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      Jatok is not dead. He left me behind for a reason. I will find him. Evin lifted the incense to the veiled icon. The alabaster horns glistened through the diaphanous black material. I will find you again, Lord, I will serve you as before. I will never give up.

      The quietest scrape of fabric on stone jolted him out of his prayer. Evin whirled faster than a Shin’ola dancer and ejected the knife from his augmented knuckle. The Seshriker’s reflexes were swift and he brought an arm up to defend himself. The knife shot through his leather-covered forearm, pinning it to his shoulder. The Seshriker yelped and staggered back. Evin frowned.

      “Salurit,” he chided, “I have warned you not to sneak up behind me like that. Old betrayals still rankle my nerves.”

      Salurit winced, his left hand scrabbling at the blade in his other arm. It had no handle to grasp, designed as it was to be attached to the metal inside Evin’s hand. Evin ran that hand over the metal plate that served in place of a large chunk of his skull.

      “My Lord,” gasped Salurit, “your troops are ready.”

      “So soon?” Evin asked, approaching Salurit and examining the wound. “I hope you have not rushed their training in any way. I would not want to offer Jatok anything that was not fit for Geszmit.”

      “My Lord, there is little else they can learn without trial by fire,” Salurit said, wincing as Evin pried at the gauntlet to see where the blade had gone into the arm. Salurit squirmed and tried to tug his arm away from the leather chest plate.

      “Don’t move it,” Evin cautioned. “You don’t want to make it worse, do you? Go to the infirmary immediately. Have them send my blade back to me.”

      Salurit nodded briskly, wincing further as Evin patted his arm.

      “Yes, My Lord.”

      “Trial by fire…” Evin mused. He looked into Salurit’s grey eyes. Sweat beaded on his human skin. So grossly yellow. The Thrik bleached their skin but could never fully rid it of its human tint. Evin nodded.

      “I await word from Tavqa Anokt. Perhaps we can arrange a trial by fire while we wait?” Salurit nodded. “Go. And knock next time, or I will have to find a new commander.”

      Salurit vanished through the arched doorway.

      Evin retrieved the remains of his incense from where he’d dropped it and dusted it over the altar. He bowed to the veiled icon and gathered his robes to climb the stair up to the top of the tower.

      Emerging into the eternal twilight of the planet known simply as Rock, he gazed down upon the pale training grounds laid out between the black walls of the ancient fortress. Shadowy blurs moved across those squares of white sand. He grinned, absently caressing his knuckle where the knife had emerged. He would need to visit the infirmary himself to have the spring rewound and the knife replaced. The discharge had probably bruised what was left of his hand’s flesh. It didn’t hurt now. He was buzzing.

      Buzzing with anticipation of the glory he was about to unleash upon the unbelievers?

      No. Something else was coursing through his veins. Memories. Adrenaline. Horror. A face. A familiar face. He shut his eyes. But the face was there, too. Always returning in the night or summoned by unexpected noises. Sneaking up behind to betray him. To strike—to leave him to die…

      He lifted his face to the lurid green sky and screamed.

      “OSRUA!!!”
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      It was not the first traumatic flashback he’d had—and possibly not the worst—but it was the first to disrupt an important diplomatic meeting.

      Hadrys Thaurid hadn’t slept much during the long space flight to Uurdua for the armistice renegotiations. The temporary peace that had been arranged after the Battle of Ankara had been renewed a year later. A second year had passed and the armistice was about to expire. Rather than simply extend the tenuous agreement again, Ambassador Tesek Nyme hoped to convince the Insurrectionists to cement a more formal peace. Hadrys kept his opinion about that likelihood to himself.

      Being on this planet put his nerves on edge, despite his rigorous efforts to plant spies here in advance. Uurdua was the trade center of the universe, with ships and people constantly coming and going. It was hard to monitor anything. The officials of the planet had complied with most of his security requests, but he didn’t trust them. Uurdua was capitol of the Lauredda Sector, which had declared neutrality in order to avoid losing lucrative trade with either the Empire or the Insurrectionists. The Empire had not officially recognized the neutrality, but was not in a position to oppose it.

      In the governor’s reception hall, the Sector’s wealth was displayed in every glittering surface and festooned corner. There were too many corners.

      The ambassadors from the Insurrection—or Free Sectors, as they liked to call themselves—were late. Hadrys could hardly keep still. His breath coursed rapidly through his lungs and he kept glancing out the wide window overlooking the layered landing platforms of the port city. It was like a murky forest of mushrooms lit up with phosphorescence. Rain streaked the window, blurring his view…

      He flicked his eyes back to the interior of the chamber and scanned the exits again before settling on Tesek, who was staring out the window, lost in thought.

