the proper separation of his emotions from his pleasure.

Separation, hell. He wanted to shove Raziquon inside the thrusters of a starship and fire up the engines.
Someone in the prison ought to make the universe a better place and assassinate him. Corbal doubted it
would happen, though; Raziguon would soon go free, now that his appeal had reached the High Judge.

He had thought Sunrise was asleep, curled against him, but now she spoke sleepily. “His mind opened.”
He dlid his hand across her stomach. “He?’
“Lord Raziquon.”

Corbal tensed, knowing how much pain the memories caused her. “Y ou need never worry about him
again.”

She sighed, half asleep. “I felt hismind.”

“1 know.” After she had come home, he had discovered he couldn’t ask if she had spied on Raziquon’s
mind, not when it meant she would have to relive that experience. And yet, on her own, she had spoken.
He had held her close, offering comfort when she cried. It was a strange experience. He wasn't used to
comforting anyone. She hadn’t told him anything he didn’t already know, but it didn’t matter. That she
tried for him of her own choice, despite what it cost her, meant more than he knew how to say.

Sunrise yawned against his chest. “His platinum mine.”

He blinked, realizing she had meanthis mine opened. Her mind must have relaxed as she drowsed, letting
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her remember more. “Raziquon has a mine?’

“Hmmm...platinum.”

“l didn’t know he had mining interests.”

“Cheat emperor...” She burrowed into the pillows. “Never reported income...”
Raziquon owned illegal mines? He kissed her temple. “ Sunrise, you are agem.”
Asleep now, she didn’t respond.

Her news might mean nothing. If Raziquon had failed to include the revenues from just one minein his
financial reports to the government, it would cause little trouble. But then, he had never known Raziquon
to do anything small.

Corbal grinned. This could prove useful.

The War Room was located in the hull of the Orbiter. Its amphitheatre contained many consoles, VR rigs,
and holomaps, as well as robot arms that carried telops throughout the area. High above the amphitheatre,
amassive arm suspended a command chair in adome lit with holographic stars. Conduits from all over
the War Room fed into the blocky chair—and into the brain of whoever sat in that great mechanical
throne.

Kelric entered the War Room in the holodome and summoned the chair. The amphitheatre below hummed
with activity: officers monitoring | SC forces, telops in the newly birthed psiberweb, aides running
errands, cranes moving through the air. When the chair swung over to Kelric, many people looked up. He
felt their surprise. It was asif aghost had entered the War Room. No one had sat in this chair since the
death of the last Imperator, his sister, Soz, and before her, his half-brother, Kurj.

Kelric knew he looked like Kurj. A living ghost.

Kelric settled into the throne. As it returned to the center of the dome, its exoskel eton clicked prongs into
his ankles, wrists, spine, and neck, linking to the biomech web inside his body. Impersonal puzzlement
came from the chair asit registered its new user. The hood lowered and extended a spiderweb of threads
into his scalp. Data poured into Bolt, the oldest node in Kelric’'s spine, and Bolt organized and shunted it
to the cluster of new nodes, leaving Kelric free to think. As his mind became sensitized to the chair, and
through it, to the webs networking the War Room, he could actually trace lines of thought in the
amphitheatre.
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Thisfelt right. He belonged here.

The chair resembled the one in the Lock. He would never forget. He had met an emperor there who
claimed to want peace talks. Kelric found it hard to believe Qox genuinely wished to negotiate peace. The
emperor had to have other motivations.

“Bolt?’ he said.

A voice came out of acomm mesh on the arm of hischair. “My greetings, Kelric.”
“How do you like the chair?’

“It is exhilarating.”

Kelric smiled. Although Bolt was part of his brain, it had arranged to use the chair’s comm when Kelric
linked the throne to the biomech web in his body. Bolt hadn’t always been able to perform such feats;
over the decades it had reconfigured itself for new tasks and even emotions, though how it managed that,
Kelric didn’t know.

His biomech web also linked to the gauntlets he had found in the Lock and wore all the time now. He had
little idea how the gauntlets worked, but he suspected they involved some type of machine intelligence in
Kyle space. He couldn’t be sure; his interactions with it came only as undefined impressions. But this
much he knew: the gauntlets were at least five thousand years old.

“What can | do for you?’ Bolt asked.
“1 was wondering how the peace talks were shaping up.”

“Our people are verifying with the Allieds that the talks will go forward even though the Ruby Dynasty is
no longer on Earth.”

That didn’t surprise Kelric. Now that his family was loose again, the Allieds were more determined than
ever to have Skolia and Eube talk peace. “Have you found any more information on Jaibriol Qox?”’

“A bit. Apparently heis eighteen, not seventeen.”
“Why did the news services say he was seventeen?’

“The error was introduced on Earth, after the war. His high school listed him as five months younger than
the age he gives now.”
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“Five months?’ Kelric raised an eyebrow. “ That would be quite afeat. It would mean he wasn’'t born until
eleven months after his father disappeared.”
“Which isimpossible.”
“Not if his mother conceived artificially.”

“Such a procedure would be contrary to Highton mores.”

“They store their genetic material, so it can’t be unheard of.” The empress would have been desperate if
her husband disappeared without an heir. It could explain the secrecy surrounding Jaibriol 111’ s childhood.
Hell, maybe the Hightons had been playing with genes, trying to make atelepath. Kelric couldn’t shake
his feeling that the youth he had met in the Lock had been a psion. He couldn’t imagine the Hightons
accepting a provider as their emperor, though.

“It isimprobable but not impossible that she conceived artificially,” Bolt acknowledged. “In any event,
his official ageis eighteen.”

Kelric rubbed his chin. “Let me see if | have this straight. Nineteen years ago Ur Qox was emperor of
Eube. His son and heir, Jaibriol the Second, secretly married and sired a son, Jaibriol the Third. Before the
boy’ s birth, Jaibriol the Second was supposedly killed trying to escape our military. Fifteen years later, Ur
Qox dies. Not long after that, Jaibriol the Second miraculously reappears. About two years later Jaibriol
the Second diesin the war. A few months later, his son, Jaibriol the Third, shows up to claim the throne.”
“That about sumsit up,” Bolt said.

“It' sabizarre story.”

“But valid, apparently.”

“You know, if the Traders weren't such fanatics about verifying their bloodlines, | wouldn’'t believe all
these Jaibriols were the real thing.” He pushed his hand through his hair. “We know too little about
Jaibriol the Third. If we migudge his motivations, the talks could fail.” They would probably fail anyway,
but he wanted at |east to try.

“1 had the impression he was sincere when you met him in the Lock,” Bolt said. “Why would he let you
escape, otherwise?’

“l don’t know.” Kelric thought back to his meeting with the youth. “He didn’t talk to me the way
Hightons talk with one another. He was too direct.”

“He would consider you a provider. Not an equal.”
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“That’ swhy it was so strange. He treated me like an equal.” Kelric thought of the other Hightons he
knew. “He’s hard to fathom. Highton brains work differently than ours. Their thought processes are like
fractals.”

“He might not think like other Hightons,” Bolt pointed out. “He grew up in isolation.”

“That assumes their thought patterns are cultural rather than genetic. My guessisthat it’s both.” Kelric
tapped his finger on the comm. “Bolt, widen your search. Check every web you can reach no matter how
small. Do arunning comparison of him with our files on other Aristos. Look for patterns| can use to
predict his behavior and motivations.”

“1 will need to access interstellar webs, trillions of them, many still off the psiberweb. It will take time.”
“Y ou have until the peace talks. About a month.”

“1 can work with that.”

“Good.”

Bolt’s mention of the psiberweb gave Kelric pause. Only two people now powered the former Triad that
created the web: himself and Dehya. Although it had been many tendays since the death of his father, and
though they had all known the span of hislife was coming to an end, Kelric still found it hard to accept
that he was gone. Eldrinson Althor Vadoria had passed away quietly, from old age, surrounded by the
people who loved him, hiswife and children. It meant more to Kelric than he knew how to express that he
had been able to see his father before Eldrinson died. Now Kelric would carry on for him, protecting the
family, their people, and the Skolian Imperialate.

So Kelric went to work, integrating his mind with the War Room. If Skolia and Eube found their way to
peace, he might never need thisroom initsfull capability. Y et as much as he hoped they could establish a
treaty, he doubted it would happen. If they had to go to war again, he would mourn the lost peace—but he
would be ready.

24

Secrets

Lake Mirellazile stretched like asilver sheet in aforested valley of the Jaizire Mountains. The sun burned
in the stonewashed blue of the sky. Centuries ago, this rocky planet had supported no life, but Eube Qox
had seen its promise. Bioscul pting had produced a fresh, crisp world well suited to humans.
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A beach of glittering black sand curved along the lake. Jai sat on a metallic blanket there, watching
breakers roll into the shore. On aworld like Eube' s Glory, with its fourteen moons, even the lakes had
wild tides.

The body of water took its name from Mirella, the largest moon as seen from Glory. Right now Mirella
hung near the horizon, bloodred. Eube Qox had named the moon for his wife, the first empress, and
surfaced the satellite with synthetic carnelian. It wasn’t actually the largest moon; that distinction went to
Zara, named for the second empress, the wife of Jaibriol . In her honor, he had surfaced it in gold.
Although Zara was four times farther away than Mirella, it appeared half the size in the sky. Right now it
hung above Mirella, almost full. They made a startling pair, gold and red against the blue sky.

Viquara, the third largest moon, wasn’t visible. Named for the third empress, it had a diamond surface.
The fourth largest moon, G4, was reserved for the wife of Jaibriol I1. With hisfather’s death, it fell to Jai
to name it for the Highton mother who had supposedly birthed him. Although he could never
acknowledge his true mother, he would find a name that honored her.

Jai couldn’t see the fifth largest moon, G5, but he had no doubt about its new name: Tarquine. How to
resurface it was another question. Zarawas already diamond, but many other hard, brilliant materials
existed. Maybe he would use a steel-diamond composite. Perhaps he should ask Tarquine. Traditionally
an emperor made the decision and then told hiswife, but Jai valued his survival over Qox tradition.

He wondered what his descendants would do when they ran out of moons, or how the last few empresses
would feel about having the small ones. It might behoove future emperors to create some bigger moons.
The sky of Glory could end up as crowded as a starport concourse.

L eaning back on his hands, he gazed down the beach. A woman was coming toward him, accompanied by
four Razers. A breeze ruffled her hair. The sensual quality of her walk came naturally, so much so that she
had no sense of its effect. It wasn't that no one had ever told her, but rather that she ssmply didn’t care.
His wife was the antithesis of an ingénue, going so far in the other direction that she came full circle. Her
complete disinterest in her own sensuality aroused him far more than any deliberate seduction.

When Tarquine reached him, she bowed.
“Join me,” Jai invited.

Tarquine sat near him while her Razers faded into the scenery. She said nothing, just gazed at the lake. It
stretched for several kilometers, with fern trees swaying on its shores. Vines hung in loops from their
branches, blooming with delicate gold and red balls. On every side, blue-gray mountains cut sharply
against the sky.

“A beautiful day,” Jai said.
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She danted him a glance. “A good day for me to further the glory of your empire, Husband, by doing my
job. As opposed to sitting around sunbathing.”

Jai imagined her sleek and dripping with water, lolling in the sun. * Everyone needs rest.”

To hissurprise, Tarquine smiled. “ The way you look at me sometimes, | wonder if you realize I’ m not
food.”

“1 would never dare call you a sweet. Y ou might pulverize me.” He was only half joking.

She actually laughed. “Ah, well. It istrue, few would put Eube’ s Finance Minister and sugar in the same
thought.”

“Too much sweetness can be cloying.”

Tarquine considered him asif he were an impudent young man she had just met. “Y ou prefer tart?’
He moved closer. “I do indeed.”

“Y ou have a one-track mind, Husband.”

“l can't help it, with you as my wife.”

She sighed. “Jaibriol, you are impossible. | should think you would have more reason to send an imperial
summons for me than for us to begin the night early.”

Jal was tempted to tell her he could think of no better reason, but he held back. He could only push her so
far before her annoyance at having her work interrupted would overcome whatever contributed to her
good nature at the moment. And right now he needed that good nature.

“It would seem,” he said, “that one other matter would have to be attended first, before we enjoy the
night.”

“One other matter?”
“A financial matter.”
“1 deal with many financial matters.”

“A platinum matter.”
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Tarquine frowned. “Perhaps you should be holding this discussion with the merchants from Platinum
Sector. They are the ones who can’t mine enough metal from their asteroids.”

“Actually, | was thinking of Sapphires.”

Her good humor had vanished. “ Cheap rocks.”

“Cheap platinum.”

“Perhaps the merchants in Sapphire Sector should learn how to bargain better.”

Jaibriol scowled at her. “No merchants, Sapphire or otherwise, could hold their own against a ministry
that usesits financia influence to drive down the price and then buys up the available product.”

Tarquine didn’'t ook the least bit remorseful. “ Such a ministry would be formidable indeed. If it existed.”
“Such aministry could cause me alot of grief.”
“Or bring you great wealth.”

“| dready have great wealth.” Jai wished he could make her understand. “What | don’t have, Tarquine, is
Aristo support. Now the Diamond Aristos in Sapphire Sector want me to investigate the financial
activities of a certain ministry.”

Her look turned incredulous. “They dare suggest you investigate your own wife? Perhaps they would like
to dine with our dear friend Raziquon.”

“For saints' sake, Tarquine. | can’t keep throwing Aristosin prison.”
“Why not? A lot of them belong there.”

How could he get through to her? “Many would say the same about a minister who used—or should | say
abused—nher power to cheat an entire sector.”

“The Diamond Coalition wants something from you, Jai.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “Y ou have to
figure out what it is and give the bankers enough to make them think they worked a good bargain.”

That caught Jai by surprise. Corbal had told few people he was forming a partnership with the Diamonds,
and Tarquine certainly wasn’'t one of them. “Y ou know about the Coalition?’

“Of course. Corbal is making a bank with them.”
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Jai couldn’t hold back hisfrustration. “He' s worked on this for years. I've managed to ruin it in afew
months.”

“You haven't ruined it.” She watched him under half-closed lids. “He is repairing the breach even aswe
speak.”

“Heis?’ Corbal had given him no hint.

She tapped her long finger on his cheek. “The Coalition is testing you. Seeing how far they can push.”
“It’s gone beyond that. They want an investigation.”

“You giveintoo easily.”

He wanted to groan. “Y ou don’t have the least bit of regret for what you did, do you?’

“1"ve done nothing, dear husband.”

“Yes, well, the nothing you’' ve done is going to blow up in our faces.”

“That depends on how you deal with it.”

“And now you're going to say | should refuse their demands, right? | can’t. It will only antagonize them
more.”

“1 would never suggest such athing.”
Jai blinked. “Y ou wouldn’'t?’

“Of course not.” She smiled, resembling a cat that had caught a bird. “Y ou must, of course, have an
Investigation.”

Jai shifted uneasily. “Why must |, of course, do that?’

“When your investigation turns up no wrongdoing by your beloved and loyal wife, the Diamond Coalition
will have made an inexcusable mistake.”

“And what, pray tell, isthat?’

“They would have wrongly accused me.”
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13 &)?1
She laughed softly. “You are so green.”
“Fine.” Jai glared at her. “ See if you can dye me adifferent color. Enlighten me.”

“Reputation is everything. Appearance means more than fact. A false accusation is a severe offense. A
Line making such an accusation against the empress would suffer enormous shame.”

For all its bizarre logic, it actually made sense with what he had seen of Aristo society. “That’'s all fine,
Tarquine, but you missed one small point.”

“And what might that be?’
“The accusation isn’'t false.”
“Oh, that.” She waved her hand. “It only needs to look false.”

Jai couldn’t believe this conversation. “ The bigger the cover-up, the harder we will fall whenitis
discovered.”

“You are Qox. | am Iquar. We do not fall.”
Jai didn’t know whether to be appalled or awed by her attitude. “ Gods help me, the day | married you.”

She smiled blithely. “They did indeed.”

The conference center in the countryside outside Paris startled Kelric. He had never associated beautiful
architecture with the home world of humanity. He had thought her people too pragmatic for such art, but
apparently he had been wrong. The building soared on its hillside, an ethereal framework of gold with so
many windows that it was more glass than metal. It sparkled in the streaming sunlight from Sol. The sky
arched above, a heartrending shade of blue that he recognized at an instinctual level, though neither he nor
his ancestors had lived on Earth for six thousand years.

He was visiting the center as a virtual simulacrum; his body remained in his chair in the War Room,
linked through the psiberweb to a command center on Earth, which relayed the signal to the Allied United
Centre in Paris where the peace talks would take place.

Theair in front of Kelric shimmered. The light formed into his aunt Dehya, the Ruby Pharaoh. She
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walked to him, her hair swinging around her body. “My greeting, Kelric.”

He answered in English. “Hello.”

She smiled. “I didn’t know you spoke Earth languages.”

“Only afew words,” he admitted, switching into lotic. He motioned around them. “What do you think?’

Dehya spoke wistfully. “1t’s so incredibly beautiful.” She indicated the building. “It is hard to imagine we
will meet with Hightons here.”

“1 suppose the symbolism is good. | doubt the location really matters, though.”
“You don't believe they’ re coming to talk peace.” She didn’t make it a question.

“1 don’t know what to think.” He began walking up the hill with her. “The more | learn about Jaibriol the
Third, the less sense he makes to me.”

“Why?’
“He doesn't act like a Highton.”

She considered him. “Y ou are the only one of us who can make that judgment with any reasonable
accuracy.”

“That isn’t saying much.”

Dehyafell silent. When shefinally spoke, her words jolted. “ Sheis empress now. Will that matter to
you?’

“No.” Tarquine Iquar was the last person he wanted to discuss.
“You're sure?’

No, he wasn't sure. He had no intention of admitting it. Instead he said, “In the past, the Traders have
been false with us. They want to woo Earth as an aly, so they pretend to negotiate peace, then blame our
bellicose nature when the talks fail.”

She spoke dryly. “Hightons thrive on misdirection.”

“ Something about this emperor just doesn’t seem right.” Kelric smiled wryly. “ Actually itdoes seem right.
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That’ s the problem. He comes across as honest.”

She gave a soft laugh. “Y ou'reright, that doesn’t sound Highton.” Her hair swirled in the breeze as they
walked. Had they been on areal hill, they would have already reached the top, but Kelric had set the
simulation to let him wander, so it kept extending the hill.

“Helived on Earth for over two years,” Dehya said. “He probably learned their customs.”

“l suppose.” Her guarded responses puzzled him. Then again, it was no wonder if she had conflicted
feelings, knowing that Eldrin, her consort, was free only because the Traders exchanged him for Jaibriol
1.

“How is Eldrin?’ he asked.
She stared off in the distance. “Heisfine.”
Kelric wondered if he could ever fully express hisjoy at having his brother safe. “| am glad he is home.”

“Yes.” Shelet aweadth of emotion show in that one word: gratitude, relief, love, and an underlying wish
for vengeance against the Traders who had hurt the man she loved. Her manner was exactly what he
would have expected. And yet it seemed off somehow. Her simulacrum could show whatever she wanted;
she could easily hide her true mood.

Dehya glanced at him. “Y ou stare at me most intently.”
“Y ou know more than you say.”

She made an exasperated noise. “People always say this. ‘Y ou know more.” Y ou would think my life was
full of secrets. I'm afraid the reality isfar more boring.”

Kelric had no doubt that his aunt, whom many called the “ Shadow Pharaoh,” had more than her share of
secrets. “1 need to know. It could make a difference in how | deal with Qox.”

“1 don’t know anything.” She drew him to a stop. “But I’ ve wondered if a provider raised Jaibriol the
Third rather than a Highton. It would explain his behavior.”

Although similar thoughts had occurred to Kelric, he found it hard to credit. “ So where was the empress?’
“Dead, maybe.”

He frowned. “That boy has an odd history.”
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Too odd. It made Kelric uneasy.

She ran through the night. Tree ferns blocked her way, and she plunged through them, scraping her skin.
Her breath came in gasps. Still she ran. Raziquon was so close—

Sunrise sat up with a gasp, straining to scream, but she couldn’t make a sound. Gradually her pulse
calmed. She was home.Home. Corbal lay next to her, sleeping. It was only a nightmare.

As she lay down, Corbal stirred. “What isit?’

“Nothing.”

He pulled her close. “I will make him pay for what he did to you.”
“Cori—"

“Shhh.” Helaid hisfinger on her lips. “1 have aplan. Don’'t worry.”

Sunrisetried to sleep, but long after Corbal’ s breathing had deepened into a steady rhythm, she remained
awake. For some reason, she felt convinced Corbal’ s plan for vengeance would end up hurting him far
more than Raziquon. WhyAWhy?She had to delve into her memories of Raziquon, hated as they were, and
understand what disturbed her.

She couldn’t let Raziquon win.

25

Nanomeds

Four pirate frigates ambushed the Skolian yacht when the ship dropped out of inversion into normal
space. Everyone knew the Eubian military denied such pirates existed, but the weapons on the frigates
clearly came straight from ESComm.

Willex Seabreak owned the yacht. Born to a prosperous Skolian family, he had accrued even more wealth
by designing virtual reality vacations for bored socialites. He had a good life—until the raiders showed
up. They surrounded his yacht, matching speed as the ships hurtled through space. The yacht’s defenses
were nothing compared to the firepower on the frigates. Seabreak took stock of his situation and made the
only possible decision. He surrendered.
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As Seabreak decelerated his ship, he told his passengers what was happening and asked them to gather in
the lounge of the yacht. He tried to sound assured, but fear made him terse. He had more people onboard
than usual: his girlfriend Saria, three other couples, and several entertainers, as well as his crew.

The computer system on one of the frigates infiltrated the yacht’s system and took over navigation,
leaving Seabreak unable to pilot his craft. His presence on the bridge didn’t really matter then; he was
needed more to provide moral support for his passengers. He joined them in the lounge, and everyone
waited, their faces pale, all with the same question: Would the raiders take any of them to sell?

Standing next to Saria, Seabreak held her hand. The pirates had slowed the yacht’ s rotation so they could
dock with it, but they had left enough motion to create alight pseudo-gravity. Sweat beaded Seabreak’s
forehead and dripped down his sides, under his shirt. The Traders didn’t need taskmakers:. they had
plenty. They wanted providers. The combination of mutated genes that produced empaths and tel epaths
was both rare and difficult to replicate in alab. So the Traders abducted Skolian psions.

Sariawatched him with aterrified gaze, and Seabreak swallowed against the lump in his throat. Her
tawny hair, large green eyes, and angel’ s face turned heads even in this age when anyone with a good
income could fine-tune themselves to whatever ideal they admired. But he loved her because she
responded with such sensitivity to other people. It wouldn’t surprise him if she was an empath. She might
be exactly what the Traders sought.

After the ships docked, Seabreak |eft the lounge and went to meet his unwanted guests at the airlock. A
large group boarded: three men with shimmering black hair and rust-red eyes, and ten mercenaries,
hardened men and women in body armor.

The tallest of the red-eyed trio appeared to be in charge. With a mocking smile, he spoke to Seabreak in
Skolian Flag. “My greetings, Captain.”

“You'rein Skolian territory.” Seabreak doubted they cared about the legality of their actions, but he had
totry. “You're violating the Halstaad Code and Skolian law.”

“But we aren't at war, my friend. Asfor your laws—" The man shrugged. “I’m sure we're in Eubian
territory. By our laws, that makes you all escaped slaves.”

Seabreak stiffened. “We' re nowhere near your territory.”

The pirate waved his hand. “Would you care to tell my frigates? I’ m sure their crews would be happy to
debate with you.” Malice lurked in his smile. “Y our choice of weapons.”

Seabreak knew his yacht couldn’t survive a battle with the frigates. “We' ve no wish for violence.”
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“Well, then.” The Trader lifted his hand as if inviting him to dinner. “ Shall we meet your passengers?’

Clenching hisjaw, Seabreak led them to the passenger areas, aware of the raiders assessing him. They
could have his ship and all the wealth onboard. Hell, they could have the codes to his accounts. He just
prayed they didn’t take Saria or anyone else.

The pirates strode into the lounge as if they owned the ship, which for all practical purposes they did.
They were well trained and didn’'t seem at all bothered by the low gravity. They lined everyone along the
bulkheads, men on one side, women on the other. When severa passengers balked, the mercenaries drew
their spikers, guns that could set a person’s nerves on fire with pain. No one protested further.

The raider captain walked along the line of women. When he stopped at Saria, Seabreak’ s pulse surged.
He stepped forward, and one of the mercenaries raised his spiker. Seabreak |ooked at the gun, then at
Saria. If they tried to take her, he would do whatever it took to stop them, spikers or no spikers.

The captain appraised Saria as if she were arare vase he was considering for purchase. She met his gaze,
her face red. Putting his finger under her chin, he turned her head from side to side, then stepped back and
looked her over—awoman in a silver jumpsuit that did nothing to hide her spectacular figure. In the past,
Seabreak had loved that outfit, but no more. He wanted to kill the captain for the way he was surveying
her.

“Pretty,” the captain said.

Seabreak tensed, preparing to lunge. But the captain continued down the line, looking over the other
women. Then he moved on to the men against the other bulkhead. When he stopped in front of Tandy
Marzin, Seabreak began to worry again. Tandy was an athlete, obvioudly strong enough for hard labor,
possibly alucrative find for the Traders.

But the captain went on. He paused at Seabreak, and Seabreak met his gaze, defiant. He barely hid his
exhale of relief when the raider continued down the line. The captain also stopped in front of Jacques
Ardoise, who stared back, unable to disguise hisfear. Lithe and blond, with blue eyes, Jacques was a
musician. Although women found him attractive, Seabreak couldn’t fathom it. The young fellow looked
fragile. At least that benefited him here; the raiders probably couldn’t auction him for much.

The captain apparently had the same thought. He turned away and went back to the other raiders. They
conferred quietly, and one of the men indicated Saria. The captain shook his head. Seabreak wasn't sure
what he said, but it sounded like, “I’ ve seen better.”

Seabreak had never been so glad to have someone find his girlfriend less desirable than he did. They
could think whatever they wanted as long as they left her alone.

Finally the captain turned to them all. “We will take the yacht. Y ou may have the lifeboats. Go where you
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want.

Seabreak’ srelief was so intense it threatened to make him dizzy. He caught Saria’ s gaze across the cabin
and she managed a shaky smile, her eyes luminous with tears.

Then the raider said, “ Except for one of you.”
Seabreak froze. No.Gods, no.

The captain motioned at Jacques. “Y ou come with us.”
“What?’ The color drained from Jacques s face. “No!”

Seabreak blinked. Jacques? Belatedly, he saw the flaw in his reasoning. Why would the Traders need
slaves for hard labor? Robots were cheaper and stronger. His own interest in beautiful women had made
him overlook the obvious; the raiders could get just as much for a beautiful man, especidly if he was an
empath.

The artistic gifts that made Jacques such a dramatic performer might well arise from empathic ability. The
traits would have to come from both parents, given the recessive nature of the genes. Jacques had listed
them in his employment application: his father was a stardocker on the Skolian world Jalliope, and his
mother had been a musician and Earth citizen in a place called France before she married his father and
became a Skolian. The few times Seabreak had met them, he had noticed their sensitivity to each other. It
wouldn’t surprise him if they and their son were empaths.

When the mercenaries closed on Jacques, Seabreak and the others attacked. It was stupid and desperate,
but he had no intention of standing by while Traders kidnapped one of his employees. A female
mercenary easily held the struggling musician while the raiders spiked the prisoners. Seabreak screamed
as the serum attacked his nerves. Dimly, as he convulsed on the deck, he saw the raiders drag Jacques out
of the lounge. Then someone shot him a second time and the excruciating pain became his entire universe.

Gradually he became aware again, the agony ebbing enough for him to think. Mercenaries were carrying
him into alifeboat. They loaded him into the pilot’s chair and strapped the others into seats behind him,
including Saria. Asthe other raiders set the autopilot, the captain swiveled Seabreak around to face him.
“Leave now, and we'll let you live. Fight us, and we will kill you. Understand?’

The spiker had induced a partial paralysis, but Seabreak managed to croak, “Yes.”

“Good.” The captain jabbed the controls and the engine roared. But before he went out the airlock, he
turned back to Seabreak. “Y ou can tell the boy’s family he was taken by the Line of Xir.” Enmity
glittered in his eyes. “Y ou remember. Corbal Xir.”
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Tarquine almost missed the bombshell.

Shefound it in areport on Jaibriol’ s health. Cracking open his secured medical files had taken a good deal
of work, but when she finally had them, they revealed nothing she didn’t already know. She could have
told the doctors her husband was a strong, healthy young man. But she copied them anyway.

Something bothered her about the file on his nanomeds, though she couldn’t say what was wrong.
Everything seemed in order. He had the best meds available. Their chemistry looked odd, but nothing too
unusual. All Hightons had customized meds designed to optimize their own personal health. Of course an
emperor would have many unique species, the best available. He had probably inherited some of them
from his mother while he was in the womb.

But the differences seemed familiar.

Tarquine frowned, trying to remember where she had seen similar meds. She was sure it had been within
the last year. She had the computer compare his file with the records of every Highton that she had
encountered or investigated in the past two years, but no match came up. So she checked every Aristo,
including Diamonds and Silicates. Still no match. She widened the search to Razers and high-level
taskmakers.

Still nothing.

She rubbed her chin. Could it have been alower status taskmaker? It seemed unlikely, given the elite
quality of the meds. Providers had top-of-the-line species, especially to delay aging, but theirs were also
designed to suppress aggression, heighten their desire to please, make their minds more susceptible to
Aristos, and act as aphrodisiacs. Of course Jaibriol’ s had none of those modifications.

WEell, so. She might as well look. She had the computer check every taskmaker and provider she owned
whose file she had looked at in the past two years.

Still nothing.

Tarquine shrugged. She must have been mistaken. She spoke to her El. “I guessthat’sit.”
“You haven't looked at onefile.”

“Why didn’t you bring it up?’

“Y ou asked about slaves you owned or sold.”
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“That covers every—" Tarquine stopped. Ah, yes. One of her providersfit neither category. He had had
the unmitigated audacity to escape. “Y ou mean Kelric Vadoria?’

“That is correct. Shall I make the comparison?’
“No, don’'t bother.” Tarquine started to stand up. Then she paused. “Oh, why not. Go ahead.”
After amoment, the El said, “ Comparison complete.”

She looked over the results. The general meds Jaibriol and Kelric carried had nothing in common. Of
COUrse.

Except—
“Gods almighty,” Tarquine whispered.

Of the nanomeds that Kelric and Jaibriol had inherited from their mothers, most were an exact match.

Part Three
Penumbra
26

Hall of Ancestors

They will excoriate us,” Jai said.

With Robert at his side, Jai paced through an ancient wing of the palace, one that had survived both the
war and the assassination attempt on his wedding day, mainly because it housed nothing useful enough to
destroy, unless one counted the dour holoportraits of Jai’ s ancestors. His dead relatives stared down at
him with icy faces. The hall seemed to brood, from the bronze and black tiles on the floor to the black
marble pillars. It fit his mood.

“Excoriate,” Jai repeated. “| can’t cover up what Tarquine did to Sapphire Sector.”

“1 don’'t see that you have much choice,” Robert said. “Y ou must never admit it.”
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Jal wanted to kick himself. He had married Tarquine fully aware of her financial shenanigans. The
platinum business was the worst offense, but she had plenty of other transgressions. He had wanted her
anyway, and now he had to deal with the consequences.

He stopped under a portrait of his great-grandfather and scowled at the long-dead founder of the Eubian
Concord.What possessed you to create Eube? He would never know the full story, anymore than he would
ever fully know why his Skolian grandfather, Eldrinson, had helped Jai’ s parents go into exile. Eldrinson
had taken that secret to his grave. Even having never met his grandfather in person, Jai mourned his death.

Robert was waiting. “Y our Highness?’

Jal turned to him. “Xirad Kaligaisn't helping either. | can’t get straight answers from him about
anything.”

“l can requisition additional ESComm reports.”

“1 doubt it will help.” Jai grimaced. “And | have to respond to Azar Taratus. Do you remember the credits
he had to repay my wife for Kelric Vadoria? Well, now he wants his money back. He says Vadoriawas
worth even more, as a Ruby prince, than what Tarquine paid.”

