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Prologue

			The day Kendra Forrest lost her friends, her family, and her home started like any other summer day. The weather was miserable, hotter and more humid than normal. The air was still and heavy—not even a breath of a breeze from the harbor offered any relief. When her best friend, Travin, commed and suggested a trip to the cove, she jumped at the opportunity. Erik demanded to go with her, and her mother insisted that one of the family’s bodyguards accompany them, but Kendra figured any chance to get into the water and out of the heat was worth a couple of minor annoyances like that.

			Luckily, when Dale escorted Kendra and her younger brother through the fortified security gate that walled off her home from the rest of the booming logging town, she saw that Travin had his younger brother tagging along with him also. Jesse was the same age as Erik; as soon as they started down the road to the harbor, Jesse and Erik moved ahead of the group, chatting animatedly about some role playing game they were both obsessed with.

			The walk down to the harbor had been cheerful; later Kendra couldn’t remember what they talked about, but she did remember the dimples in Travin’s cheeks showing whenever he smiled. She envied him the dimples; her father had them too, and her mother said that was why her father had always gotten his way.

			You always get your way too, Dina said. You don’t need any dimples for that.

			Kendra huffed. I do not always get my way!

			Dina, the alien life force who had shared a connection to Kendra ever since she was born, only laughed. Humans just love to lie to themselves.

			And isithunzi don’t?

			We don’t need to, Dina said smugly.

			Whatever. Kendra turned her attention to Travin’s jokes and ignored the voice in her head for the rest of the walk down to the beach.

			The cove was a small, sheltered finger of the bay with a stretch of rocky shore. It wasn’t the best beach—most people preferred the sandy strip on the other side of the point—so the local teenagers pretty much had it to themselves that day.

			Every kid at the cove was in the water; it was too hot to stay on shore. Dale stood back under the shade of some of the small trees, a vantage point where he could stay cooler and still keep an eye on both Kendra and Erik. Kendra wasn’t even bothered by the hawk-faced man who was always watching; after so many years, even Travin was used to the bodyguards who trailed her family everywhere. Kendra, her mother, her siblings, and their housekeeper had been kidnapped when she was seven, and ever since, the family had employed at least two full-time bodyguards. With one grandfather an Armada admiral and the other an ultrawealthy businessman, there would always be a risk of it happening again.

			Kendra dropped her bag and towel on the rocks, far from the edge of the tiny waves that lapped up on the rocks, and waded into the water. It was blissfully cool, and she dunked her head in, slicking her long blonde hair back from her face. A group of kids about their age from town were already playing tag, and Travin waved at them. One of Travin’s close friends, a tall gangly boy named Aman, made his way toward them. He lunged at Travin and slapped him on the arm.

			“You’re it!” he shouted. The kids around immediately dashed away, and Kendra squealed as Travin lunged for her. She dove into the water and kicked away, staying just out of his reach. He darted to his left and managed to tag one of the other girls before she could swim away. She screeched and splashed at him before darting toward another one of the kids. Kendra tried to swim back toward Travin and lost track of who was it.

			Behind you! warned Dina, just as one of the kids nearly tagged her. She threw herself forward and under the water just in time.

			Thanks, Dina! One of the best advantages of having a shadow like Dina was that it was kind of like having a set of eyes in the back of her head. Dina couldn’t see anything that Kendra couldn’t, but she could sense energy well enough to know exactly what was going on. It gave Kendra such an advantage that she managed to keep herself from getting tagged once.

			They had been playing water tag for a while before Dale interrupted them.

			“Kendra!”

			She turned just enough to acknowledge Dale’s shout from the edge of the water. She could barely hear him over the other kids. “Erik disappeared again. I’m heading to the point to look for him.” Kendra waved in response and then turned to Travin with a grimace. He waded toward her.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked.

			“Erik and his stupid games.”

			“Games?”

			“He’s always trying to see if he can slip away without Dale noticing. Wonder how he managed it this time. Probably by swimming underwater.”

			Aman belly flopped right beside her, sending a wall of water over both of them. Travin turned, trying to dunk Aman in retaliation, but Aman was slippery. He ducked out of the way and hit Travin with another splash that left him dripping seawater out of his nose. Kendra laughed, while at the same time backing away from Aman. “I thought we were playing tag!”

			Aman turned on her. He pushed her shoulders down until her nose dipped beneath the salty water. She came up spluttering. “We are—now it’s dunk tag and you’re it!”

			“Hey!” she shouted, but he had already dashed away. She turned on Travin, her nearest victim. Travin splashed at her, trying to keep her away, and she shrieked but didn’t give up. She retaliated by grabbing his shoulders and trying to dunk him. Instead of trying to back away, though, his arms came around her back and pulled her close. She gasped when she found herself staring right into Travin’s eyes. They were almost exactly the same height right now, and his warm brown eyes stared directly into her startled blue ones.

			Then quickly, before she even had time to react, he kissed her.

			It was just a quick kiss, a gentle one right on the lips, but she felt like the moment lasted an eternity. She caught her breath. It had never occurred to her in a million years that Travin might like her like that.

			She wasn’t even sure what she thought about it. She had no idea how she was supposed to react.

			Suddenly, Dina’s urgent call distracted her from Travin and his inexplicable behavior.

			Kendra! Get out of the water!

			♦

			Travin stared down at the water lapping around his waist, too embarrassed to look Kendra in the face. He had never kissed a girl before, and he wasn’t sure what had possessed him to do it now. He knew Kendra’s attitude toward “romance,” and he had carefully kept his hopeless crush hidden from her for more than a year. What in the name of the stars had he been thinking? But she hadn’t pulled away from him, so he finally gathered his courage enough to look up and meet her eyes. Only she wasn’t looking at him at all. She was staring blankly over his shoulder. “Kendra?” Travin asked worriedly. She didn’t respond. Travin glanced backward but he couldn’t see anything unusual. Just some of the other kids swimming around.

			“Kendra?” Travin repeated. She was still standing with her hands on his shoulders, though her fingers had gone slack. Then, just as he was starting to get frightened, her eyes snapped back into focus.

			“Get everyone out of the water,” she ordered, all playfulness gone from her tone. “Now!” She dropped her hands and turned around.

			“Everyone out of the water!” she shouted, her voice determined. Travin stared at her, dumbfounded. She seemed to have transformed from the laughing fourteen-year-old he knew into a stranger, one who acted like an adult. He was about to protest, but then he saw her hands shaking. She was afraid.

			“Come on!” he yelled, trusting her without argument. “Everyone get on shore!” The other kids swiveled around, wondering what the problem was.

			Kendra pointed toward the far side of the cove. “Oxyrhina,” she explained tersely. Travin blanched and put on a burst of speed.

			“It’s an oxyrhina!” he shouted.

			Everyone started scrambling for the shore in a panic. Several of the girls screamed. Oxyrhina sharks were rare—Travin had never seen one in the cove—but they weren’t unheard of, and if Kendra had spotted something with enormous razor-sharp teeth in the water, no one wanted to meet it face to face. As soon as they reached the small rattling rocks that blanketed the shoreline, Kendra turned back to the water, staring blankly again. Travin scanned the water as well. Where did she see it? She wasn’t even looking at the water!

			Suddenly, she gasped. “Erik!”

			Travin looked around wildly, not seeing Jesse either. He panicked, wondering if the shark had attacked unnoticed, pulling the boys down under the water. Kendra leaped away from him, stumbling over the rocks toward the northern side of the cove, the opposite direction from where Dale had gone to look for Erik earlier. He bolted after her, hoping that she knew where the boys might be. He easily caught up to her, and she turned her face to his. “They’re in the cave,” she gasped breathlessly. Travin’s eyes widened. There was a cave on the far side of the cove, cut into the sandstone cliffs that created the point and provided the cove with one side of its shelter. At high tide it was almost completely underwater, though Travin knew from previous foolhardy escapades that at midtide (like now) it was possible to hold his breath long enough to swim inside and reach the shelf. It was dangerous and dark, but not impossible for a couple of reckless boys to reach.

			“Well, an oxyrhina can’t fit in that cave, unless it’s a baby,” Travin pointed out.

			“It’s . . . not . . . a . . . baby,” Kendra panted, stumbling forward on the rocks.

			Then Travin spotted the tail swishing through the water—a tail nearly two and a half meters long. It would disappear for a few seconds and then reappear. It was unbelievable that something that huge had made its way into the shallow water of the cove in the first place. He wanted to grab Kendra’s arm and yank her farther up the beach. No, an oxyrhina couldn’t reach them on land. But he didn’t even want to be within an arm’s length of the water with such a vicious predator nearby.

			However, Kendra planted herself right at the water’s edge closest to the cave opening and stared at the sweeping tail as if she were contemplating how to drive it off herself.

			“Kendra, what are you doing?” he hissed. He didn’t know how well oxyrhinas could hear, but he didn’t want to risk attracting its attention. He looked nervously at the submerged cave mouth. There was no sign of Erik and Jesse, though. How did Kendra even know they were in there? Had she seen them go in?

			“They can’t get out,” Kendra murmured, as if talking to herself. “It’s seen them, and it is staking out the cave entrance. But the tide is coming in, and their air pocket is getting smaller.”

			“How do you know that?”

			“I just do,” Kendra answered simply. But she was utterly confident. Travin could see no trace of insecurity or doubt in her face. Again, it made her look foreign—like an adult.

			How well did he know her? He had lived next door to her all his life, but did he really know her at all?

			“Maybe it will get bored and leave,” Travin suggested.

			“They don’t have time to wait it out!” she said desperately. She was back to being a teenager again. She turned to him, her eyes wide. She bit her lip, searching his face, and then she turned back, staring at where the oxyrhina’s tail made just the tiniest ripples in the water. She held her hand out, palm down over the water, and closed her eyes. Travin watched her in bewilderment. Was she trying to be bait for the oxyrhina? Lure it to shore in the hope that the boys would be able to swim out before it noticed? That seemed unlikely to work. He tensed his muscles, ready to yank her backward should the giant shark approach.

			Then he noticed the glow. Kendra’s skin seemed to brighten, and Travin squinted, wondering if the sun was playing tricks on his eyes. He shifted to the side, trying to change his angle, when a sudden wind gusted into him and he staggered a bit. It whipped through Kendra’s hair, lashing her across the face, but she still didn’t open her eyes. Next the water simply pulled back from Kendra’s feet. It swiftly retreated, as if he were watching a video of the tide going out played at ultrafast speed. The water clattered over the rocks on the cove floor, making a deafening crashing noise. Fish were left flopping on wet mud near the shore. In front of them, the retreating tide carried the giant oxyrhina with it for about a meter, and then the water was too shallow. It caught on some formerly submerged rocks and was left flailing, its sides heaving.

			Travin’s mouth dropped open, staring at the oxyrhina in horror. It was even more terrifying now that he could see its full size. But in front of him, Kendra opened her eyes and darted forward, dodging the thrashing oxyrhina. Her feet squelched in the sucking mud, where only moments before the water had been deep enough to wade in. She reached the cave and ducked down, poking her head inside. “Hurry, Erik!” she called breathlessly. “I can’t hold it much longer!”

			As Travin stood frozen, first Jesse and then Erik crawled from the cave opening. They looked around at the cove, the water gone, and stared at the stranded oxyrhina until Kendra plucked at both of their arms.

			“Travin!” she gasped. “Help!”

			Travin blinked, and then his legs were moving forward before his mind had caught up. He grabbed his brother with one arm and Erik with the other and started towing them back to where the shore was—or at least, where the shore had been just a few minutes before. Kendra tried to follow, but he turned just in time to see her stumble and drop to one knee. Suddenly, the water was rushing back into the cove with a roar again, covering up the flopping fish and freeing the oxyrhina from its perch in the rocks. The seawater lifted Kendra’s body and heaved her forward, and Travin waded back in to help. Grabbing her under her arms and locking his hands together, he dragged her back out of the water. He laid her on the beach, trying to be gentle with all the rocks under her. Her face was sickly pale, and her eyes were closed. Travin shook her, not sure what else to do. “Kendra!” he said urgently. “Kendra, wake up!” What had happened to her?

			And how had she forced the water away from the cave like that?

			All the other kids in the cove collected around them, though they stood back, as if they were unsure of what they could do to help. Or maybe they were scared of Kendra. Dale the bodyguard pushed through them and dropped to his knees at Kendra’s side.

			“What happened?” he growled. Travin just raised his shoulders. Dale’s furious face turned to Erik, who was hunched over and breathing heavily a couple paces away.

			“Well?” Dale demanded.

			Erik didn’t say anything at all. But his eyes met Dale’s for just a second and then shifted guiltily away.

			Dale scooped Kendra’s limp form up as if she weighed no more than a toddler. Then he jerked his head at Erik and started back for the trail that led to the road.

			“You kids get on home,” Dale said over his shoulder. Then he disappeared into the trees, Erik trudging in his wake.

			Aman hurried over to Travin. “I’ve never seen anything like that!” he said. “That water pulling back and that oxyrhina just flopping on the sand, you and Kendra standing there completely calm, and then boom! Like a boss you pull your brother out of the cave. How did you do it?”

			“It wasn’t me.” Travin stepped over to his brother and grabbed him around the shoulder.

			“You OK?” he asked Jesse. His brother nodded.

			“How did you know where we were?” Jesse’s voice was barely louder than a whisper.

			“Kendra knew somehow.” Travin stared at the trees, tempted to run after Dale and make sure Kendra was going to be OK. Or at least demand some answers.

			“I’m sure she’ll be fine,” Aman said, noticing the direction of Travin’s gaze. “Probably just fainted at the sight of that oxyrhina coming for her. I would have.”

			Travin tried to shrug it off. “Yeah, she’s probably fine. I’ll go over tomorrow.”

			He didn’t know that Kendra would disappear without even a goodbye comm. It would be five years before he saw her again.

			



		

1. Corizen Bound

			“It’s not too late to change your mind.”

			Kendra stared at the arched gateway, looming like a yawning mouth waiting to swallow her.

			Quit being so melodramatic. It’s not looming, and it doesn’t look anything like a mouth!

			Not helpful, Dina, Kendra retorted mentally as she turned back to her family.

			“I’m serious, Kendra,” her mother said, twisting her hands. “You don’t have to do this. Corizen isn’t the safest planet right now.”

			Kendra swallowed her fear and smiled brightly.

			“Of course I have to go,” she said. “Grandfather Forrest has already paid for my trip. How ungrateful would I have to be to back out now?”

			Her father rolled his eyes. “Your grandfather has more money than Verity Vanderbilt. He can afford to write off this whole crazy idea. He’d prefer your safety too; I still can’t believe you talked all of us into this.”

			“She can stay home, and I’ll go. I wouldn’t mind pretending to be Kendra if it got me to Corizen!” Erik winked, but the longing in his voice was distinct.

			“You’ll get your turn,” Kendra said. “Give it a few years.”

			“Over my dead body,” muttered her father.

			Or Erik’s, added Dina. If your brother survives the next few years, it will be a miracle.

			“Last call for passengers of the Beaumaris,” the sterile port voice announced. Kendra jumped and hurried forward to give everyone a final hug. She came to her mother last. Her mother squeezed her tightly, and then whispered, “Stay out of the spotlight, Kendra. No . . . incidents . . . with Dina. Stay safe.”

			Sometimes it takes an “incident” to stay safe, Dina said in a not-so-innocent tone.

			Her mother’s eyes tightened. Of course she couldn’t hear Dina’s commentary—it was in Kendra’s head, after all—but sometimes Kendra was sure her mother knew exactly what Dina was saying anyway.

			“Tell Berry I love her and I’ll send a comm every time I get a chance,” Kendra said, changing the subject. Her younger sister’s social anxiety made it impossible for her to make the trip to see Kendra off with the rest of the family.

			“Miss?” the gate attendant called. “If you are going on the Beaumaris, you need to head to the prep lounge now.”

			Kendra started to back down the aisle to the gateway. “I love you all! I’ll miss you every day!” she called, throwing one last kiss at everyone. Erik was already leaving the gate, probably heading for the windows where he could watch the shuttles take off. Her mother wrapped her arms around her father’s waist, almost as if she couldn’t stand alone. Then Kendra turned and walked calmly through the gateway, refusing to let her fear take control of her legs.

			This trip could fix everything—if they survived it.

			♦

			Kendra hurried down the tunnel that led to the separate building where passengers traveling off-planet would board the shuttles to the space station. The tunnel was empty ahead of her—she had waited until the very last second to leave her family behind. She kept her eyes on the blinking light strip on the floor; the gate attendant had informed her the red strip would take her to the right prep lounge. She tried to think of this as a new adventure, but Kendra could feel her anxiety building with every second.

			You are going to be fine when we go through the deep space gate, Dina said. I don’t know what you are worrying about.

			You know I’m not worrying about me.

			I’m not worrying about me either, Dina said.

			Someone needs to.

			She could feel Dina’s excitement and anticipation. Not even the slightest twinge of fear. Kendra’s gut twisted. Dina was an isithunzi, a being made out of qualian energy. She was invisible to the humans all around her, and as far as Kendra knew, the only isithunzi living who could communicate with a human. Dina had been shadowing Kendra’s mother and followed her through a local interdimensional gate, not too different from the one that would very shortly send them across the galaxy to Corizen. During that gate travel somehow Dina bonded to the tiny new life Jenna Forrest carried.

			Trapped. Forever stuck with a human.

			I’m not trapped, Dina contradicted. Kendra smothered a sigh.

			You can’t go where you want to. You can’t stay among your own kind. That sounds like trapped to me.

			Staying with your own kind is overrated. They don’t want me anyway. But Dina was still bubbling with excitement. Kendra knew, even without Dina putting it into words, that a part of her was hoping that travel through the interstellar gate would break the bond. Even if Dina insisted she didn’t want her freedom, Kendra knew that wasn’t completely true. But Kendra had never known life without Dina’s companionship. It was hard to share Dina’s excitement, even if it fixed Kendra’s life too. She would be able to go back home and live in Tarentino Bay with her family. She wouldn’t have to constantly watch herself to make sure she never showed a sign of the unusual things she could do, because she would be completely normal.

			But Kendra wasn’t sure she wanted to be normal. Not if it meant losing Dina.

			The walk seemed endless, but eventually the tunnel ended with hallways branching to the right and left. The red light strip turned to the right, but before she followed it she glanced at the yellow and blue lights veering away to the left. The blue strip led to an open doorway about halfway down the hall, while the yellow branched around another corner. Still no other passengers or attendants in sight, though. Kendra took a deep breath and turned to the right, moving as fast as she could without flat out running.

			I’m not too late, am I?

			They know you’re coming, Dina reminded. They are not going to leave without you.

			The red light strip led around another corner to a wide open doorway. Kendra hurried through the opening, half convinced by this point that she was the only passenger getting on the Beaumaris. But as soon as she entered the room, she stopped short. The large lounge was full of people. There were about a dozen different chairs and sofas, and other passengers had already claimed every one. There were terminal screens on the walls streaming different feeds, and a few knots of people stood watching each one. A couple of muted conversations were taking place among some of the travelers.

			Kendra tried to slow her breathing, silently laughing at her own panic. Obviously I am not the only one traveling to Corizen. She scanned the room, noting a double set of sliding doors on the far side. Those probably lead to the prep room, she guessed.

			Nothing to eat or drink anywhere, Dina lamented.

			Kendra’s stomach lurched at the thought of putting anything in her mouth. Thank goodness! Besides, we’re going to be put in stasis for the deep space jaunt. I don’t want a full stomach for that. Dina didn’t care. Taste was one of her favorite things to experience vicariously through Kendra. Sometimes it became a battle between them; Kendra had no desire to eat just for the taste of things.

			I wonder if any of the others are going to the International University too, she said, hoping to distract Dina from her grousing about food. Zenith was the only planet other than Nubia that had a deep space gate leading to Corizen. Since Nubia’s population consisted almost solely of Denicorizens exiled after the revolution on Corizen ten years earlier, it was almost certain that any of the other off-planet students would be transferring at Zenith. Some of the students could have chosen to break their travel with a trip to the planet’s surface before continuing on the Beaumaris.

			I would say that chances are good, Dina said as Kendra’s gaze surveyed the lounge. Only a quarter of the passengers in the room looked to be over twenty-five. Three of the older passengers were Denicorizen, immediately obvious because of their blue-tinted skin. She wondered if they were tourists returning home, or maybe business agents. They were unlikely to be traders or diplomats—both of those usually had their own deep space ships and bypassed the space station, heading straight to the gate. Another couple of the older Citizens sounded like they might be tourists. They were eagerly discussing the different sights they planned to see when they reached Corizen. Kendra turned her gaze to the younger passengers, trying to guess which ones looked like students. She edged closer to the small group nearest her. They were animatedly discussing the latest solar sailing race, debating which planet had the fastest ship and the best crew. Kendra was about to introduce herself and ask if they would be attending the university too when the door on the far side of the room slid open.

			Every face in the room turned toward the medtech who looked at his tablet and called, “Presta Roman.” One of the older men who had been sitting in a chair lumbered to his feet and headed for the door.

			He looks as nervous as I feel, Kendra said, noting his sickly white face. The medtech scanned the man’s boarding bracelet, confirming his identity, and waved him through the door. The door slid shut, but not before Kendra got a glimpse of a row of empty medical capsules. Each passenger would be placed in stasis in a capsule before being loaded like just another piece of luggage onto the shuttle. The shuttle would make the trip to a space station orbiting the planet before transferring its human cargo to the Beaumaris.

			I hate when you’re in stasis, Dina grumbled. You sleep like the dead, and everything I try to say to you ends up part of some garbled dream.

			Don’t remind me. She shivered. The only time Kendra had ever been in stasis before was when she had been abducted at seven years old. The kidnappers had kept Kendra in a medical capsule. She couldn’t remember her time in the capsule at all, but the thought of putting herself completely at the mercy of someone else was not a pleasant one.

			I’ll protect you. I did before, Dina said. Kendra took a deep breath and put the worry out of her mind. This was the price she would have to pay to give Dina what she so desperately needed. Besides, people traveled to other planets all the time. She’d never heard of anyone’s capsule accidentally shipped to say, Allisin, instead of Corizen.

			The door opened again, and the medtech called two names. The older tourist couple rose from their couch and headed toward the door. Kendra darted forward, hoping to claim a spot on the couch. She reached it just as a boy about her age dropped into it on the other side. He was dressed all in white, and his hair was bleached white as well. His dark eyebrows stood out like slashes across his face. He scowled at her when she took the other side of the couch.