      Tesek wore the full burgundy robes of an Imperial ambassador, complete with golden epaulettes and gold braid hanging down his back. His skin stood out starkly against the deep reds, even more translucent than normal. He did not like to wear the ambassadorial mitre, but for this occasion, it was present, pasting a stray lock of white hair against his temple. His white irises flicked to Hadrys, who looked away. Those eyes always cut so deep, as if he could read every part of Hadrys’ soul. And he did not want to be read.

      Ireiya, the handmaid, stood beside him, a traditional beaded Téavrese cap over her coiled braids. Hadrys and the security team all wore the chitin-wax armor of elite Imperial guards—dark red with scarlet robes and golden crests on their helmets.

      The other bodyguards included Rytal, from Tesek and Hadrys’ old platoon, along with an Agon named Darga Byrys, and a human named Tamah Luth. Six lesser guards waited in a line against the wall.

      Sweat glistened on Tesek’s brow as he turned toward the main entrance, as if he had heard someone approaching.

      “Allow me, your Grace,” Ireiya said, taking out a silken kerchief. She dabbed Tesek’s forehead and tucked his hair back under his mitre. Hadrys relaxed his jaw and looked away. Tesek was younger than Hadrys by a year or so…around 21 standard. His white hair and skin were an anomaly…a holy anomaly. He bore a striking resemblance to the Angelic Advisor, Iduna, who came from Iara, the heaven planet. Hadrys didn’t want to think about that—or the Imperial propaganda that Tesek had been turned white by Iduna’s blessing when he saved her during the Battle of Iara. Hadrys had been there. He had known Tesek since they both joined the Navy and his skin had always been like that.

      The Insurrectionists arrived.

      He took a deep breath as they filed in, studying each of them.

      Hadrys didn’t really expect an assassination attempt—they would gain nothing by killing Tesek, but they were barbarians, so he had to be ready for anything.

      Hadrys’ stomach tightened and the hairs stood up on the nape of his neck. Attending the Bztalec Warlord, was a Kyshar’ta. His heart quickened and he swallowed, looking away from the alien.

      Kyshar’ta were not very common on Imperial core worlds. They all looked the same to him…white-skinned…but pasty and bleached. Not like Tesek’s translucent, colorless skin, which was tinged blue by the visible veins. Kyshar’ta’s veins were completely invisible…despite their dark indigo blood. And their eyes were all black. Sclera, iris, pupil, all of it, if they even had the same parts in their eyes. And they all had three black lines on their chins and two weird splotches on the tops of their bald heads. He’d seen them when Beddyn—he cut off the thought and looked at the back of Tesek’s head as he stepped forward to greet the delegation.

      He glanced at the Kyshar’ta. It’s not Beddyn, he told himself. Beddyn is dead. It’s not him. He’s dead. He thought it was male but wasn’t sure. It wore a hat that covered its bald head and the markings that looked like terrified eyes, as if Beddyn’s soul was as afraid as Hadrys and wanted to escape, too. Hadrys’ breathing escalated. Don’t think about him.

      Tesek turned to glance at him, concern in his eyes.

      Hadrys avoided looking at the Kyshar’ta and scanned the other Insurrectionists.

      The delegation was small. Instead of an ambassador from each of the four rebellious Sectors, there was only one Bztalec warlord from Zabteq and one Zhongbrese representative for Ch’ongbra.

      The Bztalec warlord made Hadrys shiver involuntarily. He had four blood-red eyes. The upper set were smaller and recessed deeper in his pale green exoskeleton. Four little finger-like mandibles twitched around his otherwise humanoid mouth. Heavy gold rings hung from his triangular ears and more gold rings circled his neck. A large obsidian stone hung over top of the gold rings. He was robed in iridescent orange and clutched a staff in one of his grotesque hands: a thumb and two fingers of long, spiky exoskeleton, and a third finger in the middle that was darker green and long, almost like a tentacle.

      Behind him was the Kyshar’ta and one of the Thrikkaroks, the creepy atheist cult leaders.

      The Zhongbra ambassador was familiar. Pelum Na Orba had been at the original armistice signing. He was a nephew of the Cza of Ch’ongbra. He had dark grey fur and eyes like glittering black holes. His fangs were extended with gold caps and he wore long gold claws and robes of layered black and fuchsia with gold trim.

      Two veiled Zhongbra mirrored their leader’s gait, tall and proud and mysterious. Two soldiers lurked behind them in white armor and golden face shields worked to look like snarling monsters. Three Bztalec warriors followed the group.

      “Greetings, Warlord Lithl, Thrikkarok Sikk, Lord Na Orba,” Tesek said, bowing to each of them. The warlord bowed in return and the Thrikkarok merely inclined his head. Na Orba made a complicated gesture with his flashing claws and bowed deeply.