“Taratus fully intended to cheat her,” Robert said. “ That the provider turned out to be worth more than
anyone knew doesn’'t change the fact that the admiral committed fraud.”

Jal rubbed his eyes. “Do you remember what | said the insurance bureaus had to do if an independent
assessment determined Kelric was worth more than the low value they set?’

Robert paused. “I believe, Y our Highness, you required them to pay the empress double the difference.”

“Yes, well, Tarquine made them do it. It came to almost thirty million.” Jai started walking again. “And
she still has the settlement from Taratus. | can’t let her keep both, Robert. Everyoneisfurious. | have to
do something.”

His aide blanched. “ She may not appreciate your telling her to return one.”

“She'llpulverize me.” It would make no difference that she would still be better off even if she gave back
one of the settlements. She would never willingly part with her wealth. He stared up at his allegedly
estimable ancestors on the walls and wondered what they would do. Whatever it was, it would probably
appall him.

Nor was Tarquine his only problem. “High Judge Muze says we must et Raziquon out of prison.”
“You can refuse,” Robert said.
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“He belongsin prison.”
“Of course.”

“Ah, hell.” Jai hit hisfist on histhigh. “I’ ve made too many enemies. If | refuse the High Judge, someone
will try to assassinate me again.”

His aide looked alarmed. “Being aliveis definitely more desirable.”
“Sometimes | wonder,” Jai muttered.

Robert pulled him to a halt, forgetting no one could touch the emperor without his permission. “Y ou
mustn’t say that! All Eube would mourn if anything happened to you.”

“Sure they would. They haveto. | own most of them.”

“It ismore than that. Much more.” Robert spoke earnestly. “Y ou are a just man. Good. Decent.” He
paused, and Jai could almost feel him searching for the right words. “These unique traits make you a
Highton among Hightons.”

That was tactful. Robert could have just come out and said the Hightons were greedy, self-centered
sadists. They would make anyone look good and decent. Maybe that was why Aristos talked in such
convoluted forms. It made the truth less stark.

“Eube needs you,” Robert added.

“Thank you.” Jai doubted his advisers shared that opinion, but he appreciated his aide’ s loyalty. He
regarded Robert curioudly. “| was wondering.”

“Yes, Sir?’

“Your name. It sounds Allied.”

“It ismy father’ s name. He came from Earth.”
“Pirates attacked his ship?’

“Yes.” His expression closed. “My mother bought him. She is ataskmaker, but her father was a Highton
lord. She runs afactory that makes robots.” A muscle twitched under his eye. “My father was her
provider.”
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Jai spoke quietly. “I’m sorry.”

He expected Robert to give the canonical platitude about his mother honoring his father. Instead, the
aide' sface worked asif he were fighting to hide his anger. His memories of his father came through
despite Jai’ s barriers, images of aman who had grieved for hislost freedom but loved his son. “ At least
my father isno longer her favorite. He has aquiet life now.”

“Would you like him to come here? To the palace?’
Joyful surprise leapt in Robert’s mood, but he guarded his response. “1f it would please Y our Highness.”
“1 had the impression you missed him.”

Robert stared at him. Then, remembering himself, he said, “| appreciate your generosity. I’ ve hardly seen
my father in years. And | think he would like to come. But | don’t know if my mother would let him go.”

Jai thought of Silver, Kaliga's provider, the girl who had introduced him to love. He knew now he would
never see her again. But Robert had said his father was no longer his mother’ s favorite. “I can make an
offer. What do you think would work?’

Hope came from Robert’s mind. “My mother likes jewels. Real ones, not synthetic gems.”

“1 have plenty of those.” Jai grimaced. “Morethan I'll ever need.”

Robert hesitated. “1 don’t know what my father could do for you. He has no training for your staff.”
“What did he do on Earth?’

“Art. He still paints. Mother gave him a studio.”

Jai beamed at him. “WEéll, there you have it. He can have a studio in the palace. Y ou make arrangements.”

Robert’ s cautious expression gave way to asmile. “Yes, certainly, | will take care of it. Thank you, Y our
Highness.” His gratitude overflowed his thoughts. “Y ou are most kind. Thank you.”

Jal wanted to say,How can you thank me when you wear that collar around your neck? “l wish | could—"

The scream of a siren drowned out hiswords. Jai clapped his hands over his ears, but that only made the
agonizing noise echo inside his head.

“Aaai!” He stumbled forward, aware of his Razers bursting out of shadows around the marble columns.
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Robert was speaking urgently, but Jai couldn’t hear. Others grasped Jai, trying to pull his hands off his
ears.

“Get away!” Jai shouted. He lurched away from them and pushed the heels of his hands against his ears,
but the unbearable sound kept going on and on, inside of him.

Backing up, Jai thudded into apillar. He slid down to the ground, and bent over, folding his hands over
his head. Someone was kneeling next to him and someone else was yelling orders. His head felt asif it
would burst. The painful sound came at severa frequencies, some so low he felt rather than heard them.
Dark spots danced before his eyes and nausea surged in him.

“Help me.” Jai looked up into Robert’ s terrified eyes. One Razer had a medtape on Jai’ s arm and another
was scanning him with some device, he didn’t know what. Had they betrayed him? It had to be someone
who could get close enough to trigger whatever was shattering his head now.

Jai groaned and doubled over. Clenching hisfists, he hit them against his head.

A rumble penetrated the unbearable noise, boots thudding on stone. Then more people were kneeling
around him, doctors, officers, soldiers. Jai rocked back and forth, ready to add his own scream to the one
killing him.

“Gods, make it stop,” he cried. Y et no one else showed any sign of discomfort, or even that they heard the
noise. “It must be the medic alarm in my body. It’'s gone crazy.”

Someone said, “Can you verify that?” and someone else said, “Y es, we' ve confirmed it.”

A medic shot Jai with an air-syringe. He suddenly felt asif ablanket fell over him, taking his sight, his
speech, and then—mercifully—his hearing.

Gradually Jai became aware of the hall. His retinue had moved him to a black marble bench behind the
columns. He closed his eyes and sat slumped, never so glad for silence. He wiped his palm against his
cheek, smearing tears.

“Your Highness?’ awoman asked.

He opened his eyes. A doctor was sitting with him on the bench. She wore the uniform of alieutenant
colonel in the ESComm medical corps, and the name patch on her shoulder read Lyra Qoxdaughter. She
was one of hisrelatives, perhaps even a daughter of his grandfather. Jai’ s Razers towered around the
bench. He regarded everyone in stony silence, wondering just what, if any, connection they each had to
what had just happened.
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“How do you feel?’ the doctor asked.

“Fine.” He couldn’t bear the minds of his bodyguards. Raising his head, he saw Robert standing nearby.
He motioned tiredly, hoping his aide understood.

Somehow Robert managed, with efficiency and discretion, to nudge, coax, urge, and otherwise persuade
the Razers to move back. Although they didn’'t withdraw far enough to eliminate the pressure on Jai’ s
mind, the improvement made him breathe out in relief.

The doctor continued to watch him. “Why do your bodyguards bother you?’
“I like privacy.” The shorter his answers, the better.
“They can do their job better if they don’t have to stay so far away.”

“They’'re still with me.” Jai knew if he didn’t give her a plausible explanation, she would keep probing.
“I’m not used to people. | lived aone for most of my life.” He rubbed his head. “ Do you know what
happened to the alarm in my body?’ His voice turned cold. “1 want the names of everyone who has
worked on it.”

Her face paled. “I programmed it, Y our Highness. Please be assured | would never do anything to harm
your person. | never set it up to hurt you.”

Jai could tell, from her mind, that she told the truth. “ Then what happened?’

“Someone altered it to affect your nervous system and brain asif you were actually experiencing the
sounds you heard. It was triggered from a distance. Had it continued long enough, it would have killed
you.”

Another assassination attempt. He wasn’'t going to let them win, damn it. “Who could have done it?’

She pushed back tendrils of yellow and gray hair that had escaped the roll on her head. “| can’t say for
certain.”

“Then guess.”

“1"ve seen this technique before. Diamond Aristos in Sapphire Sector useit to control their taskmakers.”
The doctor hesitated. | suppose that doesn’t make much sense.”

“Unfortunately it does.” Tarquine was siphoning millions out of Sapphire Sector. Jai rose to his feet, then
grabbed the doctor’ s shoulder as dizziness swept over him. After his head steadied, he took along breath

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Catherine%20Asaro0%20-%20Moon's%20Shadow.html (202 of 322) [12/30/2004 8:17:08 PM]



TheM oon'sShadow

and let go of her shoulder. Qoxdaughter stared at him in undisguised shock. Even through his fortified
barriers, he caught her thought; she wouldn’'t have expected him even to touch a taskmaker, let alone lean
on her for support.

Jal inclined his head to her. Then, motioning to Robert, he set off down the hall. Robert hurried after with
him. “Y our Highness, you mustn’t push yourself so hard after such an attack.”

Jal scowled. “l have business to take care of .”

Robert continued to protest, but Jai refused to slow down. His bodyguards and Dr. Qoxdaughter caught up
and kept pace with them, but no one attempted to stop him, which was a good thing, because in the mood
he was in right now, Jai thought he might have punched anyone who tried.

Jal would have slammed open the door to Tarquine s officeif it had been dammable, rather than a
molecular airlock that remained solid until he approached, at which time it shimmered and vanished.
Actually, it underwent a change in molecular configuration that made it transparent and permeable to
humans. It was impressively effective in ensuring no unwanted gases seeped into the office, but a dud
when it came to door-banging.

Inside, Tarquine was standing behind her desk, studying aholomap. As Jai strode in, she looked at him
over the map. “Did we have an appointment?’

“What?’ Jai demanded. “1 need an appointment to see my wife? | don’t think so.” He stalked to her desk
and smacked a panel on its surface, making the map vanish. “ Someone just tried to assassinate me. It
might be the Diamond Aristos in Sapphire Sector. Surely you remember them.”

Tarquine looked around the office, at the many Razers, the medic, and avery agitated Robert. “Is that
why you’'ve acquired all these alarmed looking people?’

“I"m not the only one who has acquired them.” Jai swung around to the Razer captain. “ See that my wife
Is protected.”

The Razer nodded. “We are on alert status four right now, Y our Highness. The palace is secured. No one
can enter or leave, and we' ve stepped up protection for both you and Empress Tarquine.”

“Doit for Lord Xir, too,” Jai said. Corbal was staying at the palace, supposedly to get to know Jai better,
though Jai knew perfectly well his cousin was keeping an eye on Tarquine.

As the captain spoke into his gauntlet comm, Jai turned back to Tarquine. “For some reason the Aristosin
Sapphire Sector aren’t happy. | can’t imagine why.”
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Her gaze turned icy. “I’m not that easy to kill.”

“Neither am |. That hasn’'t stopped people from trying.” He wanted to shake her. “Gods, Tarquine, we
can’'t keep turning the palace into an armed camp.”

She regarded him with a scrutiny that would have bored a hole through him if it had been alaser. “We?’
“Yes, we.”
“I"ve no ideawhat you mean.”

Jal threw his hands up into the air. “Of course not! What was | thinking? Y ou’re just in here planning
balls and galas like a nice empress.”

Unexpectedly, she smiled. “No, | suppose not.”

“We have to do something about Sapphire Sector.”

“| agree.”

That was asurprise. “Any ideas?”’

Her voice hardened. “I rather liked your solution with Raziguon.”

Jal stared at her, alock of his hair falling over hisforehead. “Y ou want me to throw the entire Diamond
Cadlition in prison? On what the hell grounds?’

“They tried to kill you. | should think that is grounds enough.”

“And | convict them on what evidence?’

“A lack of evidence didn’t stop you with Raziquon.”

“lhad evidence there. Sunrise’ stestimony. | don’'t haveany now.”

Her calm demeanor didn’t show the slightest crack. “I’m sure you can find some.”
“You're out of your mind.”

“You have a better idea?”’
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“Y es. Give Sapphire Sector back its platinum.”
Her laugh held no hint of humor. “Y ou’ ve a sharp wit.”

He braced hisfists on her desk, resting his weight on them as he leaned toward her. “How many more of
your deals are going to blow up in our faces?’

“Y ou would let these cowardly attackers send you running?’ She crossed her arms. “Y ou shame your
ancestors.”

“Bullshit.” Jai met her gaze. “If it wasn't for my esteemed ancestors and their wonko ideas about how to
run things, we wouldn’t have to live this way, aways afraid of assassins, crooks, and torturers.”

“Bullshit? Wonko?’ She put one hand on her hip. “What do these words mean?”’

“It’ sretro-slang from—oh, never mind.” Reminding her that only afew months ago he had been in high
school was hardly going to increase his influence now. He pushed away from the desk and paced across
the office. The Razers were checking the room, and Robert stood by the door, waiting. Dr. Qoxdaughter
kept a discreet distance, but Jai could tell she was monitoring both him and Tarquine.

Jai stopped in front of the Razer captain. “Any news on my cousin, Lord Xir?’

The captain somehow straightened even more, though that seemed impossible given his already rigid
posture. “Y our Most Glorious Highness—" Then he cleared his throat.

Ah, hell.“What' s wrong?”’

“Lord Xir left the palace just before you were attacked.”

“Well, well,” Targuine murmured.

Ignoring her, Jai pushed the lock of hair off hisforehead. “Where is he?’

“We're searching for him.” The captain’s mind leaked fatalism; he fully expected Jai to punish him for
delivering such unpleasant news. “Lord Xir received a transmission through the Kyle web before he left.”

Jai stiffened. Although the web was slowly coming back up, it was still rare for Eubians to receive
messages through it. They had access to the webs only on the sufferance of the Skolians. No Aristo would
put up with the humiliation of requesting Skolian help unless the message was important and worth that
humbling price. “Do you have arecord of it?’
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The captain shook his head. “ The message was too well secured. However, Security did trace the
transmission. It originated in Sapphire Sector.”

“How inconvenient for Corbal,” Tarquine said.

Jai swung around and scowled at her. “ Stop it.”

“Your loyalty is charming, Husband. Fatal, too.”

He went over to her desk. “Corbal wouldn’t be this obvious.”

To hissurprise, she nodded in the Highton style that indicated she agreed with him. “He may be many
things, most of them aggravating, but ‘obvious' isn’'t one of them.”

Jai blinked at her. Then he glanced at the captain. “Find Lord Xir.”
“Right away, Y our Highness.”

“1 doubt he's still on the planet,” Tarquine said.

“Do you now?’ Jai considered her. “How interesting.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Interesting?’

“That the Diamonds attacked me instead of you.”

“Perhaps my security is better than yours.”

“We have the same security.” He had no doubt she commanded resources neither he nor his staff knew
about, but that didn’t matter. He had picked up what he needed from her mind: she hadn’t tried to murder
him. If he hadn’t been a psion, he knew nothing could have appeased his doulbts.

The Razer captain spoke. “Would you like us to take the empress into custody, Y our Highness?’
Tarquine gave the captain aforbidding stare. “Y ou overstep yourself.”

Jai didn’t want her in custody; he needed her savvy if he intended to continue breathing. Of course his
enemies wanted him to mistrust her. The Diamond Coalition had probably set her up, if they actually were
the assassins and hadn’t been framed by someone else. Given all the schemes Aristos inflicted on one
another, gods only knew who had done what.
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To the captain he said only, “No, don’t take her into custody.” He gave Tarquine a measuring gaze. “Y ou
may be many things, my love, but ‘obvious' isn’'t one of them.”

A smile curved her lips. “Y ou have wisdom.”
“Your Highness.” The captain sounded urgent.
Jai turned around. “Y es?’

“Security haslocated Lord Xir.”

The musclesin Jai’ s back spasmed. They had become so tight, he wondered if they would ever relax
again. “Go on.”

The captain kept his face neutral, asif he were dealing with explosives. “He went to the starport.”
“S0.” Tarquine said more with that one word than an entire speech on betrayal.

Jai refused to believe Corbal was trying to escape. “Why did he go there?’

“We are checking,” the captain said.

“Yes, you do that,” Tarquine murmured, watching the Razer asif she were a hawk and he arodent. “Take
him into custody, Captain, just like you wanted to do with me.”

Jai gritted his teeth. He wanted to tell her to stop, but he couldn’t risk making her fedl asif she had lost
facein front of his staff. In the suffocating atmosphere, the minds of the Razers pressed on him. Resting
his palms on Tarquine’ s desk, he leaned his weight forward and dropped his head. “Go,” he said through
clenched teeth. “All of you. Find Corbal and detain him.”

Robert cleared everyone away. Only half the guards left the room, but the rest doubled their distance from
Jai. No one was imprudent enough to ask Tarquine to move. Jai could see her hand resting on the desk
near his. He didn’t raise his head, though he knew she was seeing him fight an internal battle she could
never understand. He told himself he didn’t care what she thought. His head throbbed and nausea rolled
over him.

She spoke quietly. “Jaibriol 7’

Lifting his head, he looked into her eyes. He expected to see scorn but found concern instead. It
disconcerted him. He sensed how much she wanted to ask,What isit? But she held back, giving him the
same face-saving respect he had given her. Gods willing, none of them would ever guess he couldn’t bear

the Highton minds of his Razers. Tarquine was the only one he let stay with him, and she had more
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Highton lineage than any of his guards.

As Jai straightened up, the medic stepped toward him. He shook his head, stopping her advance. Nothing
she could do would help. He felt trapped, with no escape.

None.

27

Accusations

Corbal waited in the arrivals lounge. In the distance, the spires of shipsin dock gleamed against the sky.
A magrail car was crossing the port. Most such cars followed a set route, picking up arrivals and
delivering passengers, but Corbal had arranged for this one privately, to honor his guests.

Asthe car pulled up to the platform outside, Corbal went to the window with his bodyguards. Normally
he would have sent an aide to the port to meet his business associates, but given the difficultiesin this
deal, he had come in person. The message from the Diamond Coalition had subtly indicated they would
appreciate the implied honor.

A woman stepped out of the magcar, ataskmaker rather than the expected Diamond Aristo. Puzzled,
Corbal went to the entrance. The wall there shimmered and vanished.

The taskmaker approached him and bowed deeply. “My honor at your presence, Lord Xir.”
“My Line gives you welcome.” Corbal considered her. “Y ou represent the Diamond Coalition?’

“Yes, sir. My lords and ladies of the Coalition invite you to their yacht as an honored guest. They wish to
express their appreciation for your diplomacy and expertise in restoring their confidence.” She indicated
the car. “Please alow meto offer you transportation to their ship.”

Corbal hesitated. The invitation was well made, and he would enjoy a night hosted by Diamond Aristosin
the fashionable hospitality of their yacht. It also boded well for the reestablishment of relations with the
Coadlition. But he didn’t like it. He couldn’t say why, but he didn’t trust the invitation.

“Your hosts are gracious,” he said. “Please extend my appreciation to them. It iswith regret that | must
decline; | have duties to the emperor | cannot miss.” He actually had nothing scheduled, but he needed
only stop by Jai’ s office to make his excuse real.

The woman flushed. Obviously she hadn’t expected arefusal. “Yes, of course, sir.”

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Catherine%20Asaro0%20-%20Moon's%20Shadow.html (208 of 322) [12/30/2004 8:17:09 PM]



TheM oon'sShadow

After afew more exchanges, the aide boarded the magcar and departed. Deep in thought, Corbal crossed
the lounge, flanked by his Razers. He couldn’t isolate why the invitation troubled him. It was something
about the aide’ s attitude, perhaps unintentional clues she gave with her tense posture. But clues to what?

Kelric felt the mind of the Ruby Pharaoh. Standing at a window of his home, contemplating the hills
outside, he knew when she entered the gallery. He turned to see her walk out of the shadows. Wind gusted
through the open windows, carrying the fresh smell of the hills and stirring her hair, which hung dark
against her pale jumpsuit. She seemed ethereal, intangible. Decades before she ascended to the throne, she
had been arenowned mathematician. Then she had focused her luminous intellect on the Kyle web. She
might share authority with the Assembly now, but it was she who ruled the webs.

Shejoined him at the window. “My greetings, Kelric.” Her voice had alyrically resonant quality.
“My greetings, Dehya.”

They stood together, gazing at the hills that rolled from the mansion down into the valley. Kelric felt at
ease with the silence. When she was ready, she would speak.

“The Traders have moved against us,” shefinally said.
He glanced at her. “How?’

“Their pirates boarded a Skolian yacht.” She turned to him. “They stole the ship, terrorized the
passengers, and kidnapped a Skolian man named Jacques Ardoise.”

Kelric swore under his breath. With the peace talks set to begin in afew tendays, they and the Traders had
kept an unspoken truce, neither side upsetting the precarious cease-fire that allowed the talks to proceed.
This could collapse that fragile accord.

“IsArdoise apsion?’ Kelric asked.

Anger sparked in Dehya smind. “Yes.”

Damn.They would sell him as a provider, making this even worse. “Did the other passengers survive?’
“Yes, but they all suffered spiker injuries.”

He clenched hisfist at hisside. “We can’t allow thisto pass.”
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She pushed back tendrils of hair that had blown across her face. “ The passengers said the pirates claimed
to work for the Line of Xir. Corbal Xir.”

“The same Corbal Xir who would have become emperor if Jaibriol the Third hadn’t shown up?’
“Yes.” She sounded tired. “That Xir.”

Kelric leaned his arm against the top of the window and rested his forehead on his forearm, gazing at the
pastoral valley outside, though its beauty no longer camed him. They couldn’t talk peace with the
Traders while Trader pirates terrorized Skolian citizens.

Security fliers apprehended Corbal when his hovercar was five kilometers from the port. Corbal sat, stiff
and uneasy, while the captain of his bodyguards spoke with a Razer in one of the oncoming fliers. Corbal
had never been so glad to have proof, in the log of his hovercar, that he was returning to the palace.

The fliers escorted them back. At the palace, aircraft and soldiers were on patrol everywhere. Laser
systems blinked on the roof, and Corbal had no doubt many other defenses were activated. Vitar
Bartholson, the head of palace Security, met them at the landing field. He treated Corbal with
respect—and made him a prisoner. Corbal was heartily tired of being taken into custody.

Security officers surrounded them as they walked through the palace. At least they headed for the suite
where he and Sunrise were staying; if he had to be a prisoner, he preferred the familiarity of hisown
rooms and provider. He covertly studied Bartholson. According to the files compiled by Xir security, this
Qox security chief was the half-Aristo son of Barthol Iquar, brother of the current empress and father of
the previous empress.

Although Corbal didn’'t want to speak first, his need to know what had happened outweighed his
reticence. He could just ask Bartholson why the palace was under alockdown, but the commander had
enough status to merit aless direct approach, particularly given his control over the present situation.

“1 would regret,” Corbal said, “to see any misfortune befall His Imperial Highness.”

“It would be unfortunate,” Bartholson said, meticulously neutral.

“Is His Highness well?’

Bartholson glanced at him. “Y es, sir. The assassination attempt failed.”

Hell and damnation. Corbal knew then that his decision to decline avisit to the Diamond yacht may have
saved hislife. If he had been discovered leaving the planet during an assassination attempt, the
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implication could have been deadly—for him.

With careful prodding, he convinced Bartholson to give him the details. They puzzled Corbal. Although it
looked like the Diamonds had set him up, he didn’t believe it. The explanation was too convenient. How
he was going to convince anyone else of that, and hisinnocence, remained to be seen.

Jal strode into Corbal’ s suite, again wishing he could slam a door. Across the living room, Corbal was
studying awall-size holomap of the local starport.

“What theflaming hell were you thinking?’ Jai demanded. “Why don’t you just shoot me, Corbal, and get
it over with?’

His cousin turned, his body silhouetted against the holomap. “1 would never bring harm to your person.”
He even sounded sincere.

“1I"m not talking about the fucking assassination attempt.”

Corbal’ s mouth tightened. “One might suggest, Y our Highness, that observing proper court protocol will
yield more productive results than profanity.”

“So wash my mouth out with soap.”
“What would possess me to do such abizarre thing?’

Jal stalked over to him. “Did you really need a Skolian yacht? Y our billions of slaves and trillions of
credits aren’t enough? Never mind that this may have trashed our talks with the Skolians. What does
interstellar peace matter compared to your attaining alittle more wealth?”’

“Are you done?’
Jal struggled with his anger. “WhyWhy did you do it?
“Do what?’

“Oh, excuse me, | forgot that proper Highton discourse includes denying culpability for everything and
anything.”

A muscle twitched under Corbal’s eye. “1 went to the starport to meet representatives of the Diamond
Cadlition. | didn’t trust their invitation, so | came back here.”
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“I"m not talking about that.”

Corbal blinked. “Then what?’

“Your pirates.”

His cousin’s gaze unfocused dlightly, the way it always did when helied. “| know of no pirates.”
“Right. Y ou forget those frigates that work for you?’

Corbal crossed his muscular arms. “When making accusations, it behooves the accuser to have proof.”

“That’s all you have to say?’ Jai wanted to burst. “Damn it all, Corbal, couldn’t you at least have called
them off until after the peace talks?’

His cousin lowered his arms, hisforehead furrowing. “It is difficult to call off what isn’t on.”

“A thousand denials won’'t undo the truth.”

“A ‘truth’ may befalse.”

Jal paused. As he had come to know Corbal better, he had grown attuned to his cousin’s mind and tended
to ease his defenses in Corbal’ s presence, at least as much as he could bear with his Razers around.
Confusion came from the older man now, not deception. Jai picked up other details, too; if he had ever
doubted Corbal financed afleet of pirates, he no longer did. But Corbal hadn’t sent them out recently; if
anything, he had shown unusual restraint.

“Ah, hell,” Jai said.

“1 would hear this accusation against me.”

“The Skolian Assembly sent a protest to our Foreign Affairs Ministry.” Jai spoke tiredly. “ Pirates boarded
a Skolian yacht, spiked the passengers, stole the yacht, and kidnapped a Skolian citizen.”

Corbal stared at him. “I had nothing to do with it.”

Jai had no doubt Corbal could look him straight in the eye and deny any link to the pirates. Had Jai not
been a psion, he would never have believed him. The trail led straight to his cousin, and palace security
had found no evidence of anyone elseinvolved. If Jai had accused Corbal in public, he could never have
retracted it, even if he later found proof that someone set up the Xir lord. Taking back the accusation
would have meant admitting the emperor himself had leveled a false accusation of major proportions, a
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crisis that would undermine his reign.

But Jai was a psion. He knew Corbal was telling the truth. He felt asif he had just dodged another attack,
this one on his character rather than hislife. He spoke in a subdued voice. “| have heard that those without
wisdom sometimes foolishly accept accusations when the truth is anything but obvious.”

Until Corbal’s shoulders relaxed, Jai hadn’t realized how much the older man had tensed. “Y our Highness
shows insight.” It was probably the closest Corbal could come to saying,apology accepted.

Jal walked to the couch and sank down onto it. His Razers remained at their posts, discreet as always, but
he felt their disapproval. They thought him foolish, to back down so easily.

Corbal spoke with care. “The Line of Xir supports the peace talks.”
Jal rubbed his eyes. “The evidence says otherwise.”
“Such evidence can be convenient to those who wish to discredit someone.”

Jai rested his elbows on his knees, clasping his hands between them. “ That |eaves the question of who
created the evidence.” Bitterly he added, “ Perhaps those people sparkle, just like my would-be assassins.

“It would be stupid for the Diamond Coalition to set me up or attempt an assassination.”
“Then who?’
“l don’t know.”

It didn’t surprise him that Corbal said no more. Jai was acutely aware of the Razers listening. Neither he
nor Corbal dared make accusations. He had an odd sense, as if Corbal weretrying to create pressure
against his mind. Jai took a deep breath. Then he did what he had dreaded since coming to Eube; he
completely lowered his barriers.

Jal silently gasped at the onslaught from the Razers. He felt asif an avalanche was burying himin
suffocating darkness. Struggling against the sensation, he focused on Corbal. His cousin’ s thought came
through like afaint voice in aroar of noise:Check ESComm.

Jai could take no more. Pressing the heels of his hands against his temples, he rebuilt his barriers. He
hated that the Razers were transcending at alow level because of his discomfort. They weren’t conscious
of it; they just knew they felt better when they were around their emperor. Jai didn’t missthe irony, that
the distress they caused him also increased their loyalty to him.

He lowered his hands. “1 should check on Tarquine.”
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Corbal’ s voice cooled. “One might wonder why the Diamond Coalition spared your wife.”
Jai stiffened. “Do not presume too far on our kinship.”
“My apologies, Your Highness.”

He recognized Corbal’ s challenge from his cousin’s stiff posture rather than his apparently conciliatory
words. Corbal wanted to know how Jai could be so surein his belief that the empress hadn’t tried to kil
him.

Quietly Jai said, “The same way | am sure about you.”

The Xir lord stared at him, startled into silence, his response so strong it penetrated even Jai’ s rebuilt
barriers: Corbal understood exactly what he meant. Jai had an answer then to a question that had troubled
him since he first met his cousin.

Corbal knew he was a telepath.

28

Psions

The false leads went nowhere. The Intelligence Ministry conducted an investigation, thorough and
detailed, aided by palace Security. Jai and Robert also searched every database they could find. No
Diamond yacht had been in orbit the day Corbal went to the port. The Coalition denied sending him a
message, yet he had a verified record of their conversation. Despite the circumstantial evidence against
the Coalition, no proof surfaced to justify an accusation of assassination, just as none had ever been found
against the Line of Raziquon in the first attempt.

Innuendo swirled everywhere. Rumors about Jai’ s eccentricities proliferated. Speculation about Corbal
ranged from insulting but harmless suggestions of abnormal behavior with his providers to deadly
whispers of treason. Hightons shunned the Diamond Coalition. The economy of Sapphire Sector sagged
and antagonism deepened against the Line of Iquar, though the recession had little to do with the platinum
trade. Lies spread that Jai had pardoned Jafe Maccar because Maccar was smuggling platinum for the
Line of Xir, taking it to the Skolians, who paid inflated prices. Protests against Raziquon’ s imprisonment
grew louder.

Within the rank and file of ESComm, cracks appeared in the bedrock of support for the emperor.
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line

Jal turned over in bed, groggy, unsure what had awoken him. His mind formed one thought:assassin. He
knew he should wake up, but he was too tired.

A rustle came from across the bedroom. Deciding that living was better than getting enough sleep, he
opened his eyes. His new optical enhancements let him see infrared light; the hotter an object, the brighter
it glowed. A red blaze with human shape was approaching.

Ahyes, definitely a shapely human shape.
Jai smiled drowsily. “When did you get up?’
“A few hours ago.” Tarquine sounded tired.

AsJai sat up, rubbing his eyes, Tarquine climbed the dais. She sat on the bed and started to pull off her
boots.

Jal did over and put his arms around her waist, his front to her back. “Why did you get up?’
She leaned against him. “I am glad, my husband, that we have privacy from monitorsin here.”
Jal wondered what she was up to. “What happened to the monitors?’

She pulled off her other boot and dropped it on the floor. “I redirected them.”

“How?’ He wasn't sure he had ever managed that feat, though he had tried.

She turned in his arms, facing him. “With discretion. The same way | traced the Diamond Coalition
transmission that Corbal received from Sapphire Sector.”

Ja went very still. “We've al traced it.”

“Not well enough.” Her voice hardened. “I can’t proveit, but | know what | found. Xirad Kaliga framed
the Diamonds.”

“Admiral Kaliga? The Joint Commander of ESComm?’
“Yes.” Her voice sounded muted in the large suite. “Y ou can bet General Taratusisin it, too.”

“We have no evidence of their involvement.” Jai didn’t want to believe his Joint Commanders were
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plotting against him. “None.”

“They hide well.”

“You must be mistaken.”

“And why isthat?’

He swallowed. “Because | can’t take on ESComm.”
“Y ou need only take on Taratus and Kaliga.”
“They’re too strong.”

She shook her head. “No oneisinvincible.”

“Can you prove your accusations?’

“No.”

“Ineed evidence.”

Tarquine spoke in her shadowed voice. “Do you?’

“Why should | trust your word?’ He couldn’t read her expression in the dim light, and she had guarded
her thoughts well. “Maybe you have motives for accusing them.”