			Friendly one, that guy. Why is he dressed in a sheet? Dina asked.

			I have no idea. Maybe it’s normal where he’s from?

			Well, go to it. Get some answers.

			“Hi, I’m Kendra,” she said aloud, smiling hopefully at him.

			He stared at her for a moment, then finally spoke. “Hugo Serageldin.”

			“Are you going to the International University on Corizen too?”

			He nodded, smoothing his hands down his flowing white tunic. He seemed unwilling to say anything more though. She wondered if he was nervous about the trip. Perhaps he was just shy.

			“Where are you from?” she asked, trying to draw him out.

			“Ankar.” His eyes shifted to the door, where the medtech was calling out another name. Kendra watched as one of the younger passengers standing in front of a terminal screen left the waiting room. Then she turned her attention back to Hugo.

			“I’m afraid I’m not familiar with Ankar. What planet is it on?”

			His face swiveled back to hers, his eyes widening in disbelief. “Terra, of course. You honestly have not heard of Ankar before?”

			She shrugged and smiled apologetically. “I’m from Zenith.”

			His mouth turned down. “Ah. A frontier rube. I should have known.” He abruptly stood and rejoined the group that he had left earlier. He spoke to the others, too low for Kendra to hear, and then almost as one, all five briefly turned in her direction. Kendra smiled and waved at them. All she got in return were several looks of disgust, and then the whole group returned to their discussion, ignoring her completely.

			Kendra tried not to shrink back into her couch. I don’t think much of Terran manners so far.

			All Terrans can’t be like that. Your father wasn’t.

			The door opened again, and the medtech’s voice rang out. “Kendra Forrest!”

			Kendra forgot all about snotty Terrans. Her stomach lurched nervously as she pushed herself off the couch and headed out of the waiting lounge.

			Before she entered the prep room, the medtech scanned the bracelet that had been snapped to her wrist when she checked in back in the shuttleport. The tablet beeped, presumably in confirmation that she was the right person, and the medtech waved her through into the room.

			She stepped through the door and noticed that they had three stations. At the center one, the man who had gone in before her sat in a chair, already dressed in the thin tank and shorts he would wear while in stasis. At the one on the far right, the older tourist lady was already lying inside a medical capsule, her eyes closed while the capsule filled with a clear, viscous liquid. Kendra swallowed nervously. She knew that her body would essentially be in a coma so deep that she wouldn’t even be breathing, but the thought of that liquid covering her face was making her panicky.

			The medtech must have noticed her anxiety. “Do you need a sedative? Many people are anxious about being put into stasis. I can give you something for the nerves.”

			“No,” Kendra said, taking a deep breath. “I’m fine.” The medtech nodded and handed her a folded pile of clothing, as well as a small bag. “The changing room is over there.” She waved a hand toward the right. “Put all your personal belongings into the bag.”

			Kendra walked over to the door helpfully labeled “Changing Room” and pressed her thumb to the pad. It slid open; inside she discovered it was barely bigger than a closet. There was a bench in case she needed to sit, as well as a mirror.

			What, do I really need to see what I look like in stasis clothes?

			Maybe some people can’t tell if they’re naked without a mirror, Dina said. Humans wear so much clothing.

			Ha ha. Very funny.

			Kendra stripped out of her clothes quickly and donned the very thin tank and shorts. The tank fit fine, but the shorts were a bit loose. She looked at the mirror in despair. The shorts gapped all around her waist.

			These things might float right off. I should have actually measured myself when I filled out the passenger profile, rather than just guessing.

			Dina stifled a laugh, but Kendra caught her amusement anyway.

			Go see if the medtech can help. I’m sure she’s seen clothes that don’t fit because passengers couldn’t bother to be accurate with their profiles.

			The medtech was able to help. She pinned the waistband of the shorts so that it fit more snugly.

			“You don’t have an allergy to any metals, do you?” she asked as she tried to adjust the pin so it wouldn’t rub against Kendra’s skin.

			“No.”

			“Good. Stow your bag in the bottom compartment of the capsule and then have a seat in the chair.” Kendra tucked her bag into the open compartment and snapped the door shut. Then she climbed into the reclining chair and glanced over to the side. The man in the middle was now lying in his still-open capsule, and at the far end, the tourist woman’s capsule was beeping. Another medtech moved to check it, scanning a barcode on the side of the capsule, and then a little hatch hissed open in the wall at the head of the capsule. Kendra craned her neck, watching the capsule slide into the wall. After it disappeared, the hatch slid shut again, and a robotic arm lifted a med capsule from a waiting stack and placed in on the empty holder.

			“Where do the capsules go?” she asked with a wince as the medtech pricked her with the probe that would monitor her vitals.

			“Straight into the shuttle. Then the shuttle will dock with the Beaumaris at the space station and everyone will be transferred into the passenger hold,” the medtech said cheerfully. “Not a fancy place, but you’ll be asleep through the whole trip, so you’ll never see it. Rest assured, though, your capsule will be secure and well protected.”

			Well, I’ll see it, Dina said.

			I thought you couldn’t see without me. My eyes will be closed. Kendra was in desperate need of distraction. Any minute now she was going to sink into stasis and potentially never hear Dina again.

			It’s a different kind of seeing. More like I’ll sense the different magnetic resonances around us. It gives me a picture, even if it’s much different than the one from your human eyes.

			Kendra looked over at the man in the center station. His capsule was now sealed and filling with liquid. The other medtech checked the capsule and tapped his tablet before moving to the door to call the next passenger.

			“Well, your vitals look good,” said the medtech cheerfully. “It’s time to climb into the capsule.” Kendra swung her legs over the side of her chair and into the capsule, then froze as her chest tightened. It was as if a vise gripped her lungs. She couldn’t get a full breath.

			“Miss Forrest?” the medtech asked. “Are you all right?”

			Kendra?

			Kendra couldn’t bring herself to answer either the medtech or Dina.

			“Miss Forrest? Do you need that sedative now?”

			Kendra shook her head, though she was still finding it impossible to speak.

			Kendra, we can call it off, Dina said worriedly. We can stay here on Zenith. If you can’t do this . . .

			I can do this, Kendra managed. If we don’t go to Corizen, you’ll never be able to find your twinspark.

			It doesn’t matter, I don’t need her, I don’t want to do this to you.

			Don’t lie. You do need her.

			Kendra found her courage and pushed herself fully into the capsule, stretching out. The medtech smiled at her and patted her arm. “It will all be over in no time at all,” she reassured. “Just lie back, close your eyes, and start to breathe deeply.”

			Kendra tried to follow her instructions, though when she heard the capsule door slide into place, her eyes popped open. Through the quickly fogging glass, she caught a glimpse of the medtech bending to check the panel on the side of the capsule. She took a deep breath and immediately felt her brain start to swim. Her eyes drifted closed again, her thoughts growing fuzzy.

			Dina . . . I need to tell you something . . . you need to know . . . But the words slipped right through her grasp. She couldn’t remember what was so important. She was growing too sleepy. When Dina spoke, her words seemed like they were coming from the far end of a long tunnel. She wasn’t even sure that it really was Dina or just phantom words floating in her dreams.

			Sleep well, my Kendra. I’ll keep you safe. I need you most of all.

			♦

			When Kendra’s eyes creaked open, they felt gummy. She raised a hand to wipe the gloop away and found it a very challenging task. Her hand shook with the effort. Her thoughts felt gummy too—sticky and slow. Had something gone wrong? Why was she still sitting in the prep room? The capsule around her was slick with the residue of the stasis liquid, and the capsule lid was open.

			“Welcome to Corizen!” A round blue head loomed over her, and she squeaked involuntarily.

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you!” The man grinned at her, flashing very white, even teeth. “My name is Taeth, and I’m your recovery medtech. Let’s get you sitting up, and when you feel ready, I’ll help you out of the capsule.”

			Kendra’s thoughts clicked into place as the man put an arm around her shoulders and lifted her up. She looked around a very different room from the one she remembered just a few moments ago. There was a row of ten capsules, with half a dozen medtechs scattered among them. At least three of the medtechs, including her own, were Denicorizen. She obviously had made the interplanetary trip without any problems at all. But what about . . .

			Dina! she shouted.

			Yeesh, Kendra, I’m right here. You don’t have to shout.

			A wave of relief nearly swamped Kendra, and she grabbed the sides of the medical capsule to steady herself. Tears pricked at her eyes.

			“Just take your time,” the medtech said. “The reanimation process can sometimes be difficult.”

			I told you there was nothing to worry about, Dina said.

			You’re OK?

			Perfectly fine. Still stuck with you, though.

			As long as Dina hadn’t dissolved into nothingness, that was all that mattered to Kendra.

			I’ve been bored out of my mind, actually. It was a long trip, and going through the gate wasn’t interesting at all. Just a few moments of feeling like I was being ripped apart and scattered to the stars . . .

			What?!

			I’m kidding! Kidding.

			Not funny.

			“Ready to climb out?” the medtech asked. Kendra nodded, and he lifted her up and over the side of the capsule. “Best if you walk. The more you move, the quicker your body will readjust.” She took a few cautious steps, looking down at her legs. Her tank and shorts were plastered to her body, the slimy stasis liquid making her look like she had been sprayed with yellow dye.

			Ugh, this is the worst.

			Hey, it looks better than the last time. Last time you ended up yellow and covered in mud from that hike through the jungle to Kip’s.

			“When do I get to take a shower?” she asked the medtech.

			“As soon as you show me that you can walk across the room without any issues.”

			She started forward, a bit wobbly at first, feeling like she’d had the flu or something and stayed in bed for a very long time. But quickly her energy started to return, and she easily made her way down the row of capsules. Some of them were still closed, with liquid draining away. She caught a glimpse of several faces she recognized from the waiting lounge back at Zenith. A few others were open, with medtechs hovering over passengers who had just woken up. She turned at the end of the room and made her way back to Taeth.

			“Am I the first one awake?” she asked, as he opened the storage compartment on her capsule and pulled out her bag.

			“Yes. You’re listed as a priority passenger,” he said cheerfully. He waved her forward. “Follow me to the showers.”

			♦

			Ten minutes later, Kendra felt nine hundred percent better. She had scrubbed all the stasis residue from her skin and hair and dressed in her clothes from the bag. Rebraiding her hair, she stared at the mirror. Her skin still looked slightly yellow.

			Do Denicorizens come out of stasis looking green? she wondered idly.

			You should ask Taeth.

			Um, no. The last thing I want to do is offend the man who is going to medically clear me to leave the shuttleport!

			Taeth was waiting for her when she left the dressing room.

			“All you have left is your final clearance, and then I’ll send you into the arrivals lounge,” he said with a warm smile. Kendra returned it and followed him back into the recovery room. There were others up and walking around the room now. Kendra recognized the boy named Hugo from before. He scowled as he marched across the room, and she noted that he looked very different without his billowing white robes. His stasis clothes hung loosely on his thin shoulders, and his bleached white hair was lemon yellow.

			He looks like a yellow string bean, Dina said. Kendra smothered a giggle.

			Taeth waved her into a chair behind a partition and then pricked her with a probe again. He also drew a small blood sample, which he fed into the squat silver machine hooked to the probe.

			After a few minutes his tablet beeped. He looked at it and frowned. “I’m getting a misreading on your genetic panel,” he said. Kendra shrugged, trying to look innocent. They’d had this problem at her medical screen preboarding as well. Something about Dina had messed with her genetics. Every genetic panel she’d ever had came back with an error. But obviously it didn’t affect her physically, and no one had ever been able to explain it.

			“I’ll run it one more time,” he said, drawing another blood sample. Kendra tried to look bored instead of worried. What if, after all this, they decided not to let her stay on the planet? A few minutes later the panel beeped again, giving Taeth the same error message. By now there were two other passengers who had finished with their showers and were waiting for their medical screenings. This part should be moving quickly; because everyone was screened before going into stasis at the beginning of the trip, it was usually just a formality. Taeth commed a supervisor, and by the time she arrived, the waiting line of passengers had grown even longer. She studied the tablet’s readout, looked Kendra up and down, and then glanced at the impatiently muttering people waiting in line.

			Her voice dropped, but Kendra could still hear her whisper to Taeth, “She’s a priority passenger?”

			“Yes, the Union ambassador’s niece.”

			There was a moment of silence, and then the supervisor shrugged. “She’s disease-free and her vitals look good. Clear her and send her on. Mark it down as a machine error and schedule the profiler for diagnostics after we get this load processed.”

			She left the cubicle, and Taeth smiled nervously at Kendra. “Well, Miss Forrest, it seems everything is fine. Let’s get you off to the arrivals lounge to meet your family, shall we?”

			We got lucky again, Kendra said as she followed Taeth from the room. I don’t know why everyone always decides to let my weird genetic results go, but thank goodness they do!

			Mmmhmm, Dina said noncommittally.

			



		

2. Roma

			When Kendra trudged through the gate into the arrivals lounge, she was weary from the journey and starting to feel the first twinges of homesickness. She didn’t even have the heart to process her first sight of another planet. She could feel Dina’s wonder and excitement, but it didn’t bleed over to her own emotions. She already missed her home and her family. For four years she’d lived with her grandparents in Omphalos, and that had been more than enough time away from home. All she wanted was to return home to Tarentino. Visiting Corizen, let alone living there for three years, was way down her list of life goals.

			Well, she didn’t have much choice now but to move forward with the plan. It was time to make the best out of her new adventure on Corizen, for Dina’s sake. If they could find Dina’s twinspark, it would all be worth it. Every isithunzi had a twin, an essence that was created at the same time. They were closer than human twins—almost able to merge into each other through thoughts and feelings. Twinsparks could physically separate, but after too long apart they would grow restless and overwhelmed with longing for each other. Eventually, twinsparks that were not able to reunite would go crazy from the strain. Dina had not joined with her twinspark in over twenty years. Her twinspark had been shadowing Kendra’s Aunt Andie when she was sold to Denicorizen pirates and taken to Corizen. No isithunzi had sensed her since. When Aunt Andie returned to Zenith, she was alone. Though Dina had kept her sanity well for years, recently she had started to grow anxious and restless. Which led to Kendra’s decision to attend the International University on Corizen, surprising everyone who knew her. If Dina’s twinspark still existed, she was probably on Corizen. They just had to find her somehow.

			If we’re lucky, she’ll be waiting in the shuttleport with your aunt, Dina said eagerly. Her hope and excitement even roused Kendra a bit.

			Does she have a name, Dina? I can’t keep calling her your twinspark forever. It would be like you just referring to me as “the human.”

			Isithunzi don’t have names like humans. It’s more like a sense of one’s uniqueness. I don’t know how else to explain it.

			So give her a human name that you feel fits. Like you chose Dina.

			A human name. Dina snorted. She would hate that.

			Why does she shadow my aunt, then? If she doesn’t like humans?

			Dina hesitated. She is . . . drawn to her.

			Drawn to Aunt Andie? Even though she didn’t like her? Kendra frowned, gazing absently at the walls of the shuttleport hallway. Dina never would explain why she once shadowed Kendra’s mother either. She just changed the subject any time Kendra brought it up.

			Call her Ulyssa, Dina said abruptly. It fits her.

			Ulyssa? Doesn’t that mean angry?

			Yes.

			Kendra wanted to ask more, but she could sense that Dina didn’t want to talk about it so she let it go. Family could be complicated. It must apply to isithunzi as well as humans.

			♦

			Aunt Andie and Tiran were waiting for her in the arrivals lounge. They stood out in the crowd—two women surrounded by armed Denicorizen guards. Kendra hadn’t seen either her aunt or her cousin since she was nine, when they had moved from Zenith to Corizen so that Aunt Andie’s husband could be the ambassador to Corizen from the Planetary Union. Tiran had been born on Corizen—she was a Denicorizen orphan that her aunt and uncle had adopted when they had lived on Corizen before they married. The details were a little fuzzy to Kendra, especially now that she tried to make sense of them. What had Uncle Casey been doing on Corizen in the first place? Her aunt, she knew, had been kidnapped on Zenith and sold as a slave on Corizen. Uncle Casey had found her somehow after she had been missing for years.

			Maybe now she would learn the full story. The adults always stopped talking about it when she came into the room. All her pestering of her grandparents hadn’t yielded much either. Apparently they thought her too fragile for the details. They had no idea.

			Her aunt strode forward, and her guards fanned out to include Kendra. Aunt Andie engulfed her in a giant hug. “Kendra! I’m so glad you came!”

			“Hi, Aunt Andie! Hello, Tiran!” Kendra greeted brightly, mustering up all the enthusiasm she could, even as she eyed the guards nervously. Maybe Corizen was as dangerous as her parents feared. Or was this just some kind of honor being shown to the ambassador’s family?

			No, there’s more fear here than back home, Dina reported. Strong enough that I can feel it without trying. And no, my twinspark isn’t here with your aunt. I can’t feel anyone of my kind nearby.

			Kendra took a deep breath and tried to swallow her own fear.

			That doesn’t mean she’s not here somewhere, Kendra reminded, trying to be positive. We’ve got plenty of time to search. Three years. She swallowed again. A very long time indeed.

			“Hi, Kendra,” Tiran said, a little shyly. Kendra let go of her aunt and gave her cousin a tight hug also. Tiran seemed a little taken aback, but Kendra figured she would warm up. That was one of the things she looked forward most to about this trip to Corizen. She had no other cousins. A chance to expand her family circle was exciting. She hoped they had something in common.

			There’s something familiar about her, Dina observed thoughtfully.

			Of course. We’ve met Tiran before. Remember? At that big party before they left for the ambassador post, and before that, at Aunt Andie’s wedding.

			No. I mean there’s something familiar about her aura. Her energy signature.

			Kendra thought that was highly unlikely. Tiran was clearly a Denicorizen—she had the blue-tinted skin and jet-black hair, and she was already taller than Kendra even though she was younger. Her biological parents probably never set foot on Zenith.

			Maybe one of her parents was a Denicorizen pirate? she suggested doubtfully. And they landed in Zoria sometime before you were shadowing my mom?

			Dina didn’t answer. She lapsed into a brooding silence.

			Aunt Andie held her back at arm’s length, her eyes ranging up and down. She shook her head. “I can’t believe how much you look like your mother. It could almost be Jenna standing before me.”

			“Thank you,” Kendra said sincerely. Her mother was so beautiful—she loved the idea that she was growing up to look like her.

			“You must be exhausted,” Aunt Andie observed. “Interstellar travel always leaves me feeling ragged. Your luggage is being delivered directly to our house, so we don’t have to wait. Let’s get you back so you can rest a bit before dinner.”

			“Thank you,” Kendra said again.

			“Welcome to Corizen,” Aunt Andie said as they started to walk through the lounge, the circle of guards working like a force field, opening up the crowd before them. “It’s truly a different world.”

			♦

			The guards escorted them to an armored transport, and Kendra followed her aunt and cousin inside. They were followed by two of the guards, who strapped themselves into the seats on opposite corners from each other, one facing the front and one facing backward. Tiran offered Kendra the seat next to the transport wall. There was no window, but it did have a small viewport so she could see out. “I thought you might like to catch a glimpse of Roma,” she offered timidly.

			Kendra accepted with a smile and strapped herself in, watching with fascination as they left the shuttleport. There were people everywhere, and no real sense of order to the traffic. The transport would put on a sudden burst of speed, darting through tiny gaps between other transports only to slam on the brakes, jerking Kendra in her harness. Luckily she had nothing in her stomach after spending the flight in a stasis capsule, or she would have thrown up all over the guard sitting across from her.

			“Does the driver always . . . uh . . .” she began hesitantly.

			“Drive like a drunken fool?” Tiran said with a laugh.

			“I would say drive like an impatient four-year-old,” Aunt Andie said through gritted teeth. “Yes. Roma traffic is notoriously impossible, but I could drive better than this if they’d let me.”

			Kendra returned her attention to the sights outside. The buildings were mostly built of boring gray bricks, but there was color everywhere. Laundry hanging from windows, women wearing bright-colored cloaks, shop displays crowded with so many items that Kendra couldn’t even tell what they were. They rushed past everything so quickly that she could hardly even see what there was. Even the people added to the color. Denicorizens had blue-tinted skin, and Kendra only saw a couple of people with tan skin like her.

			How strange to be so unusual!

			Kendra, you are the only living human bonded to an isithunzi. You were already unusual, reminded Dina.

			Then right in the middle of the street there was a burned-out shell of a building with a bright red symbol of some kind painted on the half-collapsed front wall.

			“What was that?” she asked, half terrified, half fascinated. In Omphalos fires that destroyed entire buildings were rare, and she’d never seen a blackened skeleton of someone’s former business before.

			Aunt Andie sighed. “Another target of the Brotherhood.”

			“What is the Brotherhood?” Kendra asked.

			“They’re a group of terrorists,” Tiran explained with inexplicable enthusiasm. “They want to overthrow the government and drive out the Union.”

			“Really?” That sounded ominous.

			“Didn’t your mother talk to you about it?” Aunt Andie frowned. “We contacted her and let her know that things were more dangerous now.”

			So that was what her mother had meant. She had commed Kendra and explained something about terrorists, asking if Kendra was still determined to go. Kendra hadn’t even really listened. She was going to go, and that was that. Besides, people called the Rorans terrorists too, and she hadn’t been in any danger from them. Mostly.

			♦

			Long before Kendra got tired of staring at the shops and the people, they started to travel alongside a tall fence made out of crisscrossing girding that shimmered and flickered as she tried to look through it. “Is that shielded?” she breathed. She knew about nuclear shields but never had seen one in use. They were beyond expensive to maintain, and few people on Zenith felt they were worth the cost. Her father said the Quintan Edge had one, but it was only activated when the building was under attack.

			“Yeah,” Tiran said cheerfully. “Nothing gets in or out except at the gates. The shield goes all around the complex, including the Armada base.” The wall went on and on and on. “Nothing to worry about at all, as long as we’re inside.”

			“What about when we’re out in the city?” Kendra asked.

			“You won’t be going out into the city,” Aunt Andie said flatly.

			“What?” Kendra was incredulous. She had hopped solar systems and come to a new planet just to be stuck on a university campus for three years?

			“Dad’s rule,” Tiran grumbled. “Though he’s the one on the Red List. This is the first time I’ve been allowed out of the complex in ages, and you saw how many guards we had to have.”

			Aunt Andie sighed. “The Brotherhood has a list of planned assassinations, and your uncle is on the list. So the rest of us need to be extra cautious as well.”