      “Ambassador Nyme,” buzzed Warlord Lithl.

      Tesek carefully rolled off his formalities and then waited patiently for the others to return theirs. Tension burned in the air. Tesek represented the Empire and Iduna. And therefore the holy Church of Elem, which called the Thrik blasphemers and the Bztalec heretics.

      Hadrys watched the Bztalec warriors and the Ch’ongbra soldiers, looking for unease or tension. Both were present. But not in amounts that seemed abnormal…

      “It seems in both our interests,” Tesek said firmly, “to extend this cease-fire until further negotiations can be made.”

      Hadrys relaxed a little, even though the others had not replied.

      Na Orba hummed softly, then spoke. “Yes. We do not intend to return to Imperial administration. We also do not see the need to defend our freedom if you agree not to actively wrest it from us.” He glanced at the warlord.

      The warlord clicked his mandible fingers together as if he disapproved of the Zhongbra’s wording. Hadrys certainly did. His face flushed at the creature’s impudence. Defending their freedom? They were traitors!

      Tesek took it in stride, smiling as he replied.

      “I have already drawn up documents for the renewal of the armistice,” he said. “If you would like to submit any addendums to your previous terms of peace, I will present them to the Empress.”

      “She will accept nothing less than a full recant. Which we cannot give,” Na Orba said. “You know this.”

      “I understand. But this war has done so much damage to both of us…I plead with both you, my Lord, and her Divine Majesty, that some concessions can be made between us.” Something vibrated in the air, like an unheard tonal shift. Hadrys relaxed again and then wondered why, because the Zhongbra’s tone had been full of thinly-veiled contempt.

      But when Na Orba spoke again, his voice was softer and he twirled his golden claws in a conciliatory manner.

      “Very well,” he said. “I have redrafted our terms in conjunction with the Warlord council. I warn you that it is largely trite rephrasing and nothing of substance has changed. We merely require acknowledgement of our autonomy. I shall continue to work with my Cza and the Council to try to reach something that will be palatable to her Majesty. We shall only submit said concessions should the Empress offer equally.”

      “I believe we have discussed a richeq and weapons deal?” Tesek said.

      “That measure was vetoed by the Thrikkaroks and Tavqa,” Thrikkarok Sikk interjected.

      “Perhaps we could invite them to review it?” Tesek suggested hopefully. The scowl lifted from Sikk’s face and he shrugged. Hadrys fought back a grin. People couldn’t resist Tesek.

      The meeting devolved into more meaningless chatter and then Tesek brought out the documents. He unrolled the synth paper scroll on a smooth section of a rough crystal table and added his own signature with a stylus, followed by a stamped insignia that represented the Empress’ agency through him. Tesek stepped aside to allow the others to sign.

      Na Orba swept up and tapped one of his claws, revealing a stylus nib hidden in the end. One of the veiled attendants had moved too close to Tesek and Hadrys hurried to put himself between them—what else could be concealed in those claws? He watched them closely as they moved away, and stepped back to stand beside Tesek.

      He hadn’t been watching the warlord closely enough. Lithl approach the document, with the Thrikkarok and the Kyshar’ta flanking him. Hadrys stepped back as they moved forward. His shoulder bumped into the Kyshar’ta and he’d drawn his knife before he could think.

      The Kyshar’ta grabbed his shoulder to steady him, words of apology on his lips. His hand tightened on Hadrys’ shoulder when he saw the knife.

      All Hadrys saw were the black eyes in the white face. Beddyn’s face. Beddyn’s hands on his shoulders, pressing him back against the chair.

      Hold still. This isn’t even the best part yet!

      Hadrys choked out a wordless cry, the knife dropped from his limp fingers and he tore himself from the shocked Kyshar’ta’s grip. All he could see was Beddyn. Hear him. Feel him. Feel him stripping away his dignity, his skin, his faith.

      “No!” He begged. “Stop, please!” His voice broke and he fell to the floor—he thought he even felt the cursed pattern of the drain in the torture chamber floor, where Beddyn would press his face after releasing him from the chair.

      Your prayers belong in the sewage. Renounce your god! He can’t hear you down here. I am god here.

      “Elem!” Hadrys screamed. Someone grabbed his shoulders, trying to pull him off the floor. He let fly a punch and felt it connect with someone. They cried out. God, he was going to pay for that. He was going to suffer. He crawled. He had to get away. Panic danced all around him, blinding and white like the blasted lights that glared down from the ceiling in Beddyn’s chamber.

      You’ll tell me what you know. You’ll give me everything.