“You know my motives.” She had become deadly quiet. “Y ou know them without doubt.”
“Doubt always exists.” Easing his barriers, he tried to probe her thoughts more deeply.
“No,” she said. “Youknow. ”

Jai felt her surety: she believed with certainty that he could tell if shelied. It chilled him—because she
was right: as atelepath, he would know. But she couldn’t know he was a psion. Shecouldn’t.

“Tell me something,” she asked. “Have you tried, lately, to find an image of yourself on the webs?’

“What?’ Jai released her, disoriented by her change of subject. Even now, with his barriers relaxed, he
had trouble picking up more than a sense of her mood: tension, sexual desire, anticipation. It disquieted
him that she shielded her mind so well.
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She motioned at the console by the wall. “ See what you can find.”

Puzzled, Jai pulled on his black sleep trousers and went to the console. After accessing the planetary web,
he began a search.

An hour later he gave up. He had checked every database on Glory; he had tried every offworld network
he could reach; and he had even managed to access some of the Skolian and Allied webs. He knew public
images of him existed, but he had found absolutely none from before he became emperor, and despite his
more recent appearances on news broadcasts, very few of him existed even from the past few months.

He looked up at Tarquine, who was standing next to his chair. “What happened to them?’
“1 think Corbal deleted most. | disposed of some he missed.”
“But why?’

She pulled over achair and sat by him. Then she spoke into the comm on the console. “ Tomjolt, access
my private directories and bring up the file labeled ‘ Jaibriol One.’”

“Verification required,” the El answered.

Tarquine gave her passwords and submitted to retinal and voice scans. A moment later, a holo appeared
above aflat screen on the console, alaughing youth in a blue sweater and jeans, with blond highlights
streaking his dark hair. He was standing in a meadow, under a blue sky with ayellow sun.

Jai blinked. “That’s me.” The holo had been taken on Earth afew months ago, just after his seventeenth
birthday, hisreal birthday, not the false one he used now.

Tarquine studied the image. “Did you know, Jaibriol, that my provider, Kelric, had metallic hair?’
Jal felt asif the air suddenly left the room. “Heisn’t your provider. He is the Imperator of Skolia.”
“So heis.” She spoke to Tomjolt again. “Computer, give me the eighth Jaibriol file.”

Jai shifted in his chair. “What are you doing?’

“Watch.”

The image of him vanished, then reappeared, larger, with only his head and shoulders. A holo of Kelric
formed next to it, an older man with metallic hair graying at the temples.
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Jai tried not to grit his teeth. “What makes you think | want to see this?’

“Look.” Shetouched apanel and the image of Jai changed, the bright streaks in his hair spreading until all
of the locks turned yellow. No, not yellow.

Gold.

Sweat beaded Jai’ s forehead. He had never realized the streaks had such a metallic quality. “Tarquine, this
Issick, comparing me to your provider.”

She spoke pensively. “Do you know, for decades | had fantasized about owning Kelric Vadoria.” She
turned to Jai. “But then he died, all those years ago.”

The blood drained from hisface. “Y ou knew,” he whispered. “Y ou knew his identity the whole time.”
“Well, | can’t admit that, now can 17" Her gaze hardened. “But | can tell you other things.”

He didn't want to ask. He didn’t want to hear. But he had to know. “What things?’

“Nanomeds.”

Sweat beaded on his temples. She couldn’t be going where he thought. She couldn’t know. His mother
and Kelric Valdoria had been sister and brother. They would have received the same nanomeds from their
mother, in the womb. Jai had inherited those same meds from his mother. Some of the species had
undoubtedly been altered, but not all of them. And of all the people aive, only Tarquine was in a position
to compare his meds to those Kelric carried.

She spoke to the El. “ Tomjolt, age the holo of Jaibriol Qox twenty years and make his hair dark again.”

Jai clenched his hands on his knees, watching his holo age. He obviously resembled his father, Jaibriol I1,
the previous emperor, but he began to see more similarity to someone else as well.

His mother.

Jai couldn’t breathe. It took a conscious effort to make himself stay in his chair. Laying his hand over the
holoscreen, he made the image fade to nothing. “ Stop this. It's sick.”

“Isit?" She nudged away his hand, bringing back the holos of Jai and Kelric. “Tomjolt, compare the two
holos. Tell meif those two men might be related.”

“Tarquine, stop,” Jai whispered.
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“Comparison complete,” the El said. “I calculate a six to eleven percent probability that the subjects are

brothers, nine to twenty-seven percent that they are father and son, and five to forty-two percent that they
have a kinship relation one level removed from immediate family.”

Relief surged over Jai, so intense it felt visceral. Complete strangers could come up with those statistics.
He frowned at Tarquine. “Shall | compare you to the Ruby Pharaoh? Y ou both have black hair, after all.”
He waved his hand. “1 have better things to do than play this game.”

“Indulge mejust a bit longer.” She tapped a panel. “ Computer, compare the image of Jaibriol Qox and the
holo in file 87T5. Just consider close kinship.”

Jai tensed. “What isfile 87T5?
“Watch.”

“Comparison complete,” Tomjolt said. “I calculate a fifty-three to eighty-eight percent probability that the
subjects are brother and sister, and eighty-four to ninety-two percent that they are mother and son.”

Only through a great effort of will did Jai speak without revealing his agitation. “Whose imageisin file
87157

Tomjolt answered. “The late Skolian Imperator, Sauscony Valdoria.”

Adrenaline surged through Jai. “1 don’t know what you’ re trying to prove, Tarquine, but you' ve gone
beyond insult. You walk the edge of treason.”

No doubt showed in her expression. “If | could find the resemblance, so can others. Corbal suspects, I'm
certain. Y ou must change your face, subtle alterations, but enough to destroy the resemblance.”

“Thisisabsurd.” He could never acknowledge the truth. Never. Blackmail, government coups,
betrayal—gods only knew what she would try. “It means nothing that | have similar features to a Skolian.
We all come from the same stock, and our ancestors had a small gene pool.”

“You can’t take chances.”
“You go too far.”

“Jaibriol, listen to me.” Her quiet tone did nothing to disguise her urgency. “ Aristos bodyscul pt
themselves all the time. It would surprise no one if you fine-tuned your features to resemble your
ancestors more, better to establish yourself as emperor in atime of crisis.” She traced her fingertip over
his nose, cheek, and lips. “You are so very, very beautiful. | would hope for only minor changes. But it
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must be enough to ensure you no longer resemble a dynasty of providers.”
Jai caught her hand. He took a moment, letting his pulse calm. “1 will give it some thought.”

Tarquine turned to the console. “Tomjolt, destroy al the filesin the current directory. Clean your memory
of any fragments. Then erase all evidence of the deletions.”

“Tomjolt has protocols to prevent such erasures,” Jai said. “Even | can’t override them.”
“Erasures complete,” Tomjolt said.

“Gods amighty,” Jai muttered.

Tarquine glanced at him. “One should take care not to underestimate one’ s wife.”

He took a deep breath. “What is it you want?’

“For my husband to stay alive.”

“Why?’

Her eyes glinted. “ Because then | remain empress.”

It made sense. And yet...she was lying, or more accurately, she wasn't telling the full truth. More than a
desire for power motivated her, he just wasn't sure what.

Sheroseto her feet. “Come, let us return to bed.”

Jai stood up slowly. “Y ou compare me to a provider, then ask me to bed? Such insults hardly inspire
affection.”

“Affection?’ She took his hands. Her smile had an edge. “ Are you fond of me, sweet Jaibriol ?’
He pulled away his hands. “Don’t patronize me.”
“Y ou evade my question.”

Jai clenched her upper arms. “Y ou madden, exasperate, and irritate the hell out of me. And yes, you
arouse me.” That had to be the understatement of the century. “But that isall | feel, Tarquine. Nothing
more.”
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“l don’t think so,” she murmured. “ Such might be true for me, but not you. Admit it, Jaibriol.”

“Admit it yourself.” He jerked her closer. “I can tell you're lying about what you claim you don’t feel for
me.”

“You think so?” Her look turned speculative. “And can you judge so well when your Joint Commanders
arelying?’

Jal stiffened. If she meant what he thought, she was right; he could spy on their minds. It was more
evidence that she believed him atelepath. As he had done with Corbal, and even Tarquine herself, he
might discover in their thoughts what they knew about the assassination attempts. But it would work only
if he lowered his barriersin their presence. Jai didn’t think he could endure making himself that
vulnerable.

Regardless, he had no intention of admitting anything to Tarquine. “1 wish | had some way to uncover
their secrets. But of course | don't.”

“Of course.” She put her arms around his neck, holding her thumb and forefinger together against his
skin. “But you could invite them here to, oh let’ s say, repair deteriorating relations between the palace and
ESComm.”

Jai did hisarms around her waist. “Even if their visit led me to believe, for some reason, that they were
involved in the assassination attempts, my basis for those conclusions would be circumstantial .”

“In acourt of law, yes.”
Jai laid hisfinger over her lips. “1 want only to improve relations with ESComm.”
“Of course. Asdo |.” Shelied so smoothly.

Jai knew he had to consider her idea no matter how much he dreaded it. If she wasright, that his Joint
Commanders were trying to kill him, he had to know.

Jacques Ardoise huddled in the corner, ignoring the plush divans and luxurious bed of hisroom. The
ivory walls, the tapestries, and parquet floors—nothing in this mansion reassured him. He pulled hislegs
closer to his chest, wrapped his arms around them, and put his head on his knees.

Tears ran down his face. He had always questioned whether his ability to empathize so well was a gift or
acurse, but he had never realized he was a true empath. The Traders had tested him; he was even a
marginal telepath, able to discern the rare thought from a more generalized mood, if it came strongly
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enough. It delighted his captors. They expected to make alot of wealth from him. But they hadn’t yet held
the auction; they had wanted to transcend themselves first.

So they had.

Jacques sat shivering against the wall, wondering how soldiers learned to resist interrogation. He would
have told his tormentors anything to make them stop. But they weren’t interested in information, only
transcendence. The female mercenaries also “liked” him. They took him to bed regardless of how much
he fought, and they did what they pleased.

He had no idea where he was. The pirates had brought him to this mansion after they landed on some
planet. It wasn't Earth; the air was too thin and the low gravity disoriented him. The raiders had cuffed
and collared him, and given him expensive new clothes, shirts and trousers, but no shoes or socks. The
garments covered his body, but fit snugly, obvioudly designed to display his build.

A chime sounded. As Jacques lifted his head, the wall across the room faded into an open archway. A

man of average height and build stood there, a stranger with brown eyes and black hair,dull black. Jacques
choked with relief. No glittering Aristo hair, no red Aristo eyes. Nor did this visitor create the mental
pressure Jacques dreaded. Whenever the pirates with rust-red eyes had approached, their minds threatened
to crush him. They were like mental voids swallowing his mind. They used his empathic abilitiesto fill a
hollow where their capacity for compassion should have existed.

As the stranger approached, Jacques stiffened. Four of the mercenaries came behind him, two women and
two men, all in body armor, with carbines. Four unfamiliar Razers followed, their minds reaching toward
Jacques, bringing horror. He pressed against the wall, prepared to fight, knowing it was useless.

The man with brown eyes knelt in front of him. “ Jacques Ardoise?’

“What do you want?’ His voice rasped. He spoke in French, his native language. He also knew Allope,
his father’ s tongue, but he doubted anyone here had heard of it. He thought some of the mercenaries had
language modulesin their brains, and every now and then they spoke ragged French to him. He had
learned afew Highton words, but his captors didn’t really seem to care if he understood them.

The man spoke in heavily accented French. “1 am Robert. | take you to palace.”

“Robert?’ Jacques wasn't sure he had heard correctly. “Are you from Earth?’

“Not me. My father.” He hesitated. “Like you.”

Jacques went cold.Like you. Would he have children born into slavery? Images of his family flooded his
mind: hiswife, the two girls, the baby. It had angered him when Willex Seabreak decided at the last
minute that Jacques couldn’t bring them on the yacht. Jacques had wanted to cancel his job with
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Seabreak, but his family needed hisincome. As much as he wished now that he had broken the contract to
play the synthesizer and sing for Seabreak’ s friends during the cruise, he was more grateful than he could
ever say that hiswife and children had stayed on Earth.

Based on what he had |earned from the Traders about his mind, he suspected his wife was aso an empath,
which meant their children probably were as well. The Traders would have taken hisfamily. A tear ran
down his cheek, thistime from relief that the people he loved were safe from this nightmare.

Robert spoke quietly. “I am sorry.” He stood up. “Come, please.”

Please. It was the first time he had heard the word since his capture. But he didn’t rise. Instead, he laid his
head on his knees and closed his eyes. What did it matter? He had lost too much: hislife, home, family,
everything, ripped away. Damn Corbal Xir, whoever he was.

Someone touched his arm. Jacques lifted his head to see one of the mercenaries bending over him. She
smiled, her metal teeth glinting. Then she hauled him to his feet. “Come on, pretty boy.” She pulled him
closer, speaking in splintered French. “We miss you, eh?’

Jacques jerked back from her. “Go to hell.”
“Let him be,” Robert said.

She immediately dropped Jacques' s arm, which surprised him, given the lack of respect she showed most
people. She spoke to Robert in Highton. “Yes, sir.” Jacques understood those words; it was the first
phrase his captors had taught him.

So they left the room, Jacques following Robert, accompanied by the mercenaries and Razers.

And the world exploded.

29

Ardoise

The blast threw Jacques to the floor. The mercenary dropped over him, protecting him with her armored
body, holding herself up on her hands so she didn’t crush him. As the walls collapsed over them, she let
loose with ariver of unintelligible but vehement words that Jacques suspected were oaths.

After what felt like eons, the world grew quiet. The mercenary shifted, making debris clatter. Then she
stood up, her booted feet planted on either side of his hips. The hall was in shambles. Razers and
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mercenaries picked themselves off the floor, brushing away dust, but no one seemed hurt. From the
pattern of the collapse and the powdery debris, Jacques suspected the building had been designed simply
to crumble if it were bombed, to minimize damage and injury. That precaution told him more than he
wanted to know about the lifestyle of his captors.

L eaning down, the mercenary grabbed his bicep and pulled him to his feet. “Y ou okay?’

Jacques wondered what language file gave her “okay.” He moved stiffly, shaking powder off his clothes.
“I'mdl right.” His voice was even more hoarse than before, his raw throat irritated by the dust.

“Good.” The mercenary grinned. “Come here.” She wastaller and heavier than him, and the boots of her
armor added six inches. Jacquestried to pull away, but she locked her gauntleted hand around his arm. It
didn’t hurt, at least not compared to what they had already done to him, but bile rose in his throat anyway.
When she pulled him against her side, he thought she had gone nuts, pawing him after a bomb had blown
up the place. Then he realized she was keeping him close in case she had to protect him again.

While the mercenaries and Razers checked the area, the man called Robert spoke into his paimtop. The
collapse had trapped them in the hall, but Jacques could hear robots or people digging, presumably to
rescue them. As much as he hoped no more blasts went off, a part of him wondered if it wouldn’t be
better to die now than to suffer anymore.

Why someone would want to blow them up, he had no idea.

Robert stood in Jai’ s sitting room, his face drawn, his usually impeccable clothes rumpled. He continued
his report, his voice weary. “If any evidence existed in the mansion of who hired the mercenaries, the
blast destroyed the records. We found nothing.”

Jai motioned him to another wing chair at the octagonal table where he sat. As Robert sat down, Jai said,
“The frigates that attacked the Skolian yacht must have records.”

Robert pushed back histousled hair. “We haven't been able to track down the ships.”

“What happened to their crews?’ Supposedly, they had worked for Corbal, though the Xir lord claimed
otherwise. The irony was that Jai thought Corbal was telling the truth. Of course no one believed it;
Hightons always denied knowledge of the pirates that worked for them.

“They disappeared after the blast,” Robert said. “The mercenaries can’'t tell us who hired them. They test
out with lie detectors.”

Damn. After Azile Xir sintelligence people had put so much effort into tracking down the pirates, it was
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frustrating to have them escape. “Who set the blast?’
“Supposedly an enemy of Lord Xir.”
“Does that mansion really belong to Corbal ?’

“Apparently so.” Robert checked his palmtop. “One of his taskmaker descendants lives there for part of
the year. She claims it was supposed to be empty right now.”

A sense of defeat rolled over Jai. He had held out too much hope that they could confiscate records of the
attack on Seabreak’ s ship, snatching them from the mercenaries who had helped in the raid. If any other
records existed, he had no idea where to find them.

“What about the man they kidnapped?’ Jai asked. “What was his name? Ardoise?’
“Y es. Jacques Ardoise. He is shaken, but safe. We brought him to Glory.”

Jai thought of the Intelligence reports he had skimmed. “Is he a Skolian or Allied citizen?’ 1t could make
adifference in how they dealt with the situation.

Robert flicked several holicons floating above his palmtop, then read from the screen. “He lives on Earth,
but he is a Skolian citizen. Hiswife is an Allied citizen, a physicist at a place called CERN. She and their
children have dual citizenship.”

Jal nodded, appreciating how Robert judged so well what he needed to know and had the information
ready. “Good work.”

Robert had an odd look. “Thank you, Y our Highness.”

Puzzled by Robert’s expression, Jai eased his barriers. He picked up an image from his aide of Ur Qox
and Viquara lquar, Jai’ s grandparents. Robert had served both. Jai didn’t catch details, but he could fill
them in with what he already knew; had Robert brought such disappointing newsto Jai’ s predecessors,
they would have put him in isolation, deprived him of sleep, inflicted pain, or demoted him. Supposedly
the fear of such punishment drove aides to make sure they didn’t fail. Jai thought it was a stupid
philosophy. It just led to cover-ups worse than the original problem, as demoralized aides scrambled to
save their own backsides at the expense of anyone else they could blame.

Robert’ s pamtop chimed. He flicked the comm holicon. “Y es?’
A voice came out of the comm. “The provider is here, sir.”

Robert glanced at Jai. When Jai nodded, Robert said, “Bring himin.”
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An archway across the room shimmered open. Two Razers escorted in ayoung man with blond hair and
vivid blue eyes. He wore awhite shirt and blue pants made from gilter-velvet. A sapphire collar circled
his neck, and sapphire cuffs flashed on his wrists and below the hem of his pants. Jai had never been a
good judge of what women found attractive, but even he could tell Jacques Ardoise was unusually good-
looking. The musician also looked terrified.

The Razers bowed to Jai, and Ardoise went down on one knee, lowering his head. He may have lived on
Earth, where people no longer knelt to leaders, but he had learned Highton customs well, probably as a
survival mechanism.

“Pleaserise.” Although Jai was becoming more used to the kneeling, it still disconcerted him.

Ardoise stood slowly. He kept his expression guarded, but nothing could hide the hatred in his mind.
After being so long among Eubians with no empathic ability, Jai was startled by how strongly Ardoise’s
emotions hit him.

Jai indicated a chair across the table. One of the Razers pulled out the chair for Ardoise, and the musician
sat down. Although Ardoise tried to act calm, his agitation beat against Jai’s mind.

Jal waited, as Hightons usually did when meeting a stranger. He didn’t do it for long, though; the intent,
as far as he could tell, was to make the other person uncomfortable, which wasn’t his goal. After afew
moments, he spoke in the French he had studied on Earth. “Are you recovered well from the explosion?’

Ardoise jerked, then sat up straighter. He answered in French. “Yes, Y our Highness.”
“We regret you were caught in that problem.”
“Thank you.” The loathing in Ardoise’s mind belied his courteous words.

Jal was at aloss. He didn’t know what to do with Ardoise. The musician had no political connections Jai
could use to justify sending him home. Had he been an Allied citizen, it might have worked, but freeing a
Skolian was a touchier proposition. Jai would have done it anyway if he could have managed it without
further eroding his support among the Hightons. But he could take no risks that might scuttle the peace
talks. Unfortunately, if he didn’t release Ardoise, that could also wreck the talks. Eube had violated the
unspoken truce; now Jai had to appease the Skolians. No matter what choice he made, it would anger
someone.

He glanced at the captain of his Razers. “You and your men may leave. | will talk to our guest in private.”
It was, in fact, the truth, though Jai knew no one believed it. The Razers were disappointed; they wanted
to stay and transcend while Jai interrogated his new provider. It made Jai sick. Ardoise looked asif he
wanted to die—or else kill Eube’s emperor.
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Jal glanced at Robert. “Y ou may return to your office. Please tell my wife | would like her to attend me.”
“Yes, Your Highness.”

Robert wouldn’t look at him. At first Jai thought his aide had made the same assumption as the Razers.
When Jai concentrated, though, he realized Robert didn’t believe he would torture a provider, which by
Highton standards made Jai aberrant. Y et despite his many years among Aristos, Robert approved of Jai’s
behavior. His loyalty went beyond the expected fealty; he genuinely believed Jai had the makings of a
great |eader.

Even after everyone had gone, leaving Jai alone with Ardoise, Jai wasn't certain they were safe from
monitors. His people had scanned this room, but he wasn't ready to trust the results. So he settled in his
wing chair and motioned to Ardoise. “ Please. Be comfortable.” He hated knowing what Ardoise thought
about him.

The musician inched back in his chair, but stayed stiff with tension, his fist clenched on his knees.
“S0.” Jai didn’t know what to say. “You live in France?’
Ardoise answered in alow voice. “Yes.”

After another silence, Jai tried again. “Are you thirsty?’ He indicated the decanter and goblets on the
table. “Would you care for some wine?’

“Wine...? Y-yes.” Then, remembering himself, Ardoise said, “ Thank you, Y our Highness.”
“Itismy pleasure.” Jai poured two glasses of wine and gave him one.
Ardoise hesitated. “ Do you want me to drink first?” His face had paled.

Remembering Corbal’ s “lesson” with the bird, Jai said, “No. It has been tested.” He tried his drink. The
bioguardsin his body verified it was an excellent vintage—free of poison—and let him swallow the wine.

Ardoise sipped his drink, paused, then closed his eyes and downed the rest in one swallow. Opening his
eyes, he regarded Jai with a despair he had quit trying to hide. As much as Jai wanted to offer
reassurances, he could say nothing until he was certain of privacy. He set his goblet on the table, having
lost his taste for the wine.

A chime broke the silence, and the entrance to the room shimmered open. Tarquine stood within the
archway like a sleek, svelte weapon. Jai sat up as straight as Ardoise.

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Catherine%20Asaro0%20-%20Moon's%20Shadow.html (227 of 322) [12/30/2004 8:17:09 PM]



TheM oon'sShadow

“Greetings, Husband.” She walked into the room, long and sensuous, and the entrance solidified behind
her, leaving the Razers outside.

Jai rose to hisfeet, and Ardoise jumped up as well so he wouldn’t be sitting while the emperor stood.
Tarquine stopped at the table and looked over the musician, her gaze appraising.

Jal spokein Highton. “Thisis Jacques Ardoise.”

“Heis abeauty, Husband. But an unusual gift.”

Jai scowled. “Heisn't for you.”

“For you, then? | didn’t know you liked—"

“No!” Jai reddened. “I don’t.”

She gave Jai asultry smile. “Pity. It might be fun, the three of us.”
“Tarquine, cut it out.” Hisface flamed.

Ardoise was watching them with a horrified fascination. Jai could tell he understood none of their
Highton words.

Tarquine turned back to Ardoise and spoke in Skolian Flag. “Y ou would treat your empress with such
disrespect?’

Ardoise froze. At first Jai wondered at hislack of response. Easing his mental barriers, he found the
answer; Ardoise didn’t speak Flag. Living on Earth with his wife, he had needed French more. Now,
faced with Tarquine, what little Flag he knew had deserted him.

“My, my,” Tarquine murmured. “Are we a statue today?’
Jai glared at her. Then he spoke to Ardoise in French. “My wife bids you welcome.”

The Skolian obvioudly knew Tarquine wasn't giving him welcome, at least not the warm and fuzzy
variety. Averting his gaze, he knelt to her with his head bowed.

“Our manners are improving,” Tarquine said in Skolian, looking down at him.

“Not ‘ours,”” Jai muttered in Highton. “Only his.” In French, he said, “My wife thanks you for your
gracious gesture and bids you pleaseto rise.”
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As Ardoise stood, watching them both, Tarquine frowned at Jai. “ So you bought yourself a provider. |
didn’t think you even knew what to do with one.”

Jai wanted to retort, but not in front of Ardoise. He never won arguments with Tarquine anyway. Instead
he spoke quietly, in Highton. “It would be preferable if we had moretime.” It was a code they used to
mean “more privacy.” If anyone could outwit the monitors, it was Tarquine.

Her face remained inscrutable, but he could tell his behavior baffled her. She didn’t believe for one
moment he wanted to transcend. Corbal, Robert, and Tarquine had all noticed his behavior as unusual in
that regard, which meant others probably would aswell, if they hadn’t already. He had to learn to play his
role better if he wanted to survive.

She went to a console against one wall. “1t would be my pleasure to free up more time.”

As Tarquine worked, Jai sat back down and gestured for Ardoise to do the same. The Skolian sat on the
edge of his chair. Sweat sheened his forehead.

Jai spokein French. “Areyou al right?’
Ardoise answered in alow voice. “Y our Highness, please. No more.”

Jai wanted to crawl under the table. How could Hightons live with themselves, reducing people to this
state, thinking it was their exalted right?

Jai glanced at the console. “ Tarquine?’

She held up her hand, intent on whatever she was doing. After entering more commands, she flicked her
finger through a holicon. “That should do it.” Standing up, she turned to him. “We had plenty of time
aready, but I’ ve arranged for extra, to be certain.”

Ja exhaled. “Good.”

She came over and dropped into awing chair at the table. In Highton, she said, “One might wonder what
we plan to do with all thistime of ours.”

He smiled at her. “1 have to keep you guessing. Otherwise you would become bored.”
“Boredom is never aword |’ ve associated with your reign.” Dryly she added, “Things keep blowing up.”

Jai winced. “ That they do.” Switching into French, he turned to Ardoise. “The empress has secured the
room.”
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Ardoise remained silent, watching them.

Jal finally said what he had wanted to tell Ardoise since they met. “No one will harm you. Y ou have my
word.”

A musclein Ardoise' s cheek twitched.

“Whatever you told him, | don’t think he believes you,” Tarquine said in Highton. “Maybe he doesn’t
understand. What language is that?’

Jal glanced at her. “French. From Earth.”

“Y ou speak Earth languages?”’

“I learned it in high school.”

She raised an eyebrow. “ Thiswell?’

“1 pick up languages fast.” His parents had brought him up speaking Highton, lotic, Skolian Flag, and
Eubic. Shifting from one to another had been second nature to him since he began to talk. He also had an

empath’s natural advantage; knowing a person’s mood helped him understand their words. As a resullt,
languages had always come easily to him. He had studied many, including afew from Earth.

“Impressive,” she said. “Can you trandate for me?’
“Certainly.”

“Good.” She contemplated Ardoise. The musician watched her like a deer caught in the lamps of a
hovercar.

Jai switched into French. “Monsieur Ardoise, it is not our desire to keep you here against your will.”
Ardoise’ s forehead furrowed. He started to answer, then hesitated.

“Please speak,” Jai said.

Ardoise took an unsteady breath. “Y ou paid alot for me. Why would you let me go?’

Jal wanted to say,Because buying people is appalling. But he couldn’t go that far. “My people and yours
are trying to set up peace talks. Y our abduction stalled the process.” He nodded toward Tarquine. “I'm
going to translate our discussion so my wife can understand.” After Ardoise nodded, Jai repeated his
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words in Highton for Tarquine.
“Y ou want the talks to proceed?’ Ardoise asked Jai.

“Yes. | do.” Jai spoke carefully, first in French, then in Highton. “The situation is difficult. If | send you
home, | lose influence among the Hightons. | need their support for the talks to succeed. But if | don’t
send you back, your government may cut off negotiations. They consider the raid where you were taken a
hostile action, potentially a prelude to war.”

Ardoise’ s forehead furrowed. “Why would you want peace?’

For my parents,Jai thought. “The war debilitated our people. It istime to heal.”
“A noble goal.” Ardoise obviously didn’t believe him.

“We hopeto achieveit.”

“How, if you can’'t send me back?’

As Jai trandated for Tarquine, she tilted her head toward Ardoise with an expression Jai recognized. She
wanted to question the Skolian. When Jai nodded, she spoke to Ardoise, and Jai repeated her wordsin
French.

“We need evidence of who planned the raid where you were captured,” Tarquine said.
Ardoise answered without doubt. “Corbal Xir.”

Jai scowled. “That'salie.”

Ardoise chose silence over disagreeing with the emperor.

“Can you describe what happened in the raid?’ Tarquine asked. “Any detail, no matter how small, might
help.”

Ardoise stiffened, becoming so tense the tendonsin his neck stood out. “| answered everything the
mercenaries asked.Everything. It’sin their records.”

Jal gentled hisvoice. “We aren’t going to interrogate you. We need your help to bring the perpetrators of
this crimeto justice. We have no access to records made by the raiders.”

Ardoise pushed back his hair. His arm was shaking. “What do you want to know?’
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Jal nodded to Tarquine, whom he suspected could see implications he might miss. She questioned Ardoise
skillfully, with Jai trandating. At times Jai could barely listen to Ardoise's account of his captivity. More
than ever, Jai despised what Aristos stood for and hated that all humanity considered him one of them.

Tarquine surprised him.

Jai had thought Corbal was the only Aristo who felt remorse for the behavior of his caste, but now he felt
the anger that smoldered in Tarquine’s mind as she listened to Ardoise. It seemed hiswife had a
conscience after all. She might be as crooked as the path of a particle in Brownian motion, but
transcendence sickened her.

After they finished talking with Ardoise, Jai stood up. Tarquine and Ardoise immediately rose to their
feet, though Tarquine did it with that quirk of her eyebrows that so flustered him. He didn’t know how she
managed it, observing all the toadying behavior expected toward the emperor, yet making him seem
subservient to her.

When Jai called his Razers into the room, he felt Ardoise’ s apprehension. Jai spoke in Highton to the
Razer captain, taking the time to translate his words into French. “Please escort Monsieur Ardoise to the
Emerald Suite. Have my staff provide him with anything he needs for his comfort. Heis our honored
guest.” Until he figured out what to do with the Skolian, he would treat him as a dignitary. Having his
staff take care of Ardoise instead of the guards would also free the musician from the mental pressure
exerted by the Razers,

After the proper formalities, the Razers escorted Ardoise from the room. When Jai was alone with
Tarquine, he settled back into his chair. “What do you think?’

She lounged in her chair, her legs stretched out under the table. “ That raid doesn’t fit Corbal’ s style.”

Jai scowled. “I didn’t know abduction had a style.”

“Corbal’ s pirates test their prisoners for psi traits before they kidnap them. Not after.”

“You can't determine arating from one test.”

“But you can get anidea.” She shrugged. “ They have to be careful. Why steal something with no worth?’

“It’s called kidnapping, Tarquine. They aren’t fencing stolen goods, they’re sellingpeople. It's
reprehensible.”

She went very still, regarding him with a scrutiny that made the hairs on his neck lift. Too late, he realized
he had gone too far, condemning the very basis of their economy to one of the highest placed members of
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his government. He could qualify his statement, try putting it in a better light, but it wouldn’t fool her.
Tarquine spoke quietly. “Take care, Husband.”

Jal gripped the armrests of his chair. He remembered how she had looked at Ardoise in that instant when
she thought Jai was giving her the Skolian.Hungry. Targuine had stopped transcending, but the impulse
lived within her, locked and suppressed. He glimpsed its edges every night and skirted it every second in
his life with her, never certain how much she knew about him and what she would do with the knowledge,
unable to confront her and afraid to delve too deeply into her thoughts, yet just as afraid of what would
happen if he left it unspoken.

Jai shook his head. What could he say?l can’t keep on this way.He had no choice; he couldn’t give up and
go home.

Tarquine exhaled, her face drawn. “We have a problem.”

“Only one?’ He managed aweary smile. “The last time | checked, we had too many to count.”
“Jaibriol—give up thisidea of peacetalks.”

“I can’t.”