			Kendra bit her lip. That was going to complicate things.

			Probably best to be cautious for now anyway, Dina said. There’s a dark current in this city. It’s . . . unnerving.

			But how are we going to search for Ulyssa?

			There’s plenty of time. Let’s settle in first and get an idea of what we are dealing with here.

			♦

			When they reached the gate, it was a heavily congested area of pedestrians and transports. They joined a line of transports that inched its way close to the gate. There were guards everywhere, with weapons loose and ready to use at a moment’s notice. Kendra peered through the window, and she could even see sniper towers on either side of the gate. People were getting out of the transports when they reached the gate and joining a queue of pedestrians waiting to pass through a scanner. The line was long.

			“We got here just at the same time as the morning rush,” Tiran said. “There’s a whole bunch of your fellow students, and some of your professors as well, I bet. This is the closest gate to the university.” Kendra eagerly studied the line. Tiran was right. Most of those waiting seemed to be young adults, though some were older. Everyone was much taller than her. She was going to look like a child compared to her classmates.

			“This is a vulnerable point,” brooded Aunt Andie, mostly to herself. “If the Brotherhood were going to attack, we’re all sitting targets here, armored transport or not.”

			“Mom’s paranoid,” Tiran said in a loud fake whisper. Kendra glanced up at the guard facing her, who was scanning the outside of the transport, not giving any sign he was listening. He was on high alert; either he was paranoid also, or there was reason to be concerned.

			Their transport eventually made it to the front of the drop-off line, and the guards jumped out first, weapons out, scanning the crowd. Aunt Andie went next, and then Tiran nudged Kendra. Kendra stepped out onto the street and then froze.

			Eeeeeeeech! Dina’s mental screech stabbed through her head. Kendra stumbled, dropping to one knee while Dina’s screaming reverberated in her skull.

			“Kendra!”

			She was aware of hands on her shoulders, voices trying to talk to her, but Dina’s distress had overtaken everything. The pain and confusion and noise were overwhelming, and Kendra tried to just ride the wave of pain, hoping that she wouldn’t drown. She only vaguely felt the arms around her waist, helping her up, helping her to stagger forward. She didn’t register passing through the scanner, though the retina scan jolted her into momentary awareness before Dina’s hysterical agony swamped her again.

			“Kendra!”

			Dina’s mental scream finally trailed off, though Kendra could still feel pulsing throbs from her direction. Kendra opened her eyes again, realizing that she was on the other side of the gate. She was lying on the grass beside the path, with one of the guards and her aunt bending over her.

			Are you all right? Kendra cried.

			I . . . I’m . . . that was . . . I’ve never felt anything like that before, Dina said weakly. But I think I’m OK. Just give me a couple moments to recover.

			“We’re . . . I’m OK,” she told her aunt, sitting up. “I think I had some kind of weird reaction to the shield.” Her aunt glanced back at the gate and then at Kendra again. A crowd of strangers was starting to gather around her. The guard stood back and started directing the students to keep moving along.

			“Just rest for a minute. One of the medical guys is on his way.”

			“No, I’m fine, I promise,” Kendra protested. But Aunt Andie wouldn’t listen. The medtech who arrived asked about her symptoms and scanned her. Kendra hesitated and then described a sudden splitting headache that blocked everything else out. It was close enough to the truth. He checked the screen on his device and then asked her to try and walk a bit. Kendra took a few steps, hoping she looked steady. Her legs felt fine, even if her stomach was still a little queasy.

			The guard offered to summon a ride, and Aunt Andie agreed. A few minutes later, Kendra climbed onto a small open motorized cart. It had three rows of padded seats, and she sat down next to Tiran with a thump in the second row. The students still streaming into the complex on the way to their classes stared in open curiosity at her.

			“I feel like one of those popular exhibits in the Terran Traveling Zoo. ‘Check out the collapsing Citizen!’” she muttered to her cousin.

			Tiran smiled. “Can you blame them? Not only did you pass out—which is terribly interesting and romantic, you know—you are also an exotically beautiful Citizen. Probably the most interesting thing they’ll see all day!”

			Kendra rolled her eyes. “Right.” Tiran giggled. Then Aunt Andie finished speaking with the lead guard and hopped onto the cart, sliding onto the bench seat in front of Kendra and Tiran. Their driver didn’t waste any time; he started down the broad road right away. He had to keep sounding a horn to get the mass of students to move aside so he could drive through, but then they turned onto an empty road that led the opposite direction from the giant cluster of buildings the students were heading toward.

			“We don’t need any guards now?” Kendra asked.

			“Nope. The nice thing about that shield—even though clearly you’re allergic or something, I’ve never seen anything like your reaction before—is that it’s safe enough in here that we don’t have to be guarded every second. Even Mom and Dad will let me run around on my own, free to run crazy, as long as I stay in the complex. Granted, you don’t want to run too crazy, just in case you’re getting any ideas, because there are cameras everywhere. I do mean everywhere, except inside our house.”

			Kendra glanced around. They were driving down a narrow road with a row of houses on the left and a large parklike space on the right, with graveled paths and manicured flowering bushes. Where were the cameras?

			“Trust me,” Tiran said, noting Kendra’s survey of the area around them. “Even if you don’t see them, they are there.” She pointed up to the sky, and Kendra spotted a tiny drone hovering overhead. Not much in the way of privacy here. Kendra supposed it was a good thing that she had given up dancing with Dina-leaf-figures years ago.

			Dina?

			Still not ready to talk, Kendra, came the faint response. Kendra swallowed her impatience and went back to studying her surroundings. Hopefully, Dina would feel well enough to talk to her soon.

			♦

			The driver stopped the cart in front of the house at the very end of the lane. It was a bit larger than all the ones they had passed before. “Here it is—the Ambassador House!” Tiran said proudly with a sweep of her arm. Her cousin hopped out as soon as they stopped. Kendra stumbled out after her. Her legs were still a little weak after that . . . incident with Dina at the shield. Aunt Andie climbed out after and turned to speak to their driver, an elderly Denicorizen man in a tidy gray button-down shirt and stiff black pants. Kendra couldn’t understand a word of the conversation. Hopefully she picked up some of the Denicorizen language quickly.

			Tiran started up the path to the house, so Kendra followed after, staring upward at what was to be her new home for the next three years. The Ambassador House was about the same size as her grandparents’ house in New River, but that was where the similarities ended. It was built out of red stone blocks and had thick windows that reflected silver in the setting sun. The dull metal roof slanted up at a steep angle. It looked slick and dangerous; Kendra wondered how anyone repaired the roof without sliding off to their death.

			There was no fenced yard or courtyard belonging to the house, though it was surrounded by an expanse of carefully manicured green grass. A wide path led from the lane up to a tall metal door that had decorative scrollwork visible even from the road. Tiran reached the door and pressed the thumblock.

			“We’ll take you to the security office tomorrow and get you coded for the door,” Tiran explained. “The Armada runs all the security for the International Complex, including our house.”

			“How big is the complex?” asked Kendra, as Tiran opened the front door.

			“Well, the public section is a little over two square kilometers, I think. The Armada base is bigger, but we don’t have access to that part.”

			The door swung inward on hinges, and Kendra stared at it. She’d only known sliding doors all her life. Doors that swung sideways? She stepped through the doorway and studied it. “It’s not automatic?” she asked in puzzlement.

			“No,” Tiran laughed. “You have to do the work. All the doors are like this on Corizen. You should have seen me when we first arrived back on Zenith, when I was a kid. Every door whooshing open startled me.”

			“But what if you have your hands full? Or you are disabled?” Kendra asked, swinging the door back and forth. It was heavier than she thought. Though with a door that was tall enough for giants to enter without stooping, she guessed that was to be expected. Tiran shrugged. “You put stuff down until you open the door. Or you get some help. It’s not a big deal.”

			“Hmmm.”

			“Come on,” Tiran said excitedly. “Let me show you to your room.” She started up the stairs, and while Kendra forced her exhausted legs to follow, she barely got a glimpse of a wide open living area dotted with comfortable-looking chairs and some tall potted plants. Her room was the first door on the left. Tiran waved her in, and Kendra walked through. It was a good-sized room, with a large bed with snow-white fluffy bedding and a pile of pillows. The walls were pale blue, and there was a wide rectangular desk in one corner with her own terminal. The window was large, with a cushioned bench right in front of it.

			“The window is the best part,” Tiran explained. Kendra walked up to stand beside her and gazed out. The house must have been up on a small plateau—she could see out across the complex.

			“That side is the university,” Tiran said, pointing toward the cluster of large buildings surrounding a plaza. There were small figures scurrying around as well as groups sitting or standing together. “On the far side, you can just see them from here, are the botanical gardens.” Kendra’s eyes wandered to the left, where a tall imposing building with rows and rows of windows rose up out of a mass of broad, leafy trees. “What’s that?”

			“The embassy building. My dad’s office is in there. Pretty much every Union official who is here on Corizen works in that building. Most of the Citizens on the planet stay here in Roma, though some of the more enterprising businesspeople have ventured out to Urok.” Just beyond the embassy building, Kendra’s eyes blurred. No matter how she focused, she could not see what lie beyond it. That had to be the shield.

			She felt a mental shudder from Dina and turned back to Tiran.

			“I don’t see anything blue,” observed Kendra with a frown. “Corizen is famous for its blue plants, yet everything looks pretty much like the green stuff that’s normal on my planet.”

			Tiran laughed. “I hear that from every off-planet dignitary that comes to visit my parents. Yeah, the International Complex has all kinds of vegetation and not much of it is blue. Some of it is from different planets—the botanical gardens have stuff from all over the place—but even here on Corizen we have pretty familiar vegetation around. Humans wouldn’t have colonized here without it. What would they have eaten? But the tukrite mineral that turned us all blue—that gives the Blue Cress its color too. It’s the Blue Cress you’re thinking of. If we ever get out of the city, you’ll see it everywhere. It’s definitely an aggressive species.”

			“What about the Blue Plains?” Kendra asked curiously. Everyone had heard of the famous Blue Plains of Corizen. Kendra had seen photos of the breathtaking expanse of barren clay fields in every hue of blue. It was beautiful and hostile and alien-looking. Something she hoped very much she’d get to see in person.

			“Oh,” sighed Tiran, sitting down on the window seat, “I would love to see the Blue Plains. They’re in Urok, though, so they might as well be on Terra. I’ll never get there. Mom says I’m not missing anything. She says they are dull and ugly.” She sighed again. Kendra suppressed her groan of disappointment. Another hope dashed. Was she going to get to see anything interesting at all? Why bother coming this far to go to school if she spent all of it penned up inside a small block of land created to look as much like home as possible?

			And how in the world could she help Dina find her twinspark? Unless Ulyssa happened to be hanging around Aunt Andie again.

			She’s not, Dina whispered. Not anymore. But she might not be able to get through that shield. Some of the built-up tension in Kendra’s neck dissipated. Dina was ready to talk again.

			Not anymore? So she has been near her since she returned to Corizen? And it was the shield that . . . affected you that badly?

			I can tell by your aunt’s aura that my twinspark has shadowed her since her last portal jaunt—the aura, or the energy signature record, for lack of better way to explain it, is essentially wiped clean with every jaunt. But she’s gone, and I don’t know how long ago it was. My guess is not very recently.

			“You must be tired,” Tiran said, breaking into the mental conversation. Kendra realized she’d been staring blindly out the window long enough for it to grow awkward.

			“I am, a bit,” Kendra agreed, trying to cover for her lapse. It wasn’t even a lie. Even though she had slept through the entire jaunt, she was exhausted. Traveling seemed to do that.

			“Well, I’ll leave you to rest. Do you want me to wake you when your luggage arrives?”

			“Nah, I’ll deal with it later. If you’ll make sure I don’t sleep through the next meal, though, I’d appreciate it. I’m sure I’ll be hungry by then!” she said gratefully.

			Tiran left her to the room with a wave, and Kendra flopped down on the bed, closing her eyes.

			The shield? she asked.

			Felt like it was taking bites out of my own essence and ripping them away. It repelled me, and I don’t think I ever would have been able to move closer on my own, but since you were still moving through and I’m bonded to you . . .

			You got dragged through it anyway. I’m so, so sorry.

			Now we know. Shields don’t just keep out weapons. They repel isithunzi too.

			What are we going to do?

			We are going to stay inside this complex. That’s what your family wants you to do anyway, and I’m in no hurry to go through that again.

			But Dina, we’ll never find Ulyssa that way.

			I know.

			But . . .

			Give me time.

			



		

3. Orientation

			The next day, Kendra set out with Tiran to explore the university campus. She had a list of classes and the buildings they would be in, but no idea where anything was, of course. Kendra had been assigned a mentor, a senior Denicorizen student who would be helping her during her first year, but she wouldn’t meet him until later. In the meantime, Tiran offered to help her get a head start.

			It took about ten minutes for them to walk along the road past the other houses back toward the school. When they reached the wide walkway that led toward the campus, it was almost empty. Only a few others were headed in this morning.

			“If the school term hasn’t started yet, why were all those students coming onto campus yesterday?” Once Kendra recovered from the shock of Dina’s shield trauma and her own trip exhaustion, she remembered all those gawking students headed toward the buildings and worried that she had missed something important.

			“I think it was just the locals’ orientation. It’s for all the new Denicorizen students; they give them a lecture about how important it is to be respectful and polite to the people from different planets and cultures.”

			“So my orientation meeting tomorrow morning is pretty much the same thing?” Kendra assumed.

			“I guess. Though you’ll probably also get the basic explanations about Denicorizen culture so you don’t end up in a blood feud or something.”

			“A blood feud?” Kendra’s eyes widened. That sounded ominous—it made her think of the early towns on Zenith that had ended up divided between large rival extended families that refused to work together. Those towns usually ended up abandoned, places that everyone escaped as soon as they could. But who would want to feud with the families of strangers from other planets?

			“Yeah. If someone gets seriously offended, they might declare a blood feud against you. Basically, they are announcing that they plan to kill you, your parents, and your children.”

			Kendra gasped. That is brutal!

			Reasonable, contradicted Dina. You eliminate the people most likely to retaliate against you.

			What?!

			It all depends on your point of view.

			“People are allowed to do that?” asked Kendra, fascinated against her will. Life must be very different on Corizen if murder was legal for, say, calling someone an idiot.

			“Well, no, not technically. It’s been illegal since before the revolution. But if you betray someone—especially someone who’s crazy in the first place—they still happen.” Tiran paused for a second to wave at a small group of young adults headed the opposite direction. One girl called hello to Tiran, and then all three stopped talking to stare openly at Kendra as they walked past. Kendra tried not to let it bother her. She probably looked as unusual to them as they did to her. Tiran looked bewildered as the girls walked on by, then glanced apologetically at Kendra.

			“Have you ever known someone personally who has sworn a blood feud?” Kendra asked, trying to distract herself from how awkward it was that the other girls clearly did not want to meet her. “Or someone who had one sworn against him?”

			“Well, my bio dad was killed because of a blood feud.”

			“What?” Kendra was horrified. Her mouth dropped open. “I’m so sorry!” she said awkwardly.

			Tiran shrugged nonchalantly. “I was a baby. I don’t remember him at all, so I don’t know the details. I just know he offended a crazy guy who did his best to get him killed during the revolution. But I’ve been lucky enough to have Casey as my dad since I was four, so I haven’t really missed my bio dad.” She clenched her fists. “Those crazy Brotherhood terrorists better stay away from him, or I’ll declare a blood feud on them,” Tiran said fiercely.

			“I’m sure all of the security keeps him safe,” Kendra tried to reassure. It was easy to tell her cousin loved her dad a lot—and was very worried about him too. Kendra tried to imagine someone wanting to assassinate her father and then stopped abruptly. Her stomach clenched painfully just at the thought. That made her think of her mother, and unable to stop herself, she asked, “What about your bio mom? Do you remember her?”

			Tiran looked down at the ground and then shook her head. “Not exactly,” she said, kicking at a tuft of weeds poking up through a crack in the pavement. “I lived with my grandmother until she was killed in the revolution. That’s when I went to live with my dad—Casey, that is.”

			“Your grandmother was killed?” repeated Kendra, aghast. Had Tiran lost everyone in her life before she was five years old?

			“Look, here’s the library! It’s my favorite building in the complex!” Tiran exclaimed brightly.

			Do you get the feeling she’s hiding something? Dina asked.

			My fault. I asked about completely sensitive, personal stuff. I shouldn’t have brought it up, Kendra disagreed.

			Hmmmm. Dina didn’t sound convinced.

			♦

			The next day at her orientation, Kendra gazed around at the other students in open interest. There were only about two hundred of them altogether, and most of them, she learned when the presenter conducted a “standing survey,” came from Terra. It only made sense. As the home world, it was the most populous planet. Everyone spoke Basic, of course, no matter what planet they came from, but only about a third of the students had studied any Denicorizen at all. Kendra was relieved to find she wasn’t the only one who didn’t speak the language.

			After these introductory surveys, the man conducting the seminar—a tall (of course) Denicorizen man speaking with only the slightest trace of an accent—began to give them a review of Corizen’s history.

			“As you probably know, Corizen was colonized many thousands of years before any of the member planets of the Union. Our ancestors arrived here after a brutally long journey in a multigenerational ship that hopped checkerboard style across the galaxy, using natural dimensional rifts. Of course, this was long before engineers discovered how to create intentional rifts and built the incredible interdimensional gates, which allows our current rapid travel between planets.

			“Corizen, like all the planets that have since been colonized, was chosen as a destination because probes confirmed that it matched Terra in atmospheric, gravitational, and life-producing conditions. There was already a varied plant life when we arrived . . .”

			Kendra intended to focus on what the man was saying, but it was like when she tried to study a little about Corizen’s history when she decided to come to school here. She just couldn’t stay focused. Yes, history was important. Yes, she needed to understand Corizen’s past if she was going to have any hope of understanding why these people had hated Citizens like her for a long, long time. But it was hard to care enough to pay close attention. That was then, and this was now. What really mattered to Kendra was finding Dina’s missing other half.

			She got distracted by sneaking looks at the other students around her. She recognized Hugo off to the left. He was easy to spot—he was fairer than she was, pale as if he had never seen the sun, his bleached hair white again. (She wondered idly how many shampoos it had taken to get rid of the yellow tint from stasis.) He stared at the speaker with a frown, his dark eyebrows drawn together; Kendra couldn’t decide if that was because he disagreed with the history or if he was just thinking deeply. Or maybe his breakfast disagreed with his stomach. Who knew what they served the students living in the dorms? Kendra herself was relieved to find that Aunt Andie apparently preferred similar food to what Kendra had been raised on. Not a huge surprise, since Kendra’s mom probably ate similar stuff growing up. Luckily, Aunt Andie was a better cook than her mother—though not as good as Kendra’s dad.

			The girl in front of her had shiny black hair so long that it almost brushed the floor when she was sitting in her seat.

			I wonder if she ever accidentally sits on it, said Dina. Or catches it in doors. Or finds dead flying insects in it.

			Hey, no need to pick on long hair! Kendra’s own hair fell almost to her waist.

			I like long hair. Those were honest questions.

			Kendra snorted. Hugo looked her way, his frown growing deeper. Right. Apparently he was trying intently to pay attention, and she was disturbing him. She looked hastily away to the girl at her right. She had her head covered with a scarf and was bent forward, like she was looking at the floor. By her posture, Kendra would have guessed that she was hoping to fade out of everyone’s notice somehow. But her bright, colorful tunic made everyone else’s clothes seem dingy by comparison, making obscurity unlikely. Kendra wished she could catch the other girl’s eye. She would give her an encouraging smile at least.

			“Castes. Do. Not. Exist!” thundered the speaker in front. Kendra jerked upright, along with almost every student in the room whose attention had wandered. The lecturer’s eyes were bright, and he stood with one finger jabbing up to the ceiling. “You will hear that Veshti demands divisions among the Denicorizens; this is a black falsehood. Disregard it. Do not be afraid to associate with anyone you meet. You may offend some who still wish to live under that oppressive and dishonest system, but you, as Citizens who are all equals among each other, must show them another way.” The other presenter sitting behind him reached forward and tapped his arm. He looked back at her and lowered his finger. She tilted her head, and he turned back to face the students again. Clearing his throat, he continued in a much smaller voice. “Ah, perhaps first I should explain about Veshti,” he said, fumbling with the sheet of notes in his hand. “Yes. Most Denicorizens believe in a Supreme Creator, a deity that is known to His human followers as Veshti . . .”

			What in the name of the stars was that about? Kendra asked. Around her some of the other students were still staring fixedly at the lecturer, probably wondering if he was going to suddenly shout again.

			Weren’t you listening at all? Dina was exasperated.

			You know I wasn’t.

			How are you going to learn how to get us safely around this world?

			I thought that was your job.

			Dina groaned. I have to do everything. If you had been listening, you would have learned that the revolution ten years ago that overthrew the king also ended a strict caste system that had been in place for the last hundred years or so. However, it sounds as if people are still resisting that bit. You humans don’t like change.

			You isithunzi like it even less.

			True, Dina conceded.

			At last the lecturer finished, and his copresenter, a Citizen woman in a pale gray slimsuit, took the podium at the front of the room. “Next there will be a guided tour of the campus for those who are interested; if you have already found your way around campus, you are welcome to mingle with your fellow students in the common lounge that adjoins the lecture hall. There are drinks and a variety of popular Denicorizen appetizers available.”

			Food! Dina said enthusiastically. I hope it’s something new and tasty!

			I hope we can get to know some of these other students. The sooner we can make some friends, the better, Kendra said, looking around at the others. Most of them were filing toward the door, planning to go on the tour.

			Fine. Chat all you want with the other kids. As long as you sample all the appetizers so I can taste them.

			♦

			By the time Kendra made her way into the lounge, a large group of students were already there. Kendra joined the line that had formed at the serving table, hoping that nothing looked too disgusting, since Dina was eager to try it all. It was strange, Dina’s newfound interest in taste. She’d always been able to experience everything Kendra had, but now it seemed like she could have her own independent reaction to how something tasted. Something that made Kendra want to gag might appeal to Dina—but of course, the only way she could taste it was if Kendra put it in her mouth and chewed. Kendra was just considering if she should tap the burly boy waiting in front of her and introduce herself when the bright tunic girl from the orientation stepped into the line behind her.

			“Hi!” Kendra greeted brightly.