      “No! No, no, no, no,” he was blubbering and he hated it, but he didn’t care. He was doomed anyway.

      The hands grabbed him again. Someone pale held him down and he was sobbing, trying to bash his head against the floor so he wouldn’t have to feel what Beddyn was about to do to him—although the bastard had drugs to revive him. There was no escape.

      “Elem is not God!” He screamed, something breaking inside him. He’d let go. He’d given up. Elem was not going to save him.

      “Shhhhh,” a voice whispered in his ear. “Hadrys. Hadrys, it’s me, Tesek. You’re safe. I’ve got you.”

      He blinked and the world rippled. He wasn’t seeing, wasn’t looking. He blinked again and focused.

      “Tesek?” He squeaked.

      “It’s me,” Tesek said, his voice quivering almost as much as Hadrys’. A deep shiver of abject sadness wracked Hadrys for a moment and then a faint fuzziness wormed its way in around it, like the smell of baking bread. “Please, you’re safe. Stop hitting your head.”

      Hadrys let his head fall one last time, but not against the mirrored floor—a hand was cradled under it to keep it from striking the hard glass. Elem had answered his prayers at last: Tesek’s face came into focus, drawn and teary-eyed. His brow was crinkled in passion and blood dripped from a cut above his eyebrow. His stupid mitre was gone and his white hair was mussed. He bit his lip and tried to smile at Hadrys. Tesek hadn’t smiled at him like that when he’d saved him from the torture chamber. Tesek had been covered in Kyshar’ta blood, red-eyed, crazed. But still the answer to so many prayers.

      Hadrys had known he was lost. Given up. But Tesek had somehow come for him. Tesek, who could dance between people like an emissary of God, drawing their loyalties together like threads into a grand tapestry.

      Tesek’s other hand, which had been pinning Hadrys’ two arms against his chest, relaxed. Hadrys realized he had his wrists together, in remembrance of the shackles…

      “Did I?” he asked, reaching up to wipe the blood off Tesek’s cheek.

      “I shouldn’t have tried to grab you,” Tesek said. “That was stupid. I’m sorry.”

      Hadrys shook his head and caught sight of the people behind Tesek: the backs of his security team and beyond them, the bristling weapons of the enemy bodyguards who had swarmed in front of the Insurrectionist dignitaries.

      Hadrys inhaled, his chest suddenly heavy with ice.

      “Hashat,” he whispered.

      “Are you all right?” Tesek asked him quietly, ignoring the onlookers. Tears stung Hadrys’ eyes. Fury swept through him, and then he was limp again, exhausted. The knife. He’d drawn a knife on a dignitary. He was such a fool.

      Fool.

      “I’m fine,” he growled, pushing Tesek away and sitting up. Tesek glanced at the Warlord and the Ambassadors.

      “Forgive us,” he said. “If we may have a moment more, I shall return to give you my full attention.” He helped Hadrys to his feet. “Are you sure?” he whispered, his voice thick with compassion. Not pity. Tesek didn’t pity him. He understood. Somehow. Hadrys shook his head furiously.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Ireiya, please accompany Thaurid to the barge,” Tesek ordered. “Hadrys, can you lie down and take some tea?” His brow was knit, his eyebrow reddened by blood. Guilt stabbed Hadrys’ gut harder than the horror of attacking a dignitary at an official function. How could he have drawn his blood? How could he have raised a hand against Tesek?

      Ireiya touched his forearm gently. Worry wormed its way up through his rage and writhing anxiety frothed under the surface. How was Tesek going to smooth this out? He didn’t want to leave him in this hostile hall…

      But Tesek’s eyes were still shiny and pleading. Hadrys’ gaze fell to the floor and he let Ireiya lead him out of the hall.

      “My apologies, my Lords, Thrikkarok,” Tesek said behind him. “My head of security had a traumatic relapse—” Tesek’s voice caught and remorse stabbed through Hadrys. “No slight or harm was meant to your persons. The Honor of Diplomacy is too highly valued by me and my retinue.”

      Hadrys had trouble hearing the reply from the Kyshar’ta.

      “He was doing his job; he perceived a threat. It is I who was clumsy. At any rate, he was clearly incapable of harming me.”

      Hadrys clenched his jaw so hard it hurt—and reminded him of the molars that Beddyn had extracted. If the Kyshar’ta had tried to assassinate Tesek, Hadrys would not have been able to stop him. The voices faded behind them and just the footsteps of himself and the handmaid echoed on the glass flooring.

      Two years since Beddyn…since becoming Tesek’s bodyguard. How was he supposed to protect Tesek like this?

      I can’t do this anymore. He hoped Ireiya wouldn’t see the tears streaming down his face.
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