“These ‘problems’ aren’'t going to stop.” She shook her head. “The assassination attempts, the propaganda
wars, the lies and deceptions, the undermining of your authority—it will only become worse if you
continue to push the talks.”

“l haveto try.” He fought to keep his face impassive, but he was losing the battle. So he tried to make a
joke. “Itisn't asif | have anything to live for besides you.” It didn’t sound funny. His voice caught on the
words.

She started to reach across the space separating them, then held herself back. “No Highton emperor
should ever make such an admission.”

Her intensity stunned him. Shetried to shield her thoughts, but they were too strong to hide; hislife, well-
being, and happiness mattered to her in away no Highton empress should ever admit.

Jai took her hands and pressed his lips against her knuckles. She let him for a moment, then pulled away.
If he hadn’t been an empath, the rgjection would have hurt. She responded to him in the only way she
knew how, resisting her affection for him because she believed it would weaken them both. Y et the
reason she wanted him to be strong, to survive, was because she cared what happened to him.

Tarquine sat back, retreating into her reserve. “We must discover who is behind this war of rumors
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against you.”

Jai let the moment go. “Raziquon, probably. Or the Diamond Coalition.”

“Or ESComm.”

“We need proof.”

She met his gaze. “I doubt we will find it. Whoever is doing thisistoo adept at hiding.”
“l can't give up the peace talks.”

“Then bring Kaliga and Taratus here.”

He clenched hisfist on hisknee. “I can hardly stand to be in the same room with them.”
“You must try.”

“It won't do any good.” If he used telepathy to find the evidence he sought, he couldn’t reveal how he
knew. In theory, he had the authority to replace Kaliga and Taratus without giving a reason, but it could
backfire spectacularly. Although his support in ESComm was eroding, he still had the military behind
him. If he challenged his powerful Joint Commanders, his support could disintegrate.

Jai leaned his head against the back of his chair and closed his eyes. He had nowhere to turn. He couldn’t
even convince his own peopleto trust him, let alone the Skolians.

Tarquine spoke softly. “Just find out what you can from them.”

Jal didn’t want to do it, but he knew she wasright. “Very well.” He lifted his head to look at her. “The
Qox Dynasty will extend an invitation to the Joint Commanders of ESComm to visit the Qoxire palace.”

Her eyes glittered. “ Good.”

30
Valley

The Ruby Pharaoh played the Kyle web like music.
Kelric stood among the girders that crisscrossed the Triad Chair Chamber. Far above him, supported on
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massive robot arms, the Chair hung under a dome. Dehya was sitting in the Chair, surrounded by cables
and conduits, sheathed in a mesh that linked to her internal biomech web. She looked small and
otherworldly, lost in the immensity of the throne and its systems, but it didn’'t fool Kelric. Mental strength
ran through her like a diamond-alloy rod, brilliant and unfathomable.

The Chair slowly lowered from its dome. When it reached the floor, the techs went to work, unfastening
Dehyafrom its tenacious grip. Only afew Triad Chairs survived from the Ruby Empire, including this
one and the one in the Lock where Kelric had become Imperator. In this modern age, no one understood
how the ancient thrones worked. This much Kelric did know; Triad Chairs were sentient, aform of
intelligence so dlien, it had little intersection with human thought. He had no idea why the Chairs allowed
Triad members to use them to power and develop the Kyle webs.

As the techs worked on Dehya, she opened her eyes and looked straight at Kelric. He had an eerie sense,
asif shewasn’t completely solid, that part of her remained in the ghostly webs spanning Kyle space,
where her mind had been for the last two days. Intravenous feeds had provided nutrients and kept her
hydrated. A medic spoke to her, and she shook her head. Kelric knew she was refusing to go to the cool-
down facility, a small hospital with the sole purpose of aiding Triad members who had been in the web.

The doctor finally gave in, probably because Dehya was standing on her own, glowering as she adamantly
refused help. Four Jagernaut bodyguards accompanied her across the chamber to Kelric. Surrounded by
the towering cyberwarriors, she looked like awaif in a white jumpsuit.

“My greetings,” Kelric said as she came up to him.

“And mineto you.” Her voice sounded like leaves blowing over adistant plane. “It isso raw.”
“The web?’

“Yes. So new.”

“Did you find anything?’

She nodded, preoccupied as they walked together through the struts and girders, accompanied by their
bodyguards. It wasn't until they |eft the chamber that she spoke. “I’m not sure what | found, though.
Glimmers throughout Eube, but nothing definite.”

Glimmers of light: it was how she perceived the minds of other telopsin the web. Kelric rarely had
impressions that distinct; for him, the web was more of a sparkling fog.

“Onelight was radiant,” Dehya said. “It could have been an unusually strong psion, but I’m not sure.”

Kelric considered the thought. The psions who lived among the Eubians were providers, their minds
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traumatized and constrained. It dimmed their light. If Jaibriol 11 was a psion, his mind could be hurt now,
too, like the providers, clenched into itself as a defense against the Aristos.

“Radiance suggests a healthy mind,” he said. “I don’t see how that could be.”
“1 know.” Fatigue saturated her mood. “It hurts even to think of.”

Softly he said, “Yes.”

“1 found nothing concrete on Jacques Ardoise.”

Kelric had discovered nothing about Ardoise, either, but he didn’'t have Dehya’ s finesse. Although she
lacked his sheer mental power, he had hoped she could find details he had missed. Then again, she had
saidnothing concrete. With Dehya, that word choice could be significant. “ Anything less definite?’

“Perhaps.” They were walking down a bronze corridor now with their bodyguards. “ESComm might be
involved in the raid where Ardoise was kidnapped.”

Kelric snorted. “No surprise there.”

She smiled dlightly. “I checked for connections between the Line of Xir and ESComm. Some appear on
the surface, but when | delve deeper, the threads disintegrate.”

Interesting. That suggested Xir'slinks to the pirates might be illusory. Had the Eubian military set him
up? “ESComm has a vested interest in stopping the peace talks.”

“But does Xir?’
“I wish I knew.”
She exhaed. “1 also.”

Had Kelric never met Jaibriol, he wouldn’'t have believed the emperor genuinely wished to negotiate.
Now he was less certain. The peace process had to be making Jaibriol enemies among the Hightons. If he
lost his throne, Coral Xir would probably become emperor. But Xir was no fool; he knew that whoever
sat on the Carnelian Throne became atarget. He might prefer wielding power from the shadows, as he
undoubtedly did now. If ESComm sought to weaken Xir’s power, they might frame him for acts that
would anger the emperor.

Then again, maybe Xir didn’'t give adamn and just wanted providersto auction. It wouldn’t surprise
Kelric after what he had seen of Azar Taratus, the Highton who had auctioned him and seemed to care for
nothing but his own gain.
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Lost in thought, Kelric continued on with Dehya, headed to a private magrail station. The Jagernauts kept
pace, two in front, two in back. They rode the magrail out to the valley where the Ruby Dynasty lived on
the Orbiter. The bodyguards came no farther than the station just outside the valley; within the secluded
vale, the Ruby Dynasty homes were protected with the best defenses known to the Imperialate.

Dehya's gracefully terraced house was built against a hill and shaded by trees, dappled in light and
shadow. On the next hill over, far up the slope, the Imperator’ s home stood, bare stone, striking in its
simplicity. Kelric thought of hiswife up there, Jegjon, and smiled.

Asthey neared Dehya' s house, she asked, “Would you like to come in?’

“Yes, thank you.” Kelric enjoyed visiting his kin.

The door within the scrolled entrance arch shimmered and vanished as they approached. It looked lovely,
but Kelric knew many deadly systems had monitored their approach before |etting that door open. Inside,
sunlight slanted through the windows, gilding the empty living room. A glorious singing greeted them,
coming from some other room. Kelric recognized the voice; it was his brother, Eldrin, Dehya s consort,
the man the Traders had given up for Jaibriol Qox. Eldrin’s spectacular baritone filled the house.

Dehya stopped and sighed. “He hasn’t sung much since he came back from the Traders.” Her small fist
clenched at her side. “He could barely talk at first, his voice was so hoarse.”

Anger surged in Kelric. “I’m sorry.”
She made avisible effort to relax. “It isover now. That iswhat matters.”

Kelric knew her anger wouldn't release any more easily than his. Y et incredibly, she wasright: itwas
over. Against al the odds, Eldrin had come home.

The singing eased into silence. Dehya headed toward an archway across the room that opened into a
hallway. She had only gone afew steps when Eldrin stepped into the hall. It didn’'t surprise Kelric; his
brother had probably picked up their mental signatures when they entered the house, just as Kelric picked
up hisnow. Kelric didn’t think his brother really understood the positive effect he had on people. Eldrin’s
mind was like the swells of an ocean, but warm, with waves that rocked in deep, soothing motion. If
Kelric was strength and Dehya finesse, Eldrin was warmth.

Eldrin met Dehyain the archway, and he took her hands. “My greetings.”
“And to you,” she murmured.
It gratified Kelric to see how much better his brother looked now compared to when he had first come
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home. Thinking of Eldrin’s captivity and his own experiences as a provider, he found it hard to imagine
talking peace with the Traders. And yet—Corbal Xir had freed Eldrin. Kelric couldn’t reconcile that with
the Highton who had so cavalierly crippled the peace process by abducting a Skolian. The Allieds could
claim from now until forever that they had orchestrated the trade of Eldrin for Jaibriol 111, but that
wouldn’t change the truth; when Dehya had tracked Eldrin to Delos and come for him, the Allieds hadn’t
even known hisidentity. Jaibriol Qox had orchestrated that trade himself.

Did Qox truly want peace? It seemed impossible to believe.
The house El said, “Councilor Rocais here.” In that instant, the door chimed.
Dehya started, turning around. “Let her in.”

The front door shimmered open, revealing awoman. Her eyes were gold and her hair fell over her armsin
gold and bronze waves. Seeing her in the entrance, Kelric relived the moment on Earth when she had
thrown open the doors at Allied United Centre and run to him, the son she had believed dead for eighteen
years. He had been blind then, but she had created such avivid impression that he had seen her in the
minds of everyone else in the lobby. He remembered his tears. Joyful tears.

Eldrin walked into the living room with Dehya. “ Greetings, Mother.”
Rocajoined them. “Gorgeous day outside.” Her disgruntled tone contrasted with her cheery words.
“Iseverything all right?’ Dehya asked.

Roca scowled at Kelric. “Light of my life, my youngest, sweetest child, it pleases me more than | can say
to see you today.”

Kelric blinked. He was about as sweet as iron shavings. “What’'s wrong?’

She glared at him. “Far be it from me to suggest that my impressive Imperator son isignoring his wife.”
What? Jegjon was alwaysin hismind. “Is she all right?’

“ S0 you remember you have a consort.” Roca crossed her arms. “Good. It's a start.”

Exasperated, he touched a panel on his gauntlet, keying in the code for Jegjon’ s pamtop. After waiting,
he glanced at his mother. “ She' s not answering.”

“She doesn’t want to disturb your work.”
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“I"m not working.”
“Did you tell her that?’
“Surely she knows she can talk to me.” Hisface relaxed into asmile. “I like to talk to her.”

Rocarelented afraction. “Kelric, all she knew before she met you was life as alow-level taskmaker. She
was aslave, and now sheis married to one of the most powerful men alive. Of course she’'s having trouble
with it. She didn’t even know, at first, that when you disappeared for days at atime, you were working in
the web.”

Gods. What kind of empath was he, if he hadn’t picked up on hiswife' s distress? He understood why his
mother noticed, though; since the death of hisfather, she had mourned deeply, her grief sensitizing her
even more to the loneliness of others. He strode toward the door.

“Kelric, wait,” his mother said.
He turned back. “Y es?”’

Roca sighed. “Y ou are a brilliant man, my son, when it comes to military strategy or mathematics, but
with women you could use a bit more subtlety.”

“What do you suggest?’

“Help her adjust.” She spoke quietly. “ So far you’ ve protected her from publicity. But you can’t much
longer. It will soon become known that you married a Eubian taskmaker.”

Kelric frowned. If anyone had a problem with his wife's common birth, they could go to the devil. “|
stand by her.”

Her voice softened. “I know.She is the one having trouble dealing with it. For her entire life, since before
her birth, she was molded, trained, and designed to think of Aristos as godlike and of herself as nothing.
Now she has to face them as your consort, possibly soon, if the talks go forward.”

“Why didn’t she say anything to me?”’
“You know Jegjon. She never complains. She thinks it would be ungrateful of her to disturb you.”

“Ungrateful?” He gave her an incredulous look. “ Gods, she saved my life. | would never have made it
back to Earth without her help. | wasdying. I’ m the one who owes her.”
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“For saints' sake,” his mother said. “1 hope you didn’t tell her you married her because you were
grateful .”

“Of course not.” He thought back to his proposal, when he was lying in a hospital bed on Earth. “| told
her we had a good neural resonance.”

Dehya, who had been standing with them, laughed. “Nowthat was romantic.”

Kelric scowled. Jegion, if he recalled, had made a similar comment, and in about that same tone of voice.
“What’ s wrong with that?’

“Kelric.” Eldrin took hisarm and led him away from the women. When Roca started to follow, Dehya
intercepted and herded her over to a recessed window across the room. Kelric picked up enough from

their minds to know Dehya was distracting her with talk of politics. Perhaps they would solve the Eube-
Skolia conflict while he and Eldrin grappled with the more difficult question of wives.

Despite Kelric's several past marriages, he had a remarkable lack of experience in certain ways. Most of
his marriages had been against hiswill or arranged, where he hardly knew his wife on his wedding day.
Even when he had been offered a choice, the woman had been the one to court him. He had been pursued,
seduced, coveted, kidnapped, bought, and sold, but only once in his life hadhe sought the
relationship—with Jegjon. And that hadn’t involved courtship. He had no experience with wooing a
woman, either before or after they said their vows.

Eldrin spoke without preamble. “ Do something to show Jegjon that you think sheis special.”
“1 do that al the time.”

“How?’

Kelric squinted at him. “1 think about her alot.”

The corners of Eldrin’s mouth quirked up, though he tried to hide his smile. “Oh, well, that ought to do
it.”

“It'strue.”

“Y ou know that saying women have, ‘1 can’'t read your mind' ? Well, my wifecan read my mind, and it
doesn’t make awhit of difference. Y ou have to show them.”

Eldrin was too tactful to add,you’ ve never had to work at this, but Kelric caught the thought from Eldrin’s
mind. “What do you suggest?’ Kelric asked.
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“What does she like?’
[13 Me.”

Eldrin looked like he was trying not to laugh. “If you want to make your wife feel desired, | suggest you
could come up with something more than, ‘Here | am. Aren’t you lucky?”

Kelric winced. “1 didn't mean that.” He scratched his chin. “I could give her flowers.”

“Too generic. What can the two of you do together?’

“She likesto play those VR games.”

Eldrin grinned. “ So take her to an arcade.”

Kelric regarded him dubioudly. “As Imperator, it would be anomalous for me to go to an arcade.”
“You could have oneinstalled at the house.”

Kelric considered the thought. “Yes, | do think she would like that.”

“Well, there, you have an answer.”

It seemed an odd answer to Kelric, to build hiswife aVR arcade, but perhaps she would like it. “Very
well.” He glanced at Roca and Dehya, who were standing by awindow, bathed in light. They looked
serene, but he doubted their argument was anywhere near as peaceful. Their tension emanated through the
room.

Eldrin followed his gaze. “Perhaps we should find out what they’ re talking about before they do
something drastic, like declaring war on someone.”

Kelric smiled. “Only | can do that.”
Eldrin gave him adour look. “Don’t be so sure.” Then he headed across the room.

AsKelric and Eldrin drew nearer, Roca turned to them and motioned irately at Dehya. “Perhaps you can
talk sense into her.”

“About what?' Eldrin asked.

“1 think we should go ahead with the peace talks,” Dehya said.
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Kelric spoke. “No.”
“We must,” Dehya said.
“Not while they hold Ardoise prisoner.”
Dehyafrowned at him. “That is exactly what ESComm wants, for usto pull out.”
“Jaibriol Qox controls ESComm,” Kelric said.
Eldrin spoke dryly. “He is eighteen. He's probably lucky if he can control himself, let alone ESComm.”
“His advisers will be the ones with power,” Roca said. Grimly, she added, “And Corbal Xir.”

Dehyalooked around at them. “I can’t give you proof Jaibriol Qox is sincere. It's more my sense of what
| found in the web. But | think he wants peace. If we let ESComm destroy the talks, we play right into
their hands.”

“That may be,” Kelric said. “But if we go to those talks now, we're telling them they can brutalize our
citizens and we' Il still negotiate. We can’t undermine our position that way, especially not with Aristos.”

Dehyaturned away and stared at the window. “We need those talks.”

Kelric wanted them, too. But he knew the Hightons. “We can’t give in on this.”

“Has Qox responded to our protest over the Ardoise incident?’ Eldrin asked.

Roca answered. “Nothing.” She glanced at Dehya, who was still staring out the window. “Not aword.”

“What should he do?’ Dehya said, more to herself than to them. “If he sends Ardoise back, ESComm will
shred him.”

“If he can’'t handle ESComm,” Kélric said, “then any agreements he makes with us mean nothing.”
“1 know.” Dehyaturned to them. “I had just hoped thistime might be different.”

Kelric understood. For centuries, their people had hoped that someday, somehow, it might be different
with the Traders. But it had never happened in the past, and it looked like it wouldn’t happen now either.
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The silence in the house seemed to echo, though logically Kelric knew that made no sense. He walked
through the spacious rooms searching for Jegjon. When he found only empty space and polished stone, he
grew concerned. Surely she wouldn’t leave. Not Jegjon.

Sensing what he wanted, his gauntlet activated its comm and paged his aide. A voice came out of the
mesh. “Lieutenant Qahot here, sir.”

“Qahot—" Kelric paused, self-conscious. He pushed the words out all at once, before he could back out.
“1 need you to find out what it would require to install aVR arcade in my house.”

“Yes, dir. Certainly.” Qahot sounded amused.
“Thank you, Lieutenant. Out.”
“Out, sir.”

Kelric winced. Saints only knew what his officers would think if the rumor spread that he wanted an
arcade. Well, never mind. An Imperator and his wife had aright to relax oncein awhile.

He touched another panel on his gauntlet, and the house El said, “Attending.”
“Comp, can you locate my wife?’
“Sheis outside, behind the house.”

Kelric went out the back of the house and crossed a slope covered by green grass. As he came over a
swell of the land, he saw Jegjon seated on the hill, facing away from him, staring out over the ravine and
the silver ribbon of a stream that wound along it far below. A breeze stirred her hair, fluffing the silvery
curls.

As he reached her, she turned with a start. “Kelric.”

He smiled, warmed by her presence. Maybe no one else approved of histelling her that they had a good
neural resonance, but it was true. Her mind affected his, making him feel good whenever he came near
her.

Sitting next to her, he took her hand in his. The hill was steep enough that they didn’t need to lean back
much to have its support. The slope rolled away more gently at their feet, ailmost flat, then plunged down
to theriver.

Kelric thought of his brother’s advice to express his emotions. “Y ou look beautiful today.”
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She snorted. “Have you been drinking?’
Laughing, he said, “No.”

Jegjon made ahmmmph noise, but she settled against him, her mood pleased even if she pretended
otherwise. She said no more, in keeping with the terse dialect used by taskmakers where she had lived, a
minimalist speech style that rationed words. It was one reason he liked her; she could be as taciturn as
him.

Kelric put his arm around her shoulder and they sat enjoying the view. It took awhile to decide how to
phrase his question. Finally he said, “ The peace talks may fall through.”

Jegion sighed. “I am sorry. | know you had hopes.”

“Yes.” When she said nothing more, he tried again. “But we haven’t lost hope.”
“Good.”

“If they do proceed, we will meet on Earth. As VR simulacra, not in person.”
“Smart idea”

“Jegion?’

“Eh?’

“The talkswon’t just be discussions. There will aso be diplomatic-type events.”
“‘Diplomatic-type’ 7" She laughed. “What does that mean?’

“You know. Dinners. Receptions.”

“People need to eat in VR?

Kelric smiled. “No. But the social aspect is part of the process.”

“It seems a waste of time.”

“1 suppose.” He paused. “As my consort, you will be expected to attend.”

She went very still. “With you?’
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“Yes. With me.”

“Wouldn't know what to do.”

“Who wouldn’t? Y ou or me?’

“Ha. Funny.” She didn’t sound amused.

“We have people who can help you adapt.”

“1 feel like | would need anew brain.”

He brushed his lips over her hair. “The one you haveis perfect.”

“Heh.” She started to speak, then stopped.

“Yes?' Kelric asked.

“What Aristos would come to the talks?”

“Emperor Qox. One of ESComm’ s Joint Commanders. Qox’s advisers.”
“Ministers?’

“Some of them.”

“Like Finance.”

Kelric tensed. “Y es, Finance.”

She pulled her hand out of his. “The emperor needs financial advice to make peace?’
He took her hand again. “ Jegjon, she is the empress. She has to be there.”
Hiswife didn’t answer.

“It makes no difference to me,” he said.

“You still love her?’
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He let out an explosive breath. “ Gods above, where did you get the idea | loved that barracuda?’
“You think about her al the time.”

“Yes, | do. Every day | thank the saints I’ m free.”

She said nothing, but he felt her disbelief.

“How do | make you believe me?’ he asked.

“With the truth.”

Kelric knew she would see through any platitudes he tried. So he said, “Yes, | slept with her. | didn’t have
much choice in the matter. They gave me drugs.”

“Drugs, pah.”

“l didn’t love her, Jegjon. | hated her.”

“You liked the sex.” She didn’t make it a question.
“It meant nothing.”

She turned in his arms, facing him, her face flushed with uncharacteristic anger. “ She’' s aHighton. | can’t
compete with that.”

Kelric took hold of her shoulders. “ She's no one. And you don’t have to compete with her.”
She put her palms against his shoulders. “I’'m afraid.”

“Don’'t be.” He pulled her close. “I need you.”

“1 don’t know how to help you.”

“Just be yourself.” He searched for the words to explain. “Y ou settle me.”

She rested her head against his shoulder. “Maybe.”

“ Jegjon—"

No answer.
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Kelric laid his head on hers, knowing she would say no more. But he had felt a slight shift in her mood,
less uncertainty and more optimism. He would continue this way, each day, until she believed him.

So they sat, two playersin the twilight of atruce between Skolia and Eube that was dimming despite the
best efforts of many people to make it work.

31

The Blue Room
Agonizing.

It was the only way Jai could describe the visit of his Joint Commandersto the palace. Being in the same
room with Admiral Kaliga and General Taratus was agonizing, but he could show no sign of it, lest they
perceive weaknessin him.

The Grand Ballroom—ceiling, floor, walls, and columns—was made from glittering white stone veined
with black. Jai stood with Tarquine while Highton after Highton filed into the reception. Everything
glittered: their black clothes, their black hair, and their diamond finger cymbals, one on the thumb and
one on the index finger. The only color in the room came from their red eyes.

Each Highton walked along a line of Razers to the emperor and empress. The Razers never moved. Jai
wasn’'t even sure they were breathing. Were they more machine than human? They never gave their
names. He didn’t even know if they went home at night or just turned themselves off. They could stand
thisway for hours, always vigilant.

When the Hightons reached the end of the Razers, they bowed to Jai, then to Tarquine. They tapped their
cymbals twice, sending chimes through the hall. Then they walked along another line of Razers away
from the emperor and empress. No one spoke. The process made Jai’ s head hurt. This reception was
meant to be a party, but as far as he could see, no one was having fun. The Hightons didn’t dance; they
didn’t eat; they didn’t drink. After they went through the line, they stood in groups and watched Jai greet
other Hightons.

Finally the procession ended, and the Razers dispersed throughout the ballroom. Scanning the room, Jai
saw Corbal standing by a column. When the Xir lord nodded, Jai raised his arm and, for the first time that
night, tapped his finger cymbals. A melodic note vibrated in the air.

Providersfiled into the hall, carrying trays with crystal goblets and decanters of a clear liquid. Jai froze.
Although he knew his staff had arranged refreshment, he hadn’t realized providers would serve it. They
flustered him. They wore no colors. In fact, they wore almost nothing at all, neither the women nor the
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men. Their G-strings were chains of diamonds, and diamonds studded their slave restraints. The women
had diamond chains slung low on their hips and diamond rings in their nipples. All of them had the same
pale platinum hair. The only color came from their eyes, avivid blue.

He didn’t know which appalled him more, the display of providers or that he enjoyed watching the
women so much. Hetore his gaze away from one girl, praying Tarquine hadn’t noticed him looking. As
the providers circulated, Jai and Tarquine split up and moved among their guests. The Hightons finally
began to converse, though their discussions were more like duels than small talk. Jai took refugein
silence. It worked surprisingly well; Aristos used silence as aform of manipulation, so hislack of
response made him seem in control rather than at aloss for words.

Corbal maneuvered people around the room like chess pieces, gradually bringing together Jai, Admiral
Kaliga, and General Taratus. A pleasure girl served them drinks. As Kaliga stared at her, she flushed, her
mood a hazy blend of fear and unwilling desire. Her gaze had a glossy sheen. With a start, Jai realized she
was drugged with aphrodisiacs. Looking around the hall, he realized the other providers had the same
look. Well, surprise. Apparently the emperor’ s hospitality extended beyond food and drink, regardless of
whether or not the emperor knew.

As Kaligatook a goblet from the tray, he brushed his thumb across the girl’ s nipple. She averted her gaze,
her face turning red.

Kaliganodded to Jai. “Y ou are amost gracious host, Y our Highness.”

Jai gritted his teeth. He knew why Corbal had sent over the prettiest pleasure girl; it was an apology,
supposedly from Jai, for having taken Kaliga s favored provider that night in Kaliga's home. Although Jai
understood better now how he had offended the admiral, he couldn’t regret his actions, not when he knew
what Kaligawould have done to Silver that night.

Taratus surveyed the hall, less circumspect than Kaliga about leering at the servers. He raised his goblet,
hisflorid face ruddy from the liqueur. “The Line of Qox entertains well.”

Jal inclined his head. It both mortified and aroused him to realize why the ballroom had so many alcoves
hidden behind those stately columns; tonight, the providers would also be dessert. If Jai really intended to
win back the support of ESComm, he had made a good start, judging from Taratus's and Kaliga' s moods,
but plying his Joint Commanders with expensive liqueur and beautiful pleasure slaves had hardly been his
intent. As much as he knew he had to concentrate on their minds and discover their secrets, he couldn’t
make himself do it. Even with his defenses fortified, he could barely keep from leaving the hall.

“A serene gathering,” Kaliga commented.

Jai blinked.Serene? Hardly. He tried to focus on Kaliga, easing his mental defenses, but his headache and
anxiety increased immediately. As soon as he picked up what Kaliga meant by “ serene”—the peace
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talks—he snapped on his barriers. If any Hightons felt the effects of his discomfort, Jai hoped they would
attribute it to the presence of so many providers.

“Serenity hasitstime and place,” Corbal said, neutral.
“And itslimitations,” Taratus muttered.

“So it does,” Jai said. He hadn’t intended any hidden meaning with the remark, but he sensed wary
approval from Kaliga. Damn. The admiral thought Jai was exploring the idea of limiting the peace talks.
If he wasn't careful, he might end up promising to give up the negotiations.

Unfortunately, Jai couldn’t discern much else from Kaliga. To find the answers he sought, he would have
to lower his defenses again, even more than before, and for longer. He couldn’t do it here; he would go
catatonic from the pressure of so many Highton minds.

Corbal sipped hisdrink. “Limitations can become opportunities.”
“Opportunities are always appreciated,” Kaliga said.

Jai could have throttled Corbal. His cousin was encouraging them to think Jai might cancel the talks. That
Corbal put out the idea without consulting Jai didn’t bode well for the rest of the night. Jai drained his
goblet and set it back on the tray. His hand shook slightly, but he managed to cover the motion. His urge
to escape increased.

Corbal lifted his goblet. “ A long and successful evening, Y our Highness.”

Jal dreaded finding out what his “success’ had been. Emotions swirled around him; Taratus and Kaliga
remained guarded, but the visit was easing their enmity. Taratus in particular enjoyed Jai’ s “hospitality.”

“Long indeed,” General Taratus said. He thunked his empty goblet on the tray. If it hadn’t been for his
Highton appearance, Jai thought he would have looked more at home in a holo-bar on Earth, swigging
beer. The general considered the provider with undisguised hunger. “1t will be good to rest.”

Corbal gave him acool Highton smile. “I have heard it said the wicked never rest.”

Jai amost choked on hiswine. What was Corbal doing, insulting Taratus? But rather than taking offense,
the general guffawed. “ Then surely we deserve along rest, eh?’

“Surely,” Kaligamurmured, with a ghost of asmile.

Corbal motioned toward an arch behind several columns. “Perhaps you would enjoy atour of the palace?’
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“A tour, eh.” Taratus took afull goblet off the tray. Then he tugged on the ring in the provider’ s nipple.
“Bring our nectar, doll.”

Kaligadid hisarm around the girl’swaist. “ Such afine vintage.” As Kaliga pulled the girl along, her fear
diffused through the drugged haze of her mind.

Jal wanted to sock both Kaliga and Taratus. He barely held back the urge as he walked stiffly with their
group toward the archway. If they didn’t stop pawing the girl, he might be tempted to do it anyway, Joint
Commanders or no.

When they reached the arch, another group joined them, four Razers escorting a Highton.
Tarquine,

Ah, hell Jai was excruciatingly aware of the amost naked girl in their midst. Tarquine inclined her head to
him, but her manner was chillier than ice, and sweat broke out on his forehead. Neither Kaliga nor Taratus
seemed surprised to see her. Corbal hid his annoyance, but Jai felt it in hismind.

They all left the hall together.

Kaliga relaxed among the many cushions, lying on his side, his weight supported on his elbow. This
circular chamber had no furniture, nothing except the pillows and a blue carpet so thick it felt like a cloud.
The walls and ceiling were tiled in shades of blue, making Jai feel asif he wereinside ajewel box.

They made arough circle, with Taratus reclining next to Kaliga, and Jai sitting by Taratus. Corbal had
left, Jai wasn’t sure why, but the others didn’t seem to mind. Tarquine was sitting cross-legged between
Kaligaand Jai. She glanced at Jai, her face neutral, but he understood her unspoken question: Had he
found out anything? Even if he could have answered, he had nothing to say. He couldn’t relax his barriers
enough to spy on either Kaliga or Taratus.

The provider was kneeling between Kaliga and Tarquine, her hair spilling over her lovely body. As she
offered the admiral adrink, she averted her gaze. Jai didn’t blame her. He didn’t want to look at those icy
red eyes, either. The girl also wouldn’t look at him, though, an unwelcome reminder that his eyes were
just as disturbing. At least she didn’t seem to have picked up his differences. She wasn't a strong telepath,
and with aphrodisiacs muddling her mind, she would have trouble distinguishing individual minds. She
probably couldn’t tell he and Tarquine didn’t affect her in the same way as other Hightons.

Intent on the girl, Kaligatook her tray and set it on the rug behind him. She continued to kneel, staring at
the floor.
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“Platinum,” Kaligasaid in alow voice. “ Such a pretty metal.” He twirled a strand of her hair around his
fingers.

“Pretty,” Taratus mumbled. He finished off his fourth drink, then tossed the goblet behind them. When it
hit the wall and shattered, he didn’t even look. Jai had to bite the inside of his mouth to keep from
swearing. That one goblet was worth more than what some people in the Appalachians, where he had
lived on Earth, earned in a month.

As Taratus put hisarm around the girl and kissed her, he played with her breast. Kaliga closed his eyes
and stretched out his legs so he and Taratus were penning the girl inside the circle of Hightons. Taratus
kept at her, pulling on her nipple rings. Every time the girl twitched, Kaliga breathed out as if he were the
one caressing her.

Jai clenched the carpet, amost pulling out the pile. He knew he was a prude by Highton standards, but
gods, al five of themtogether ? This was too much. He tried not to stare as Taratus fondled the girl.

When Tarquine sighed, Jai almost jJumped. She was lying on her side now, watching him from half-closed
eyes, her red irises dramatic through the black fringe of her lashes. But behind her sensuous look, Jai
recognized the warning in her gaze. She might be pretending to the languorous, hazy mood, but her mind
remained as sharp as atrap.