			“Hello,” the girl returned, her voice soft. Her eyes darted up to Kendra’s face and then locked off to the side, as if she were staring at something vitally important just over Kendra’s shoulder. Kendra nervously darted a look behind her but couldn’t see what the girl was looking at. The mountainous figure in front of her hadn’t even slid forward at all.

			“I’m Kendra,” she said, wondering if she should stick out her hand. It was a Terran custom, one that was most commonly used when greeting new people in the Union. The girl glanced down at Kendra’s proffered hand and looked blankly at her face. So shaking hands wasn’t done where she was from? Kendra dropped her arm and clasped her hands behind her back. “What’s your name?” she asked, determined not to give up. She was still ninety percent certain the other girl was just shy, not aloof.

			“Zara,” the girl finally answered, her eyes still on the ground.

			“That’s a beautiful tunic, Zara,” Kendra said sincerely. “I love the color yellow. It compliments your skin perfectly.” Again, she got a timid smile but no eye contact. Was it possible that eye contact was considered rude where she was from? Kendra decided to be direct.

			“Where are you from?”

			“I am from Motambique,” Zara answered politely. Kendra frowned. Motambique? She knew almost nothing about it except that it was one of the nine council planets, a member of the Planetary Union that had achieved full self-sufficiency. Zenith was only a frontier planet; though the population and industries were both growing fast, it was still a relatively new colonization.

			Do you know anything about Motambique? Kendra asked desperately. Are they very formal?

			You’re asking me about human customs on a planet I’ve never been to?

			Sure. If someone ever lectured about it, you probably picked it up.

			Sorry. I’ve got nothing.

			“I don’t know anything about Motambique,” confessed Kendra. “But I’d love to learn.”

			Zara’s face brightened, and she hazarded a quick glance at Kendra’s face again. “What would you like to know?”

			“Are you a very formal people?”

			Zara cocked her head to the side, thinking. “We are a very polite people. I do not know if you would consider us formal. We do have very specific rules about conversations with strangers, for example.” A hint of a smile. Kendra wondered if that was supposed to be a joke or a set down. She decided to own it either way.

			“I’m from Zenith, so everything I do is probably vulgar or rude. Sorry,” she said with a laugh. Zara’s smile stretched a tiny bit larger.

			The line moved forward, and Kendra adjusted her position behind the future cattle-wrestler. He was so wide he was blocking her view of the table. No chance to see what kind of new “marvels” she was going to have to stomach in the name of friendship. She tried to lean around him for a peek just as he jerked backward, his elbow smashing into her nose.

			“Ow!” she yelped, rubbing at her throbbing nose.

			“Sorry! Sorry!” The young man whirled around, knocking a stack of plates off the table. They crashed to the ground, scattering every which direction. He then stepped on the mound of plates and slipped, stumbling backward into the table. Before Kendra had a chance to even reach forward, the whole table careened over, dumping food and utensils and pitchers of liquid all over the floor. The young man landed with a thump right on a large serving bowl full of ice.

			Everyone in the room stared at him in stunned silence for a moment, and then the laughter and applause and even whistles broke out. The young man’s face flamed red as he looked around at the disaster. Then he awkwardly tried to push himself out of the bowl.

			Kendra darted forward to help. “Here!” she said, grabbing one of his arms and pulling. He came forward on his knees and then stood, staring down at the mess.

			“What happened?!” exclaimed the Citizen woman who had been at the presentation. Kendra turned to find her standing in the doorway.

			“I . . . fell,” the huge young man said apologetically. “It was an accident.”

			She pursed her lips, looking from the disaster on the floor back to his face. Kendra wondered if she was debating whether or not she truly believed him, especially with the cheering students looking on.

			“This kind of behavior is unacceptable, Mister . . . ?”

			“Westley, madam. Brennan Westley.”

			“Well, Mr. Westley, students at the International University are not to participate in unruly behavior of any kind, including vandalism, roughhousing, or even just pranks. Attendance is a privilege that can be suspended at any time.”

			“Yes, madam,” he said stonily.

			“Please clean up this mess. You will find janitorial supplies outside the hall in the first room on the left.” She turned to face the rest of the room, raising her voice. “I will go speak to our cook about something alternative to eat. In the meantime, please avoid the serving table area to keep the mess to a minimum.”

			She turned and stalked out of the room.

			Brennan sighed heavily as he surveyed the damage. “Welcome to Corizen,” he muttered, heading toward the door after the administrator. Kendra glanced back at Zara, who had already averted her eyes and was gliding away from the table as if she had witnessed something truly uncouth.

			Extraordinary! applauded Dina. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a human display such an impressive lack of coordination.

			I know. It was . . . well, my jaw hurts from trying to keep a straight face. Kendra’s eyes swept cubed ice melting into pools that surrounded soggy fried lumps and some kind of shellfish with dozens of tiny legs still attached. But I’ll be eternally grateful he saved me from having to eat that. The least I can do is help him clean up. She righted the giant serving bowl and started to scoop what ice she could back into it, though she blanched at touching the creepy shellfish. After grabbing two of the plates, she tried to shovel the things up without touching them.

			“You don’t need to do that!” a deep voice behind her protested. It was Brennan, returned with a cart laden with various cleaning supplies and a large waste bin.

			“Least I could do,” Kendra replied, as she started to collect the plates. Luckily they were the unbreakable kind and had escaped pretty much unscathed. “It was partly my fault.”

			Brennan pulled the table back upright, and Kendra set the stack of plates back on it, then snagged a towel from the cart, mopping up the liquid that dripped from the table onto the floor. Brennan started mopping up the biggest pools of liquid.

			“I’m Kendra, by the way,” she said, waving her towel at him. “From Zenith.”

			“A fellow frontier!” he replied with enthusiasm. “I’m from Krati.”

			“Krati!” echoed a sneering voice behind them. Kendra shifted and saw that they had collected a small group of apparently curious onlookers. Hugo stared down at them, flanked by two boys and another girl. None of them stepped forward to help.

			“We should have known. Krati has a reputation, after all,” said Hugo.

			“Kratian junk!” added one of the other boys, sniggering. Kendra glared at him.

			How can they be so rude? Isn’t it enough that Brennan managed to get on the wrong side of the professor his very first day?

			Even you say “Kratian junk” sometimes, Dina pointed out, unconcerned.

			“Well, what can we expect from a frontier clod? I’m surprised they admitted a couple of rubes like you,” Hugo said arrogantly. “How did you manage to pay for the trip here?”

			“They indentured themselves as servants, Hugo, obviously. Look at them,” the girl mocked.

			“If you don’t have anything useful to do, like help clean up after an accident that could have happened to anybody, I suggest you find someplace else to be,” Kendra retorted hotly.

			Kendra! implored Dina. We don’t want to draw attention to ourselves!

			Dina, just a little push . . .

			Kendra. No.

			All four of the others laughed. “Look, she’s got a bark!” one boy said.

			“Cute little terrier, too, but don’t get too close. I expect she’s got fleas.”

			Brennan stood up to his full height.

			“That’s enough,” he said firmly.

			“What, or you’ll fall on me?” the girl scoffed.

			Suddenly, her feet flew out from under her and she landed on her behind with a muffled oomph. The boys’ laughter cut off as suddenly as if they had been muted.

			“Or you’ll fall all over yourself!” Kendra interjected. “Like I said, it could happen to anybody.”

			Hugo’s eyes flicked from his friend on the floor to Kendra.

			“Come on,” he said sullenly. “The rubes aren’t worth our time.” He strode away, leaving the girl to heave herself off the floor and follow with the other two boys. She glanced back once, and Kendra could see the stark animosity clouding her eyes.

			You’ve managed to make an enemy already, lamented Dina. I knew we shouldn’t have done it.

			They’re bullies, Dina, protested Kendra. The best way is to stand up to them.

			Not when you are trying to avoid arousing suspicion! Do you want this to be Tarentino all over again?

			You’re blaming me for what happened in Tarentino? What was I going to do? Watch my brother and Travin’s brother die?

			Not blaming you. Just reminding you that using our power has consequences.

			“Stupid consequences,” Kendra muttered out loud.

			“What?” asked Brennan, who was standing with a handvac in hand.

			“Nothing,” Kendra said hastily. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to jump in there and make things worse.”

			Brennan shrugged. “It’s not like you pushed her down or anything.” The corner of Kendra’s mouth lifted, but other than that she managed to keep her face impassive. “It was just run-of-the-mill frontier insults. I’ve heard worse.”

			“You mean the ones like ‘frontier kids are so backward they sleep in huts with their animals’?”

			Brennan grimaced. “Yeah. I take it kids from Zenith catch it too.”

			“Not often. Usually only if you try to interact with visitors from Terra or one of the other planets. Sometimes the worst offenders are recent immigrants from council planets. I always want to ask them if Zenith is so backward, then why in the name of Newton did they move there?” Kendra said with a slightly bitter laugh. “Never have the courage, though. Most times I just smile. I’m not exactly the confrontational type.”

			Kendra filled the trash bin with the ruined food she had collected.

			“Really?” Brennan’s grin stretched broadly across his face. “If what I just witnessed qualifies as nonconfrontational, I wonder what it would sound like if you decided to fight back.”

			“It would be nasty,” Kendra said playfully. It would be very nasty, Dina added, not playfully at all. Ships-sinking-in-the-earth level of nasty.

			That was mostly you, remember? That was before I learned how to do anything.

			That was the first time. The first time you reached for the power on your own. I merely supported you.

			Kendra stood back at watched as Brennan used the handvac to clean up any remaining crumbs on the floor, and then she used a spritz of the carpet cleaner stocked on the middle tier of the cart to clean up any of the obvious stains on the rug. When she finished, she stood to survey their work.

			“Not bad,” she observed. The table was righted and cleaned, with the stack of plates and various serving dishes stored on top of the table again. The floor underneath was still damp in places, but clean from any of the obvious spills.

			“Thank you,” Brennan said gratefully, tossing a soiled towel back onto the cart. “That would have taken forever to clean up by myself.”

			“No problem, Brennan,” Kendra answered. “Anything for a fellow frontier kid!”

			“Call me Bren,” he said. “And if you ever need the favor returned, just let me know,” Bren replied. “Anything for a friend.”

			A friend, she exulted. We have a new friend!

			You and your friends, Dina grumbled.

			All thanks to you, Kendra said sweetly. You taught me what friendship is all about, so now I look for it everywhere I go.

			



		

4. The International University

			Kendra did not find a friend in her Denicorizen advisor. He was even taller than Bren, and he glowered down at her when she arrived at their appointed meeting time in the tiny conference room in the library.

			“My name is Kaol Terune. I will be your mentor this year. It is my responsibility to supervise your studies and recommend any needed schedule changes or remedial action to the dean.” His eyes bored into hers, as if he were prying into her soul and didn’t like what he saw. “You will address me as Master Terune.”

			Kendra swallowed. “Yes, sir . . . I mean, Master Terune.”

			He gave a clipped nod. “Now, you have no fluency in Denicorizen, yes?”

			“No. Um, I mean yes?” He stared coldly at her. “No, I don’t speak any Denicorizen, Master Terune,” she said nervously. “It wasn’t offered in my second school.”

			“Sshhk,” he hissed quietly, his steepled fingers twitching.

			What in the name of all the stars was that noise? Dina asked. Is he ill?

			Maybe a curse in Denicorizen? Kendra suggested. He’s testing me? He hates me already?

			“That will be your primary course of study, then, for the first term. That leaves room for two further choices.”

			“I thought about studying astrophysics,” she began, thinking of the pressing need to understand the workings of qualian energy, but then she wilted under Master Terune’s thunderous brow.

			“Ssshk!” he hissed again, this time more loudly. “This is not a university for those studying the physical or applied sciences,” he lectured, his tone icy. “This is a center of learning for those preparing to enter interplanetary civil service.”

			“I see . . .” she said in a small voice.

			I don’t see, Dina huffed. What good will any of you do in any kind of service if you don’t understand the world around you?

			“There are some seminars on the hard sciences, but you must have completed your first two years satisfactorily first,” Master Terune admitted grudgingly. “In addition, you must have the approval of your mentor.”

			The only good thing about the meeting with Master Terune was that he decided—after a few pointed questions—that Kendra knew nothing about recent Denicorizen history. He gave her a brief recounting of the revolution that had happened ten years ago, and instead of glaring at Kendra for her perceived shortcomings, he waxed ebullient about the Resistance and its leader Morek-Li Damato. Morek-Li had been a wealthy landowner as well as a philosopher and brilliant strategist. He had formed a secret organization called the Resistance that worked to overthrow the king for many years.

			“Morek-Li successfully defeated the Royalist forces and even managed to storm the Palace. We elected him our first president, and he served selflessly for years, enacting the most important changes to our corrupt governing systems. People would have voted for him again, of course, but he stepped down, and even suggested that Congress—our country’s elected assembly of lawmakers—should enact a law prohibiting any president from serving more than one term. We do not want any more kings on Corizen, even if they go by the title of president.” He shot her a suspicious look, as if she had been about to suggest that Corizen should go back to being ruled by a king. Kendra thought of the little she knew about her Uncle Casey’s involvement in the revolution.

			“What about the Union?” she asked timidly. “What role did it play?”

			He waved his hand. “This was a Denicorizen revolution for the Denicorizen people by Denicorizens. There was no Union involvement. Though,” he added, his voice warming with enthusiasm again, “we did have a Citizen hero. She was married to Laeren Bruche, one of Morek-Li’s closest allies. After the king had been deposed, a tyrannical noble took control of Urok, declaring himself the new king. Sirra Bruche snuck into his fortress and assassinated Jaory Kruunde personally, as well as all his top leaders,” he said with relish. “His reign of terror collapsed overnight.” He stopped for a moment and then looked at Kendra skeptically.

			“I guess if Sirra Bruche could save Urok, you might achieve something impressive also. Looks can be deceiving.”

			Was that a compliment? Or an insult?

			Both? answered Kendra. At least he doesn’t seem to hate all Citizens. He respects this Sirra Bruche, whoever she is.

			There has to be more to the story. How did a Citizen end up fighting in the Denicorizen revolution? mused Dina.

			I’ll ask Tiran. If it was such a big deal, I bet she knows the story.

			♦

			That evening she broached the subject as she stretched out across her bed; Tiran was curled up on the window seat.

			“Have you ever heard of a Citizen named Sirra Bruche?” Kendra asked. “Master Terune said she was a fighter in the revolution here. Actually, he told this fantastic story about how she singlehandedly killed some noble guy and all his commanders,” she clarified.

			Tiran was silent for so long at the window that Kendra thought she must not have heard. She’d only been on Corizen for a couple days, but she’d already noticed that Tiran tended to get a little lost in the clouds sometimes. Though Kendra couldn’t talk. How often did she stand staring blankly at nothing in particular while she spoke to Dina? Maybe Tiran was conducting conversations in her head too.

			“Tiran?” she prompted.

			“Oh yeah, I’ve heard of her,” Tiran said, finally looking back at Kendra. She grinned. “So your mentor told you that crazy story? Did he explain how she managed to kill all those men by herself? Some kind of wicked martial skills, the kind that even numbers couldn’t overwhelm?”

			“It did sound a little ridiculous.”

			Tiran snorted. “It was impressive enough without all that. See, Jaory Kruunde had hidden himself inside this massively fortified compound, most of it underground. No one could get near him. He managed to cut off Kruundin City from all outside help, and the people were literally starving to death. But he had a grudge against Sirra Bruche. She’d once been his slave and escaped. So she let herself be captured and brought right to him. Then she activated a locator that told the Armada exactly where he was so they could attack him.”

			Kendra gasped. “Did she die too?”

			Tiran hesitated. “No. She managed to get away.”

			“But Master Terune said the Union wasn’t involved in the revolution at all.”

			Tiran snorted. “Well, that’s not true. What did you think my dad was doing here all that time?” Kendra considered that. Of course she knew Uncle Casey had lived on Corizen for quite a while during the revolution. It was one of the reasons they named him the ambassador.

			“On the other end of the spectrum, though,” Tiran added more heavily, “are the people who think that the entire revolution was staged by the Union just to turn Corizen upside down. Those people argue that we should go back to the way things were before.”

			“Politics are complicated,” Kendra said, rolling onto her back. “And they stink.”

			“And they stink,” agreed Tiran.

			Your Aunt Andie was a slave here on Corizen for many years, Dina broke in suddenly.

			Are you suggesting that she was the one who overthrew this Kruunde goon? Her name isn’t anything close to Sirra.

			So?

			But why wouldn’t Tiran just tell me that? If her mother was some kind of well-known revolutionary hero, why would she lie about it? Kendra mentally shook the thought away. Her aunt wasn’t a liar, and neither was her cousin. The alternative was just a little too discomfiting.

			“Whatever happened to Morek-Li?” asked Kendra, changing the subject.

			“Oh, he’s still around. He gives public speeches every so often before Congress about issues he thinks are important. And believe me, they all listen when he speaks, even the ones who will disagree later. They treat him like some kind of prophet.” She stretched her legs out, cracking her toes and sighing in relief.

			“That’s probably why the Brotherhood hates him so badly. He’s competition,” Tiran said matter-of-factly. She lowered her voice. “He’s got the number one spot on the Brotherhood’s Red List.”

			“The Red List? Is that the assassination list you mentioned before?”

			“Yeah.” Her voice turned morose. “The one my dad is on.” She picked at the fabric of her robe. “Number ten. I don’t know if that should make me feel better that at least he’s at the bottom, or worse that he’s on the list at all.”

			“Well, if a bunch of crazy bloodthirsty lunatics thinks he’s worth killing, then he must be doing something right,” Kendra said brightly. Tiran gave her a lopsided smile in return.

			“That’s not a bad way to look at it.”

			♦

			Kendra’s first day of university was not high on her list of favorite days ever. Master Terune proved true to his word; he cleared her schedule of the various classes on Denicorizen communication, literature, and biology that she had originally chosen and plopped her into a double course on the Denicorizen language. The only bright spot was that Bren was in her class as well. Apparently his mentor felt similar to hers: learning the language was a serious lack that had to be addressed with all possible speed.

			The downside was that the disdainful Hugo (who still wore white every single day) and the obnoxious girl that Kendra had assisted in slipping were in her class as well. The girl’s name turned out to be Aceline, and like Hugo, she was from Terra and felt that automatically elevated her in relation to the other students from “less blessed” planets. Kendra considered telling Aceline that her Terran-born father said that it was an ossified old rock with a bunch of spoiled, stagnant snobs while all the brilliant innovation in the galaxy happened on other planets. However, she knew that it wouldn’t change Aceline’s mind, so why antagonize her further? It might lead to another one of those situations where she was goaded into doing something with consequences. Especially since Aceline made no secret of her animosity toward Kendra.

			The class was taught by a Denicorizen woman whose Basic accent was so thick Kendra could barely understand her. She ran through the Denicorizen alphabet and some of the possible combinations of sounds and how they were pronounced. Then to Kendra’s horror, Professor Balon announced that in one week, the class would be taught solely in Denicorizen.

			“You must provide all of your answers in Denicorizen, and all class lectures and instructions will be given in Denicorizen,” she said with finality. “I believe in learning to swim by diving into the ocean.”

			“Diving into a maelstrom, more like,” Bren murmured next to her. “Hope we don’t drown.”

			“You are also required to participate in a minimum of five documented hours of communication a week with a Denicorizen to help improve your comprehension and accent,” Professor Balon decreed. Kendra shrugged. Here she could just ask Tiran to help. Though five hours of conversation where all Kendra could do was recite the alphabet and introduce herself were not going to help much.

			She also found that Master Terune had assigned her to the seminar on the Denicorizen Revolution. Apparently, he took her interest in his glorified account of Morek-Li as interest in the entire subject. Kendra had been interested, but not enough to enjoy sitting through two hours of discussion about it two days a week for the whole term.

			I’m beginning to think this whole expedition was a colossal mistake, Kendra thought gloomily after her first seminar lecture—a dry-as-fossilized-bones explanation of what Corizen had been like before the revolution. All we wanted was to get here and try to find some trace of your twinspark. I figured in the meantime I could study the same things I planned to back home—something useful.

			Learning Denicorizen is useful, protested Dina.

			But back home I could be studying math and physics. And we have no way to go looking for Ulyssa at all.

			Patience, Kendra. Open your eyes and truly see. There is a lot to discover here, Dina counseled. Kendra hated when Dina switched to a wise know-it-all mood just when she wanted to be a petulant teenager. Did any other kid have to put up with a voice in her head that was older than her grandmother telling her how to act? The most frustrating part was that Dina was probably right. This was an once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, even if she never left the International Complex, and she should just make the most of it.

			It was time to stop whining and past time to wade in full speed. At the very least learning to understand a group of humans that was so very different from her own home culture had to help her understand a far more foreign group of aliens.

			♦

			After a few weeks, she settled into a routine of sorts. In the morning she had her classes to attend. Then in the afternoon she would spend time with Tiran, trying to hold frustratingly simple conversations for at least half an hour in Denicorizen before they were free to talk normally. Tiran was fluent in Denicorizen, of course, but she was surprisingly fluent in Basic. Though sometimes she stumbled trying to come up with the right words (her regular conversations were likely to be peppered with Denicorizen words that she didn’t even realize she was using), obviously she had been speaking it at home for years. Of course, that only made sense. Aunt Andie and Uncle Casey were both fluent in Denicorizen, but with each other they spoke Basic. Kendra envied Tiran that ease of switching between the languages. Even with her double slot of Denicorizen immersion, she still wasn’t sure of even the most basic phrases and vocabulary.

			Patience, Dina’s voiced echoed over and over again. It will come. It took me a while to learn to speak in your bizarre human words, but I figured it out eventually. Even without anyone to help me.

			Most evenings, Kendra and Tiran went to the library. Kendra would hole up in one of the soundproof study rooms with Bren and pound her way through the next day’s Denicorizen assignments. Sometimes she would join Bren at the dorms. He was friendly with people, but like her, found himself kind of on the edges. There was such a prejudice against the frontier planets among the Citizen students, and the Denicorizen students already tended to divide themselves up into ranks, though not exactly according to the old caste system. Both sides seemed to pick up on the divisions, which left Kendra and Bren and a handful of others from frontier planets left out of most of the social activities.

			It hurt more than Kendra wished. One of the reasons she had looked forward to coming to Corizen was the chance to have a social life at last. She enjoyed the company of other people, but back on Zenith, her parents and then her grandparents were so concerned about her safety all the time that she had very rarely been able to do anything with her friends from second school. To finally have some freedom to hang out with her classmates and then find that most of them wanted nothing to do with her was a blow. Add in the fact that there didn’t seem to be any prospect of searching for Ulyssa, and she struggled with the idea that she would be stuck there for so long.

			One night she was staring blankly at a list of Denicorizen verbs she was supposed to be memorizing and brooding over the fact that she still hadn’t heard from her family when Bren spoke from across the table.

			“You’re frowning at those words like you want to stab them.”

			She looked up to find Bren watching her, his own study sheets spread out before him. She looked back down at the frustrating verb list. She still couldn’t remember a single one on the list. Stupid verbs.

			“What did they ever do to you? They’re just poor, innocent verbs.” He smiled, and she grimaced.

			“I’m never going to learn these, and then Master Terune will make me stay in first term Denicorizen for the next three years.”

			“Don’t be so pessimistic—Master Terune graduates next year. He can’t possibly have any effect on your schedule that long. Of course, your next mentor might be even worse,” Bren said cheerfully.

			“Don’t say that!” she groaned. She dropped her forehead onto the table with a thunk.

			“Come on, Kendra. It can’t be that bad.”

			She sighed. “What am I doing here, Bren? I should just drop out and go home.” Her voice was muffled by the table, but Bren clearly heard her anyway.

			“What? You want to quit?” He sounded incredulous.

			Don’t be so melodramatic, Dina added.

			“No, I don’t want to quit,” Kendra admitted. “I guess I’m just homesick. You know how it is.”

			Bren was silent. She lifted her head from the table curiously. “Aren’t you homesick?”

			He shrugged. “Not really. I haven’t been gone long enough to miss anyone yet.”

			See, Bren’s fine and he doesn’t have anyone here at all. While you’ve got me.

			I miss my family, Dina. Just like you miss your twinspark.

			Bren tapped his pen nervously on the table and cleared his throat. “But if you quit, you know, I’ll miss you.”

			She stared at him in shock. Then a slow smile spread across her face.

			“I guess I can’t quit, then.”

			



		

5. A Favor from Bren

			Dina and Bren were both right. It took a few months, but finally the Denicorizen started to work its way into her brain. By the start of second term, she still couldn’t speak it worth a diezmo, but at least she didn’t feel like she was drowning in an ocean of words that would never make sense.

			As for missing her family, the persistent ache dulled a bit, though it never went completely away. Her friendships with both Tiran and Bren kept her busy—between the two of them she never had much time to feel lonely. Only her nagging sense of frustration about finding Ulyssa still pricked at her. Dina tried to hide it from her, but Kendra could feel the constant longing she had for her twinspark. It was more than longing, really. It was a driving need, as if Dina were desperately thirsty and stranded on a moon without water. She had felt like this on Zenith, too—that was what had convinced Kendra to ask Grandfather Forrest to sponsor her at the university and beg her parents to agree to let her go. It was even worse now. Even with Dina shielding her, Kendra felt the pull until every night she was dreaming about finding this isithunzi that she had never met.

			Eventually, Kendra decided to take action. It meant convincing Bren to do her a huge favor, and she would have to risk letting Kip Vanhorn’s precious scanner out of her hands. But something had to be done, or Dina might go crazy. And if Dina went crazy, chances were Kendra would too. So one night during their study session, Kendra asked Bren if he had ever heard of qualian energy. When he shook his head, she plunged into an explanation about these invisible particles of energy that were partially responsible for the expansion of the universe, and Bren’s eyes started to glaze over. “I’m the son of a regional governor, remember, Kendra? Politics, sure, I get that. Astrophysics? Not so much,” he complained.

			“Well, I’m fascinated by qualian energy,” Kendra said, opening her eyes wide and smiling brightly at him. “Part of the reason I wanted to come to Corizen was to discover if the qualian energy here was different from on Zenith.”

			“Wait, I thought you said they were particles in space?”

			“Usually. But they can be found in concentrated pockets around the surfaces of planets also,” Kendra said confidently, parroting Kip’s explanation from so long ago, the one that Dina had memorized. “I have a scanner that is supposed to detect the pockets, but my aunt and uncle won’t let me outside the International Complex, even to try and get readings.”

			Bren cocked an eyebrow at her. His seminar was on current events in Roma, and he had heard rumors about the Red List and who was on it. “They probably have a point, you know.”

			“Yes, well . . . I’m going mad trying to shovel all this Denicorizen into my head, and I just want a break. A chance to study something I’m interested in for once.”

			“So take your gadget and try it out in the complex,” Bren sensibly suggested. “It’s a pretty big area, and you’ve got plenty of places to take different measurements or air samples or whatever it is you are trying to do.”

			“I would, but something in the shield blocks me from getting any readings.” She looked at him imploringly, trying her best to look pathetic and adorable at the same time.

			“Don’t look at me like that,” he grumbled. “I’m not going to take you on a field trip outside the complex against the wishes of your aunt.”

			Kendra of course wasn’t planning any kind of field trip out of the complex. Once or twice she had experimented with walking up to the complex gates, and Dina had hysterically reported that she could feel the shield stripping her bare. So they had steered quite clear of the edges of the complex.

			“Fine,” she grumbled, pretending to reluctantly agree. He didn’t need to know how the shield affected her. “But what if next time you head out of the complex you take some readings for me?”

			Bren looked askance at her. “I don’t leave the complex either.”

			“But you could, if you wanted to . . .”

			He heaved an enormous, long-suffering sigh. “I could, yeah. My roommate is constantly pestering me to go with him to some of the bars in the city.”

			Part of the plan for getting the Citizen and Denicorizen students to “integrate” was to assign each Citizen living in the dorms a Denicorizen roommate. There were far more Denicorizen students than Citizens, so those who did get a dorm room were seen as especially favored. It made sharing a room with a stranger seem more of a privilege than a punishment. (As far as she knew, Kendra was the only Citizen student not sharing a room with a Denicorizen. Of course, she wasn’t sharing a room at all . . . the perks of living in the Ambassador House. The ambassador’s clout was much higher than Kendra would have guessed. She wondered how Uncle Casey gained such respect.) Bren’s roommate was a local from Roma with wealthy merchant parents. Mikal had a tutor who’d taught him Basic for years, as well as plenty of practice working in the family business. That meant that Bren had no trouble communicating with him. The drawback was that it made it easier for Mikal to try to enlist Bren in his constant effort to spend his entire first term of university as drunk as possible.

			“I keep trying to explain to him that I came here to actually learn something, but he just laughs and says we have plenty of time for that,” Bren had groused after his first trip “out” with Mikal had resulted in one fist fight and a lot of throwing up. He refused to go again after that.

			Now Bren pointed his pen at her. “You owe me. Big time.”

			♦

			Two days later Kendra waited impatiently for Bren in the common area of his dorm. The day before he had accepted Kip’s precious scanner from her with the promise that he would keep it safe with his life. “I’ll do my best, though Mikal keeping his mouth shut so we stay out of trouble seems a little much to hope for.”

			“Isn’t there any way you could just visit some of the landmarks in the city or something? Take readings at tourist places?” Kendra asked nervously. The scanner was unique and impossible to replace. Though Dina could sense the presence of other isithunzi nearby, Kip’s scanner could detect residual levels of qualian energy, like the faint afterburn image of a flash of light. Even if Ulyssa wasn’t in the city now, if she had been in Roma since her arrival on Corizen, there should be some kind of reading. It wasn’t much, but it was at least a lead. Somewhere to start. But it seemed unlikely that Ulyssa was haunting the bars of Roma.

			“If I can get him to visit somewhere that doesn’t involve drinking alcohol, it will only be after he’s too drunk to object,” Bren said gloomily. “And the way things are in Roma right now, I can’t wander around the city without a Denicorizen. I need someone who knows his way around and speaks the language. My feeble attempts at ‘Where is the bathroom?’ won’t get me very far.”

			Kendra waited and worried all night. She fretted that Bren wouldn’t find anything, and then they would be back to square one with no leads of any kind. She was paranoid that somehow Kip’s scanner would get lost or broken. And she was concerned that Bren would end up in another brawl. Not because she expected he would get belligerent and start something—or even that one of the local Denicorizens would decide to pick a fight with him. Tall as the Denicorizens were on average, Bren was taller than most and certainly broader. No, the problem was his roommate Mikal, who was entirely likely to incite something. Even though Bren was huge, his awkward clumsiness wasn’t much help in a fight.

			It was times like these she missed flipcoms the most. But nobody had them on Corizen. There was no network. If she wanted to communicate with anyone it had to be by terminal, and Bren wasn’t going to slip away from the carousing just to find a terminal and comm her with the news that everything was going fine.

			Now she wondered if Bren had forgotten what time he had promised to meet her. She had already confirmed with the resident advisor that Bren made it home the night before.

			When he finally trudged off the lift, she awkwardly pushed herself out of her squashy chair and hurried toward him.

			“What happened to you?” she demanded. One eye was swollen shut, and he had a long angry gash on his other cheek. “Another bar fight? I’m going to smack Mikal!”

			“It wasn’t a bar fight,” Bren said guardedly, with a glance around the room. Kendra followed his lead, wondering who he was concerned about. At least a half dozen other students were relaxing and socializing, though none of them were Mikal or his friends. “Let’s get out of here, and I’ll tell you about it.” Apparently Bren did not want to provide any fresh gossip for eavesdroppers.

			She pulled her heavy coat back on and fastened it as she followed him out the door. Even though the weather was milder this week, she still shivered constantly. Bren, however, wore nothing but a long-sleeved thermashirt and pants. Either he was far more accustomed to the cold than Kendra, or he was agitated enough to forget that he was heading outside on a winter day without a coat. Kendra hoped his thermashirt was a very good one.

			Maybe he likes the feel of goosebumps breaking out on his arms, Dina chimed in. I do. I wish you’d go outside without your coat more often. It is the most delicious, prickly, odd sensation!

			Dina, you are the oddest person I have ever known.

			You’re using “person” very loosely. I prefer “alien body snatcher.”

			Well, you’re the oddest one of those I’ve ever known too.

			“Let’s walk back to the Ambassador House,” Bren said once they were outside. “You can show me around the Civil Strip.”

			“You have a burning desire to look at identical boxes posing as houses?” Kendra asked incredulously. The Civil Strip was the nickname given to the two streets of houses constructed for the diplomats and higher-level staff assigned to the embassy. It was about as interesting as looking at a row of harvest sheds at the train depot back in New River.

			Bren didn’t answer her; he just started off down the narrow lane that led back toward her home. Kendra shook her head and then hurried to keep pace with him. With Bren’s long legs, even his most leisurely pace forced her to speed walk. In his agitated, distracted state she nearly had to jog to keep up. When they reached the turn off that led to the Civil Strip, she tugged at his sleeve.

			“Slow down,” she panted. “You’re killing me. Not all of us have a shuttle-length stride.”

			“Sorry!” he exclaimed, abruptly stopping in the road. “I wasn’t thinking.”

			Kendra tried to take a deep breath and pressed a hand against the stitch that was forming in her side.

			“I’m the most thoughtless clod ever. My father would string me up,” he said apologetically. “Are you OK?”

			“Yeah,” she said, her breathing already slowing back to normal. “But can we walk a little slower?”

			“Guess I was just anxious to get somewhere we aren’t likely to run into any locals.” He held out an arm. “Hold me back, OK? I forget sometimes what a shrimp you are.” Kendra took his arm, and they started walking again at a much slower pace.

			“What in the name of the stars is a shrimp?” she asked.

			He laughed. “You really don’t know?”

			“Never heard of it before,” she said. “Does it mean someone slow?”

			He laughed again. “It refers to a tiny sea creature. It means you’re short.”

			“I’m not short. You’re freakishly tall,” Kendra rebutted comfortably.

			Like one of those towering eyesores in Omphalos, added Dina. Though he is easier on the eyes, I’ll give him that.

			They walked in silence for a few moments, Kendra idly noting the brown, lifeless landscape. It looked so desolate compared to when she had arrived in early autumn. It was hard to believe she had been on Corizen for almost five months now. What was going on back home? How was her family? She had lived with her grandparents for four years before leaving for Corizen, but her parents and Erik made regular trips out to Omphalos to visit her. She had never gone this long without seeing them. It had been even longer since she had seen Berry, though she and her sister kept up regularly through comms. Berry’s social anxiety was getting worse and worse as she got older. She made the trip out to Omphalos to see Kendra once in all the time Kendra lived there, and most of the time Berry was miserable and on edge. At this rate she was going to be like Uncle Jax—living her entire life inside the family compound, content never to set foot outside. Now that Kendra was on Corizen, the worst part was the lack of comms. Of course she didn’t have a flipcom, and even if she did, there was no such thing as live comms between planets. The best she could do was send text comms that went through the long distance queue via interdimensional gate. She’d received a batch of comms from her family only two weeks ago, but it wasn’t the same.

			“Do you miss your family?” she asked Bren, breaking his brooding silence.

			“What?” he asked, startled. He frowned in confusion.

			“Do you miss your family?” she repeated. “Are comms enough? Or is it no big deal to be this far away?”

			“Oh . . . well, I miss them, of course. Especially my brothers,” Bren said thoughtfully. “But I was ready to be my own person, not just the governor’s heir. I’m enjoying that freedom.” He twisted so that he was facing her, though he didn’t stop walking. “Are you homesick again? I thought you were feeling settled in here.”

			“I am,” she reassured. “I’m not terribly homesick. I just miss my family, that’s all. But I’ve been missing them for years now, so you’d think I’d be used to it. Being in the next solar system apparently does make it worse.” She smiled lopsidedly.

			“At least you live with your aunt and uncle and cousin,” Bren pointed out. “You’re not totally alone.”

			“I’m not,” she agreed. “So I’m actually incredibly lucky. Probably the only Citizen student with family here.”

			“Tiran is close to your age too. You have a built-in friend and a study partner. I’m stuck practicing Denicorizen with Mikal.”

			Kendra stole a sidelong glance at Bren, wondering if that innocent comment contained any sign of romantic interest in Tiran. She had introduced Tiran to Bren the first week of the term, and to Kendra’s disappointment Tiran hadn’t shown any interest in him at all. Kendra was pretty sure her cousin was nursing a secret flame for one of the librarians, which was kind of creepy, since the guy was so much older than them. Kendra didn’t understand it herself; Markus was nice, but well, old. Like the same age as her dad old. She’d been hoping that Tiran would find Bren more attractive. Bren was a good-looking guy, and he was certainly at least as nice as that librarian.

			You think it’s your job to find Tiran a boyfriend? Dina definitely sounded amused.

			Hey, friends always look out for each other that way, Kendra defended.

			Are you going to find me a boyfriend too?

			Uh . . . do isithunzi have boyfriends?

			Dina’s mental laughter rang through Kendra’s head. Isithunzi don’t sexually reproduce. So I suspect we don’t need “boyfriends” in the human sense. We do have companionship—our twinsparks are like lifelong partners, and we have family groups also. I’m only female to you because that’s what you are—so somehow I started to see myself that way too.

			Kendra digested this idea thoughtfully. So if I’d been a boy you’d have seen yourself as male?

			Probably. You really, truly don’t like thinking of anyone as an “it.” It affected me quite a bit—now I pretty much assign genders to every other isithunzi as well.

			Just based on who they are shadowing?

			Yes. It’s as good a way as any.

			They reached the intersection with the first Civil Strip street.

			Kendra dropped Bren’s arm and swept her hand out with a flourish. “Well, here it is. The Civil Strip, the architectural wonder of Roma! To your left you can see the amazingly creative vision of a master architect who wanted to leave the dramatic stamp of Citizen efficiency on the International Complex. To the right you can see the Ambassador House, yet another copy of the architect’s vision, only with a much better view of the complex grounds below it.”

			Bren snorted.

			“What? It’s totally worth a near-sprint on a chilly day just to admire the view. My mother, an acclaimed architect herself, would no doubt agree. It would inspire a new trend in forward-thinking architects everywhere,” she said with a straight face.

			Bren’s grim expression finally cracked and he smiled, though his grin looked particularly ghastly with the black eye and the gash.

			“Your mother needs to visit Krati for inspiration. We take creativity to new heights, seeing as how most people’s houses are made out of old asteroid driller panels, and we consider paint an unnecessary waste.”

			Kendra giggled. “The new look—genuine oxidized!”

			Bren just shook his head.

			Enough flirting! Dina reprimanded impatiently. I want to know why he dragged us all the way out here. And why he looks like he tried to wrestle a bear. That’s what he was going to tell us about, or did you forget?

			I’m not flirting! Kendra said indignantly. I’m just trying to cheer him up!

			Just ask him, Kendra.

			“So what happened last night, Bren?” Kendra hoped the change in subject wasn’t too abrupt. Bren’s smile immediately faded. He looked around again, though there was nobody in sight. It was the middle of the day, and not even an aide was hurrying from his house to the embassy.

			“First, let me give you this back. I didn’t get as many different locations as you hoped,” he apologized as he withdrew Kip’s scanner from his hip belt pouch. “Only two. But I did get them.” Kendra tried to stifle any disappointment. Only two chances to hopefully find any trace of Dina’s twinspark.

			Well, we knew the odds were not in our favor, Dina said gloomily.

			“So only two bars . . . that’s unusual for Mikal. Did he get tired early?” Kendra asked lightly.

			“We never went to a bar at all. Turns out he had a very different destination in mind last night. If I’d known . . . well, perhaps it’s better that I went so I could see firsthand what’s going on.”

			“You’re being very mysterious,” Kendra observed. Dina was about to howl in frustration. Just tell us what happened to you!

			“Yeah, so was Mikal last night. He wouldn’t tell me where we were going, and he insisted I wear one of those huge, lined Denicorizen cloaks and a pair of gloves. Then we met up with Reyon and Pitte—you know who they are?”

			Kendra frowned, trying to match the names to memories. “Brothers, right? In their third term? Locals who live off campus.”

			“That’s them. Anyway, we met them in this dark alley not far from downtown Roma. It didn’t take us very long to get there by hired transport. Then we went to this musty, decrepit warehouse where a steady trickle of people were making their way in from the shadows. I couldn’t see anyone very well, which is why I didn’t stand out either. In my cloak I probably looked like a local too, which was what Mikal intended.” He paused for a moment to draw a deep breath.

			“Inside the warehouse we joined a large group of people. Almost all of them were men, and though it was still dim, pretty much everyone looked Denicorizen to me. At this point I started to get worried. It’s one thing to go out and try to keep Mikal out of trouble in the bars. It’s another thing to join a crowd of restless locals when there’s a terrorist group at large in the city. I was afraid I was going to get arrested and chucked into a Denicorizen prison to rot.”

			Would they do that? asked Dina. Isn’t Bren the son of an important politician? Wouldn’t that protect him?

			Not if they thought he was involved with the Brotherhood, Kendra disagreed.

			“Eventually some man stood on a stand made out of boxes or crates or something and started a speech. I won’t repeat any of it, but it was inflammatory and hateful—about the Revolution, toward the government, and especially toward Citizens. He kept making the argument that the Union is planning to take over the planet, steal all the resources, and enslave all Denicorizens.”

			Kendra shivered. Of course none of that was true. Why would the Union want Denicorizen slaves? What would they want with Corizen at all?

			“He whipped the crowd up into a frenzy. They were shouting and stamping their feet and applauding, and toward the end, I realized that if anyone figured out I was a Citizen, they might well tear me into pieces.”

			Kendra put a hand to her mouth. “Is that how . . . ?” She gestured wordlessly at his face.

			Bren shook his head. “No, luckily. It would be a lot worse if they had.”

			He started to walk again, turning in the direction of the Ambassador House, and Kendra latched on to his arm to keep him at her pace. “Anyway, Mikal seemed fascinated by what he was hearing—he wasn’t shouting agreement with everyone, but it was like he was unable to peel his eyes away from the man in front. I decided that it was time to head home on my own. It took some work to squeeze my way out of the crowd, but we weren’t too far from the back, so I made it without anyone paying attention to me. Once I was in the alley I couldn’t help it. I started to run away, and well, it was dark, and you know I’m not the most coordinated person ever . . .” He trailed off with a sheepish grin.

			“You tripped and managed to give yourself a black eye?” Kendra said incredulously. “You know that’s like the oldest, most pathetic excuse ever?”

			“Well, I tripped and cut my cheek on some junk sticking out along the alley way. I got the black eye from the homeless guy I landed on,” he added, his eyes on the ground. “Apparently the junk was his makeshift shelter.”

			Kendra tried to choke back a laugh and failed. Only Bren would manage to get hurt in the clumsiest way possible.

			“The poor guy!” she said when she could talk again. “Did you help him rebuild his house?”

			“Are you kidding? We were right outside a warehouse full of raving lunatics crying, ‘Death to Citizens!’”

			“Coward,” she said playfully. “It was the least you could do after wrecking it.”

			“Right. In between dodging his swings. You call it being a coward, but I call it being practical.”

			Kendra laughed again.

			“I came right home after that. So the only readings I got for you were outside the complex when we were waiting for the transport and later when we were waiting outside the warehouse. I guess you can figure out if your quarky energy is making the locals go crazy. It sure seemed like it to me.”

			I wonder . . . Dina mused.

			What? You really think the two could be connected? What could Ulyssa have to do with any of this?

			Nothing. I hope, Dina said fervently.

			



		

6. Fingers of the Brotherhood

			Kendra didn’t get a chance to review the readings that Bren brought her that night. Her Uncle Casey was entertaining, and several of the Denicorizen congress representatives had been over for a “casual family dinner.” It hadn’t been casual on the family end, that was for sure. Aunt Andie’s cooking skills were better than her mother’s, but that wasn’t saying much, and she was such a wreck about it that one of her Denicorizen friends sent a cook to help out. It took two hours of Aunt Andie, Tiran, and Kendra all working frantically under the direction of the tyrannical cook to prepare the dinner. The Mortens employed a housekeeper who came in once a week, and she came in and did a whirlwind deep clean of the entire house. Uncle Casey rushed in from the embassy a mere fifteen minutes before the congress reps were due to arrive, having no time to do anything but rapidly change from his formal embassy suit into something casual. Kendra and Tiran giggled to each other when he came down—Aunt Andie had chosen his “casual outfit” with her own subtle revenge in mind for this evening. Instead of the faded jeans and stretchy shirt her uncle favored while at home, he was stuck in a multicolored wool vest and stiff brocade pants.