Taratus lifted his head and looked down at the provider. “Pretty,” he mumbled. Then he splayed his palm
against her chest and pushed. She fell backward, landing on her back, the top of her head brushing
Tarquine' s stomach, her silky hair flying across Jai’ s lap.

Tarquine laughed softly. “How kind of you, General.” With her head propped up on one hand, she stroked
the girl’s hair. General Taratus grunted at Tarquine, kneeling over the pleasure girl now, his weight
braced on his palms. Kaliga continued to lie on his side, his eyes closed.

Jai wanted to leave. No matter how hard he tried to act blasé, their casual approach to intimacy shocked
him. For all hisdismay, though, he couldn’t help but notice the provider. Here she was, naked and nubile,
ready for them. Filling his hands with her silky hair, helifted it to hisface and inhaled. It smelled like
perfume. From the way his desire surged, he suspected it was also producing an aphrodisiac. He was
beginning not to care. Straitlaced or not, he was growing dazed with pleasure.

Taratus ran his finger along the chain of diamonds around the girl’ s waist. She sighed, moving under him,
pressing her hips against his pelvis. When Tarquine began to fondle the girl’ s breasts, Jai flushed, unable
to believe this was happening. His wife and the provider? He couldn’t do that. Really. All the time he kept
telling himself he couldn’t make love to a pleasure girl and hiswife at the same time, he kept caressing
the girl’ s hair. She was murmuring now, her eyes closed, her body undulating from their attentions. Then
Tarquine gave Jai the full force of her sultry stare, and he thought he was going to perish right then and
there.
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“Tarquine—" His voice came out in a husky whisper.

Asthe empress |eaned in and kissed him, his hand slid across the pleasure girl’ s breast and he groaned.
Vaguely, in hisside vision, Jai saw Kaligatake something sharp from his belt, a syringe of some kind.
The admiral reached for the provider. Jai wanted Kaliga and Taratus to go away, leaving the girl and
Tarquine here for him—

Then the provider screamed—and her agony blasted through Jai.

32
Siren Call

Jal wasn’t sure how he left the blue-tiled room. He found himself in anearby bathing chamber, kneeling
over agold-tiled pool, vomiting his guts out. He knew his bodyguards were hovering over him, that one
of them started to talk into a comm, and that someone el se stopped the Razer from making a report. Jai
didn’t care. His mind had been blasted open, wide open, leaving him in agony.

Raising his head, he spoke hoarsely to the captain. “Flood the blue room with gas. Knock out everyone in
it.” Hismind was raw to his bodyguards, undefended. If he hadn’t replaced some of his Razers with non-
Aristos, the pressure they exerted on him would have been unbearable. Desperate, he shored up his
demolished barriers.

Tarquine knelt next to him. “It isyour illness.” Her voice was low with warning. “ Shall we go to your
rooms?”’

Jai clenched the rim of the pool. “What, thisis just the emperor being bizarre again? Blame his behavior
on his ‘eccentricities,’ isthat it?” Standing up, he pulled away from her. “Not thistime.” He swung
around to the captain. “ Gas the goddamn room.”

The captain’s usually impassive face was set in tense lines—and Jai finally discovered how far his
authority went with his bodyguards. The captain made no move to carry out his order.

“Doit,” Jai ground out. “Or you’ re dead.”

The Razer stared at him, obviously trying to decide if Jai was bluffing. Then he raised hiswrist and spoke
into his comm, giving the order. Jai watched, aware of everyone staring at him, Tarquine and his four
bodyguards.

Jai knew when the gas took effect. The screams of the provider faded in his mind. He inhaled, suddenly
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free of her pain. Taratus and Kaliga had been so deep in their brutal transcendence, they had barely
realized he had left. But nothing would ever erase her agony from his mind. Even though she had known
how their ménage might end, the shock of pain had caught her hard; multiplied by her undefended
telepath’smind, it had shattered Jai’ s barriers as well, ripping his mind wide open.

He wanted to die. Before Kaliga and Taratus had gone to work on her, he had been with them, wanting
her for himself. He felt so ill he thought he would vomit again.

Without another word, Jai left the chamber. Asthe Razers fell into formation, Tarquine caught up with
him.

“Jaibriol,” she said.
“Goto hell.”

She stiffened but didn’t answer. She and the Razers kept pace as he strode down an arched hallway tiled
in blue and gold. The walls curved at the floor and ceiling, and no cross-hall came in at right angles.
Nothing met anything else square on. Oblique and convoluted: Aristo built as they thought.

Tough.

In hisside vision, he saw Tarquine turn to the captain. He felt her intent; she wanted the Razersto stop
him before he trapped himself in a situation he couldn’t escape. Jai had no intention of changing his plans,
regardless of what she told his bodyguards.

He stopped abruptly. “Captain, where is Corbal Xir?’

The Razer lifted his arm to speak into the comm embedded in his gauntlet. Then Jai realized he wasn't
wearing a gauntlet; his entire arm was cybernetic.

Tarquine spoke in alow voice. “Be careful, Husband.”
“Of what?’ He turned a hard gaze on her. “Or should | say ofwho ? Taratus? Kaliga? Corbal ? Y ou?’

A flush tinged her cheeks, marring the snow-marble skin. His ice empress was losing her cool. “Do you
have any idea the magnitude of what you have done?’

He met her gaze. “| gassed my Joint Commanders.”

She had the look of someone who had just seen awild person jump off acliff. “It's called suicide.”
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The captain looked up. “Lord Xir isin his office, Y our Highness.”

“Good.” Jai set off again.

Jai didn’t like Corbal’ s silver and steel office any more today than the first time he had seen it. That day,
the octagonal shape and domed ceiling had startled him; today, they were more symbols of Highton
duplicity.

As Ja strode into the room, Corbal stood up behind his desk, hiswhite hair glittering in the harsh light.
Jal stopped at the desk and rested his clenched fists on its surface. “I’ ve made my decision.”

Corbal met his bluntness with his own. “| have no doubt it is the wrong one.”
“I"m sending Jacques Ardoise home to Earth.”

A muscle jerked in Corbal’ s cheek. “While you're at it, why don’'t you sign the death warrant you took
out for yourself when you gassed your Joint Commanders?’

Tarquine came to the desk and spoke in a measured voice. “ Perhaps, as kin, the three of us might hold this
discussion in a more appropriate setting.”

Just say you want to get rid of the damn guards.Jai was sick to death of Highton speech. He was wound so
tight, he felt like he would snap. He spoke to the captain. “Y ou and your team may wait outside.”

The Razers bowed and |eft, their footsteps muted on the carpet, like stealth robots. Jai turned to Tarquine
and Corbal, but they still couldn’t talk, not without verifying security. Corbal met his gaze, then sat at his
desk and went to work. Holicons appeared above the glossy surface, symbols for security systemsin the
palace. Jai didn’'t even recognize some of them.

Tarquine leaned over the desk and tapped several glyphs on the screen. When Corbal frowned at her, she
shrugged. With a scowl, he redoubled his efforts, and the glyphs soon disappeared. He and Tarquine
repeated the procedure several times before Jai realized she was revealing security flaws Corbal hadn’t
known about. At one point, Jai was certain she showed Corbal a system he had never before seen. Jai
paced the room, too angry to stay still.

Finally Corbal pushed back his chair and stood up. “Perhaps we should have some wine.”
Jai gave aharsh laugh. “Isthat your solution to everything? Have afrigging glass of wine?’

Corbal’ s mouth tightened. “Better than destroying all hope of working with ESComm.” He walked
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around the desk and came over to Jai. Then he lifted his hand, holding his thumb and forefinger close
together. “We were this close to reestablishing good relations with ESComm. Now you'’ ve destroyed it.
What the blazes possessed you to attack them?”

Incredulity cracked in Jai’ s voice. “Gods forbid | should ‘attack’ while they tortured that helpless girl.”

A long silence descended as Corbal and Tarquine stared at him. Finally Corbal turned to Tarquine. “Y our
Highness, | believe my cousin and | need to discuss—"

“I"'m not leaving,” Tarquine said.

“My, aren’t we direct,” Jai said. “You aren’t related to Corbal. Then again, given how everybody here
marries their relatives, you probably are.”

“Stop it,” Corbal said.
“You both transcended.” Jai wanted to fold up and die. “Fordecades. ”
“Jaibriol, don’'t do this,” Tarquine said.

Jai was losing his battle to stay calm. “I could make myself ‘forget’ because | never had to witnessit, not
from either of you.” He couldn’t bear to tell Tarquine the truth, that she had become the only thing that
made his life worth anything. She and Corbal were all he had, which meant he had nothing.Nothing.

Tarquine and Corbal looked at each other, and Jai felt their shock as they each realized the truth, that
neither of them transcended. He also knew the moment when each realized the other suspected Jai was a
psion. He felt asif aband were constricting across his chest, making it impossible to breathe.

Jai stepped behind Corbal’ s desk. When he stabbed his finger at its screen, an array of holicons appeared,
floating above the surface.

Corbal came to the front of the desk. “Deactivate.” His voice had deepened into command mode.
“Deactivated,” it answered. The holicons disappeared.

Jai clenched hisfists. “ Ardoise goes home. The peace talks go forward. And Raziquon staysin prison.”
Corbal started to answer, then turned to Tarquine. “1 must speak to His Highness alone.”

She glanced at Jai. “Do you want me to stay?’
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“Yes,” Jai said.
“No,” Corbal said.

Jai could tell Corbal genuinely felt it would endanger him if Tarquine stayed. Tiredly, he spoke to his
wife. “We can talk later.”

She gave him one of those enigmatic |ooks he dreaded. Then she bowed and took her leave.

The moment they were alone, Corbal said, “We may be able to convince Kaliga and Taratus they were
caught in another assassination attempt against you.”

Jai gave abitter laugh. “How believable isthat? They helped Raziquon’s kin with the first and
masterminded the second.”

“How do you know?’

“Don’'t ask.” A shudder wracked his body. That moment when his barriers had shattered, when he had
been wide open to Kaliga and Taratus—he had learned everything from them.

Corbal was worried Taratus and Kaligawould have their poor Highton feelings hurt by the gassing. If
they had picked up the truth about Jai when his mind opened, he had alot worse to worry about than their
feelings.

Corbal faced him across the desk. “These peace talks aren’t your only alternative.”
Jai hit the desk with his palm. “What else is there? Warring with each other until we destroy civilization?’
“You can ensureits survival by bringing all of settled space under your sole command.”

Jal scowled. “That isn't survival. It'styranny. And in case you' ve forgotten, Eube has tried for centuries
to conguer Skolia and never succeeded.”

Corbal met his gaze. “That was before we had a Kyle web.”
“We still don’'t have one.”
“But we have a Lock.”

“It doesn’t work.”
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“It needsits Key.”
“Wedon't have one.”

Corbal’ s voice went deceptively quiet. “ Just think—if we had a Key, he could use the Lock to join the
Triad. He could build a Kyle web. And he could ensure that no one who mattered to him came to harm
when Eube absorbed all settled space into its empire.”

Jal braced his palms on the desk, leaning forward. “And if some Highton had the mistaken belief that he
could control such aKey, and through him, the empire, then that ill-advised Highton would have to think

again.”

“It needn’t be a matter of control,” Corbal said reasonably. “People with similar goals can work together.”
“Only if they trust each other enough.”

Corbal spread his hands out from his body. “Y ou found answers about ESComm. Find them about me.”

Jai crossed his arms, feeling the black-diamond cloth of histunic against his skin. He didn’t want to do
what Corbal suggested. Now that he had brought his mental defenses back up, he didn’t ever want to
lower them again. But he had to know his cousin’s true mind. Unwilling but driven by fear, Jai lowered
his defenses for the second time that night. With only himself and Corbal, it didn’t shatter him this time,
but he still felt shaken, raw, and vulnerable.

Corbal had natural mental barriers, as did most humans, and he had made an effort to fortify them. Now
he was trying to lower his defenses. Just as he didn’t fully know how to build them, so he had trouble
bringing them down. But Jai caught enough. Corbal wanted power, yes, but he would rather wield it from
behind the throne; he liked his life now too much to change how helived. Corba saw him as naive,
unpredictable, intelligent, an d...worthy of loyalty.

Jai blinked. Loyalty. He hadn’t expected that.

Unable to take the exposure for long, Jai raised his defenses again. They had become so ingrained that
lowering them had taken more effort than bringing them back up. It was arelief to retreat into his mental
fortress.

Corbal stood watching him, waiting. Jai wondered what it was like for his cousin never to fedl the
emotions of others, to be locked forever in his own mind. Less painful, certainly. Jai wanted to sit down
and rest his throbbing head, but he could show no weakness, especially not with so much balanced on the
edge of hisindecision. And yes, it was indecision, for he knew all too well now what Corbal wanted. If
Jai built aKyle web, he could claim Jacques Ardoise was the Key, that the initial tests to determine the
musician’s ps ability had underestimated it. What Highton would recognize the lie? None were psions.
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Aslong as Jai never released Ardoise, no one would know that the emperor rather than his provider was
thetrue Key.

Corbal believed they might salvage the mess with ESComm if Jai canceled the peace talks and released
Raziquon. And with the instant communications a Kyle web provided, ESComm might finally conquer
Skoliaand the Allied Worlds.

Like aman responding to asiren call, Jai looked at what he had so long avoided. No human being, no
matter how noble, could remain unmoved by the lure of such power.

He could rule humanity.
All of it.

The children of Earth had never seen such an empire. No reign would match his, not among the Allieds,
not among the Skolians. He had within his grasp an empire unparalleled in the history of the human race.
But in return, he had to allow an abomination, the ascension of the Highton Aristos to dominance over the
sum total of humanity.

Jal sat slowly behind the desk, staring across the office but seeing nothing.l could protect my Ruby kin.
As emperor, he could ensure none of the Ruby Dynasty suffered. No Highton would ever touch them. He
would make certain. He had alot to learn, but he had Corbal and Tarquine. And he learned fast. Very fast.
But...

He would condemn humanity to slavery, controlled by a few thousand Aristos. Nor could he guarantee
that his successors would share his beliefs.

But...

Many taskmakers had a higher standard of living than their Skolian counterparts. Their material lives
were better than those of the Skolian or Allied peoples.

Animage of Robert cameto him, hisaide’ s face pale as he asked for permission to refit his collar; of
Robert having no choice but to live at the palace, never seeing his father; of Robert’s father condemned to
alife of loss and pain, never able to see his son until Jai paid an exorbitant price to bring him here. Then
Jai thought of Jacques Ardoise, who would have never seen his family again because the Hightons felt
they had a right to own and torture anyone they pleased.

No.

Jai closed his eyes. Corbal offered a temptation both horrifying and seductive. All Jai had to do was give

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Catherine%20Asaro0%20-%20Moon's%20Shadow.html (258 of 322) [12/30/2004 8:17:09 PM]



TheM oon'sShadow

up his dream of peace. What use was it to hope? Kaliga and Taratus would never accept peace with the
Skolians. The harder Jai pushed, the harder they would try to kill him. They would relent only if he
became a conqueror.

But a conqueror needn’t be cruel.
His could be a benevolent reign.
Power corrupts.

No. That was a stupid cliché. Reality was far more complex, an interplay of truth and deception. He had
grown up with that knowledge, listening to his parents, learning why they had gone into exile, seeing
them make interstellar history during the Radiance War. They had given their lives because their power
hadn’t twisted them. He could use his to protect his people. It wouldn't corrupt him, either.

The way it hadn’t corrupted the Aristos?

Every Eubian and Skolian knew the truth, regardless of whether they acknowledged it: they had originally
been one people, all descended from the Ruby Empire. As emperor, Jai had access to records no one
outside Eube had seen, indeed, hardly any Eubians either. When Eube Qox established his empire, he
hadn’t envisioned slavery and brutality. In hiswritings, he had spoken much the way Jai thought now,
envisioning a concord of peoples and culture, their great civilization guided by a benevolent race of
Hightons.

Eube Qox had never transcended. Historians claimed it was discretion that kept him from indicating any
familiarity with the experience Aristos now considered a gods-given right. In public, Aristos would no
more talk about transcendence than they would about intimacy. But Jai could see what the historians
refused to acknowledge: Eube Qox had come from the same people that birthed Skolia, a culture where
the brutality practiced by Hightons was a crime, immoral, cruel. Those beliefs had been part of him.

Jai looked at his cousin. Corbal wasn’t a gentle man, but neither was he the monster Jai had expected. Nor
was Tarquine. Jai had surrounded himself with the few Hightons he could endure. Tonight Kaligaand
Taratus had forced him to face the truths he had tried to deny. Whatever nobility the first Qox emperor
had possessed, and whatever decency might be buried within some Aristos, their empire had warped
beyond repair. Jai could no more control what happened after his reign than Eube had been able to
prevent the cruelty that had twisted his empire after he died.

Standing up, Jai spoke tiredly, knowing he might be sealing his coffin. “The peace talks go forward.”
Corbal closed his eyes. Then he opened them again. “Don’t do this.”

Jal touched a panel on the desk. “Robert.”
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His aide’ s voice came out of the comm. “Here, Sir.”

“Prepare a statement for me.” Jai continued to look at Corbal. “We are returning Jacques Ardoise to
Earth.”

To Robert’ s credit, he only paused a moment. “What would you like the statement to say, sir?’

“I"m not sure.” Watching Corbal, who was shaking his head, Jai said, “Research the procedures and write
adraft.”

“Right away, Y our Highness.”

“Good. And Robert?’

“Yes, Sr?’

“Has Lord Raziquon left the prison yet?’

“We sent the pardon back to High Judge Muze with your signature. He should be freein afew days, as
soon as the documents are processed.”

Jai took aweary breath. “Notify High Judge Muze that | am rescinding my agreement. Raziquon staysin
prison.”

Robert spoke slowly. “Yes, sir.”
Corbal waited until Jai signed off. Then he said, “Y ou will live to regret these decisions.”

Ja swallowed. “If | live”

33

The Price of Loyalty

Tarquine stood in an alcove high in the east tower. With one knee on a cushioned bench that bordered the
enclosure, she gazed out at the city of Qoxire. It spread below the palace, ajumble of white buildings
spilling down the hills, gilded in the evening sun. Only an hour had passed since Jaibriol had destroyed
his relations with ESComm, but she imagined the city already knew somehow, and had become wild.
Beyond it, the ocean crashed against glittering black beaches. The moon Viguara and several others shone
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in the sky, testament to the forces that drove the violent tides.

The door of the outer chamber whispered open behind Tarquine. She had no spy monitor running, but she
knew who entered. He was the only other person her security systems allowed access to this tower.

She continued to watch the ocean batter the shore. The tread of feet sounded behind her. Then Jaibriol
joined her at the window.

Tarquine glanced at him. “My greetings, Husband.”

He didn’t answer, only watched the ocean. Sun rays slanted over him, giving his face that antiqued look
only late-afternoon sunlight could create.

Tarquine turned back to the city. She could smell the soap Jaibriol had used to wash, and a masculine
scent that was his alone. It made her think of the nights he came to her in the brooding darkness, burning
with his need. She found him often in her thoughts now. She didn’t want him there. She tried to push him
out, but he returned, undeniable.

In the mornings, she always woke while he still slept. He required the greater rest of youth, ten hours,
almost twice what she needed. Sometimes she found herself breaking her rule of immediately rising, a
habit that had been inviolate for most of her life. Instead she lay next to him, enjoying his slumbering
warmth.

Jaibriol spoke. “Y ou will attend me on Earth.”
Earth. That could mean only one unwelcome, foolhardy thing. “Y ou intend to go ahead with the talks.”
“Yes”

So. She was empress. Of course she would be expected to attend the talks, even if they ended up killing
her husband. She let her tone convey her displeasure. “Very well.”

Jaibriol wouldn’t look at her. “He will be there.”

“He?’

Her husband finally turned to her. “Kelric Valdoria.”

A familiar anger surged in Tarquine. Kelric's escape violated her sense of rightness at a deep level.

And yet...
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The edge of that memory had dulled. It would always rankle that he had outwitted her. Only Kelric could
have made that escape; no one else had the skills, talents, and mental ability. But oddly enough, she no
longer experienced the fierce yet indefinable pain that had plagued her after he vanished. She sorted
through her emotions, including those she had shut away so their intensity wouldn’t interfere with her life.
The pain had gone. She no longer felt adriving need to have Kelric back.

He had never touched her emotions like Jaibriol.

Outside, tempestuous waves tipped with blue-green froth shot up against rocks along the shore. Her
husband was like that, wild and turbulent. He turned her life inside out. She had tried to lock thoughts of
him in the hidden place of her mind that protected her from stark emotions, but it couldn’t contain this
response. If she had a sore tooth, she could have it fixed with hardly a thought. If she became sick, the
nanomeds in her body would make her better. If signs of age showed, she had the doctors make her
perfect again. But nothing could cure her of Jaibriol.

She couldn’t let him know how he weakened her. So she misdirected his attention. “Kelric Valdoria owes
me a great deal of money.”

Jaibriol blinked. “What?’

“He stole a fourteen-million-credit property of mine.”
“He can't steal himself.”

“He’ s the one who took my property.”

He spoke dryly. “Both Azar Taratus and the insurance bureaus paid you for your ‘loss.’”
She snorted.

“Tarquine—"

“Yes?

“About the bureaus and Taratus.”

She crossed her arms. “What about them?”

“Y ou have to give one of them the money back.”

“1 most certainly do not.”
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“Yes, you do.”
“Y ou forget, esteemed Husband. Those payments were mandated by your decree.”

“Youcan't have it both ways.” He glared at her. “Either Taratus cheated you or he didn’t. If the bureaus
had to pay you that exorbitant amount, then Taratus didn’t cheat you. If Taratus didn’t cheat you, then he
shouldn’t have had to give you back your credits. So you must repay him.”

She put her hands on her hips. “ Taratus meant to cheat me. He owes me punitive damages.”
“1 want you to return the credits.”

She considered him for along moment. “Giving money to the little brother of General Taratus won't
appease ESComm.”

He stiffened. “Thisisn’t about ESComm.”

“No? It never occurred to you that making Azar Taratus happy might dissuade his boorish older brother,
otherwise known as one of your Joint Commanders, from plotting against your appealing but woefully
unsophisticated self?’

Jaibriol scowled. “Y ou will give back the money. It isn’t open to discussion.”

“Very well,” shelied. “I will giveit back.”

He shot her alook of aarm.

“What?’ Tarquine asked. Honestly, he was moodier than a malfunctioning Al.

“You never givein that easily.”

“It isn’t worth arguing about.” Time to deflect him. “Y our Joint Commanders concern me more.”

Like arestless beast unable to stay still, he paced out of the alcove into the tower chamber, his black garb
stark against the pale marble walls. “It seems they have trouble holding their secrets.”

Did he mean he knew their minds? “Y ou have succeeded?’
He was standing with his back to her. “If you can call it success.”

She spoke quietly. “ Success would be discovering whether or not they have decided their ‘duties’ to the
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emperor include his assassination.”
He took an audible breath. “Then yes, | have succeeded.”
Tarquine waited.

Jaibriol turned to face her. “ Taratus helped Raziquon’ s kin on the first attempt, with Kaliga' s blessing.”
He sounded much too quiet, asif he were holding in aturmoil of emotions. “Both of them masterminded
the second attempt. They intended to implicate you and Corbal. The Diamond Coalition had nothing to do
withit.”

Tarquine spoke with adeadly cam. “I see.”

“1 have no proof.”

“Thisisenough for me.”

“No one will consider you an impartial judge.”
She met hisgaze. “I’'m not.”

“Tarquine—" Hellifted his hand asif to reach toward her, then dropped it. “The peace talks start in aten
day, if they go forward.” Bitterly he added, “If | live that long.”

She came forward and put her hands on his shoulders. “Give up thisidea of talks.”
Helaid his hands over hers. “I cannot.”

“If you die, you will achieve nothing.”

“l can't giveup.”

She wanted to shake him, hold him back, lock him up, whatever it took to protect him from himsalf.
Damn hisintegrity, his honesty, his gods-forsaken purity. “No one is worth these sacrifices.” She
clenched her hands on his shoulders. “Not even your parents.”

He stared at her, hisface pale. But he didn’t deny her implication. “1 won’t let them have died in vain.”
“Y ou cannot take the problems of all humanity onto your shoulders.” Her voice caught. “You will break.”

He took her hands and brought them together in front of him. “We all do what we must.”
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Tarquine had no answer, for she was certain Eube would never accept his desperate peace.

The empress found the man she sought in a studio with many windows. Sunshine streamed into the high-
ceilinged room. Actually, she found two people. The older man sat on astool in front of an easel, working
with holographic paints. The younger had settled in an armchair and was reading a holobook. It was a
tranquil scene, domestic and cozy, or at least it was until she arrived with her bodyguards.

Robert jJumped to his feet, tossing his holobook on atable. His father looked up from his easel like adiver
surfacing in alake. Then he saw Tarquine and dropped his paintbrush.

For an instant father and son remained frozen. In the same moment that Robert’ s father jumped off his
stool, Robert stepped forward asif to protect him. Then they both knelt, averting their gazes.

Tarquine considered their bowed heads. “Y ou may rise.”

Asthey stood, she got a better ook at the older man. Good gods. No wonder the pirates had taken him.
Even with his auburn hair graying at the temples and lines showing around his eyes, the fellow was
breathtaking. His maturity made him even more appealing, at least to Tarquine. Yet for al his striking
looks, he left her unmoved in away that would never have happened before her marriage. Her mind was
muddled with thoughts of her husband, a most unacceptable situation, but one that seemed unlikely to go

away.

The father, however, wasn't the one she had come for. Although she recalled seeing the younger man
attending Jaibriol, she had never paid much attention to him. He resembled the older man in his auburn
hair and brown eyes, and he was reasonably pleasing to ook upon, as expected for amember of the
palace staff. But his appearance was more subdued than his father’s; he was professional rather than
sensual, proficient rather than devastating. In short, he looked like a palace aide with unusually high rank.

Tarquine nodded to Robert. “You will come with me.”
To her surprise, he didn’t move.
She spoke coldly. “I assume it is unnecessary for me to repeat myself.”

Robert’ s face had turned ashen. “Please accept my worthless apologies, Y our Most Glorious Highness,
but | am only allowed to serve the emperor.”

Skolia be damned. The fellow had refused her. She would have ordered him flayed and hung out a tower
window by histoes, except Aristos didn’t do that to their taskmakers anymore, besides which, asthe
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emperor’ s private aide, hewas only allowed to serve Jaibriol, on penalty of death in fact, though she knew
perfectly well Jaibriol would never hurt him. In any case, she needed Robert predisposed toward her
wishes, which he would hardly beif she had him hoisted out the window by his feet.

“Robert.” She put her hands on her hips. “It would please me to have your company in my sitting room to
share aglass of Taimarsian wine.”

He spoke carefully. “Y ou honor me, Y our Highness.”
“Well, yes, | do.” Remembering that she was softening him up, she added, “The pleasureis mine.”

He was no fool. “It would be a great privilege to accept your generous invitation, Most Esteemed
Highness.”

“Very well.” She nodded to him. “Y ou may arrive at the Ivory Sitting Room at sixth hour this evening.”

Both father and son bowed to her. Then Tarquine took her leave, striding out of the studio with her
Razers. They headed for a staircase that swept down to more populated levels of the palace. Lost in
thought, she didn’t notice the captain until he cleared his throat.

Tarquine frowned at him. “Eh?’

“Would you like me to have some Taimarsian wine sent to the sitting room, Y our Highness?’
“Y ou mean we actually have some in the palace?’

“1 believe so, ma’ am.”

“Oh. Wéll, good. Yes, send it down.”

Then she took off for the palace hospital.

Xirad Kaliga awoke to the knowledge that enemies surrounded him. He remained motionless as the
biomech web in his body analyzed his situation and sent him data. He was lying in aroom, in a bed.
Traces of gas remained in his bloodstream, a sedative that left his mind groggy and his throat raw. Three
medbots moved in the room, tending medical equipment. A woman sat nearby. The rate of her breathing
suggested she was awake but relaxed.

Kaliga opened his eyes. None other than the empress herself sat at his bedside. He spoke in arasp. “My
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greetings, Y our Highness.”
She inclined her head. “Admiral.”

“Please accept my apologies. I'm afraid my condition prevents me from greeting you properly.” She
wouldn’t miss hisimplication: he shouldn’t be here in this condition.

Tarquine stood regally. “It ismost gratifying to see you awake, Admiral. We deeply regret that you were
caught in the assassination attempt.”

“Indeed.” Assassination? Kaliga waited.
Tarquine waited.
Kaliga closed his eyes. He had no energy for this.

Several moments passed. His internal sensorsindicated Tarquine had settled into her chair again. Kaliga
resisted his fatigue, but he hadn’t yet recovered from the gas. Putting his biomech web on alert, to awake
him if necessary, he allowed the healing sleep to take him...

Robert didn’t recognize the woman who ushered him into the Ivory Sitting Room; she was one of the
aides Tarquine Iquar had brought with her when she moved into the palace. The empress was standing by
awindow, her Highton profile [imned with light from the setting sun. In her black-diamond trousers and
tunic, she looked like a dark gem. The celling shed awarmer light than the sun, giving her an unreal [ook,
asif she were a portrait rather than a person.

Turning, she spoke in the husky voice that had unsettled generations of Eubian men. “Come in, Robert.”
She indicated a table near the window. A black tray with two goblets and a decanter of wine sat there.
“Please be seated.”

“You are most kind, Your Highness.” Robert went to the chair, then hesitated. He couldn’t sit while she
stood, but she had bid him to sit and he could hardly refuse.

Tarquine sighed, taking alast ook out of the window. Then she came to the table. After she seated
herself, he settled into his chair, relieved but alert, taking no liberties, not even sitting back. She had
couched her summons as an invitation involving no formal work, so it didn’t violate his responsibilities to
the emperor, but Robert was neither naive nor arrogant enough to believe the empress had any wish to
entertain him socially.

After Tarquine dismissed her bodyguards and aide, she poured the wine and gave a glass to Robert. Then
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she sat back. “It pleases me to chat with you. | haven’t had sufficient time to meet my husband’ s staff.”

Robert felt asif he were prey being stalked by a sleek, deadly gemcat. “Y our dedication to your work
blesses the empire.”

“Well, yes, it does, doesn’t it?” She scrutinized him. “ As does yours.”

“Y ou are most generous.”

“l am indeed.” She took another swallow of wine. “Y our father has talent.”

“It iskind of you to say so.”

She paused. “Perhaps a public exhibit could be arranged for him in the gallery.”

Even knowing she was softening him up for whatever she wanted, Robert couldn’t help his surge of
excitement. A public exhibit at the Qox imperial palace—the number of artists offered that honor was
astronomically small. Even if hisfather had realized a successful career on Earth, he could never have
hoped for such an achievement. Word of his brilliance would spread everywhere, even among the
Skoliansand Allieds.

With a mental wrench, Robert halted his wild imaginings. If he angered the emperor by letting the
empress talk him into some ill-advised scheme, it would backfire on his father, who was here only on the
good graces of Jaibriol 111.

Good graces.It wastrue. Jaibriol |11 had agrace of heart. Y ears ago Robert had begun hisjob at the palace
determined to avoid mistakes and advance himself, and he had never lost sight of that purpose, but since
the ascension of Jaibriol 111 to the throne, Robert’ s dedication had grown into more. He gave hisfealty to
Jaibriol for more reason than because it was expected. The young emperor had a goodness Robert had
never associated with Hightons, for all that he acknowledged their power.

“You are indeed generous.” Thistime, Robert put only enough warmth into his tone to express gratitude
without appearing eager.

“Perhaps | speak too soon.” Tarquine held up her goblet to the sun, making the wine sparkle. “If the
emperor dies, my interest in art will likely vanish.”

Gods. Where had that come from? “His Exalted Highness will live along and glorious life.”

“Yes, well, we all hope s0.” She lowered her glass. “If my exalted husband isn’t careful, he won't survive
the year.”
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Robert felt asif he were walking through a minefield. “Y our Most Glorious Highness, please be assured
that the well-being of your husband is my highest concern. | will do my utmost to make certain it
continues.”