			“What in the name of the blue planet is this?” he asked Aunt Andie accusingly.

			She smiled mischievously. “Denicorizens are more formal, you know. That ratty stuff you normally wear isn’t good enough for a casual dinner party.”

			“I have never seen a single Denicorizen wear anything this hideous,” he protested.

			“Then you need to spend more time in Kruundin City,” she offered. “Besides, if I have to wear this,” she gestured downward at her long, pleated skirt made out of fuchsia brocade, “and cook a five-course ‘family dinner,’ you are not getting off easy. At least I didn’t make you wear the bow tie.”

			He blanched. “There’s a bow tie?”

			“Yep. They’ll cut you some slack, though, seeing as how you’re an uncouth Citizen,” she said sweetly.

			Her uncle glared for a moment, and then strode to her aunt and kissed her quite thoroughly. Beside her, Tiran mimed gagging motions.

			“You’re impossible,” Uncle Casey said, when they broke apart.

			“I know. That’s why you married me,” Aunt Andie retorted with a smirk.

			The dinner seemed to go smoothly enough. There were three reps and their spouses filling the table in the Mortens’ small dining room. Kendra understood little of the conversation; it was all in Denicorizen. At one point Tiran leaned over and whispered, “You’re not missing out on anything. They’re talking about whether raising sheep on Chiapa would be successful or not. I’m about to doze off and fall face forward into my soup.”

			“I might beat you to that,” Kendra muttered back. But in the end, Kendra probably had a better time of it than Tiran. She spent most of the evening gossiping with Dina about the visitors, relishing the amazing result of all their hard work (when was the last time she had eaten until she felt stuffed?), and enjoying Dina’s overwhelming excitement over each new course they tried. Kendra especially enjoyed the chocolate torte at the end, though that may partially have been because of her own pride in successfully putting all the layers together.

			Late that night, after all the visitors had gone home, Kendra and Tiran curled up on the sofa, comparing blisters and minor burns on their fingers and trading stories about which rep had terrible table manners while Aunt Andie and Uncle Casey washed the dishes together. Kendra glanced over at them; they were already back in their normal clothes, her uncle’s plain shirt damp where her aunt had playfully flicked water at him. She sighed happily; for the first time she felt perfectly content to be living on Corizen.

			Of course, it couldn’t last. The Brotherhood saw to that.

			♦

			Pretty much every student at the International University would later remember where they were when they heard the news. Kendra was in between her morning Denicorizen class and her afternoon seminar, eating a lunch in the campus cafeteria with Bren. The cafeteria had a bank of terminals that were kept on the more popular entertainment feeds, though lately at least one was on a current political affairs feed at all times.

			At first she didn’t know anything was wrong. She had a major exam in Denicorizen the next day, and she wasn’t prepared at all. She was reviewing lists of verb conjugations from a book on the table while forking some kind of mystery casserole into her mouth. Dina was enjoying it, and Kendra needed the energy, so she kept as distracted as possible so the spongy texture didn’t make her gag. She was focusing so hard on the verbs in order to block out the taste of the food that at first she didn’t even notice Bren stand up.

			Kendra! Dina hissed.

			Hmmm?

			Look! What’s going on?

			Kendra put down her fork and looked up, realizing that Bren had left the table and joined a crowd of students standing below the terminal showing the politics feed. They were showing live video from the smoking ruins of something on a road. Possibly a transport?

			Another terrorist attack? Kendra wondered nervously. Bombs in transports weren’t unheard of. It was one of the reasons she was profoundly grateful the International Complex didn’t allow any transports inside the shield at all. She got up and walked over next to Bren, where she could hear the commentator better. The entire cafeteria was dead silent.

			“Again, it has been confirmed that Morek-Li Damato was inside the transport, along with his two personal bodyguards and a driver. All four were killed in the explosion.” Kendra gasped, and she wasn’t the only one. One of the local girls beside her began to cry. “The CPF refused to discuss potential suspects in the bombing, but immediately after the bombing happened, a feed from a man claiming to be the Oman of the Brotherhood took credit for the assassination.”

			Didn’t your aunt say something about Damato being the one person the Brotherhood would kill if they could?

			Yeah. She also said he had the best security on the planet, at least as good as the International Complex, Kendra said soberly. When my parents hear about this, they are going to flip out.

			Your parents are going to want you on the next ship back to Zenith, Dina agreed.

			They stood watching the feed replay the same footage and interviews with the same people for at least another half hour before Kendra wondered if Tiran had heard the news. Her tutoring sessions were in the morning (there was no second school on Corizen—you either attended a private academy to prepare for university entrance or studied under a private tutor), and then usually spent her winter afternoons in the library. Even if she happened to be at home, Tiran would never put on a news feed. She avoided politics as if it were a disease. Probably had no desire to end up like her father. Either way, it was unlikely she knew.

			Nobody seemed inclined to go to their afternoon seminars, though the Citizens were already losing interest in watching the same vid footage over and over. Not surprising, in Kendra’s opinion.

			None of us have that kind of connection to Damato, Kendra observed, watching one of the local students put her head down on her arms at a table. Her shoulders shook with her sobs.

			Don’t you have a leader back on Zenith whose loss would affect you that way? Dina asked. Kendra thought seriously about it.

			No, not really. I generally know who the regional governors are, but not one made any kind of impression on me. If my grandfather died I would be devastated, and there probably would be others in the Armada who shared that grief, but not like this. Two of the local boys were staring at the screen in shock, both faces twin expressions of misery.

			The isithunzi were nearly torn apart with grief by the loss of our leader when I was very young, Dina said woodenly. A whole society in mourning is a grave thing. It led to very serious decisions made hastily, and a lot of division and turmoil.

			Kendra was about to ask who the leader was and how they lost him when Bren put his hand on her arm, distracting her.

			“I need to go find Mikal,” he said in a low voice. “Since that rally or whatever it was, he’s been making some out-of-character comments about the Revolution. I just want to make sure he’s not doing something stupid.”

			“Ohhh-kay,” Kendra said slowly, drawing the word out. Was Bren suggesting that Mikal could be inspired by Damato’s assassination to attempt one on his own? Or did he just mean that Mikal was likely to loudly applaud the death of Damato and get himself in trouble?

			“Meet you at the library tonight?”

			Kendra nodded and then watched Bren’s back as he strode off. He was so distracted he knocked into every table he passed on the way out and didn’t even stop to apologize to the students whose plates clattered or drinks slopped over the rim of their glasses. The clumsiness was normal; the lack of profuse apology was not. Maybe things were worse than she thought.

			I doubt anyone is going to attend their seminars this afternoon, Dina remarked.

			Let’s go find Tiran, Kendra decided. Someone should tell her the news.

			♦

			Tiran wasn’t in any of her normal haunts at the library. Kendra checked every reading nook twice and then approached the day librarian at the desk. She smiled at him, and he fumbled the books he held in his hands.

			“Can I help you, Miss Forrest?” he asked politely.

			“Have you seen Tiran Morten today, Jon?” She hoped so. Without flipcoms, hunting Tiran down would be a pain. The Ambassador House was the opposite direction of the amusement center and the biodiversity park, the only other two places it was likely Tiran would be.

			“I did, um, earlier. Miss Morten was here for a few minutes, but then she left. She said the day was too nice to spend inside the library.” His cheeks darkened, making his blue-tinted skin look purple. Was he blushing?

			“Thanks. I’ll go look for her outside.” She gave him a parting smile, and he grinned back at her widely.

			Another conquest, Dina observed as Kendra made her way back out the library doors.

			But he’s at least ten years older than me, Kendra protested. I’m just being friendly, and he’s just doing his job.

			Doesn’t matter. Haven’t you noticed the way men have been looking at you since you turned about fifteen? Either they stare at you like lovesick puppies, or they stare at you like a predator about to pounce. It’s just like your mother, all over again. Only now I understand it better, she added, almost as an afterthought. It makes more sense why your grandfather got so gruff with all the dates she brought home.

			Bren doesn’t stare at me like that. Hugo doesn’t either, Kendra disagreed.

			You’re right. Bren gets nervous and clumsy sometimes, but that just seems to be normal for him. Hugo—something is wrong with that boy. There is something missing in his eyes altogether.

			♦

			Since Jon had reported Tiran’s comment about the day, Kendra decided to check the bio park first. There wasn’t much to see, not in the dead of winter, but the weather was even warmer today than a few days ago. Kendra drew in a deep breath of fresh air as she headed down the main path, reminding herself how nice it was to be outside. Granted, she was outside all the time, since she had to walk all over the place in the complex, but usually she was in a hurry and didn’t even notice her surroundings.

			After a quarter of an hour of fruitless searching through the paths along the raised garden beds, she spotted her cousin wandering down the walk that passed through a small grove of bare, spindly fruit trees. She hurried around a huge tree trunk, hoping to catch Tiran before she disappeared out of view again.

			When she had nearly reached her cousin, she called out, “Tiran! I have been looking for you everywhere! Have you heard what happened?” Suddenly, her foot came down on a patch of ice hidden by tree shadows and she slipped, her arms flailing. Her cousin caught her arm and helped her stay upright.

			Dina’s mental laughter rang through her head. Too bad Bren wasn’t here to see it. For once he could tease you about clumsiness, she chuckled. Kendra ignored her.

			“Sorry,” she said, trying to get her breathing back to normal. “I’ve been racing around, trying to find you. You won’t believe it—Morek-Li Damato was assassinated!”

			“What? You can’t be serious!” Her cousin looked around nervously, as if assassins from the Brotherhood might suddenly leap from behind the tree trunks. “What happened?”

			“A bomb in his transport,” Kendra explained soberly. “He was heading from his house to a Congress session. Everyone is saying that the Brotherhood did it.”

			I wish we could meet the Oman of the Brotherhood, Dina said thoughtfully.

			Are you crazy? Why? Kendra was appalled. He sounds like a monster.

			“The lousy Brotherhood,” griped Tiran. “I don’t understand them. Why do they have to go around killing people?”

			“But how bad is it going to be now?” Kendra worried. “Bad enough that my parents will want me to come home?” That was her biggest fear. She couldn’t leave yet; they’d had no chance to look for Ulyssa yet.

			Tiran’s opinion was that it wouldn’t change anything. After all, Kendra’s parents knew about the threats to Uncle Casey’s life, and they still let her come. Kendra bit her lip but didn’t disagree. She had basically forced her parents to go along with her decision against their better judgment.

			I’ll make my case to Aunt Andie, decided Kendra. She’ll support me, even if my parents want me to come home.

			Probably, Dina agreed. She always was the most reckless member of the family. It’s a miracle that she’s survived as long as she has.

			You think it’s reckless for me to stay here?

			No, not exactly. But I worry. There’s something else going on here that we don’t understand.

			When they reached the Ambassador House, they found that it was cold and dark.

			“Aunt Andie must be out,” observed Kendra, her heart sinking. She’d hoped to start working on her aunt right away.

			“I wonder if she’s heard the news,” Tiran said. “My mom knew President Damato. She’s not going to take this well,” she warned. Kendra grimaced. That didn’t bode well for convincing her aunt to support her decision to stay on Corizen.

			While they made themselves something to eat, Kendra fretted to Dina about what course of action to take. In the end she decided that she’d better include the news of the assassination in her next comm home, but treat it like it wasn’t as big of a deal as it probably sounded from any interplanetary news feeds.

			Maybe the news feeds won’t cover it at all, Kendra hoped.

			I wouldn’t hold my breath, Dina said.

			Well, just in case, we should look over the readings that Bren brought. I know it’s not much, but it’s all we have, and we’d better do what we can while we still have time, Kendra decided.

			Let’s head over to the library. That way we can look at maps of Roma if needed, Dina agreed.

			♦

			Convincing Tiran to go to the library was ridiculously easy. All Kendra had to do was ask.

			“OK!” Tiran said brightly. “Maybe Markus will be working tonight.”

			“Ohhhh, Markus,” Kendra teased. “You sound like you like him, Tiran.”

			She’s certainly smitten, agreed Dina.

			“I don’t! Not like that. He’s just so friendly and so much fun to talk to,” Tiran defended, her cheeks darkening. Kendra rolled her eyes.

			“Yeah, right. That’s why you always want to go to the library in the evening. Just to help me with my homework, right?”

			You probably wouldn’t go to the library nearly so often to study if Bren didn’t meet you there, Dina inserted slyly. Kendra mentally groaned.

			The amount of work I have to do has nothing to do with it? she retorted.

			“Oh come on, Kendra, he’s old enough to be my father,” Tiran said, in her most I’m-trying-to-sound-innocent-but-failing-miserably-tone. Kendra restrained herself from rolling her eyes again. She couldn’t understand what Tiran saw in Markus, but there was no accounting for other people’s tastes. Snobby Aceline seemed to like repulsive Hugo, after all.

			“You’re right about that!” Kendra agreed. “Too old for me, no matter how nice he is. Well, wait here for a sec, and I’ll go get my backpack.”  Then she headed up to her room, stuffing Kip’s scanner and the tablet with Kip’s notes into her backpack. Hopefully she would remember how to interpret the readings like he had taught her.

			♦

			At the library Tiran left her at a research station, and Kendra pulled out her scanner. She plugged it into the terminal and waited. Kip told her that the program would automatically categorize the qualian energy readings taken by strength. The higher the number, the more likely that the scanner had detected the actual presence of a shadow. But any living being that had been shadowed for any length of time would also register, though the numbers would fall into a different range. There was no way to test a structure for qualian energy residue, which meant that what Dina and Kendra hoped to find was evidence that someone had been shadowed or was being shadowed. Or barring that, plants or animals nearby that had been affected by regular exposure to qualian energy. People generally spent time around the same kinds of places; if they could get close enough to someone in person, Dina should be able to communicate with whoever it was. Someone who could tell Dina where Ulyssa was.

			In other words, Kendra admitted nervously to herself, their whole plan hinged on finding more alien isithunzi living here on Corizen. It was both a long shot and a terrifying prospect. There was no guarantee that if there were isithunzi here, Dina would be able to contact them, nor was there any guarantee that they would be friendly to an outsider.

			Kendra shoved her fears down and looked at the tablet. Her previous readings were still all that showed. They had surreptitiously scanned Aunt Andie and Uncle Casey and Tiran, but the scanner had given error messages. Apparently they were just too close to the shield inside the complex. She tapped her fingers on the desk impatiently.

			Finally, the tablet blipped at her, and she touched the screen. For a moment she compared the numbers to the notes Kip had left. Then she rechecked her numbers, and then triple-checked them. Butterflies churned in her stomach. The numbers were too high to indicate a residual of qualian energy.

			Dina confirmed what Kendra’s brain was having trouble accepting. There was an isithunzi there at the warehouse that night! she said eagerly. She didn’t sound as surprised as Kendra though.

			You expected to find one?

			I thought it was possible with the atmosphere that Bren described, Dina admitted. A strong isithunzi could have an influence there, especially if people were already inclined to such thoughts on their own.

			Do you think it was Ulyssa?

			Dina was silent for a moment.

			I don’t know.

			Kendra couldn’t quite summon the excitement she thought she’d feel. Instead, her palms grew clammy as the cold fear wormed its way up her spine. The humans weren’t alone on Corizen either.

			♦

			Kendra hung around the library for a while longer, looking up maps and trying to gauge the location of the warehouse where Bren had taken the measurement. There wasn’t much way to tell. On Zenith the scanner was configured to note its location based on global coordinates. But it couldn’t do this for Corizen. All she had was Bren’s vague description of where they had gone.

			This is no use, Kendra complained as she closed yet another map of downtown Roma. This only marks streets and major landmarks. Nothing on here tells me what kind of buildings there are.

			You’re going to have to get Bren to give you a better description of where he found it. If we can just get close enough to the general area, I should be able to communicate.

			Only if the isithunzi is still there. What if it was just shadowing a local visiting the rally?

			Maybe they regularly hold rallies.

			That is such a long shot I don’t even want to think about how much time we’d waste trying to stake it out. Not to mention that we still have the minor problem of traveling through the shield. How are we going to do that, Dina?

			We’re going to have to do it sometime or another. You aren’t planning on living the rest of your life in this complex.

			Kendra carefully stowed the scanner back into her bag and then erased her browsing history before signing off the terminal. She’d been hoping that Bren might show up, but at this point she resigned herself to cornering him in the morning before class. She set out into the reading stacks, hoping to come across Tiran.

			I think we should try building up a tolerance to the shield, Dina announced.

			What? Really?

			Every day we’ll go as close as I can stand without major problems, and then we’ll see how long I can make it. Then we’ll work on making that distance gradually closer and the duration longer.

			Until we can pass through the gate without losing you, finished Kendra. It was worth considering. People could build immunities to all kinds of things; maybe Dina could build an immunity to the nuclear shield.

			Where in the world is Tiran? Kendra grumbled. It had been a long, exhausting day, and she was ready to finish it up. However, she couldn’t find her cousin anywhere. She couldn’t find Markus either. Finally, she stopped at the checkout desk. It was the supervisor tonight—a stern man who ignored Kendra pointedly when she politely coughed to get his attention. For several minutes, she tried every subtle method she could think of to signal the man that she needed help. Even her “Excuse me?” in a low, library-appropriate tone went unheeded.

			Exasperated, she walked around the desk until she was directly in front of him and dropped her bag with a loud thunk on the counter right in front of his face. His eyes jolted upward, and he met her gaze with a hostile glare.

			“Yes?” he said through gritted teeth.

			“Have you by chance seen Tiran Morten? I was supposed to walk home with my cousin, but I can’t find her anywhere.” Kendra tried to keep her voice sweet and friendly. Even with this crusty old snob, surely honey was better than a hammer.

			“I am not a babysitter, young lady,” the librarian grumbled. “It is not my job to pay attention to the whereabouts of irresponsible teenagers.” Irresponsible teenagers? Kendra wanted to thump him over the head with one of his dusty history tomes.

			Well, maybe honey with a dose of the hammer, Dina suggested.

			“I know, but if you happen to know where she is, that would ease my mind a lot. Otherwise I’m going to have to notify security. They would search the library for her. She’s the ambassador’s daughter, you know, and they take threats to her safety seriously.” Kendra tried to keep her tone light, though her threat was clear. From the horrified look on the night librarian’s face, he took her meaning. He didn’t want security officers tromping through his domain, shouting and disrupting everyone.

			“She left a while ago,” the crusty old man admitted. “I was not at the desk, but I saw her leave while I was sorting books in the intake area.”

			“Thank you!” Kendra said pleasantly. “She probably went home, then. No need to call out security.”

			♦

			Back at the Ambassador House, Kendra let herself into the silent entry hall and dropped her bag so she could shrug out of her coat. When she went to hang it up on the coat rack near the door, she realized that Tiran’s winter coat was still missing.

			So she didn’t come home, Dina observed. Where would she go on a night like this?

			It’s freezing out there, agreed Kendra, rubbing at her fingers. Maybe she went to the rec hall? But even as she thought it, Kendra knew that was unlikely. Tiran almost never went to the rec hall at night, and in all the time since Kendra had moved here, Tiran had never gone there alone. Maybe she just didn’t take off her coat at the door, she suggested. She’s probably upstairs.

			Kendra headed into the kitchen, intending to get something warm to drink before she went upstairs. She abruptly stopped short under the archway that led into the dining nook. Her aunt was sitting at the kitchen table, her head buried in her arms.

			“Aunt Andie?” She hesitantly moved closer, putting her hand on her aunt’s shoulder.

			Her aunt looked up, her eyes swollen and her cheeks streaked with tears. “K-Kendra,” she said shakily, swiping one cheek and then the other. “I didn’t hear you come in. Sorry.” She drew a shuddering breath. “Did you hear the news about Morek-Li Damato?”

			Kendra nodded wordlessly.

			Another couple of tears leaked from Aunt Andie’s eyes. She closed them briefly. “Sorry,” she said again, her voice stronger this time. “I knew Morek-Li. Not well, but it brought back the past . . . and they emergency recalled your uncle to Tyre. He left about an hour ago . . .” Suddenly she seemed to realize that Kendra was alone.

			“Where’s Tiran?”

			“I don’t know.” Kendra scuffed one foot against the tiled floor. “We went to the library together, but she left before I did. I thought she came home.”

			Her aunt shoved her chair back and stood so abruptly that the chair tipped over backward.

			“She’s not here,” she said anxiously. “How long has it been since you last saw her?”

			“A couple of hours. I was working on a project at a terminal. We separated right after we came into the library. But the night librarian said that he saw her leave.”

			Her aunt brushed past her and pounded up the stairs. “Tiran?” she shouted. “Tiran?” Her voice echoed down into the living area. She sounded increasingly hysterical.

			My aunt sounds like she’s about to have a stroke.

			She’s worried.

			Yes, but why? It shouldn’t be that hard to find Tiran. What could possibly have happened to her in the complex?

			You are forgetting your family history. Dina’s tone was regretful. What your grandmother called the Armada curse. Your aunt has seen a lot of loss. Like your mother.

			That put it into perspective a little better. Kendra knew her own mother would be a complete wreck if she didn’t know where Berry or Erik was.

			She would be just as worried about you. Probably has been worrying herself sick over the last few years, Dina said. I could tell you some stories . . .

			Kendra strode back into the hall and pulled her coat off the hook, sliding back into the sleeves and zipping up just as her aunt came flying down the stairs again.

			“She’s not here,” gasped Aunt Andie. “I knew she wasn’t, but where would she be? What if they found her? What if they know? And Casey’s gone, I can’t even get hold of him, and what am I going to do?” Her hands were shaking.

			She’s on the edge of a complete breakdown, Dina warned.

			“I’ll go to the security office,” Kendra said. She tried to make her tone as matter-of-fact and calm as possible, hoping it would help her aunt regain her composure. “I’ll tell them she’s missing, and they will find her right away, Aunt Andie.”

			“You can’t go out there by yourself!” protested her aunt.

			“But someone should wait here in case Tiran comes home, and I’m all ready to go, so it makes sense that I should run out.” Kendra pointed at her aunt’s lounge pants and bare feet. She couldn’t go out like that.

			Her aunt hesitated for a moment longer, and then she exhaled deeply. “Fine. But if you are not back in thirty minutes, I am coming after you.”

			Kendra pulled the door open.

			“Don’t stop to talk to anyone, especially any locals!” her aunt called after her. “Security only!”

			Glancing back at her aunt’s wild eyes, Kendra nodded. Then she headed back into the frosty winter darkness.

			♦

			At the security office, Kendra explained the situation to the Armada soldier on duty. She entered Tiran’s name in the terminal and did a search. In the corner, a box popped up with a picture of Tiran and a list of personal details. Kendra wondered what her own file said. She remembered vaguely the visit to the security office her first evening in the complex. They had taken a series of photos, a short video of her walking, and her fingerprint and retina scans. The security office probably knew more about her physical characteristics than she knew herself. Life in the International Complex was safe, but there was no privacy, and no exceptions to the security rules. The Armada took the Brotherhood seriously.

			“The facial recognition software will sort through the video footage and locate her,” the guard explained while they waited. “If she is anywhere in a public area in a building in the complex we should find her quickly.”

			“What if she’s outside?”

			“We’ll catch her if she’s walking through any of the camera areas. The cameras don’t cover everywhere, but there is enough coverage that it’s impossible to get around the complex without eventually showing up on something. If she’s not currently in an area with camera footage, she will be soon. Or we can extend the search back an hour and get an idea where she went off camera.”

			The terminal beeped and the guard looked down. “Looks like she’s not in any public buildings. Let’s extend to the grounds.” She tapped another box on the screen.

			“What about inside private areas, like bathrooms and people’s houses?” Kendra asked, almost afraid to hear the answer. There was something so creepy about the idea of someone watching everyone at all times. She’d dealt with the constant surveillance by putting it out of her mind.

			“Private areas are mostly unobserved,” the guard said cryptically, but before Kendra could ask what she meant by “mostly,” the terminal beeped and a video feed popped up showing Tiran hurrying down the Civil Strip.

			“Is that her?”

			“Yes,” Kendra confirmed with a small sigh of relief.

			“Looks like she’s just late getting home. Madame Morten can rest easy. I don’t blame her for worrying, though. These are dangerous times on Corizen.”

			♦

			Kendra got back to the Ambassador House not long after Tiran. Her aunt was fuming, no tears now, though her eyes were so swollen and raw it was a wonder she could see anything. Kendra convinced her to get some rest and then went upstairs to talk to Tiran. Tiran was furious at her mother and in no mood to be reasonable about it, so Kendra left it alone. She did learn that Tiran had spent the evening with Markus the librarian at the café.

			I told you she was smitten, Dina said smugly.

			But what does she see in him?

			What does any human see in any other?

			I bet Aunt Andie won’t like it.

			Kendra could tell that Tiran knew that too. She admitted that she hadn’t been willing to tell her mother who she’d been out with. But it was such a delicious secret, and Kendra could almost feel Tiran’s palpable excitement every time she talked about Markus. So when Tiran came to the library the next day but disappeared behind a stack with Markus after only ten minutes of studying, Kendra merely covered a smile and kept on with her own reading. After all, it was just a teenage infatuation, and what her aunt didn’t know couldn’t hurt her, right?

			



		

7. A Dubious Excursion

			Morek-Li’s assassination changed everything, though at first Kendra didn’t recognize it. Yes, Uncle Casey left off-planet to go to the Union’s Assembly Station, where all the diplomats and councils converged, and yes, Aunt Andie and Tiran both missed him so much that the atmosphere at home became funereal. Aunt Andie was unbearably tense, as if she expected worse to come. She still helped Kendra with her seminar projects, but she seemed distracted and worried all the time. Tiran’s only relief seemed to come from the time that she spent with Markus. After that first date with the librarian, Tiran started spending more and more time with him. She was utterly and completely smitten, and it was obvious to everyone.

			It wasn’t just her aunt that was on edge, though. It was if a heavy blanket of gloom descended on the entire complex.

			The day after Morek-Li’s death, her Denicorizen professor broke down during her lecture, weeping and unable to continue. She’d dismissed the class early. The promised second-term dancing lessons were postponed—the dean felt that dancing under such circumstances was inappropriate. Her seminar on Corizen’s history spent three whole weeks discussing Morek-Li’s life and his contribution to the Revolution. Yet even after the memorial service that was broadcast around the world was over, the gloom stayed. More rumors of the brutality of the Brotherhood surfaced, and there were even debates in the common room over whether or not the leader of the Brotherhood (someone called the Oman) was a real prophet. The campus was supposed to be an open forum for all kinds of ideas to be expressed, but everyone grew edgy, and respect for differing opinions was a thin commodity. Kendra stayed out of all of the debates as much as possible and spent the rest of the winter months building up her tolerance to the shield. Or rather, Dina’s tolerance. One cold morning Kendra slowly slid all the way up to the outer hedge and stuck her arm inside the branches, the closest she could come to the shield itself. Dina grew silent and rigid with control, and Kendra held her breath and counted to sixty. Then she slowly backed away.

			Dina? she asked anxiously. Are you still OK?

			The long moment of silence nearly drove Kendra to panic, but at last Dina gasped, Still here. I think we’ll be able to do it. If you can go through in a minute or less.

			We’ll have to time it just right, Kendra pondered. When there’s no line going out or when we need to come back in.

			What are you going to tell your aunt?

			Nothing. It’s Tiran’s turn to cover for us for once.

			You are going to tell Tiran? Is that wise?

			Kendra sighed. No, probably not. But I hate keeping secrets from her.

			I know. But she’s keeping secrets from you too. I imagine you both have your reasons.

			She’s keeping secrets? repeated Kendra, unbelieving. I already know about Markus.

			No, it’s bigger than that. But she should be the one to tell you.

			Kendra grumbled for a while about this, but Dina was immovable. No amount of pleading on her part would convince Dina to tell her. How did Dina know something about Tiran that Kendra didn’t? It’s not like she had ever shadowed Tiran! Kendra didn’t know why Dina insisted on keeping so many things from her. However, it did make her feel less guilty about not sharing what she was planning to attempt with Tiran and why.

			First, she had to convince Bren to go along with it.

			♦

			“You want to do what?” Bren exclaimed, his large eyes widening until they seemed to take over his face.

			“I just need to go back for another reading. I want to do it myself this time, but I need you to take me to the warehouse you went to.”

			“You’re crazy.” He shook his head. “There is no way in all of this forsaken blue land that I will take you back to a building that was full of maniacal, anti-Citizen cretins.”

			“But they’re not there now!” Kendra tried to sound her most reasonable. “That was a rally, late at night, and they probably change locations all the time so the local police don’t find them.”

			She sat down directly in front of him and stared into his face pleadingly.

			“Please?” she asked, putting her hand on top of his. “I can’t do this without your help.”

			He groaned. “Your aunt is going to kill me, and then when he gets back, your uncle is going to dig me up and kill me again. Then your parents are going to show up and chop my body into pieces.”

			“Ew, yuck.” Kendra wrinkled her nose. “Of course not.”

			“Oh? You think they’d all agree with this plan?” Bren raised an eyebrow.

			“No, but they’re never going to find out about it, so it won’t matter,” she said. He groaned again.

			But she saw the resigned look in his eye. She’d won.

			Poor boy never had a chance, said Dina.

			♦

			They planned their trip for right after morning classes started. Kendra didn’t explain that she needed the lines to be short to get out of the complex, and Bren assumed that they were just trying to avoid extra eyes that might wonder why two of the Citizen students were heading into the city instead of toward campus. As they approached the gate and the small gap in the shield, Kendra could sense Dina hunkering down, withdrawing behind her mental wall. She took a deep breath and hurried forward, reaching the gate station just ahead of Bren. Flashing her most brilliant smile at the guard manning the station, she pressed her thumb to the pad to register that she was leaving. The guard raised his eyebrows; he was probably familiar with the students who regularly left campus, and Kendra was not one of them. However, he waved her through without a word, and Kendra didn’t even pause to wait for Bren. She darted through the lane for arriving transports and stopped across the street, gasping at the sharp lance of pain through her head.

			Dina? You OK?

			Y-y-y-es. Her voice was small and shaky.

			While Bren finished checking out at the gate, Kendra concentrated on trying to slow her breathing back to normal. No need to worry Bren. Still, when he reached her, he studied her expression with concern.

			“Are you all right? Your face has gone totally pale.”

			“Yes,” she said, forcing a smile. “I don’t like how the shield feels is all.”

			Bren glanced back toward the looming hedge that bordered the complex and the violet shimmer that was the only indication the shield was in place. “It makes my head buzz a bit, but nothing that would make me think twice. You must be sensitive to it or something.”

			“Probably,” said Kendra lightly, while inside her stomach still clenched. At least Dina wasn’t screaming. “Well, shall we go?”

			Bren shot another concerned look at her but then shrugged. “If you insist. I still vote that this is a really bad idea.”

			“We’re eighteen, Bren. We’re allowed a few bad ideas now and then,” Kendra said, thinking of Tiran and her secret infatuation.

			“Sure. As long as we don’t end up dead.”

			♦

			In the transport, Kendra stared, transfixed, out the window as downtown Roma passed by. Like during her one and only passage through the city before, there were people everywhere and a riot of bright colors assaulted her eyes. But she noted with concern that there were an awful lot of soldiers on the streets too, both guys wearing the gray Armada fatigues and the blue uniforms on the locals.

			“Who are the soldiers in the blue uniforms?” she asked Bren. His eyes followed her pointed finger.

			“The CPF—Corizen Protection Force. They’re out in force now, along with the Armada troops. At least in this section of town. This is the biggest financial and commercial district with the most interplanetary businesses,” Bren explained. Clearly he was getting something out of his current affairs seminar. Kendra was completely ignorant of what was going on, other than the bits she gleaned from overheard conversations between fellow students or what she heard back at the Ambassador House. She used to hear a little from her aunt and uncle, but with her uncle off planet, Aunt Andie wasn’t saying much about life outside the complex at all.

			When they left the financial district, there was an obvious difference. There were fewer people on the streets (though the streets weren’t completely empty), and the buildings were shorter and shabbier. When Bren stopped the driver, the area was still busy with cargo transports, but several of the big warehouses looked as if they had seen much better days.

			“This is pretty close. We’ll have to look around a bit and see if I can recognize the exact alley,” he said, his tone suggesting he would rather do anything but. Kendra smiled reassuringly at him and stepped out of the transport. Then she steeled herself.

			Dina? Can you feel anything?

			After a long moment when Kendra wondered if they were suddenly going to be attacked by hostile alien isithunzi, Dina spoke, her tone discouraged.

			No one.

			Kendra swallowed her spike of relief, not wanting Dina to know just how ambivalent she was about finding Ulyssa, let alone a strange isithunzi.

			Well, we’ll just have to go retake the readings then, Kendra said briskly.

			♦

			Bren paid the transport driver to wait for them, since there was no guarantee that they would find another one in this area. Then he led the way past two different warehouses, stopping and looking into each alley. At the third alley, he stopped and frowned thoughtfully. “I think this is it. That’s the shed I fell into trying to leave.” He pointed at a rickety collection of scrap wood and metal stacked into a crude shelter against the wall of the warehouse.

			“Looks like he rebuilt it even without your help,” Kendra teased as she pulled out Kip’s scanner and turned it on.

			Any animals nearby? she asked Dina. Rodents that we could scan? Animals, especially small animals, weren’t the most accurate subjects, but if they had been repeatedly exposed to qualian energy, they would register. Plants, especially trees, would work too, but there wasn’t so much as a weed growing in the alley.

			There’s a human, Dina said. Inside that pile of garbage you called a shelter.

			Perfect! He’s probably been living here all along. If there has been an isithunzi here regularly, he should register. Then we’ll know if we need to keep coming back or if it was a one-time reading.

			Kendra strode up to the shack and rapped briskly on the low metal roof.

			“What are you doing?” hissed Bren, hurrying up behind her.

			“Hello?” Kendra called in her accented Denicorizen, ignoring the restraining hand that Bren placed on her shoulder.

			The muffled reply sounded groggy and irritated, though she couldn’t exactly understand the words.

			“Kendra, leave him alone!” Bren urged.

			“He’s probably just a harmless old guy.” Kendra waved her hand, dismissing his concerns.

			“He punched me in the face last time. I don’t think he’s harmless.”

			She ignored him. “Hello?” This time her word came out a little closer to how it was supposed to sound. She was moderately pleased with herself. Maybe she would be able to learn the language after all.

			A thin piece of plywood slid aside, and a head covered in long, matted black hair stuck out the hole. Kendra could barely see his eyes through the oily locks covering his brow. They were small, beady, and bloodshot.

			“Hello . . .” she said again, drawing a complete blank on every other Denicorizen phrase she had pounded into her head.

			He snarled at her.

			Just get the reading! Dina urged.

			Right.

			She unhooked the wand and scanned him, staring at the screen to make sure she’d gotten the reading. He pushed his way out of his shelter, and Bren tugged her backward.

			“Kendra,” he implored.

			She was still pointing the wand in his direction. It took longer if he moved, and she had to be reasonably close to him to get a reading.

			He said something that sounded like complete gibberish to her and gesticulated wildly.

			Is this normal offended Denicorizen behavior, or is he perhaps unwell? Dina wondered nervously. Kendra still wasn’t paying attention. Just a few more seconds was all she needed . . . suddenly, the scanner was snatched out of her hands. She looked up to find that the man was holding her scanner and staring at it suspiciously. Then he started to yell at her again.

			Bren grabbed her under both arms and yanked her backward, literally lifting her from the ground and away from the stranger.

			“I need that scanner!” she yelled, clawing at Bren’s arms.

			“We need to get out of here! He’s not rational, Kendra, can’t you see that?”

			“All the more reason I have to get it back!” she screeched. But Bren wouldn’t let her go. They stood only a few strides away, but Bren was gripping her arms tightly and trying to drag her backward. Kendra dug in her heels. She wasn’t leaving without that scanner! Without it, how would they find the isithunzi? Just as she was about to jab her fingernails into Bren’s hands and force him to let her go, the man pulled his arm back and pitched the scanner directly at them. Bren instinctively ducked, and it sailed over their heads and crashed into the wall behind them. Then the man picked up a bar of scrap metal from the ground next to his shack and ran right toward them. Bren let her go, and she turned and launched herself backward, eyes darting among the drift of trash along the wall. She caught the glint of bright metal and scooped up the scanner, turning just in time to see Bren block the swinging metal bar with a broken crate he must have grabbed from the ground. Bren pushed the crate forward, shoving his attacker off balance, and then threw the crate at him. He pivoted, spotted Kendra, and grabbed her hand. Without a word they turned and dashed back down the alleyway, angry shouts echoing behind them.

			♦

			Back inside the transport, Bren asked the driver to return to the International Complex and then dropped his head into his hands, elbows propped on his knees. Kendra stared at the battered wedge of metal and plastic cupped in her hands. Spiderweb cracks obliterated the screen, and the corner had snapped off completely, revealing the inside circuitry. She tried to turn the power on again, but it remained dark and lifeless in her hands.

			Dina’s mute horror mixed with her own. Kip was going to kill her. One of his irreplaceable instruments would have to be replaced somehow. But worse, their task had gone from finding one little ship adrift on the ocean to staring at all the stars in the sky and trying to guess which one was home. Impossible.

			Two tears slipped down her cheeks.

			When they had almost reached the complex, Bren finally spoke.

			“Maybe it can be fixed.” He had raised his head and was staring at her bleakly.

			“Not here.” She shook her head dejectedly. “Not in time.”

			Bren took a deep breath and let it out in a gust. “What were you thinking? That scanner wasn’t worth your life, Kendra. Nor mine.”

			“We weren’t risking our lives,” she protested.

			“No? You don’t think a metal bar to my head could have killed me? Or at least left me so damaged that I’m not me anymore?” His voice was harsh.

			Kendra’s eyes popped back up to Bren’s face, startled at his tone. Only then did she see the blazing anger in his face, the heat turning his forehead and cheeks dark red. “I didn’t think . . .”

			“No, you didn’t think, did you?” he interrupted. “You didn’t listen, either! Well, stop treating me like your dumb sidekick friend! I may be a gigantic, clumsy oaf, but I am not stupid, Kendra!”

			Kendra stared at him, speechless. Dina was speechless too.

			“You rarely listen to me at all. Half the time when I’m talking to you, it’s like you’re not even there. Then you smile at me and expect me to drop everything and twist myself into knots to do what you want. And I always do! Not anymore. I’m done.”

			The transport stopped in the drop-off zone in front of the complex, and Bren paid the driver before shoving the door open and climbing out. Kendra followed, still unsure of what to say, let alone what to think of Bren’s outburst.

			Bren looked back at her once, his eyes dropping to the ruined scanner still clutched in her hand. Then, shaking his head, he turned and strode right for the security station at the gate.

			Kendra held back, trying to give Dina time to prepare for the shield, but she followed Bren’s progress unhappily as he passed through all the security checks. He never looked back once.

			



		

8. Friendship and Friction

			The next day, after class, Kendra waited for Bren in her usual spot. She perched nervously on the retaining wall that edged the planter full of bare dirt, left empty during the cold winter months, still trying to decide what her tactic would be. Apologize for risking his life the day before to try and get a qualian energy reading? Yes, that was a definite one. But then what? Apologize for treating him like her “dumb sidekick”? The trouble was, she wasn’t sure what she had been doing to make Bren feel like that. She’d always just seen him as a friend. Yes, a gigantic friend and a clumsy one at that, but she never thought of him as stupid. He just didn’t know about Dina and how it affected her relationship with others. But how could she explain that to him when she couldn’t mention Dina at all? After waiting in the cold until her nose was growing numb and the chill from the wall was seeping through her pants, it was obvious that Bren wasn’t coming. Was he still angry from the day before or had something come up?

			When she saw Zara walk out of the doors of the lecture hall, she hopped down off the retaining wall and hurried toward her. Zara had the same class as Bren.

			“Zara!” she greeted. “How are you?”

			“I am doing well, Kendra. How is your day?” As usual, Zara didn’t look at Kendra straight in the face. Instead she kept her eyes averted. Kendra tried not to mind, strange as it was. She knew by now that Zara considered direct eye contact the height of rudeness unless with a close friend or family member. But from Kendra’s point of view it made her feel invisible, as if Zara found her unworthy of notice.

			Different cultures, she reminded herself.

			Oh yes, Dina said. Just wait until I introduce you to Ulyssa. That will probably make Zara seem as familiar to you as Tiran.

			“My day is great! Except that I was hoping to meet Bren Westley, and he hasn’t come out yet. Did you notice if he was in class?”

			Zara frowned, turning her gaze back on the building. “Westley . . . I am not sure who you are talking about . . . Wait, you mean that elephantine boy from Krati?” She wrinkled her nose in distaste. Kendra remembered that Zara didn’t think much of frontier planets, Krati especially.

			“Yes,” Kendra said, suppressing her irritation at what had to be an intentional slight to Bren. There couldn’t be more than thirty students in that class. Zara was a bright girl; she had to know who each of her classmates was by now.

			Zara waved a hand. “He was not in the seminar today. I do not know why.”

			Kendra bit her lip. Would Bren go so far as to skip class just to stay away from her? It didn’t seem likely, especially since she wasn’t even assigned to that seminar. But then two days ago she would have said it wasn’t likely that Bren would accuse her of treating him like a simpleton. Perhaps she didn’t know him as well as she thought. She was about to thank Zara and head off to the library on her own when Zara spoke with some hesitation.

			“Since you do not have Mr. Westley to study with today, perhaps you would join me? I am in need of someone to practice my Denicorizen with, and my mentor is not often available.” She still didn’t look at Kendra directly, but when Kendra studied her face, trying to figure out how to politely decline, she caught Zara’s darted glance her way and noticed that Zara was holding her breath. Was it possible? Zara was not nearly so snobby as she appeared? Maybe she was lonely?

			Maybe Zara needed a friend.

			“Sure, Zara. I’ll study with you,” she accepted. Zara’s face blossomed as a wide smile stretched across her cheeks. It made her look like a completely different person.

			“Thank you!” she said shyly, glancing skittishly Kendra’s direction. Kendra looked around one more time, but Bren didn’t come hurrying into view. She stuffed down her disappointment and hefted her jumpbag. “Off to the library then!” she said brightly to Zara. “We have some Denicorizen verbs to slay!”

			♦

			Kendra had to resort to cornering Bren after his afternoon seminar. He successfully managed to avoid her for almost a week, though Zara said that he only missed that first day. Since then, he had not once walked past their traditional meeting place at the wall nor made an appearance in their usual study room in the library. Instead, Kendra studied with Zara. Zara was still reserved, but she was a diligent student and she did help Kendra be a little more disciplined in studying Denicorizen. She was slowly warming up, though Kendra found it extremely difficult to read someone whose eyes never met hers. Kendra desperately missed the friendly companionship, humor, and silliness that used to lighten her study sessions with Bren.

			This is ridiculous, Kendra grumbled. What is wrong with that boy?

			He must have been angrier than we guessed. He’ll cool down if we give him enough time, Dina said philosophically.

			Angry or not, Kendra couldn’t be as patient about it as Dina. She wanted to talk to Bren face to face and shake him if necessary until he understood that she didn’t think he was a dumb sidekick.

			One, shaking him would be like trying to shake a giant tree. There is no way you could get him to bend, Dina said. Two, I don’t think shaking him is the way to convince him that you don’t think he is stupid.

			Dina had a point, but as Kendra slipped out of her own class early to stake out the lecture hall where Bren’s seminar met, she still didn’t have any inspiration on how to convince Bren to forgive her so they could go back to being friends like before. When the students started to file out, she sidled closer to the door, afraid that Bren was going to slip away before she could catch him again. When the stream of students exiting the lecture hall slowed to a trickle and finally ceased with yet again no sign of Bren, she pushed her way through the doors, hoping he was still in the room. If he wasn’t there, she was going to march over to his dorm room and pound until he let her in, but she really hoped she didn’t have to do that. Chances were she’d run into Mikal too, and that wasn’t high on her list.

			Fortunately, she didn’t have to run off to the dorms. She spotted him right away, in the back of a small knot of students who were gathered in a circle, heatedly debating something. When she got closer she wasn’t surprised to see that Mikal was in the middle of it.

			“It’s all a fake,” he said derisively. “Don’t you watch any of the feeds at all? There have been several investigative reporters who have looked into it and proved that there was no such person as Sirra Bruche.”

			There was a round of angry muttering in response, and the local girl standing next to Bren put her hands on her hips. “You are an idiot, Mikal. Of course Sirra Bruche is real. Who else killed Jaory Kruunde? You?” She laughed mockingly. “Next you’ll be telling us that Laeren Bruche was imaginary too.”