She spoke dryly. “I wish the same could be said of him.”

Robert had to admit she had a point. Jaibriol 111, in the uncommon decency that motivated hislife, rarely
operated in his own best interest. “His Highness sets a high standard for himself.”

“His Highness is woefully idealistic.” Tarquine put her goblet on the table. “Have you sent the order he
gave you yesterday evening, refusing the pardon for Lord Raziquon?’

“Itisin process.” Robert set down the wine he hadn’t touched. He knew now what the empress wanted.
He even knew it would be better for Jaibriol. But he couldn’t “forget” to send the order rescinding
Raziquon’s pardon. It would be a betrayal of the emperor.

Tarquine rested her elbow on the arm of her chair, her posture a study in regal carriage. “We both want
what is best for His Highness.”

“More than anything else.”

“Reason exists to believe the Line of Raziquon was involved with the first assassination attempt.”
“1 hadn’t realized new evidence had cometo light.”

Tarquine waved her hand, dismissing his words.

Robert didn’t doubt she had good sources or that they gave her reason to believe Raziquon's kin had
plotted to kill Jaibriol. But if her evidence could have held up in court, an accusation would have been
made. He hated the position she was putting him in. If the emperor rescinded Raziquon’ s pardon, he
would further incite the Line of Raziquon and aggravate the crumbling relations between ESComm and
the palace. Jaibriol had already released Jafe Maccar, the Skolian captain, and now he intended to return
Jacques Ardoise to Earth. Refusing to free Lord Raziquon would be the final outrage.

Robert knew if he “midlaid” the order rescinding the pardon, allowing Raziquon to go free, it would be
nearly impossible for Jaibriol to put the Highton lord back in prison. The emperor would lose face if he
declared he had made a mistake by freeing Raziquon. It would be a debacle. But if Robert did what the
empress wanted, he would incur the wrath of the person he most respected. Jaibriol wasn't likely to put
him to death, and if Tarquine intervened Robert might not even suffer consequences. But Jaibriol would
never trust him again. Robert valued that trust, deeply, even more than he had realized until now, when he
contemplated its loss.
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He spoke wearily. “ The decision of what is best for those that we love is not ours to make.”
“Sometimes we makeit ours,” Tarquine said.

Robert knew what he had to do. He hated it, but he knew. “It isodd,” he said, his voice low. “| thought |
had new orders regarding the pardon of Raziquon, but apparently not.”

She said ssimply, “Thank you.”

Don't thank me.He would have to live knowing he had betrayed the one emperor who actually deserved
his loyalty.

34

The Balcony

Corbal found Sunrise curled in afetal position, buried in the cushions on the floor of her favorite room.
Seeing her shoulders shaking, he crouched next to her. “ Suni? Why do you cry?’

She raised her face, her cheeks wet. “1 am sorry. | don’t mean to sadden you.”
He took her hand. “Y ou must forget Raziquon.”
She clung to hisfingers. “I had to remember.”

He tried to read her face. It wastoo lovely, sculpted to his specifications, forever set in beauty, which
made it hard to discern her true expressions. “What do you mean?’

“What Raziquon ‘thought,” about his platinum mines—I|—it was al there, | just—" Her voice caught. “I
didn’t want to remember.”

He settled next to her, rubbing his hand along her arm. “Then don’t.”
“| dready did.”

Then she told him what she had |earned—and destroyed his carefully planned revenge.

line
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The second time Kaliga awoke, he was less disoriented. Stronger now, he sat up slowly, looking around.
Thiswas aroom for an honored guest, blue and white, with gilt trim. Again, Tarquine Iquar was seated
beside his bed, with a holobook in her |ap.

The empress set down her book. “My greetings, Admiral.”

“Y ou honor me, Y our Highness.” His voice was less hoarse now. “It isn’t often an empress sitsvigil on a
patient.”

Sheinclined her head. “The Line of Qox deeply regrets your injury in the assassination attempt.”

Assassination again. She could be implying agreat deal with that word. He personally knew of no
attempts planned for the night of the emperor’ s celebration. Perhaps the Intelligence Ministry had
uncovered clues of hisinvolvement in previous attempts. No matter what they suspected, they would
never find proof. He looked her in the eye. “It is always the honor of ESComm to protect and venerate the
emperor.” He even said it with a straight face.

Tarquine gave him a perfect Highton smile. “ The Line of Kaliga has always provided exemplary military
commanders.”

True. It would continue to do so, in spite of Jaibriol 111. *You honor my Line.” He had to admit, she made
an impressive empress. Deadly and extraordinary. She was wasted on Jaibriol.

“Indeed,” she murmured. “The emperor also wishesto esteem the Line of Kaliga.”

Kaliga held back his snort. “It is fortunate His Highness happened to |eave the room prior to the attack.”
For al he knew, the odious emperor had gassed them himself.

Tarquine' s gaze darkened. “Fortune can be capricious.” She touched a button on the nightstand by his
bed. Kaliga said nothing, guarding his responses as always.

Across the room, an entrance flickered open. Kaliga glimpsed several Razers outside, and then awoman
entered, alieutenant colonel in the medical corps. She wore her hair in aroll, the blond streaked with
gray. With grace, she knelt to the empress.

“You may rise.” Tarquine sounded bored. Asthe medic stood, Tarquine turned to Kaliga. “Dr.
Qoxdaughter can answer any questions you have about what happened.”

Qoxdaughter bowed to him, her manner polished with impeccable courtesy. She was probably the
daughter of Ur Qox, grandfather of the current emperor; Ur had always given his taskmaker children the
best educations and positions that decorum would allow.
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“It would be my privilege to answer any questions,” she told him.

Kaliga scrutinized her. “| understand you treated me after | was caught in an attempt on the life of the
emperor.”

“Yes, | did.” She looked exceedingly contrite. “We are terribly sorry. Security released the gas. They had
to act fast, before either you or General Taratus suffered worse injury.”

Kaligaraised his eyebrow. “Palace security knocked out the general and myself?”’

The doctor reddened. “Yes, sir. | truly am sorry. The poison in your bodies was set to activate when your
pulse and breathing rate went above a certain level. It had nearly reached that point.”

“What poison?’
“In your drink.”

Tarquine spoke. “It would appear we were all poisoned that night.” Although she addressed the doctor,
she obviously meant her comment for Kaliga.

Following her lead, Kaliga also addressed the doctor. “Poisoned how?’ It allowed him to be more direct
without insulting the empress.

“We are investigating,” Qoxdaughter said. “We found the poison in the wine.”

Kaligadidn't believe it. He recalled how his provider, Silver, had forgotten to test the emperor’ s drink at
that long ago dinner. Was this some sort of strange payback? Jaibriol would have to be even more
unstable than he had thought, to risk his deteriorating relations with ESComm for such a petty revenge,
especially given how he had taken Silver that night, asserting his rights as emperor and Kaliga' s guest. It
was foolish enough to make Kaliga wonder if the assassination story actually had some truth to it. He
wouldn’t be surprised if other parties wanted Jaibriol dead. He would have to investigate.

To the doctor, he said only, “I have protections against poisons.”

She nodded. “Molecular sheaths hid this one. The chemicals passed even the emperor’ s safeguards.”
It sounded unlikely. “I would like to see the design.”

Qoxdaughter didn’t blink. “Of course, sir.”

“Who planned the assassination?’ he asked.
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“We aren’t sure yet. Security isinvestigating.”
It was a stock answer. Kaligadidn’'t bother to respond.

Tarquine spoke in her cultured voice. “ To express his apology, the emperor has speeded up the release of
Lord Raziquon. The pardon became effective today.”

That fit more with Jaibriol’ s behavior prior to the gassing. Perhaps the boy might devel op some sense yet,
though whether it would be in time to save hisreign, Kaliga had his doubts. “It pleases the Line of Kaliga
to know the Hightons are once again coming into balance.” Putting an Aristo in prison had been an
abomination. “The Line of Kaliga and the Line of Raziquon have many kin in common.”

Tarquine' slips curved in anicy smile. “We will see that Lord Raziquon receives a proper escort home.”

Kaliga had no doubt she intended to question Raziquon, discreetly of course. The faster he removed
Raziquon from Glory, the better. He had a great deal to discuss with the lord, and he preferred to do away
from the emperor’ s intelligence systems, which networked the entire planet.

“The arrangements made at the Qoxire starport for my private yacht were impeccable,” he said.
“It pleases me to hear.” Tarquine was regal in her aloof demeanor.

“The Lines of Kaliga and Raziquon have long traveled together.” Actually, that wasn't true; their Lines
had battled more often than cooperated. But the statement would serve his purposes now. He had no doubt
that Tarquine understood he was offering to escort Raziguon home. She wouldn't like it, but she had no
good reason to refuse.

The barest hint of displeasure escaped the empress. Had Kaliga been any less adept at reading nuances of
posture, he would have missed it. But her response was above reproach. “1t would be fortuitous indeed if
Kaliga could provide Raziquon the worthy escort its lord deserves.”

He gave her his predator’ s smile. * Fortuitous indeed.”

Releasing Raziquon was a start, but it wasn’'t enough, especially after this gassing incident. Jaibriol had to
cancel the talks with the Skolians.

If the emperor persisted with this treason, Kaliga knew exactly how he could stop it.

line

In the night sky, six moons cast light across the palace gardens, all of them different shades of violet,
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amber, and blue. Corbal stood within a gazebo, hidden in shadow. Night-blooming ice blossoms twined
around its lattice walls and up the posts to the roof.

“My greetings, Lord Xir,” athroaty voice said.

Corbal turned, startled, though he had expected company. Tarquine was standing on the other side of the
gazebo.

He inclined his head. “My greetings, Y our Highness.”
“A lovely night.”

“Soitis.”

Her voice hardened. “A good night for freedom.”

“1 imagine Lord Raziquon thinks so.” He couldn’t keep the edge out of hisvoice. For all that it would
have been political suicide to keep Raziquon in prison, Corba would have gladly let him rot there.

“So hemust,” Tarquine said. “As does Admiral Kaliga.”
“Kaliga?’
Her stiff, straight posture indicated anger. “He generously offered to take Raziguon home on his yacht.”

Damnation. The last thing they needed was a stronger aliance between Kaliga and Raziquon. “May they
both livein al the glory and esteem they deserve.” Corbal gritted his teeth.

Tarquine joined him and gazed out at the distant palace. To the north, on a plateau, the needled spires of
the emperor’ s starport rose into the sky. Her voice sounded shadowed. “ Raziquon knows a great deal.”

Too much.“He seems to have ties to ESComm.”
“And to platinum mines. Illegal mines.”

His hand tightened on the rail of the gazebo.
“Ghost mines,” he said.

She turned to him. “Ghost?’
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“False. He planted false information in Sunrise’s mind. Had he remained in prison, he couldn’t have
defended himself against the claim that he owns those mines. But now—" He made himself release the
rail. “Were some misguided Hightons to make such an accusation against Raziquon, it would cause them
far more trouble than him.” It astonished him that Sunrise had gone so deeply into her mind, enduring the
pain of her memories, doing it for him, Corbal Xir, to stop him from making that false accusation. It made
him want vengeance more now than ever.

“Mines can take new owners,” Tarquine said. Dryly she added, “I have plenty to spare.”

Corbal restrained the urge to remind her that those wretched mines of hers had helped cause this problem.
Although they could forge documents making Raziquon the owner, it was too easy to disprove such
evidence.

“Neural scans are aimost impossible to forge,” he said. “ The falsely accused can use them to prove they
are telling the truth when they claim their innocence.” In prison, Raziquon wouldn’t have had recourse to
such tests, but he had plenty now.

Tarquine blew out agust of air. “So.”

As she and Corbal watched the starport, a ship lifted off in a dazzling display of fire and exhaust that
seemed to mock them with its fiery show.

So Admiral Kaligaleft Glory, taking Raziquon with him.

In the early morning light, Tarquine stood at her window above the moss-draped forest east of the palace.
Beyond it, the Jaizire Mountains rose against the sky. On adistant balcony in an adjacent wing, she could
see Jaibriol. Sunlight slanted across his face and wind ruffled his hair. She was too far away to make out
details, but she knew his expression. She had seen his pensive gaze more and more lately, as he sought
solitude on that isolated balcony.

The body sculptors had done a superb job on his face. The differences were almost invisible; even
someone who knew him well would have difficulty noting any change, except that he had a more regal
aspect now. Far more important were the subtle changes he would never acknowledge: with afew well-
chosen alterations, he had lessened his resemblance to the late Skolian Imperator, Sauscony Valdoria

His guards stood back against the walls of the palace, far enough away to accommodate his need for
space. Tarquine knew now that he couldn’t bear their half-Aristo minds. She also knew another truth. He
was mourning. Shefelt it every time he looked at her, every time he held her at night. It was more than his
conviction that his Joint Commanders would soon succeed in killing him. He mourned the failure he
feared for the peace talks.
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He mourned his parents.

Watching Jaibriol, she knew he condemned himself with his own purity of soul. He had too much
goodness to do what was necessary to ensure his survival.

He was too decent.

But she wasn't.

35

Summit

Robert gave him the news.

Jaibriol and his aide stood together on the shore of Lake Mirellazile, its surface amirror of the sky.
“They agreed?’ Jai had to hear it again. He couldn’t yet believe this incredible news. “Y ou’ re certain?’
Robert nodded with no hint of joy. “Yes, sir. The Ruby Dynasty has agreed to go forward with the talks.”

Jai closed his eyes, giving himself over to gratitude. Whatever happened to him, however little time he
had |eft, he at least had a chance to try. It was better, so much better, than nothing at all.

Opening his eyes, he smiled at Robert. “They agreed.”

“Y our decision to free Ardoise apparently made the difference.”
“Thisisgood.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Jai wished hisaide didn’t look asif he were going to afuneral.

The console curved around the control chair where Jai would sit. He stood next to the chair while his staff
fussed over him. Several other Hightons also waited in the chamber: the Protocol Minister; Azile Xir, the
Intelligence Minister; High Judge Calope Muze; Corbal; and, of course, Tarquine.
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Jai’ s head ached. He longed to submerge himself in the virtual reality console, which would put physical
aswell as psychological distance between him and the others. Their consoles were well separated from
his, by his deliberate choice.

A tech approached and went down on one knee.

“Please stand,” Jai said automatically.

She rose to her feet. “We're ready, Y our Highness.”

Jai nodded, aware of everyone listening. So thiswasit. Several techs fastened him into his console chair.
The VR mesh folded around his body and inserted prongs into the sockets in his wrists, ankles, and spine,
connecting to the newly implanted biomech web in his body so the console could communicate with his
brain.

“Are you comfortable?’ the tech asked.

“Yes, very good,” he said. She had no idea how much she and the other techs were helping him. Their
minds made a bulwark between him and the others in the room, easing the pressure.

She tapped the console. “ Thiswill connect you into the Kyle web, what Skolians call the psiberweb.”

“They have anode available for our use?’ Jai asked, yet again. He knew the Skolians had assured his staff
they would create Kyle webnodes for the talks, but even after having used such a node before, he found it
hard to believe his transmission would take only afew seconds to travel the light-years from Glory to
Earth. Until it actually happened, it wouldn’t seem real.

Thetech smiled. “Yes, sir,” she said, as patient now as the first time he had asked. “It isall set up.” She
checked the readouts on his visor. “ Ready?’

His pulse jumped. “Yes. Go ahead.”

She lowered the visor, enclosing him in darkness. A voice said, “Initiate,” and another said, “Activating
VR.”

The voices faded. Jai waited, his hands clenched on the arms of his chair. The world brightened, until a
white mist surrounded him. When it faded, he found himself standing in awhite room. Asquare room.
The strange angles disoriented him.

After apause, he said, “I’ve arrived.” In fact, he had gone nowhere; he was still in his chair at the palace.
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A rectangular door opened and a woman entered, an officer in uniform a blue skirt and blouse with gray
hair cut stylishly around her face. She bowed deeply and spoke in Highton. “Welcome to Earth, Y our
Highness.”

“Hello,” Jai said in English.

The woman smiled. “Hello, sir.” She spoke English as perfectly as Highton.

“Areyou an EI?’ he asked.

“That | am. Would you like anything before we continue?’

Jai looked at himself. As always, he wore elegant black garb. He sighed. “1 wish my clothes had color.”

The Evolving Intelligence paused, needing enough time to process his comment that it registered in real
time. “Y ou wish to change the protocols worked out by our staff and yours?’

“No. No, don’t do that.” Jai pushed his hand through his hair. It felt real. “I’m fine.”
The EI smiled. “Shall we proceed?’
“Yes, let usgo.”

She ushered him into a corridor with marble columns for walls. The airy spaces gave Jai a sense of
freedom. A group of people waited down the hall, men and women in uniforms. As Jai and his host
approached the group, Jai recognized the woman in its center—Hanna L oughten, president of the Allied
Worlds of Earth. Two honor guards waited with her, one of Allied dignitaries and the other with Eubian
Razers. The computers had created the honor guards; Jai and Loughten were the only “real” people here,
and even they were actually in consoles far away.

L oughten bowed to him. Disquieted, he realized he was becoming accustomed to Highton expectations; it
felt strange to have her bow rather than kneel. Instead of the formal nod he would have given to another
Eubian, he returned the bow, one leader to another.

“Emperor Jaibriol.” She spoke with the minimalist form of address Hightons used to indicate respect.
He inclined his head. “President Loughten.”
“Welcometo Earth, Y our Highness.”

He answered in a modern form of Gaelic that derived from the tongue of her mother’ s ancestors. “| thank
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you.

She blinked. Then she smiled. He didn’t need empathy to see it pleased her that he had gone to such an
effort to learn a greeting in her language.

The Eland honor guards escorted Jai and L oughten down the hall, which ended in alobby bordered by an
arcade. Above the balconies, sunlight poured through arched windows. The lack of right anglesin the
archesrelieved Jai. It disguieted him to think how much he might eventually change, if after lessthan a
year among the Hightons he had trouble adjusting to the geometry of Allied architecture.

They stopped before two great doors engraved with the Allied insignia, which consisted of concentric
circlesoverlaid by a silhouette of the continents on the Earth.

Jal turned to Loughten. “Is everyone else inside?’

“Not quite,” she said. “Everyone but the Ruby Pharaoh, Empress Tarquine, First Councilor Tikal, and
yourself.”

Puzzled, he looked around. “My wifeisn't here yet?’
President Loughten glanced at the gray-haired El. “Has the empress arrived?’

“Yes, ma am.” The Elindicated the hall behind them. Jai turned to see Tarquine approaching with her
own honor guard. She wore trousers and atunic similar to his, elegant and conservative, though with a
more feminine cut. They made a matched pair, he and his empress, at |east on the outside.

When she reached him, she bowed.
“My greetings.” Dryly, Jai added, “I am glad you decided to join us.”
She offered no explanations. “Shall we enter?’

Jai didn’t want to know why she had tarried. He didn’t want to hear that she had taken special effortsto
prepare for this meeting that included Kelric.

The El spoke. “First Councilor Tikal and the Ruby Pharaoh are ready to enter.”

“Very well.” Jai made a conscious effort not to look at Tarquine. He told himself he didn’t care about her
former provider. He knew he was lying to himself, but too much was at stake to let Kelric Valdoriarattle
him.
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Their guards grasped the grand handles on the doors and heaved. The portals swung open, slowly, their
height and weight making them impressive. Everyone walked forward, but most of them stopped just
short of the door. Only Jai and Tarquine went on, until they were framed in the entrance.

The hall beyond dazzled Jai. Chandeliersfilled it with light, tier upon tier of bright spheres. A round table
took up the center, its white marble embedded with silver flecks. Many Hightons already sat there: Corbal
Xir, High Judge Muze, Azile Xir, the Highton Foreign Affairs Minister, and several high-ranking
ESComm officers.

Jai recognized the Skolians from holos he had seen: Roca Skolia, the Foreign Affairs Councilor—and his
grandmother; General Nagj Majda, Matriarch of the House of Majda, the Skolian counterpart of Xirad
Kaliga, and by reputation just as unyielding and conservative as he; Admiral Ragnar Bloodmark, roughly
the Skolian counterpart of General Taratus, though ISC didn’t have joint military commanders. It had
only one commander. The Imperator.

Kelric Vadoria

He dominated the room. When Jai had met him in the Lock, his hair and eyes had been brown. Now he
made no attempt to hide his metallic coloring. Gray streaked his hair and lines showed around his eyes. At
two meterstall, over six feet six inches, he had broad shoulders, a massive chest, and long, muscular legs.
Thiswas no untried youth; his maturity added to his aura of power.

And he waslooking at Tarquine.

Jai knew then that he could never compete with Kelric. He had no chance. Kelric could have enhanced his
VR image or made himself look younger. Although all the parties had agreed to present their natural
forms, anyone could have cheated if the enhancements were subtle enough. But Jai had met Kelric before.
He knew the truth: his uncle had come as himself. That was more than enough.

Somehow Jai stopped himself from turning to see how Tarquine had reacted. He might be dying inside,
but he refused to let it show.

Across the room, beyond the table, another set of double doors had opened at the same time as those
where Jai stood with Tarquine. Jai finally absorbed who stood there: the Ruby Pharaoh and the Skolian
First Councilor, respectively the hereditary and elected leaders of Skolia.

Jai recognized Barcala Tikal, the First Councilor, from the dossier he had studied. Tall and lanky, with
dark hair, the Councilor projected confidence. But it wasn't Tikal who riveted his attention. Jai thanked
the saints he wasin VR; he could never have hidden his gasp in real life, but the programs monitoring his
simulation easily deleted it. So he stood, silent, staring at Dyhianna Selel, the Ruby Pharaoh, while he
fought the hotnessin his eyes.
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She was a slim woman, petite, with a gaze that seemed to miss nothing. Although her dossier had
included holos, the images hadn’t captured her essence, not for Jai. One aspect hit him above all else.

She looked like his mother.

The Pharaoh didn’t have his mother’ s height or strength, but the curve of her face, her green eyes, the
sweep of her hair—it was all painfully familiar. He had thought he knew what to expect, but nothing
could have prepared him for this. He felt asif he were tearing apart inside.

The El spoke over acomm in Jai’s ear, using a private channel open only to Jai and Tarquine. “ The two
of you will walk to the table at the same time as the Ruby Pharaoh and First Councilor. Are you ready?’

“No.” Pressing his thumb and index finger together, Jai activated the privacy shield on his VR console, so
neither his words nor his frown showed in the simulation. “Where the hell is Admiral Kaliga?’

“l don’t know, Y our Highness,” the Elsaid.
Tarquine spoke on the private link. “Do you want to wait until we find out why he hasn’t shown up?’

Damn.Given the precarious nature of the talks, which very nearly hadn’t taken place, Jai feared to delay
now, lest it scuttle the session altogether. By not showing up, Kaliga undermined the process. It also
meant one of his Joint Commanders had openly defied him, an offense that verged on a declaration of
hostility by ESComm against the throne.

Jai made himself stop gritting histeeth. “No, | don’t want to wait. The meeting goes on.”

“Without either Joint Commander?’ Tarquine asked. “The officers here don’'t have authority to speak for
ESComm.”

“1 speak for ESComm.” Jai knew if his decisions went against Kaliga' s plans, it would be close to
impossible to implement them and would further weaken his support among the military. Kaliga knew it,
too, the bastard. Jai hoped he rotted in whatever palace or pleasure dome he had gone to instead of
showing up here.

The El interrupted his thoughts. “ The Ruby Pharaoh and First Councilor wish to know why we are
waiting.”

Jai took a breath. “Y ou may begin the count.”
“Very well. On three, you will al walk to the table. One, two, three.”

Jai and Tarquine entered the hall; at the same moment, the First Councilor and Ruby Pharaoh came
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forward. All four of them reached the table at the same time. Jai inclined his head, grateful they couldn’t
see the sweat on his forehead.

Tarquine spoke on his private channel. “ Thisis an outrage.”

Jai answered on the same channel. “Why?’ He waited behind his chair while their honor guards joined
them at the table.

“Tikal isataskmaker,” hiswife said. “ That would be bad enough. But that woman is aprovider. ”
“Y ou already knew that.”

“They ought to knedl to us.”

“Tarquine, for gods' sake.”

“Weéll, they should.”

“Like Kelric kneeled to you?’ It came out before he could stop it.

She didn’t answer. Whatever she felt in seeing Kelric, she hid it well. She was too far away in actual
space for him to pick up her emotions.

The Razers pulled out chairs for them. Across the table, Skolian officers were doing the same for the
Pharaoh and First Councilor. All four leaders sat down together. Technically, according to Eubian
protocol, Tarquine should have waited until Jai sat. Neither the Pharaoh nor the First Councilor would
wait, however, and they needed to maintain a balance in the proceedings. Nor was Jai insane enough to
tell his empress she had to remain standing while a“taskmaker” and a“provider” took their seats.

They all watched one another, wary and guarded. No one let his or her simulacra give away anything.

At the head of the table, President Loughten spoke in aresonant voice. “We of the Allied Worlds
welcome you to the birthplace of humanity.”

So began the peace talks between the Eubian Concord and the Skolian Imperialate.

“Nothing.” Jai was sprawled in asmartchair in his bedroom, brooding. “We achieved absolutely nothing.”

“It'sonly thefirst day,” Tarquine said mildly, looking up from her palmtop. “If you expected more than
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formalities, you are far more optimistic than the rest of us.”

“Where the blazesis Kaliga?' Jai couldn’t believe the admiral had so blatantly challenged him. It verged
on treason.

Tarquine checked her palmtop. “Neither he nor General Taratus have responded to the summons you sent
them.”

“It could take days for the message to reach them by ship.”

Tarquine glanced at him. “Only Kaliga has the go-ahead to use a Kyle webnode from his home. Even if
we reach Taratus, he has no node that will let him attend the talks.”

Jal crossed his arms. “We need better web access.”

“Sowedo.” She studied him. “If we had a Key, he could create our own web, and we would be done with
our dependence on the Skolians.”

Jai didn’t miss the pronoun she used: “he.” He swallowed, but said nothing.

To her credit, she didn’t push, at least not now. He doubted she would ever let it go.
“You should rest,” she said. “Tomorrow will be more grueling than today.”

Jai lowered his lashes halfway. “Yes. Let usrest.”

“Us?’

He stood up, extending his hand. “Us.”

She motioned with her palmtop. “I’ m not done working.”

“Yes, you are.” Jai took the palmtop and set it on atable. He felt asif Kelric's specter were in the room.
“Come, Wife.”

She stood slowly, and Jai felt asif he were on a knife edge, barely able to balance. He couldn’t let her see
how much he needed her, but he couldn’t let Kelric's unspoken presence take her from him either.

Tarquine had a strange expression, asif he had stabbed her, but she was hiding her pain. Jai didn’t
understand. He saw no way he could have hurt her. Maybe she no longer wanted him after seeing Skolia's
mighty Imperator. He tried to pick up her thoughts, but she was learning to guard her mind. Although he
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caught impressions, Kelric was in none of them. Only himself. He made her hurt inside, but why, he
didn’t know.

She took his hand, and they walked to the bed.

That night she made love to him with an intensity that burned. She seemed darker in spirit, harsh, asif she
wanted to drive him away, but an incongruous tenderness underlay her ferocity, giving her passion a
bittersweet quality that threatened to break his heart.

Afterward, asthey lay together, Jai knew he would never understand his wife, nor feel secure with her.
But this much he did know: he never wanted to live without her.

In the darkness of the living room, the only light came from the faint glow made by the gold desert
silhouettes on the wall. Kelric sat alone, unable to sleep. He had thought seeing Tarquine would leave him
cold.

He had been wrong.

Kelric knew why Jaibriol had chosen her as his empress. It wouldn’t have taken the boy long to discover
she differed from other Aristosin the only way that mattered to a psion. If the emperor truly was a
telepath, Targuine might be the only Highton woman he could marry.

Kelric tried to untangle his responses. He had never been one to dwell on his emotions. As an empath, he
often understood the moods of other people better than his own. He didn’t know what he felt now, but it
was keeping him awake.

He didn’t want seeing Tarquine to affect him, but he couldn’t deny he had found her compelling from the
first day he met her. She was darkness, the opposite of Jegjon, hiswife. Although Kelric would never feedl
the passion for Jegjon that had gripped him in other relationships when he was younger, he loved her ina
quiet way. Whatever he felt for Tarquine, it bore no resemblance to love.

Kelric shook his head, trying to clear Tarquine from his mind. He had more pressing concerns about the
peace talks. He didn’t trust the Hightons, especially not this Intelligence Minister, Azile Xir, the son of
Corbal Xir, who had owned Eldrin, and who had allowed his pirates to terrorize Skolian citizens. The
absence of Admiral Kaligawas even worse. The explanation given by the emperor’s office about a
“change of plans’ convinced no one. It looked like Kaliga simply hadn’t shown up, and it sent an
Inescapable message: Jaibriol 111 lacked the authority to command his own military. Without their
backing, the talks meant nothing.

Kelric had little hope now for the peace process. The Aristos would promise whatever they believed
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necessary to achieve their goals, but they considered nothing binding in their dealings with Skolians.
Other motives drove them here, though what, he didn’t know. Jaibriol 111 seemed sincere, especially after
he had released Jafe Maccar and Jacques Ardoise, but he lacked support in his own government.

Whatever was going on among the Hightons, Kelric wanted no part of it. Aslong as Dehya maintained
psiberweb links with Glory, they were giving the Traders a chance to hack the Kyle web and create
interstellar havoc. Better to end the talks now and cut their links to Glory than become a pawn in some
Highton intrigue.

His gauntlet comm buzzed. Lifting hiswrist, he said, “Imperator Skolia.”
“Lieutenant Qahot here, sir.” Her voice crackled. “A priority alpha communication has comein for you.”
Kelric sat up straighter. “What's the problem?”

“It regards the peace talks.” She took an audible breath. “Empress Tarquine wishes to speak to you in
private.”

36
The Starlight Chamber

White radiance surrounded Kelric.

The light solidified into aroom with luminex walls, ceiling, and floor. The El he had met the last time
appeared again, an athletic man in an Allied naval uniform.

“My greetings, Imperator Skolia,” the El said in perfect lotic, the language of the Skolian nobility.
Kelric nodded to him. “Has the empress arrived?’

“l believe sheisin process. Shall we proceed?’

“All right.” Kelric had no ideawhat to expect.

They entered aluminex corridor. It was like walking in atunnel of white light that ended at an arched
doorway.

“Do you wish me to accompany you inside?’ the El asked.
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“No, that won't be necessary. Thank you for your escort.” Kelric felt odd thanking a computer, but in the
years he had been gone, Els had become more intelligent. He never felt sure anymore what they expected
or wanted, if acomputer could “want” anything.

The EI bowed and faded into the light.

When Kelric touched the door, it sparkled into amillion pinpricks of light and vanished. He walked into
an odd, asymmetrical chamber, apparently on a starship. It was shaped like a narrow pyramid, longer on
one side than the other, so it seemed to lean. The opposite wall was a narrow triangle of dichromesh glass
about twice his height.

Tarquine stood in front of the glass.

She was facing away from him, gazing out at space, her body silhouetted against the stars. Then she
turned—and he felt asif ablast of wind had hit him. Her face had that alabaster perfection he remembered
so well, her body itslong, lean sensuality. The simplicity of her black jumpsuit underscored her elegance.
She emanated power.

He walked to her, and they faced each other in front of the window. She was atall woman, and her boots
added more height, bringing her gaze nearly level to his own.

He said, “Tarquine.”
Sheinclined her head. “Kelric.”
“You wished to see me.”

“1 need to answer a question.”
“Yes?

She paused, showing hesitation for the first time since he had known her, a response even more startling
in that she could have had her smulacrum hide it if she wished.

“Itisn't aquestion | know how to ask,” she said.

He spoke quietly. “Y ou need to give me a better reason for this meeting. | am the Imperator of Skolia.
Y ou are the Empress of Eube. We have been lovers. Some might construe a private conference between
the two of us a prelude to treason on an interstellar scale.”

Her gaze didn’t waver. “Thisisno treason.”
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“Good.”

“Y ou choose interesting words.” In the deceptively soft voice, she added, “Such as, say, ‘lovers.

Kelric exhaed, grateful the simulation allowed him to hide his disquiet. She was as potent across many
light-years as she was in person. “It was afigure of speech.”

“Perhaps.”

He knew her direct speech carried a message. They weren’t related; nor were their words meant to
establish a hierarchy of dominance. That left only two possibilities, one being that she wished to indicate
respect for the Skolian style of communication, which he doubted. The other implied an intimate link
between them.

“Whatever we were,” he said, “it ended the day | walked off your space habitat.”
She put her hands on her hips and frowned at him. *Y ou made many problems for me that day.”

“Y ou seem to be thriving.” He had never seen her looking so well, in fact. Being empress obviously
agreed with her.

She lowered her arms. “1 do have aquestion | can put into words.”
13 Y$?1
“1 would know your intentions in these talks. Do you honor my husband’ s desire for peace?’

“Of course.” Kelric wondered what she really wanted. Had they truly been in the same place, he might
have detected her mind, but she was light-years away on Glory. “ The question of intent would seem more
appropriate applied to a people other than mine. Such as, say, certain groups among the Eubian military.”

Her lips curved. “Now you sound like a Highton.”
“These talks seem to be missing a Highton.”

“I hadn’t noticed.”

“Admiral Kaligais hard to miss.”

Tarquine clasped her hands behind her back and looked at the stars. “The Line of Kaligais of no matter.”
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“*No matter’ 7’ He let hisincredulity show. “How genuine can your emperor’sintent be if his Joint
Commander doesn’'t even show up to the talks?’

“Emperor Jaibriol commands the Eubian military.”

“In name.”

She turned to him. “ Any agreement made by the emperor is binding on ESComm.”
“And if Xirad Kaliga decides otherwise?’

“It makes no difference.”

“1 find that hard to believe,” he said. She had to know Kaliga's absence was a disaster.
“The Line of Kaliga servesthe Line of Qox,” she said.

“Neither of usisthat naive.”

Her gaze didn’t waver. “Yes, Kaliga has agreat deal of influence and my husband is young. But don’t
underestimate the emperor, Kelric.”

Hearing his name on her lips startled him. He suddenly remembered a time he had fallen asleep with his
head in her lap. And then later...no, he must let those memories go.

Kelric knew he wouldn’t forget living in her universe. And yet somewhere, sometime, his craving for her
had faded. For al that he had insisted he no longer desired Tarquine, until this moment he hadn’t realized
he spoke the truth.

Her motives eluded him, yet in talking to her now, he had the impression she truly wanted the talks to
take place. He doubted Jaibriol could succeed without ESComm behind him, but Tarquine' s support
might make the difference. Kelric had seen and lived with the power she commanded; if she backed her
husband, the peace process might have a chance.

“Very well,” Kelric said. “I will accept what you say about your husband’ s intent in these talks.”

Tarquine turned her haughtiest Aristo look on him, an impressive one he had to admit, fit for an empress.
“And | will accept the same, for the Ruby Dynasty.”

11 $.11
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She exhaled. “So.”

He knew he should end the conversation, but instead he asked, “Did you get the answer to your other
guestion, the one you can’'t put into words?’

Sadness shaded her response. “Yes. | did.” In a husky voice, she added, “Farewell, Kelric. May you have
happinessin your life.”

Softly he said, “And you also. Good-bye, Tarquine.”

Seven people sat at the table in the War Room on the Orbiter: Dehya Selel, the Ruby Pharaoh; Barcala
Tikal, First Councilor of Skolia; Kelric, the Imperator; General Nagg Mada, highest in the military after
Kelric; Admiral Ragnar Bloodmark, next after Mg da; Eldrin, the Pharaoh’s Consort; and Roca Skolia, the
Foreign Affairs Councilor and mother to both Kelric and Eldrin.

Roca spoke flatly. “I don’t see the point in continuing the talks.”

Kelric recognized her tone; she wasn't going to relent. For all that she looked like the proverbial “sweet
angel” described in news broadcasts, she was one of the toughest politicians he knew.

Nag] Majda nodded, her iron-gray hair pulled back, accenting her austere, patrician features. “| agree with
Councilor Roca. Without ESComm, these talks mean nothing.”

Ragnar Bloodmark sat sprawled in his chair, his lanky frame stretched out. “ESComm has sent no
explanation. All we get are excuses from the emperor’s staff.”

“We need to hear from the Joint Commander,” Tikal said.
Ragnar’s gaze darkened. “Xirad Kaliga can go to hell.”

Eldrin spoke dryly. “Y our military insight leaves me in awe, Ragnar.” He made no attempt to hide his
dislike of the admiral. Ragnar cocked an eyebrow at him.

Rocaglanced at Kdlric. “Y ou’ve been quiet. What do you say?’
“That we continue the talks.”

First Councilor Tikal scowled at him. “They’ re using us, Imperator Skolia, playing some political game
among themselves.”
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“Possibly,” Kelric said. “But I'm convinced they at least want to try thistime.”

Ragnar gave him a sardonic look. “Of course your sudden interest in these talks has no link to your
clandestine meeting last night with the empress.”

Damn. Kelric narrowed his gaze at the admiral. How had Ragnar found out?

“What the hell 7’ Tikal said.

Nag turned a cold gaze on Ragnar. “Y ou had better have proof to back up that accusation.”
Eldrin smirked. “Or else you just bought yourself one load of trouble, Ragnar my friend.”

Even Roca looked troubled. “Ragnar, you go too far.”

Kelric spoke quietly. “Y es, my meeting last night with Empress Tarquine affected my opinion.”
Everyone went silent.

Until now, Dehya had been listening only, as she often did, no doubt evaluating their comments with her
ever-evolving brain. Now she spoke to Kelric. “You didn’t talk to the empress for long.”

For flaming sakes. Dehya aso knew? In truth, though, Kelric wasn't al that surprised she had discovered
his talk with Tarquine; Dehya was probably too interconnected with the webs to miss alink from the
Orbiter to Glory. But he had secured the transmission himself and had expected it to hold against anyone
else. Ragnar had better intelligence operations than Kelric had realized.

Nag] frowned. “Just how many people know about this ‘ clandestine’ meeting?’
“Not enough, apparently,” Tikal said dryly. “I’ve only just heard of it.”

Tarquine was the last person Kelric wanted to talk about with anyone, let alone his top advisers. But this
wasn’'t something he could pull back from, no matter how he felt. “We spoke last night, through the web.

Roca regarded him uneasily. “ About what?’
“The Eubians doubt our motivesin the talks.”
“Ourmotives?’ Nag] snorted. “Isthat ajoke?’

“Apparently not,” Kelric said.
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“Do you trust the empress?’ Eldrin asked.

Kelric gave awry smile. “No.”

“Y ou shouldn’t have spoken with her.” Tikal scowled at him. “It violates every protocol.”
Malice glinted in Ragnar’ s eyes. “ Maybe speaking wasn’'t what they had in mind.”

Eldrin stiffened. “Y ou’ re out of line, Ragnar.”

The admiral dlanted a dark glance at him. “ Are you speaking for yourbrother 7’ His emphasis |eft no
doubt what he thought about Eldrin’s objectivity, or lack thereof.

In his youth, Kelric had never understood why Eldrin resented Ragnar. Their animosity had grown during
the past two decades, but now Kelric had the maturity to recognize its origins. Ragnar coveted Dehya, the
Ruby Pharaoh, Eldrin’swife. Kelric wished his brother could distance himself from the admiral; Eldrin

had to know Dehya would never betray him. He played into Ragnar’ s hands when he let hisrival bait him.

Kelric spoke quickly, before his brother could blow up at Ragnar. “The empress and | discussed only the
talks.” That wasn't completely true; a great deal had gone unspoken between them. But any record of
their conversation would support his claim.

Roca s voice hardened. “ Tarquine Iquar overstepped herself. She has no rights to you.”

Kelric could feel his mother’ s formidable ire stirring. Even now, when her children were interstellar
potentates, Roca viewed them as her brood. Poets and historians lauded her beauty, but Kelric had always
thought she was at her most striking like this, intense and daunting, without the polish of the mediatechs,
aqueen ardent in protecting her own, whether it was her children or her empire.

“Tarquine doesn’t claim any rights,” he said. “ She just wanted my assurance about our intentions.”

“That’ s absurd,” Nagj said. “What, shall | go to Intelligence Minister Azile Xir and demand to know what
Corbal Xir intends with his pirate fleets?’

Tikal crossed hisarms. “A reason exists for our rules of order, Imperator Skolia. Breaking those protocols
undermines the entire process.”

“Does Emperor Jaibriol know you met with hiswife?’ Dehya asked.

“I didn’'t ask,” Kelric said. “But no, | don't think so.”
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Tikal shook his head. “One wonders what is going on with the Hightons, that the emperor’s military
leaders refuse his commands and his empressis off having private audiences with the Skolian Imperator.”

Nag rested her elbows on the table and steepled her fingers. “Qox seems to have relatively little authority.
| supposeit isn’t surprising, given his youth and protected childhood. But | don’t see much point in
continuing these talks.”

“| disagree,” Kelric said.
“You aren’t an objective judge,” Tikal said.

Kelric stiffened. Then he finally said aloud what they were all avoiding. “| was her provider. That is
hardly likely to predispose meto trust her.”

Nag met his gaze. “Y ou were her lover.”
“Not of my own free will.”
An awkward silence fell over the group.

Dehya spoke softly. “Enough.” She was watching Eldrin, who was staring at the table. Although Eldrin
had barricaded his mind, Kelric knew his brother was remembering histime as a Trader prisoner.

Tikal spoke quietly. “I vote we end the talks.”

“l agree,” Nag said.

Roca nodded. “I also.”

Eldrin gave Kelric alook of apology. “| also agree.”

Ragnar spoke wryly. “It appears Prince Eldrin and | are actually in agreement on something.”
Tikal exhaled. “That isfivein favor of withdrawing from the talks. We have a majority.”
Dehya spoke coolly. “Thisisn’t ademocracy, Councilor Tikal. | say we continue.”

“Well, well,” Ragnar murmured. “The Ruby Pharaoh and the Imperator say yes, and the First Councilor
saysno.” He looked inordinately entertained. “How awkward.”

Kelric held back his retort. His dislike of what Ragnar had to say didn’t change its truth. The blended
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government, with the Pharaoh and First Councilor sharing power, was just barely established. They had
no precedent for this situation, where the two of them were opposed in a major decision.

Tikal and Dehya appraised each other. Then Tikal said, “It isn’t in our best interests to continue the talks.”
Dehyaraised an eyebrow. “Peaceisn’'t in our best interest?’
“If the Traders wanted peace,” Tikal countered, “Admiral Kaligawould be at the talks.”

“That a power struggle may exist between the Qox palace and ESComm doesn’t mean they don’t want
peace.”

“Damn it, Dehya, they’re using us.”
She leaned forward. “1f we withdraw, we weaken whatever support the emperor has for his position.”

“And if the emperor fallsin acoup?’ A muscle twitched under Tikal’s eye. Only afew months had passed
since Dehya had overthrown his own government, backed by the military. The Ruby Dynasty suddenly
ruled again, after centuries of having their lives constrained, manipulated, torn apart, even lost due to
Assembly decrees. Kelric understood the desperation that had driven the Assembly to use the Ruby
Dynasty no matter what the cost—the Kyle web protected Skolia against Eube, and without Ruby psions
the web couldn’t exist—but that didn’t change what his family had suffered.

Kelric doubted the First Councilor would easily forget or forgive how close the coup had brought him to
death. Had Dehya kept absolute sovereignty, the ancient laws of the Ruby Empire would have required
she execute Tikal. She had split the government instead because losing him and the Assembly would have
weakened Skolia. The Eubians had aless benign view. If Jaibriol I11 fell in acoup, he would be very dead,
very fast.

“If hefalls, we deal withit,” Dehyasaid. “We can't stop talking peace just because hemight be
overthrown.”

Tikal leaned forward. “ Every moment our links stay open to Glory, we give ESComm an opportunity to
crack the web.”

“We need real-time discussions.”
“It isn’'t worth therisk.”
“Without risks, we'll never attain peace.”

Tikal snorted. “They don’t want peace.”
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“And if their emperor is sincere?’
“Why would he be?’
Dehyalet out abreath. “I can’'t say why | think so. It sintuition.”

“Your ‘intuition’ islegendary,” Tikal said. “With all those extra neural structures of yours, gods know
you see more than most people. But you' re not always right.”

“l can’'t make promises. But | believe this.”

Tikal glanced at Kelric. “Y ou agree with the Pharaoh?’

“Yes”

“On the basis of your talk with the empress.”

“That’sright.”

Tikal looked frustrated. “It’ s too little to go on.”

“Barcala,” Dehyasaid. “Don’t give up on this now.”

Tikal narrowed his gaze at her. It was along moment before he spoke.

Then he said, “Bloody hell. All right. Let’s continue.”

37

River of Ciphers

Jai found these restricted sessions of the peace talks the most grueling. Today he and Tarquine met with
Pharaoh Dyhianna and Kelric, only the four of them. The Ruby Pharaoh regarded him across the table, her
voice startling in its rich timbre. “ Eubian pirates continue to attack Skolian ships. It is unacceptable.”

In hisside vision, Jai saw Tarquine stiffen. Given how accomplished the Pharaoh had turned out to be at
interpreting Highton speech, he had no doubt her direct language now was deliberate; she was testing
them, probing their reactions. Her authority probably offended Tarquine more than her speech; providers
weren’t supposed to understand the complexities of Highton speech but they were expected to defer to
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Aristos. Dyhianna violated both expectations with a vengeance.

He also understood what Dyhianna left unsaid; his own cousin, Corbal, rated among the worst offenders
when it came to raids in Skolian territory. He couldn’t reveal that Corbal had been set up; it would only
make his power base look weak.

“Any raiders that prey on your people are breaking our laws,” Jai said. “They will be punished.”

It was Kelric who answered, his voice arumble. “An assurance easily made.” He left the rest of the
sentence hanging:and easily broken.

Tarquine focused on Kelric with an intensity Jai knew would have made his own face flame. Y et Kelric
remained unruffled even when she spoke in that devastating voice of hers. “An assurance,” she said,
“backed by strength.” Jai recognized the nuanced Highton message in her posture; she referred to military
strength. ESComm.

The Pharaoh shrugged. “ That requires a willingness to back the assurance.”
“A requirement easily met,” Jai said. He wanted to throttle Kaliga for weakening his position this way.

Tarquine' s voice came over his private channel. “Don’t let her push you. Setting ‘requirements’ gives
them advantage.”

Damn. Every time he thought he was making progress, he stumbled. Everyone at this table was many
decades older than him, and they all had experience commensurate with their years. He knew he wasn't
the first sovereign to assume his throne at too young an age, but he didn’t see how other such rulers had
managed. Then again, maybe they hadn’t; very few hereditary governments existed now. Even the Ruby
Pharaoh had foregone sole power.

Dyhianna bemused Jai. For all that she resembled his mother, she had a finesse his mother had lacked.
Hale and hearty, Soz Valdoria had been the epitome of a cybernetic warrior, but no one would have ever
called her subtle. Dyhianna had so much subtlety that on the rare occasions when she chose bluntness, it
came as a shock, one she used to deliberate effect. Nor could he imagine anyone calling his mother
“delicate,” whereas Dyhianna seemed breakable. But the differences were superficial; he recognized the
same strength of will and intellect in his aunt that he had known in his mother.

He wasn't certain what Tarquine thought of the Pharaoh. Dyhianna defied everything Tarquine considered
right and proper, on top of which, Dyhianna had the audacity to be short, when Hightons valued height.
But Tarquine was no fool. She had to recognize the Pharaoh’ s strength, the authority that Dyhianna
wielded with confidence. Dyhianna and Tarquine were like two lionesses circling each other, each
evaluating her foe and protecting her pride.
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Now Tarquine spoke. “It isimportant to punish lawbreakers for their crimes.”

Jai stiffened. After telling him not to let the Skolians control the discussion, Tarquine had just played into
their hands, implying they had reason to censure Eube. Personally Jai agreed, but he and Tarquine had to
represent the Aristos or he would lose what remained of his support.

The Pharaoh didn’t seem to agree with his assessment. Her voice turned icy. “Unlessthe ‘law’ isitself a
crime.”

Jal suddenly understood Tarquine’ s intent. Slavery was anathema among Skolians, when Eubians escaped
to Skolia, they became free and were granted asylum. According to Eubian law, the Skolians were
committing a major crime by harboring escaped taskmakers or providers. He hadn’t thought Tarquine was
serious when she said Kelric owed her fourteen million, but now he wondered. What if she demanded
reparations? Surely even she wouldn’t be that outrageous.

“It should be possible,” Jai said, “to find compromises for differencesin legal systems.”
“Some laws are too opposed,” Dyhianna said coldly.

“Opposition can be resolved,” Jai offered.

“Opposition, yes.” Kelric showed no sign of relenting. “Morality, no.”

Tarquine narrowed her gaze at him. “Whose morality?’

Dyhianna answered. “ Some principles should be universal.” Her voice could have chilled ice.
Tarquine raised an eyebrow. “Indeed.”

Jai knew they were debating the slave trade. Skolians would never accept it and Eube would never
relinquish it. Quietly, he said, “Must billions die for this opposition?’

Kelric met his gaze. “If it isimportant enough.”
“And if those deaths aren’t necessary?’ Tarquine asked.

Anger edged Dyhianna' s voice. “How can you stop them, when laws we consider an abomination are
forced on unwilling populations?’

Jal took a deep breath—and plunged ahead. “ Suppose such force became illegal ?’
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Kelric went very still. “It aready isillegal.”
“lllegal on both sides,” Jai said.

Silence descended on the table. Jai was glad none of them could see him swesating. He had just offered to
outlaw the pirate fleets. Although neither ESComm nor any Aristos admitted owning such fleets, no
Eubian law forbade the raids. Only the Halstaad Code of War even addressed the issue; it prohibited
selling Skolian POWSs. Given that most Aristos had no wish to own hostile Skolian soldiers, it wasn’'t hard
to enforce the Code. But that was for taskmakers, who weren't psions. If Kelric's experience was any
indication of what happened with a psion, it could be a nightmare trying to forbidall raids. But Jai was
willing to try, if the Skolians would offer a compromise he could take to the Hightons.

Tarquine spoke on his private channel. “ESComm will never allow you to outlaw the raids.”

“l haveto try.” He answered Tarquine privately, but then he spoke to the Pharaoh on the channel
everyone could hear. “ Skolian citizens should have the right to remain Skolian—just as Eubian citizens
should remain Eubian.” In other words, if he stopped Eubians from taking Skolians, then her people
should send escaped slaves back to Eube.

She regarded him for amoment. “| see.”

No one else spoke. Jai knew the compromise was abhorrent to both sides. The Aristos would revile any
law forbidding the raids; the Skolians would revile any law requiring them to return escaped taskmakers
and providersto Eube. But gods, it was better than world-slagging wars that would never end until they
destroyed human life.

Kelric leaned forward. “No Skolian would force people he cares for to return to alife of davery.”

Jai wondered if the rumors were true, that the Imperator had married aformer taskmaker. If so, Kelric
would never agree to such acompromise. In this VR simulation Kelric could edit his responses however
he wished, but even given that, Jai thought he detected an unusual degree of tension in the stoic

| mperator.

Jai spoke slowly, thinking it through. “ Perhaps a statute of limitations could apply to the return. After a
certain amount of time, if the Eubian is still in Skolian territory, she may remain.” He used “she’
deliberately, thinking of Kelric'swife.

“How long?’ Dyhianna asked.

“Ten years,” Tarquine said.

Kelric didn’t bother to edit out hislook of disgust. “No.”
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“Ten days,” Dyhianna said.
Tarquine raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know absurdity was an imperial trait, Pharaoh Dyhianna.”

From what Jai had heard, Kelric had married a woman who had helped him reach Earth. That would have
been over three months ago.

“Three months,” Jai said. “If the Eubian isin Skolian territory after that time, she can apply for asylum.”
Tarquine' s voice came over his private channel. “That is no way to bargain, Jaibriol. Hold out for longer.”
“They won't agree to longer,” he said.

“You have to push it harder.”

They all sat, considering one another. As the silence stretched to the breaking point, Jai feared they had
reached a deadlock.

Then Dyhianna spoke, her voice heavy. “ A flawed treaty is better than none at all, when the alternative
could very well be mutual annihilation.”

“Good gods!” Targquine’ s voice came on Jai’s private channel. “Is that what it sounds like, that she might
negotiate? If we can find away to talk about this, we might actually make progress.” She sounded so
stunned, Jai wondered if she had ever believed the talks could accomplish anything.

“1 hope so,” Jai told her. He kept his simulacrum silent, aware of Kelric studying him. He didn’t know
what to think of the Imperator: enemy, uncle, rival? In another life, he might have sought out Kelric asa

father figure after his own father died, but this was the only life he had, and Corbal was the closest he
would ever come to a mentor.

Just as Jai started to answer the Pharaoh, the voice of an EI came over his private channel. “Y our
Highness, you have a priority transmission from Glory.”

Jai paused. Everyone was waiting for him to respond to Dyhianna. “Who isit from?’ he asked the El
privately.

“Robert Muzeson. He saysit is an emergency.”
“Tell him we're in the middle of an important session.”

“Muzeson didn’t think it could wait, Y our Highness.”
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Jai knew Robert wouldn’t interrupt him without good reason, but the timing couldn’t have been worse.

Tarquine spoke over the private channel. “Jaibriol, you must answer the Pharaoh. She just offered the
opening we' ve hoped for.”

“1’m getting a page from Robert.” To the El, Jai said, “Relay the message to myself and Empress
Tarquine.”

Robert’ s voice camein his ear. “Your Highness, you are needed immediately on Glory.”
“That'sit?" Jai asked.

“Thatisall,” the El said.

Kelric was scrutinizing him even harder now. “Emperor Jaibriol ?’

Jai knew he had to make adecision. “I’m receiving atransmission from Glory. | regret that | must invoke
atemporary close to these proceedings.”

Tarquine swore on his private channel. “Don’'t do this! Robert can wait. We may not get an opening like
thisagain.”

“Thisisrather sudden,” Dyhianna said.

“Please accept my apologies,” Jai said. Before Tarquine could curse at him for apologizing to a provider,
he spoke to his wife on the private channel. “Robert wouldn’t interrupt if it wasn’t important.”

Kelric said, “We can have our Protocol Office set up a new session with your Protocol people.”
Jai nodded. “That would be good.”

“Ah, hell,” Tarquine muttered privately. “Once Protocol getsinvolved, it will take forever.”
Dyhianna was studying Jai. “| hope all iswell.”

So do I,Jai thought.

After the requisite formalities, Jai and Tarquine took their leave. They split up outside the conference
room, and he returned to the white chamber where he always “arrived” in Paris. Asitswallsfaded, he
became aware of voices, techs talking in the console room on Glory.
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Light flared as atech removed the visor over his eyes. He could see the console room now. As the techs
unfastened him from the chair, Jai stood up. Tarquine was standing in the center of her console afew
meters away, being checked by medics. As soon as Jai’ s medics finished with him, he strode toward the
exit of the room. Tarquine joined him, accompanied by their ubiquitous Razers.

After they left the VR room, Jai spoke into hiswrist comm. “Robert?’

“I"'min your office, Y our Highness.”

“Why did you interrupt the session?’

“Perhaps we should speak here,” Robert said.

Jal put his hand over the comm and glanced at Tarquine. “Do you have any ideawhat thisis about?’
She shook her head. “None.”

Bilerosein histhroat, but he fought it down. Had someone tried to kill him while he wasin the VR sim?
Or maybe ESComm had followed the example of their Skolian counterparts and overthrown his
government. Right now he might be a prisoner of the military he was supposed to command. He doubted
he would fare as well as the Skolian First Councilor.

“1 wonder if I’'m still emperor,” Jai muttered.
Tarquine drew him to a stop. “I have taken precautions in case we ever need to leave the palace quickly.”

He swallowed, aware of the Razers forming a bulwark around them, one that had never seemed benign
and now felt like aprison. “Y es. Make your precautions ready.”

They set off again, with Tarquine talking into her comm. It sounded as if she was just checking her net
mail, but Jai didn’t question her. Either she had created a cover to disguise her commands or else she had
lied. He chose to believe the former, mainly because he didn’t have much choice.

At Jai’ s office, he and Tarquine left the Razers outside and went in alone, closing the entrance behind
them. Jai was surprised to see Corbal standing behind the desk. The desk itself glimmered with ariver of
hieroglyphics flowing across its surface.

Corbal looked up, his face drawn. Robert was standing behind the Xir lord, a palmtop clenched in his
hand, watching Jai with quiet horror.

Jai’ s pulse ratcheted up. “What isit?’

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Catherine%20Asaro0%20-%20Moon's%20Shadow.html (300 of 322) [12/30/2004 8:17:09 PM]



TheM oon'sShadow

Corbal moved back. “Y ou had better see for yourself.”

Jal went around the desk, focusing on the glyphs streaming across its black top. “ This looks like some sort
of offworld transmission.”

“It'sfrom a ship that just entered the system,” Corbal said at hisside. “If it had dropped out of inversion
any closer to Glory, it would have violated the regulations against using star drives too close to a settled
planet.”

Tarquine came to the front of the desk and peered at the glyphs. “I can’'t read them upside down. They’re
going too fast.”

“The ship started broadcasting the moment it arrived.” Corbal’ s voice had a strange quality, asif he were
struggling to contain areaction. “The message is on a secured ESComm channel.”

Jai went cold. “Thisis from an ESComm ship?’
Corbal nodded. “Yes.”

Jal studied the message, which was encoded in all three dimensions of the glyphs. With the node
implanted in his spine analyzing the message, it didn’t take him long to absorb its meaning.

He read the message four more times to make sure.
Jai slowly sat down in the chair. “Gods.” He swallowed. “ Gods amighty.”

It wasn't until he looked up and saw Robert’ s dismay that Jai realized he had spoken in lotic, the language
of the Skolian nobility. Robert had served as a tranglator; he would recognize not only the language, but
how well Jai spokeit. In his childhood Jai had tended to think in lotic rather than Highton. Apparently
under stress he still did. And he spoke it perfectly, with no accent. Y es, any Highton could study lotic.
Every Qox emperor had spoken it. Jai might even learn it well. But no true Highton would revert to
perfect lotic when he was in shock.

Robert shot a panicked look at Corbal and Tarquine, knowing they had heard. But they simply continued
to watch Jai with neutral expressions. Neither said aword.

Jai rose to hisfeet, his hand resting on his desk, the glyphs flowing around his fingers.
Tarquine spoke quietly. “What does it say?’
He answered with a numbness he knew wouldn't last long. “Admiral Xirad Kaligaand General Kryx
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Taratus, the Joint Commanders of ESComm, are dead.”
Shedidn’t even blink. “How?”

When Jai saw her lack of surprise, a chill went through him. “Taratus assassinated Kaliga.” The news felt
like dust in his mouth. “L ord Raziquon was on Kaliga's yacht when it exploded.” He glanced at Robert,
his voice hardening. “Apparently my order rescinding Raziguon’s pardon never reached the High Judge.”

Robert blanched. “I will look into it, Y our Highness.”
“You do that,” Jai said coldly.
“How did Taratus die?’ Tarquine asked.

Jai turned to her, feeling asif he were in asurreal painting. “ The Raziquon and Kaliga Lines discovered
what they considered irrefutable evidence that the Taratus Line had assassinated their lords. So they
retaliated. They shot Taratus.”

“Gods.” Even she seemed stunned. “They moved fast.”

“Didn’t they now.” Jai remembered her delayed arrival at the peace talks. And Kaliga had never showed
up. Jai’ s heart was beating so hard, he felt it in hiswhole body. “ Thiswill cripple ESComm. It could
throw Eube into chaos.”

“Y ou must appoint new commanders as fast as possible,” Corbal said.

“Astonishing, that.” Jai continued to stare at Tarquine. He didn’t know how he kept his voice cam. He
wanted to scream. “Now | must choose two new Joint Commanders.”

“So you must.” Fierce satisfaction sparked on her face.
“You must call aninvestigation,” Robert said.
Jai glanced at him. He still couldn’t believe Robert had betrayed him. He couldn’t absorb any of this. Y et.

Corbal motioned at the glyphs scrolling across Jai’ s desk. “ According to that, an investigation has already
been done and evidence produced.”

“Evidence can be faked,” Jai said.

“For an accusation of this magnitude?’ Corbal gave him an incredulous look. “It would be impossible.
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Kaliga and Taratus were too powerful.”
“Almost impossible.” Jai turned to Tarquine.“ Almost.”

“1 believe the operative word is ‘impossible,”” she murmured.

“Isthat right?’ It wasn't until Jai’s hand began to ache that he realized he was clenching the desktop, his
fingers stiffened into a claw.

“Apparently so.” No chink showed in her cool demeanor. “No one would dare make such an accusation
without proof.” She stepped forward and rested her hands on his desk, submerging them in the river of
glyphs. “Y ou must act quickly to avoid adisaster. Select new commanders.”

He had to make a conscious effort not to clench histeeth. “And I’ ve no doubt you can offer me advice on
that.”

“Of course.”

It astonished Jai that he wasn’'t shaking with anger as he turned to Corbal. “No doubt you have advice,
too.”

His cousin inclined his head. “If it pleases Y our Highness, | can offer my humble thoughts on the matter.”

Humble, hell Jai felt asif the world had gone silent, muffled by his shock. With icy formality, he nodded
to Corbal and Tarquine. “I will speak to you both later.”

Although neither looked pleased to be dismissed, they didn’t seem surprised. Jai had his Razers escort
them from the office. But just before she left, Tarquine turned back to him. “Husband.”

“Yes?
“Y our speech is exalted,” she said softly. “Never forget.”

Jai swallowed. Never forget.Never again speak your mother’ s tongue. Hotness filled his eyes, but damned
if hewould let his grief show—and he would turn to ashesin hell before he mourned Taratus or Kaliga.

None of the Razers even blinked at her comment. Why should they? Given the megalomaniacal way
Hightons spoke about themselves, her “compliment” was mild. Only he, Corbal, and Robert understood
its true meaning.

When everyone had left but Robert, Jai lowered himself into his chair and rested his elbows on the desk.
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Putting his forehead in his hands, he closed his eyes. He wished he could float away, out the window,
free.

Robert spoke. “Y our Highness, may | help you?’

Weary, Jai lifted his head. “It is so odd, Robert, that Lord Raziquon happened to be aboard Admiral
Kaliga s yacht when it exploded. | wonder how he received his pardon after | refused to grant it.”

“1 will do my utmost to discover how such aterrible mistake occurred.”

“Yes, do your utmost.” Jai swiveled his chair around to him. “So, Robert my trusty aide, do you also find
my speech exalted?’

His aide met his gaze squarely. “Yes.”

“Just ‘Yes 7" Jai raised an eyebrow. “No, ‘Yes, Your Most Supremo Emperor’ ? What happened to that
glib tongue of yours?’

Sweat sheened Robert’ s forehead. He went down on one knee and bowed his head. “I revere you now and
always, and will attend you with the greatest loyalty.”

Jai clenched the arms of his chair. “Don’t kneel to me.”
Robert rose to hisfeet. “| wish only to serve you.”
“Then serve me. Not my wife.”

He averted hisgaze. “Yes, sir.”

Jai knew, from Robert’s mind, that his aide had acted in what he believed was Jai’ s best interest. What
stunned Jai more, though, was that Robert never intended to question his lapse into lotic. He would serve
his emperor even if he had reason to believe that emperor might be other than what he claimed.

“We have agreat deal of work ahead of us,” Jai said.
“We should get started.”
“Shall | seeto the investigation into the deaths of Admiral Kaliga and General Taratus?’

“Yes.” Jai stood up, rising to hisfull height, half a head taller than Robert. “But first, | would like to know
where my wife went.”
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Robert checked his palmtop. “ She isin the arbor of the North Garden.” He started to say more, then
seemed to think better of it.

“What isit?’ Jai asked.

His aide took a shaky breath. “1 am immensely grateful, Y our Highness, that the empressis not our
enemy.”

Softly Jai said, “Soam 1.”

38
The Garden

Jai stood with his siblings in the pew of the church. For the first two Christmases they had spent on Earth,
they had come here with Seth to celebrate the holiday. It had become special to them because it meant so
much to him.

But this third year was different. This year, on newscasts that played over and over, they had watched
their parents die. Time after time, Jai saw the shuttle bearing his mother and father explode; time after
time, he saw debris hurtle through space, the detonation recorded by hundreds of other ships during battle.
His parents, who had dreamed of peace, had died for their hope. The scene replayed endlessly,
everywhere, in ahorrible parody of the peace that this season was supposed to bring.

His grief was too big. He had never been able to weep.

Now he stood with his sister, Rocalisa, and his brothers, Vitar and Del-Kelric. Lisi was almost fifteen
now, her pretty face much like their grandmother’s, Roca Skolia. At ten, Vitar was growing like a sprout,
his black hair streaked with gold, his eyesred. Four-year-old Del-Kelric resembled a cherub, but with
ruby sparklesin his gold eyes.

They were listening to the priest say Mass when the double doors of the church creaked. Jai glanced back,
uneasy. The church held hundreds of pews, and he was near the front, far from the doors, so he couldn’t
see clearly. It looked like a man was in the foyer, but the darkness beyond the doors made it hard to make
out anyone who hadn’t entered the main church.

Then the man came all the way inside—and Jai’ s pulse leapt. Outfitted in the full battle armor of a
cybernetic warrior, the man carried alaser carbine.

When the priest went silent, staring at the back of the church, the members of the congregation looked as

file:///G|/Program%?20Files/eMule/Incoming/Catherine%20Asaro0%20-%20Moon's%20Shadow.html (305 of 322) [12/30/2004 8:17:09 PM]



TheMoon'sShadow
well. The church was packed for the holiday service, which meant hundreds of people were turning to the
soldier.

Hewasn't alone.

More warriors filed in, boots clanking, guns glinting. The priest walked to therail that separated the area
where he said Mass from the main church, but when he tried to step out, a soldier moved quickly to him
and put out his hand to stop the older man.

Sweat beaded on Jai’ s forehead. A soldier was coming up the central aisle, carrying alaser carbine. Jai
recognized his armor: the man was a Skolian Jagernaut. He kept coming, nearer and nearer, his tread
relentless.

Jal felt asif he were dying inside. He had no doubt why these soldiers had come. He stepped to the end of
the pew, putting himself in front of Lisl, Vitar, and Del-Kelric. He was aware of Seth moving to the other
end of their line, so he and Jai bracketed the younger children.

The Jagernaut stopped at their pew and stared at Jai, making no attempt to hide his shock.
Seth spoke in afirm voice. “These children have political asylum. Y ou cannot touch them.”
Jai wondered what good political asylum would do against so many armed warriors.

“Gods amighty,” the soldier whispered, more to himself, it seemed, than to Jai or Seth. Then he spoke
into the comm on his gauntleted wrist. “All four of them are here.”

A sinking sensation spread in Jai, deepened by a sorrow greater than he knew how to handle. The soldier
turned toward the back of the church. The doors were open, both those to the foyer and the doors that led
outside. It was night. Light from the outdoor lamps slanted through the dark foyer, silhouetting two
figures entering the church.

Then the two entered the light, and Jai’ s sense of time slowed down. They seemed to walk in slow
motion, awoman in a dusty black commando uniform with a carbine slung over her shoulder, and a man
in Highton clothes that had once been elegant and now were ripped and rumpled. Two people—

Two achingly familiar people.

Jai heard Del-Kelric cry out, but in his shock he didn’t move fast enough. The small boy squeezed by
even as Jai grabbed for him. Then Del-Kelric was running down the aisle, oblivious to the armed
intruders, his face radiant.

Aswarriors all over the church whipped up their guns, the soldier at Jai’ s pew yelled, “Don’t shoot!” In
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that same instant, the woman in the commando uniform shouted into her wrist comm, “Hold your fire.”

Del-Kelric ran on, oblivious to the firestorm of laser shots he had nearly started, his pudgy arms extended,
his face wreathed in smiles. Then Vitar and Lisi pushed past Jai and raced down the aisle aswell, Vitar's
long legs devouring the distance, Lisi’s hair streaming behind her. Jai couldn’t move. He couldn’t break
the icy shock that had frozen him.

The man in the ripped Highton clothes went down on one knee—Jaibriol |1, the Emperor of Eube, was
kneeling, reaching to alittle boy. Del-Kelric barreled into him, throwing his arms around the emperor’s
neck, his father, at the same time reaching for the woman in the commando uniform, his mother, Soz
Valdoria, the Imperator of Skolia. Then Lis and Vitar reached them, and the two rulers gathered their
children close, everyone crying as they embraced, uncaring that hundreds of strangers and armed soldiers
were watching their reunion.

Jai finally walked down the aisle. Two steps away from his family, he stopped, unable to continue. They
al gazed at him, his father holding Del-Kelric in one arm and his other arm around Vitar’ s shoulders. Lis
stood next to their mother, tears on her face.

Jai couldn’t speak. For the past two years he had seen his parents vilified on the news as brutal tyrants
who had broken two empires. Were these the parents who had given their children such a deep, abiding
love?

Yes.

Seeing them now, Jai knew that whatever the rest of humanity chose to believe, he would always have the
truth. They were the two best people he had ever known. He stepped forward and they took him into their
arms.

So he held his family, his mother, father, brothers, sister, histears streaming as they rejoiced...

Jai opened his eyesinto darkness, his face wet. Grief wrenched through him. The dream wasn’t real. Yes,
he and his siblings had gone with Seth to church that last Christmas, but no miracle had occurred. His
parents hadn’t come home.

Finaly, after so long, he cried. He couldn’t stop. The tears tore out of him, his mourning as raw as a new
wound. He was alone. Tarquine had aready risen, as she often did. Sometimes she woke him, her touch
sensual in the dark hours, but this time she had been wise enough to leave him alone. He didn’t want to
touch his dangerous wife, not tonight.

So Jai wept. The tears released, giving way to the sorrow he had locked within himself for so long.
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Kelric waited on the balcony of the apartment that Dehya and Eldrin kept in the city on the Orbiter. The
great lamp that served as a“sun” had completed its arc across the sky and now night filled the spherical
habitat, lit by star lamps that sparkled in the hemisphere above them.

Standing at the rail, he gazed at the graceful bridges and buildings below. As hetook a swallow of his
drink, arustle came from behind him. Then Dehyajoined him.

“I"ve always loved this view,” she said.
“It is beautiful.”

For awhile they stood appreciating the city. Strains of music came from within the apartment, as Eldrin
worked on his latest composition.

“Do you believe he did it?" Dehya asked.

Kelric didn’t need to ask whom she meant. “No, | don’t think so.” He doubted they would ever know the
truth, but he didn’t believe Jaibriol Qox had killed his Joint Commanders.

“I"m not sure | believe they assassinated each other,” Dehya said.
“Why not?’ Gods knew, Hightons spent an inordinate amount of time plotting against one another.

“It's hard to explain.” Her face was pensive in the silvery light. “Intuition, maybe, or the calculations |’ ve
been running on my neural nodes.” She tilted her head, listening. Eldrin’s voice graced the night, soaring
into high notes, then dropping into deep, rumbling tones. Softly she said, “1 should so like to make the
stars safe for the people | love.”

Kelric thought of Jegjon, captivated by the VR arcade he had built for her. “1 aso.”

“Perhaps hope exists for the talks after all.”

He felt less optimism. “Even if the emperor forbids the raids, | doubt he can enforce such alaw.”
Dehya sighed. “Nor can | imagine any Skolian sending escaped slaves back to Eube.”

Kelric thought of Jegjon. “Nor 1.”

“| hate the suggested compromise.”
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“Yet still we negotiate.”

She spoke with pain. “Perhapsit is because we hope this treaty will lay the first stonesin a path that |eads
to compromises we can better accept.”

Seeing her face luminous in the starlight, he thought that here, in the forgiving night of home, she was
willing to hope. He didn’t yet dare give in to that gossamer dream.

“Perhaps someday,” he said.

Dehya sipped her drink. “1t may take decades. Half a century. But perhaps someday.”

“Why half a century?’

“The models I’ ve been running predict something then. Lightning?’

“A storm?’

“1 don’t know. But changes will come.”

Kelric looked out over the city sparkling in the night. “He is unusual, this new emperor of Eube.”
“A miracle,” Dehya murmured.

“Maybe.” It was as far as he could go in speaking his wish for peace. He had seen too much of the
ugliness humanity produced to believe the Traders could ever change.

But deep within his heart, hope stirred.

Jai knew he had to face Tarquine. He could put it off no longer. In the day that had passed since the deaths
of Kaligaand Taratus, he had barely had time to breathe, et aone talk to hiswife. But he couldn’t avoid
this forever. When Raobert told him she had gone to one of the palace gardens, Jai went in search of her.

Fog wreathed the grounds. He couldn’t see the sky, where the moons G4 and G5 shone. He knew now
how he would surface G5, Tarquine’'s moon. As a geode: steel-diamond on the exterior, brilliant crystals
underneath, knife-edged but startling in their beauty. He had also chosen a name for his mother’ s moon.
Prism. It was what his family had called the world where they had lived in exile for fifteen years, the
place where he had been happy and loved. If asked, he would say it was what his father called the
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sanctuary where Jai and his mother had lived in seclusion.

He followed an overgrown path that wound through a lush woods, with hoary trees on either side, and
trellises covered by vines heavy with silver, blue, and rose flowers. Walkways crisscrossed the garden.
Deeper in the woods, ancient trees leaned over alatticework tower, their branches dripping long fronds of
moss. The tower was three storiestall.

Tarquine stood framed within an opening at the top.

Jai wondered how such beauty could exist amid such violence, both in Eube and in hiswife. He entered
the base of the tower, acircular areaten paces across, its lattice walls threaded by vines with curling
tendrils. He stopped at the stairs that spiraled up around the inner wall and turned to the captain of his
bodyguards. “Y ou may wait here.”

The captain bowed. “Asyou wish, Y our Highness.”

Jal started up the stairs, his hand on therail. But after afew steps, he paused, looking down. “Captain.”
“Yes, Your Highness?’

“It would please me to know your name.”

“I haven't one.”

“Nothing at all?’

“l have a serial number. Would you like that?’

Sadnessfilled Jai. To grieve for aliving being designed to be more machine than man hurt at alevel too
deep for him to define. He spoke his younger brother’s name. “Vitar.”

The captain’s forehead furrowed. “Y our Highness?’

“You have aname now,” Jai said. “Vitar.” The Razer resembled Jai’ s younger brother. “If | had ever had
abrother, | would have liked him to have that name.”

The captain’ s gaze widened, giving lie to the serial number that labeled him as a machine. “I am
honored.”

Jal tried to smile, but he couldn’t. He inclined his head, then resumed climbing. His Razers stayed below,
monitoring his progress on their cybernetic arms.
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The staircase ended at the third level. Tarquine was afew paces away, her back to him, her black-garbed
figure silhouetted against the overcast sky. Mist curled around her legs.

Jai went to stand with his wife.
Tarquine turned to him. “Y ou look well today.”

He wondered if he would ever be well again. “ So do you.” That much was true. She was devastating.
Such cold, deadly beauty.

“Have you heard news from the Skolians?’ she asked.

“Yes.” Inthe muffled day, Jai felt unnaturally quiet. “ They have agreed to resume the talks.” He thought
of General Barthol Iquar, Tarquine s nephew, and of Admiral Erix Muze, the grandson of High Judge
Calope Muze. “Both of ESComm’s new Joint Commanders have sworn to support the talks. General
Barthol will attend.”

“Good.” Dark satisfaction showed in Tarquine's gaze.

Jal wondered if he even knew how to definegood anymore. “My security people found evidence of a
message that Admiral Kaliga sent from his hospital room in the palace. It was well hidden. It took them a
long time to uncover it.”

“A message?’ Her face was inscrutable.
“To Raziquon’skin. It includes reference to Kaliga s involvement in the attempts against my life.”
“S0,” Tarquine murmured. “Kaligaimplicated himself.”

Jai didn’t believe for amoment Kaliga had sent the message. Someone else had been in the admiral’s
room during that crucial time. Whoever it had been would never speak, and no neural scan of the
admiral’ s brain could prove hisinnocence now.

He wanted to ask Tarquine the questions that burned within him. Why had she gone to such drastic
lengths to further peace talks she had never seemed to want in the first place? Had she done it for Kelric?
But he didn’t know if he could bear to hear her answers.

He said only, “Without opposition from Kaliga, Taratus, or Raziquon, we may establish atreaty with the
Skolians.”

“The newscasts are already calling it the Paris Accord.”
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His voice caught. “So I've heard.”
She searched his face. “ Are you happy, Jaibriol? It iswhat you wanted, yes?’

“Yes.” He had dreamed of it. He should rgjoice. And he did feel a bittersweet joy. But he had never
expected it to come at the price of murder. That Tarquine had told him nothing of her plans made no
difference; unknowing or not, he was responsible.

She spoke pensively. “A thought has come to me.”
“What do you mean?”’

She turned back to the gardens, her hands clasped behind her back. “That it may be desirable, sometimes,
to act in benefit of Eube rather than of oneself.”

Jai didn’t know whether to weep at her words or disbelieve them. Her calmness contrasted with her usual
tension. She seemed to have made peace with something, but what, he had no idea.

“Isthat why you support the talks?’ he asked.
“1 wouldn’t have chosen to have them.”
“Then what isit you think may benefit Eube?’

Facing him, she spoke quietly. “To have an emperor with decency rather than avarice, one who desires
what is best for his people over what will satisfy his greed.”

Jai’ s perception suddenly shifted. She hadn’t done this for herself; she had done it for him. He had
agonized for so long, fearing her avarice and ambition, and her hunger for Kelric. Even knowing her
mind, he hadn’t seen the truth until now. It wasn’'t Kelric she wanted.

It was him.

He didn’t know where to put that knowledge. Tarquine was aforce of nature he had unleashed. She would
never share his beliefsin right and wrong, yet she would support him to the death. Literaly. Was it worth
the devastating price she exacted from his conscience? He would pay that price, if it meant Eube and

Skolia could someday find their way to peace, but the stain on his soul would never |leave.

He spoke inalow voice. “I’'m not sure | will ever understand you.”

She spoke quietly. “1 have discovered | understand myself far less than | thought.”
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“You have questions?’

“One.” She gazed at the ancient trees. “| found the answer without ever asking it aloud.”
“What did you find?’

She hesitated. “1 could be wrong about it.”

“About what?’

“l don’t know if | am truly capable of this.”

“Of what?’

Another silence.

Then she said, “ Of loving another human being.”

Tarquine faced him then, really faced him. “Y ou are goodness and | am not. Nor will | ever be. | cannot
change that much.” She took his hand. “But whatever hells our marriage was made within, | am glad of its
making.”

Jai spoke softly. “I, too.” It was true, gods help him.

Standing together, the emperor and empress looked out at the new universe they were creating, one
shrouded in mist, but with the hint of sun lightening the overcast.

Author’s Note: The Moons of Glory

The moons of the planet Glory are adramatic presence in its sky, with brilliant colors and marked size
variations. | based their behavior on the moons of Saturn. The two systems aren’t identical; Saturn has at
least eighteen moons (probably more), whereas Glory has only fourteen. But many similarities exist.

I’ ve called the moons G1, G2, G3, and so on; the smaller the number, the closer the moon’ s orbit to
Glory, the capital world of Eube. Some of the moons are very close in, but the smallest orbit is il
outside the Roche limit that determines how close a moon can orbit before gravitational forces pull it

apart.

Glory isalarge planet with alight core, aradius three times Earth’s, and an average density a bit less than
one third that of Earth, which givesit a surface gravity of 92 percent ours. The sun of Glory subtends an
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angle of 0.45© in the sky, which means it appears slightly smaller than the sun in our sky.

The two innermost moons of Glory, G1 and G2, are small, about 3040 kilometers in diameter, less than
1 percent the diameter of Earth’s Moon. Their distance from Glory is roughly eleven percent the distance
of our Moon from Earth, with G1 closer than G2. As seen from Glory, each satellite subtends an angle of
0.04©-0.050 in the sky. For comparison, Earth’s Moon subtends about 0.5© in our sky, making it more
than ten times the width that G1 or G2 subtends in the sky of Glory.

The next two moons, G3 and G4, have orbits close together, separated by only 50 kilometers. Their
behavior follows that of two Saturn moons—Janus and Epimetheus. Specifically, they periodically switch
orbits. The swap occurs because they approach each other closely enough to trade momentum. Suppose
G3isinitialy closer to Glory; it then travels a bit faster than G4 due to its smaller orbit. As G3
approaches G4, the gravity of G4 pulls G3 into alarger orbit, which slows G3 down. Similarly, G3 pulls
G4 into asmaller orhit, speeding G4 up. So G3 becomes the outer moon and G4 drops into the inner orbit.
In other words, as the two moons near each other, they swap orbits. The inner moon then speeds off from
the outer, and the process repeats when the moon comes back around.

Seen from Glory, the two moons would gradually appear to approach each other but then “bounce” away
again without touching or passing. If you were on the satellite that lags behind, you would see your moon
approach the leading moon. As the two neared, yours would slow down while the other sped up, seeming
to “run away” every time you almost caught up.

Eube Qox, the first emperor, originally named G3 and G4 in honor of his sisters, Tarquine and Ilina.
However, those designations are falling out of use. The satellites of Glory are named for empresses, with
the moon that appears largest from the surface of Glory named for the first empress, the second largest
named for the second empress, and so on. Although G4 and G3 appear the same size, they are,
respectively, the sixth and seventh largest, and will be renamed for the sixth and seventh empresses. Each
subtends an angle of 0.13© in the sky, about one quarter the width of our Moon as seen from Earth. They
have an elongated shape, particularly G3.

The next satellite is G5, which appears in the sky as the fourth largest moon; as such, it should be named
for the fourth empress, the wife of Jaibriol 11 and mother of Jaibriol (Jai) I11. Jai cannot giveit his
mother’ s name—Sauscony Valdoria—so he chose one that honors her without revealing her identity as
the military leader of Eube' s enemies. Her moon subtends an angle of 0.28© in the sky, more than half
the width of our Moon in Earth’s sky.

The next moon, G6, isthe third largest in actual size and also as seen from Glory. The third emperor, Ur
Qox, named it Viquarain honor of hiswife and surfaced it with synthetic diamond, making it the
brightest object in Glory’s sky. It subtends an angle of 0.39©, about three-quarters the size of our Moon.

G7 isthefifth largest moon as seen from Glory. Jaibriol 111 (Jai) named it Tarquine in honor of hiswife
(which is another reason G3 lost its name). He had the moon resurfaced to resemble a geode, with a steel-
diamond composite on the outside, brilliant and hard. Inside, it has a crystalline structure in incredible
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colors.

Three moons share the eighth orbit: G8a, G8b, and G8c. The largest, G8b, is called Mirella after the first
empress. She married Eube Qox, who founded the Eubian Concord. In her honor, he surfaced the moon
with aruby composite, turning it avivid red. As seen from Glory, Mirellais the largest moon, but in
actual size, it isthe second largest, with a diameter only about 40 percent that of G11. However, G11is
over four times farther away from Glory, so in the sky it appears smaller than Mirella. The diameter of
Mirellais about half that of Earth’s Moon, but its distance from Glory is only about one quarter the Earth-
Moon distance; Mirella thus subtends an angle of 0.98© in the sky of Glory, twice the width of the Moon
in our sky.

Two tiny moons share Mirella’ s orbit. G8a is 60© ahead in and G8c is 60© behind, each of them at
alagrange point, which is an unusually stable point in an orbit. They have blocky shapes and each
subtends an angle of 0.020© in the sky, which is about 1/25 the width of Earth’s Moon in our sky.
Together, the three G8 moons form the same type of system as the Trojan moons of Saturn—Tethys and its
tiny companions Calypso and Telesto.

G9 and G10 are tiny moons that appear the same size as G8a and G8c. They are actually abit larger than
Mirella’ s companions, but they orbit farther out from Glory. G9 is about three times as far from Glory as
G1, the innermost moon, and subtends an angle of 0.03© in the sky of Glory; G10 isfour times as far out
as G1 and subtends an angle of 0.020.

G11 isthe largest moon. As seen from Glory, however, it appears as the second largest because it is so far
out from the planet. It is called Zarafor the wife of Jaibriol I, the second emperor. Zara subtends an angle
of 0.59© in the sky, making it about 60 percent the size of Mirella as seen from Glory and about 120
percent the width of our Moon in the sky. Jaibriol | had its surface turned into gold to honor his empress.

Zararaises substantial tides on the Glory, exerting aforce about one and a half times that of the Moon on
Earth. Mirella has an even greater effect, exerting atidal force over six times that of our Moon. Several
other Glory satellites also have a significant effect: Viquara, at 47 percent the effect of the Moon on

Earth; G4 (Soz's moon) at 20 percent; Tarquine (G5), at 5 percent; G4 at 4 percent; and G1 and G3, both
roughly 1 percent. The other moons exert smaller forces. The combined effect of the moons and the sun of
Glory creates huge, complicated tides and distorts the planet.

The last moon, G12, istiny. Itsunusually large orbit putsit approximately one hundred times farther out
than G1, the innermost satellite, and ten times as far out as Zara, its closest companion.

Shadows

During an eclipse of a sun by a moon, the moon moves between the planet and the sun so that its shadow
falls across the planet. From the surface of the planet, the sun appears covered by adark disk. In atotal
eclipse, al of the sunis covered and a period of darkness results; in a partial eclipse only part of thesunis
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covered.

An eclipseistotal when a planet passes through the inner portion of the moon’ s shadow—theumbra —the
central cone of shadow created by the overlap of shadows from all edges of the moon. Surrounding the
umbrais an outer, lighter cone of shadow—thepenumbra. In atotal eclipse, the planet passes through the
penumbra, into the umbra, out of the umbra, and finally out of the penumbra again. In a partial eclipse, the
planet passes through the penumbra.

Thetitle of this book—The Moon’'s Shadow—has a multitude of meanings having to do with the
characters, their situations, and the ramifications of their actions. The most obvious interpretations may be
misleading! Some may include the empresses of Eube, but certainly not all of them, nor in the obvious
ways. | will leave it to the reader to play with the possible symbolisms.

Family Tree: RUBY DYNASTY

Boldface names refer to members of the Rhon. The Selel name denotes the direct line of the Ruby
Pharaoh. All children of Roca and Eldrinson take Valdoria as their third name. All members of the Rhon
within the Ruby Dynasty have the right to use Skolia astheir last name. “Del” in front of a name means
“in honor of.”

= marriage + children by

family tree

Family Tree: QOX DYNASTY

Boldface names refer to members of the Rhon.

family tree

Characters and Family History

Boldface names refer to Ruby psions, also known as the “Rhon.” All Rhon psions who are members of
the Ruby Dynasty useSkolia as their last name (the Skolian Imperialate was named after their family).
TheSelei name indicates the direct line of the Ruby Pharaoh. Children of Roca andEldrinson take Valdoria
asathird name. The“del” prefix means “in honor of,” and is capitalized if the person honored was a
Triad member. Most names are based on world-building systems drawn from Mayan, North African, and
Indian cultures.
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= marriage

Lahaylia Selei(Ruby Pharaoh: deceased)= Jarac(Ilmperator: deceased)

L ahayliaandJarac founded the modern-day Ruby Dynasty.L ahaylia was created in the Rhon genetic
project. Her lineage traced back to the ancient Ruby Dynasty that founded the Ruby Empire.Lahaylia
andJarac had two daughters,Dyhianna Selel andRoca.

Dyhianna (Dehya) Selei = (1) William Seth Rockworth 111 (separated)
= (2)Eldrin Jarac Valdoria

Dehyais the Ruby Pharaoh. She married William Seth Rockworth [11 as part of the Iceland Treaty
between the Skolian Imperialate and Allied Worlds of Earth. They had no children and later separated.
The dissolution of their marriage would have negated the treaty, so neither the Allieds nor the Imperialate
recognized Seth’s divorce. Both Seth and Dehya eventually remarried anyway.Spherical Harmonic tells
the story of what happened toDehya after the Radiance War. She andEldrin have two children, Taquinil
Selei andAlthor Vyan Selel .

Althor Vyan Selel = ‘ Akushtina (Tina) Santis Pulivok

The story of Althor andTina appears inCatch the Lightning .Althor Vyan Selel was named after his
uncle/cousin,Althor Izam-NaValdoria. Tinaalso appearsin the story “Ave de Paso” in the
anthologyRedshift andThe Y ear’ s Best Fantasy, 2001.

Roca = (1) Tokaba Ryestar (deceased)
= (2) Darr Hammerjackson (divorced)
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= (3)Eldrinson Althor Vadoria

Roca and Tokaba had one child,Kurj (Imperator and former Jagernaut), who married Ami when he was
about a century old. Kurj and Ami had a son named Kurjson.

Although no records exist of Eldrinson ’ s lineage, it is believed he descends from the ancient Ruby
Dynasty. He andRoca have ten children:

Eldrin (Dryni) Jarac(bard, consort to Ruby Pharaoh, warrior)
Althor |zam-Na(engineer, Jagernaut, Imperial Heir)

Del-Kurj (D€l)(singer, warrior, twin toChaniece )

Chaniece Roca(runs Vadoriafamily household, twin toDel-Kurj )
Havyrl (Vyrl) Torcellei(farmer, doctorate in agriculture)
Sauscony (Soz) Lahaylia(military scientist, Jagernaut, Imperator)
Denric Windward(teacher, doctorate in literature)

Shannon Eirlei(Blue Dale archer)

Aniece Dyhianna(accountant, Rillian queen)

Kelricson (Kelric) Garlin(mathematician, Jagernaut, Imperator)

Eldrinappears inThe Radiant Seas andSpherical Harmonic
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Althor Izam-Na = (1) Coop and Vaz
=(2) Cirrus

Althorhas a daughter, Eristia Leirol Valdoria, with Syreen Leirol, an actress turned linguist. Coop and
Vaz have a son, Ryder Jalam Majda Vadoria, withAlthor as co-father.Althor and Coop appear inThe
Radiant Seas. The novelette, “ Soul of Light” (Circlet Press, anthologySextopia), tells the story of
howAIlthor and VVaz met Coop. Vaz and Coop also appear inSpherical Harmonic.Althor and Cirrus also
have a son.

Havyrl (Vyrl) Torcellel = Lilliara (Lilly) (deceased)
=Kamoj Quanta Argali

The story of Havyrl and Kamoj appears inThe Quantum Rose, which won the 2001 Nebula Award. An
early version of thefirst half was serialized inAnalog, May 1999-July/August 1999. The story of Havyrl
and Lilly appearsin “ Stained Glass Heart,” a novellain the anthologylrresistible Forces , February 2004.

Sauscony (Soz) Lahaylia = (1) Jato Stormson (divorced)
= (2) Hypron Luminar (deceased)
= (3)Jaibriol Qox (akalaibriol 1)

The story of howSoz and Jato met appears in the novella, “Aurorain Four Voices’ (Analog,December
1998).Soz andJaibriol ' s stories appear inPrimary Inversion andThe Radiant Seas. They have four
children, all of whom use Qox-Skoliaastheir last name:Jaibriol 111, Rocalisa, Vitar, anddel-Kelric . The
story of howJaibriol 111 became the emperor of Eube appears inThe Moon’s Shadow.Jaibriol |11 married
Tarquine Iquar, the Finance Minister of Eube.

Aniece= Lord Rillia
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Lord Rilliarules Rillia, which consists of the extensive Rillian Vales, the Dalvador Plains, the Backbone
Mountains, and the Stained Glass Forest.

Kelricson (Kelric) Garlin = (1) Corey Majda (deceased)
= (2) Deha Dahl (deceased)
= (3) Rashiva Haka (Calani trade)
= (4) SavinaMiesa (deceased)
= (5) Avtac Varz (Caani trade)
= (6) Ixpar Karn (closure)

= (7) Jegjon

Kelric's stories are told inThe Last Hawk, Ascendant Sun, The Moon’s Shadow, the novella“A Roll of
the Dice” (Analog,July/August 2000), and the novelette “Light and Shadow” (Analog,April 1994).Kelric
and Rashiva have one son, Jimorla (Jimi) Haka, who becomes a renowned Calani.Kelric and Savina have
one daughter,Rohka Miesa Varz , who becomes the Ministry Successor in line to rule the Twelve Estates
on Coba.

Time Line

circa4000BC Group of humans moved from Earth to Raylicon
circa3600BC Ruby Dynasty begins

circa3100BC Raylicans launch first interstellar flights; rise of Ruby Empire
circa2900BC Ruby Empire declines

circa2800BC Last interstellar flights; Ruby Empire collapses...
circaAD1300 Raylicans begin to regain lost knowledge

1843 Raylicansregain interstellar flight

1866 Rhon genetic project begins

1871 Aristos found Eubian Concord (aka Trader Empire)
1881 Lahaylia Selei born

1904 Lahaylia Selei founds Skolian Imperialate

2005 Jarac born
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2111
2119
2122
2132
2144
2169
2203
2204
2206
2209
2210
2219
2223
2237
2240
2241
2243
2258
early 2259
late 2259
2260
2263
2268
2273
2274
2276
2277-8

2279
2287
2328

Lahaylia Selei marries Jarac

Dyhianna Selei born

Earth achievesinterstellar flight

Allied Worlds of Earth formed

Rocaborn

Kurj born

Roca marries Eldrinson Althor Valdoria

Eldrin Jarac Valdoria born; Jarac dies; Kurj becomes Imperator
Althor 1zam-Na Valdoria born

Havyrl (Vyrl) Torcellel Vadoriaborn

Sauscony (Soz) Lahaylia Valdoria born

Kelricson (Kelric) Garlin Valdoria born

Vyrl marries Lilly (“Stained Glass Heart”)

Jaibriol 11 born

Soz meets Jato Stormson (“Aurorain Four Voices’)
Kelric marries Admiral Corey Majda

Corey assassinated (“Light and Shadow”)

Kelric crashes on Coba (The Last Hawk)

Soz meets Jaibriol (Primary Inversion)

Soz and Jaibriol go into exile (The Radiant Seas)
Jaibriol 111 born (aka Jaibriol Qox Skolia)

Rocalisa Qox Skolia born; Althor Izam-Na Valdoria meets Coop (“Soul of Light”)
Vitar Qox Skoliaborn

del-Kéeric Qox Skoliaborn

Radiance War begins (also called Domino War)
Traders capture Eldrin. Radiance War ends

Kelric returns home (Ascendant Sun); Dehya coalesces (Spherical Harmonic); Kamoj and
Vyrl meet (The Quantum Rose); Jaibriol 111 becomes emperor of Eube (The Moon's
Shadow)

Althor Vyan Selei born
Jeremiah Coltman trapped on Coba (“A Roll of the Dice")
Althor Vyan Selel meets Tina Santis Pulivok (Catch the Lightning)

About the Author
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Catherine Asaro grew up near Berkeley, California. She earned her Ph.D. in Chemical Physics and her
M.A. in Physics, both from Harvard, and a B.S. with Highest Honors in Chemistry from UCLA. Among
the places she has done research are the University of Toronto, the Max Planck Institut fur Astrophysik in
Germany, and the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics. A former ballet and jazz dancer, she
founded the Mainly Jazz Dance program at Harvard and was a principal dancer and artistic director of
Mainly Jazz and the Harvard University Ballet. Her husband is John Kendall Cannizzo, the proverbial
rocket scientist. They have one daughter, a ballet dancer and mathematics enthusiast.

Catherine Asaro has also writtenPrimary Inversion, Catch the Lightning, The Last Hawk, The Radiant
Seas, Ascendant Sun, The Quantum Rose, andSpherical Harmonic, all part of the Skolian Saga, andThe
Veiled Web andThe Phoenix Code, near-future science fiction. Her work has won numerous awards,
including the Nebula forThe Quantum Rose. She can be reached by e-mail atasaro@sff.net and on the
Web athttp:// www.sff.net/people/asaro/ . To receive updates on her releases, please email the above

address.
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