			Mikal waved his hand. “Nobody’s arguing that Laeren Bruche wasn’t a real person. We have proof that he existed and that he truly was one of the leaders of the Revolution. But if he was truthfully married to some Citizen, where is she now? Jaory Kruunde is dead. There’s no reason for her to hide anymore. I tell you, Laeren Bruche was never married, but our current corrupt leaders want you to think he was. They want you to believe that there are Citizens out there who would risk their lives for Denicorizens. But it’s a farce.” His tone was bitter.

			“You know that’s not true,” Bren said evenly.

			Mikal shrugged. “You are the exception that proves the rule. You’re a frontier boy, the kind of Citizen who’s an outcast inside the Union. Of course you’d see me in a friendly light. But even you would never go out and literally fight for the freedom of all Denicorizens. None of you Citizens would.” He pointed his finger around the circle, taking in the four Citizens who were part of the debate. Kendra moved a little closer, hoping she could slip in beside Bren without attracting any attention from Mikal.

			If the locals agree with Mikal, this could spiral out of control quickly, Dina said nervously.

			But they didn’t seem to. Conversation continued passionately, but not angrily, with most of the students, local or Citizen, defending Sirra Bruche. They clearly trusted the stories about the mysterious Citizen heroine who had fought for the Denicorizen revolution and killed the last king, Jaory Kruunde. Kendra used their distraction to slip up next to Bren and tug on his sleeve. He looked down and flinched, as if he had seen a rat on the floor. It stung, but Kendra wasn’t about to let a little hurt stop her at this point.

			“I need to talk to you,” she said softly, not wanting to be heard by all the other students.

			Bren ignored her.

			“Come on, Bren,” she pleaded. “You can’t do this to me. You at least owe me an explanation.”

			He sighed heavily and then stepped away from the group.

			“I’ll see you guys later,” he said with a farewell nod, then started in the direction of the doors. “You can walk with me back to my dorm,” he said stiffly, not even glancing in Kendra’s direction. “But I’m kind of in a hurry. I have an appointment soon.”

			“An appointment?” repeated Kendra, hurrying after him.

			What kind of appointment? she wondered. Did he find a new study partner? Or change his mentor meetings?

			Joined some kind of secret society? Dina proposed. An addiction recovery support group for boys trying to walk away from their friendships?

			That isn’t funny.

			Of course it is! Dina chuckled.

			Outside the lecture hall, Bren sped up. Kendra broke into a light jog to keep up with him.

			“Bren! Won’t you at least let me try to apologize?”

			“I’m not stopping you,” he said gruffly. Kendra grimaced. What had turned him into this hostile stranger?

			“OK,” she said, trying not to sound out of breath. He wouldn’t look at her, but she plunged forward anyway, hoping desperately that something she said would thaw him out. “I’m so sorry that I hurt you. I’m sorry for putting you in danger in that alley. I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you. Please forgive me?” she asked contritely.

			Bren glanced at her without breaking his stride, his face inscrutable.

			“Yes. I forgive you.” But his tone was devoid of feeling. He might as well have been forgiving a ceramic statue. Still, she would take what she could get.

			“So will you study with me again? I miss you.” She looked up at him, searching his profile for some sign that he missed that study time too. But he only looked straight ahead, his jaw clenched and a muscle twitching in his cheek.

			“You have Zara with you now,” he said, looking away. His pace increased a little bit. She raised an eyebrow. So he had paid enough attention to know what she had been doing this week. He wasn’t ignoring her completely.

			“Well, yeah. She asked me to. I think she’s lonely,” Kendra explained. “She doesn’t have any friends that I know of, and she’s very reserved.”

			“Another project like me, huh?” Bren said, his voice edging toward anger again.

			Kendra threw up her hands, though she still kept jogging so she could stay even with Bren. “You’re not a project, you’re a friend. You’re both friends!”

			Bren was silent until they reached the glass door entrance to the dorms. Then he stopped and suddenly swung around, his jumpbag swinging and knocking into the new sign post declaring, “Welcome to Damato House.” It snapped backward, and for a moment they both watched in fascination, wondering if it would stay upright. When it tumbled to the ground, Bren sighed, picked up the sign that had been added when the building was renamed after Morek-Li Damato’s death, and stabbed it back into the dirt.

			“That’s the third time I’ve done that,” he muttered. Kendra smothered a smile, hoping he didn’t notice. He didn’t seem like he was in the mood to see it humorously. “Look, Kendra,” he said, turning to face her at last, “you can’t be friends with both Zara and me. At least not if you intend to spend time with us at the same time. Zara loathes me, and I don’t think that is going to change. In fact, I don’t want it to change. I’d rather know who my enemies are.”

			“Enemies! Zara’s not an enemy! She’s just shy,” Kendra protested. “Besides, just because someone doesn’t like you or perhaps even looks down on you doesn’t make them your enemy.”

			Bren snorted. “Yeah, says the girl no one looks down on. The niece of the ambassador to Corizen, which means that all the locals give you some respect. And apparently everyone on Terra knows who your grandfather is. Some rich guy that even Hugo speaks of with awe.”

			Kendra’s jaw dropped open. She’d never heard anything during her whole stay on Corizen from the Citizens about Grandfather Forrest. And the locals didn’t treat her with any special respect because she was the ambassador’s niece. If anything, the other students seemed to ignore her more. She didn’t live with them, and she didn’t fit into any of their established cliques. If it weren’t for Bren and Tiran and Dina, she would have probably gone crazy with loneliness herself. She put one hand on her hip and jabbed her finger up at Bren’s chest. “Bren, I hear at least as many insults about being from a backward frontier planet as you do. Do you think Zenith matters to Hugo or any of the other Terrans who are so concerned about status? Even Zara squirms if I mention my home planet.” Her voice was rising as her irritation built. “But I won’t let their prejudices stop me. I’m not going to hide away and wallow in self-pity, wishing I was someone that I’m not!”

			“You think that’s what I’m doing? Wallowing in self-pity?”

			“That’s what it sounds like! Poor Bren gets no respect from anyone.” She threw in that last bit in a singsong whine. Bren scowled at her.

			Um, Kendra . . . ? Dina started hesitantly.

			Kendra mentally growled in return.

			Never mind. Dina retreated back into watchful silence.

			“You truly are a stuck-up, selfish brat, just like Mikal keeps telling me,” Bren muttered.

			Kendra swallowed, her pique instantly deflating. Her stomach clenched as if he had just punched her in the gut.

			“You really think that?” she asked, her voice quavering. Bren didn’t answer her; he was staring at the paved walkway as if the meaning of his life were engraved on it.

			He doesn’t mean that, Kendra, Dina interjected hurriedly. Can’t you tell? You hurt him and now he’s trying to hurt you back . . . it’s not real, you two just need to talk . . .

			Kendra spun on her heel and hurried away, the tears already flowing fast. She needed to get away before Bren saw how shattered she was. How had she let him have that much power over her? Why did it hurt so much? Why was she never good enough? Everyone in her life eventually left her or sent her away. She wrapped her arms around her torso, trying to press against the throbbing ache in her chest. She felt like the fourteen-year-old girl who had awakened to learn that her parents were leaving her far from home without any chance of coming back. Abandoned by someone she had trusted.

			I will never abandon you, Dina reassured.

			Only because you have no choice, Kendra countered wildly, her mental distress increasing by the second. She had to get away; she had to escape, but where would she go? There was nowhere far enough away to escape from herself. It was something broken about her.

			If I woke up free tomorrow I would stay with you, Dina promised. If you trust in one person, let it be me.

			For the next hour, before Kendra cried herself out curled on her window seat, Dina kept repeating it, as if mere repetition would be enough to convince Kendra to believe it.

			I will NEVER abandon you. Trust in me.

			



		

9. Deepening Gloom

			Over the next few weeks, Kendra tried to adjust to her new routine, one that did not include Bren at all. Every day she still went to the library to study; sometimes Tiran came with her, though she often didn’t hang around since she was now spending nearly every afternoon with Markus. At least once or twice a week Kendra studied Denicorizen with Zara. Though Zara slowly started to thaw around her, she was still quite reserved, and Kendra struggled to find common ground with her. Zara’s family were wealthy traders (common among many of the students), and she was being groomed to take the lead in the business as she grew older. She talked a great deal about economics and contracts and the ethics of business, something that Kendra never considered at all. Not that Kendra was uninterested in ethics, but it never occurred to her that there might be rules to follow. Kendra just lived by the ambiguous notion that she should try to do good to other people in general, not cheating or otherwise harming them. Apparently, this was not specific enough on Zara’s home planet. Motambiquers had developed a code of ethical business conduct that was over three hundred rules long, and Zara had memorized every one. Not only that, but she was intensely interested in the commentary written by the ethicists on Motambique to elaborate and explain the way these rules should be applied in just about every hypothetical situation. Or at least it seemed so to Kendra. She was willing to listen to Zara, since it mattered so much to her, but Kendra couldn’t say that she exactly looked forward to their study sessions, not like she had with Bren.

			She didn’t know if Bren was still angry at her; her own anger had dissipated right away, and she regretted her words before the end of that first day. But rather than risk rejection from him again, she chose to avoid him as much as possible. For the most part it was easy—they didn’t have any of the same classes this term and they attended a different afternoon seminar, and she didn’t ever hang out in the student lounge anymore. Once or twice she saw him in the cafeteria, but she always fixed her eyes on her food and finished eating as quickly as possible, escaping from the room without ever meeting his eyes. She went out of her way to avoid walking past their old meeting spot, and she made sure that all her library studying was done on an entirely different floor from the room where she and Bren once spent every afternoon.

			Dina thought this was ridiculous, but Kendra refused to listen to any of her arguments on the subject, and eventually Dina grumbled only to herself about it. She still made occasional comments about “irrational humans,” but at least she wasn’t trying to pester Kendra into seeking out Bren anymore.

			Kendra refused to acknowledge the gaping hole that Bren’s absence left. Instead, she wrapped her arms tightly around her chest as much as possible and smiled wider at everyone around her. Fake it until you make it, she had always heard. Well, she would fake it with a vengeance.

			Life suddenly got immeasurably bleaker when Kendra unwittingly betrayed her cousin by telling her aunt that Markus was a night librarian. When Markus told Tiran that her mother visited him and demanded that he stay away from Tiran, she was livid. She confronted Kendra angrily and then refused to speak to her for days. It only got worse when less than a week later, Uncle Casey returned home only to be summoned right back to Tyre. Aunt Andie and Uncle Casey had an explosive fight, and Kendra heard almost every angry word. Kendra huddled on her bed, gripping her pillow tightly, feeling like a terrified child. Her parents rarely fought—at least, though Kendra had seen them disagree often enough, they never shouted at each other. Once her uncle left off-planet again, a thick gloom settled on the whole house. Aunt Andie was silent and tense, and Tiran refused to acknowledge either her mother or Kendra. Kendra fretted about both of them; plus, she was barely holding herself together pretending that Bren’s rejection didn’t hurt abominably. With Tiran angry at her and Aunt Andie so unhappy, she found it impossible to concentrate on her classes or even to eat much. Without even Tiran to rely on, Kendra didn’t know that she could face another two years on Corizen.

			Just go talk to her, Dina insisted. You’re making yourself sick over this, and you need to eat. Not to mention that you have a paper to write and a project to finish.

			So Kendra finally cornered Tiran in her room one evening and begged her cousin to forgive her. She explained that she hadn’t told Aunt Andie anything specific about Markus; Aunt Andie just asked her who Markus was, and Kendra told her. She didn’t know that her aunt was going to march down to the library and humiliate Tiran by confronting Markus personally. Then Kendra held her breath, prepared to bolt from the room if Tiran showed the least sign of hostility. She couldn’t bear it. Fortunately, Tiran seemed as eager as she was to mend the breach.

			I told you, Dina said smugly. You humans. You just need to talk. Now if you would just talk to Bren . . .

			No. Kendra’s flat tone allowed for no argument.

			The girls made up with a lot of hugging and a few tears. Then Tiran explained that she was still spending time with Markus. “I told him I don’t care what my mother said. He is more important to me than her prejudices. She can’t understand what it’s like. Markus and I have a connection that means more than any age difference. It’s like it doesn’t exist.”

			Kendra listened in awe. She had never felt like that about anyone—love strong enough that she would defy her family. Travin came suddenly to mind, and she bit her lip. He was a case in point. She had cut off one of her closest childhood friends just because her family demanded it. Maybe she wasn’t capable of loving someone the way Tiran did. It made her a little envious.

			When Tiran begged her to help keep her secret, Kendra agreed. After all, Tiran was her only true friend on Corizen, and Kendra had to prove to her cousin that she could be trusted.

			This is a mistake, warned Dina.

			Why? I’m helping my cousin! She’s in love, and my aunt would never understand.

			Trying to hide something like this is never going to end well. Your mother made a mess of her life trying to hide her relationship with your father.

			My mom and dad hid their relationship? Kendra gasped. From who?

			From everyone.

			What?!

			Ask her about it sometime. It’s about time she told you. Maybe it will save you from doing something similarly stupid.

			It frustrated Kendra that Dina knew so much about her mother’s life but rarely told her anything. Dina had a weird sense of secrecy about the past, and there was little Dina would tell Kendra directly about stuff she wouldn’t otherwise know, unless it snuck out in little dollops like this. Usually Kendra found the snatches of memories Dina shared of her parents fascinating. But the thought of her mother sneaking around and hiding that she was in love with her father was shocking. Especially since Dina described it as stupid. Kendra had never seen her mother as anything but calm and collected and rational her whole life. Her mother was the smartest person Kendra knew.

			Just how well did she know her parents anyway?

			Not as well as you think, Dina said smugly.

			♦

			As the weather finally grew warmer, Kendra started to make plans with Dina to do some scouting in the city in hopes that they would come across an isithunzi that Dina could sense. With the scanner broken, they would just have to range around and hope they stumbled close enough to someone for Dina to communicate with. They did know at least that someone was here. But what was it up to? Shadowing Denicorizens? Trying to influence humans to rebel against their government? What advantage was there for the isithunzi for them to do that? Or was it not related to humans at all? Just random chance?

			Not knowing who else to turn to, Kendra broached the subject with Master Terune. He was surprised that she wanted to venture out into Roma, but she told him that now that the weather was getting nicer, a group of her friends wanted to see some of the best sights of the city, and she asked him for recommendations. (She supposed if you stretched the definition, she and Dina together constituted a group of friends. So she wasn’t exactly lying.) At their next meeting her mentor produced a map, which he had marked up with several different locations around the city.

			“The yellow ones are the ones you can walk to from the complex,” Master Terune explained, pointing at a large yellow section merely a block away. This is the Hall of Congress, for example. Congress sessions are closed to the public, but you can request a tour of the grounds from security. They’ll most likely agree.”

			Kendra nodded. What do you think? Congress?

			Hmmm. Maybe, Dina replied thoughtfully. The major advantage is that it is easy to walk to. But is it so close that the shield will still interfere with my ability to sense?

			Possibly.

			Master Terune pointed out the areas marked orange on the map. “For these locations you will need a transport, but they are well worth the trip. This one,” he jabbed a finger, “is the Palace. Tours are definitely available there, though you will need to pass through the same kinds of security checks as you do here. It’s my favorite building in the city. I highly recommend a stop there. The grounds are as beautiful as the building.”

			“The Palace?” asked Kendra, her interest piqued. “Who lives there now?”

			“No one. It was the home of the king, though, before he was exiled to Nubia.”

			What do you think? The Palace? I’d like to see it!

			I don’t know that it is going to be what we’re looking for, Dina hedged. Nobody actually lives there. Why would an isithunzi be floating around?

			OK, but let’s go to the Palace on our way to whatever other place we choose. Besides, you never know. Who would have thought an isithunzi would have been floating around in an abandoned warehouse?

			♦

			Of course, even the best laid plans go awry, and Kendra’s plans snarled rather quickly. The day she planned to skip her history seminar and venture out into the city was the day she found herself defending someone she’d never expected to. Zara asked her to meet in the common lounge and take a look at her most recent painting. She had attempted to paint Corizen’s Blue Plains from feed images, but she wasn’t sure that it looked realistic. Kendra pointed out that as she had never seen the Blue Plains either, she wasn’t the best judge, but she finally gave in to Zara’s repeated requests to evaluate it. So during their lunch break, both girls were sitting at a table, holding out the small canvas at arm’s length and discussing if Zara had managed to convey the desolate beauty of the plains. The only other person in the lounge was Hugo, who was sitting at a table against the far wall. Kendra glanced at him once, wondering if they would have to put up with snide remarks about art or Kendra’s crass frontier background, but Hugo was staring aimlessly out the window in front of him and didn’t seem to notice the girls at all. They’d only been in the lounge for a few minutes when a group of local students led by Mikal strode purposefully into the lounge and over to Hugo.

			“Hey, look, if it isn’t Wax Boy,” he said derisively. The other two boys sniggered. Kendra looked up, dread filling her stomach. She glanced at Zara, who dropped her eyes to her lap and seemed to be pretending she was somewhere else. Kendra wished fervently that they were somewhere else. The last place she wanted to be was in a room with Mikal and Hugo at the same time. “Wax Boy here thinks that all religion is nonsense. He thinks that Denicorizens like us are superstitious savages, isn’t that right?”

			Hugo flicked a brief look at the newcomers and then turned to the book on the table in front of him, pointedly dismissing Mikal. But Mikal wasn’t dissuaded by Hugo’s obvious lack of interest in verbal sparring. He sat on the table, shoving Hugo’s book to the side. His friends moved to flank Hugo on either side of his chair. Kendra started to rise, thinking that she should go find one of the professors before things got out of hand, but Zara gripped her arm like a vise, holding her down.

			This is not going to end well.

			Probably not, agreed Dina. But I don’t know why you care. They are both bullies. Let them fight it out on their own. Probably good for both of them. As long as they don’t involve you.

			Dina!

			“Well, you don’t have to believe in religion, but that won’t stop Veshti from destroying you,” Mikal said conversationally. “There’s a new prophet now, and he says you Citizens deserve to be driven right off the planet.”

			Hugo allowed himself a sardonic grin, though he still didn’t look at Mikal. “Doesn’t your father’s business depend on trade with Citizens? You’re hoping to be driven into poverty? It makes sense; most religions encourage people to live in rags and filth and feel righteously superior about it.”

			Mikal ignored this, though Kendra noted the cords in his neck standing out. She tried tugging her arm away from Zara again, but it was as if Zara had turned into a marble statue, inflexibly holding Kendra into place. Was she convinced that if they didn’t move then Mikal and his friends wouldn’t see them? Or did she have some kind of insane curiosity for what was going to happen?

			Mikal leaned over and fingered Hugo’s white sleeve. “Always wearing white, Wax Boy, aren’t you? I actually learned something in my seminar this week. It has to do with that Order of Reason you belong to,” Mikal said, his tone mock-friendly.

			Hugo went back to pretending Mikal wasn’t there. Though how he could do that with Mikal practically sitting in his face, Kendra didn’t know.

			“Apparently you wear white to show your purity of thought and your commitment to logic. Sounds like a religion to me,” Mikal said snidely.

			“I don’t expect you to understand the difference between a commitment to rational thought and the fevered rantings of your prophet,” Hugo said, trying to get up from his chair. Mikal’s friends shoved him back down.

			“We’re not done chatting yet,” Mikal’s voice turned cold. “You are exactly the kind of Citizen that Veshti will pull down. Arrogant. So certain of your Citizen superiority. It is people like you who are no longer welcome on our world.” He withdrew a small pocketknife and flicked it open. Kendra gasped, and Zara let go of Kendra’s arm. Then things happened so fast that Kendra didn’t think, she just reacted. Mikal’s friends grabbed Hugo, holding him firm while Mikal slashed at his white shirt, tearing a wide gash down the front. Kendra was on her feet, Zara right behind her. Zara darted for the door, while Kendra ran straight at Mikal.

			“What are you doing?” she shouted. “Have you lost your mind?”

			Kendra, implored Dina. No! Don’t get involved.

			Mikal paused, his knife practically pressed to Hugo’s chest. “Well, what do you know? The little brat from Zenith wants to join in the fun too. Another Citizen in line for Veshti’s wrath.”

			Kendra pointed at the camera right above him. “Are you a complete idiot, Mikal? This is all being recorded. Security is probably on its way right now. You’re going to find yourself kicked out of the university!”

			Mikal’s eyes jerked up to the camera, and he frowned. Had he honestly forgotten that pretty much every public area (and maybe even the private ones) were always monitored? He flicked his knife back into its sheath and pocketed it so quickly, Kendra didn’t see where it went. Then he nodded at his fellow thugs and jumped up off the table.

			“That’s just a warning. If I were you, I’d leave while I still could. Change is coming to Corizen, and I promise you, it’s not change you’re going to like.”

			He spun and strode out of the room, his two friends trailing in his wake.

			♦

			Security did arrive quickly. Kendra only had time to ask Hugo if he was all right—he looked at her straight in the face, as if he were seeing her for the first time.

			“Yes?” he said, as if unsure of the answer himself. He stared down at his slashed white tunic.

			She was debating whether to say something more—Hugo still looked lost—when the first officers ran into the room and checked Hugo over, asking him question after question. He answered every question they asked, and his superior tone seemed to have fled the room along with Mikal and his friends.

			Since Kendra was present through the whole scene, she found herself spending the rest of the afternoon being interviewed in the security office no less than four different times. The officers seemed more concerned about Mikal’s words than his actions, and Kendra tried to recall them as best she could. After reviewing the security vids, they used the facial recognition program to identify everyone who had been in the room, and then presumably they used the same method Kendra had seen security track Tiran with not too long before. Just as she was finishing with her third interview, she saw officers escorting Zara into another room and gave her a tiny wave and a smile.

			It was not frightening in the least, unlike all the security interviews in drama feeds, but it was long and tedious. It was especially frustrating because she had to miss her trip out into the city. She missed her seminar, which she would have to make up. Granted, she’d been planning to skip it in the first place, but if she tried to take her sightseeing trip to the Palace on another day, that would be two seminars’ worth of material she would be behind on.

			Stupid Mikal, she grumbled.

			Tell me about it, Dina agreed.

			When she finally made it home, Aunt Andie greeted her at the front door.

			“Security let me know that you were on your way home. They said you witnessed a student altercation,” she said worriedly, taking Kendra’s pack from her and hanging it up.

			“Yeah, two boys on my track. Both of them are normally berks, but today it got out of hand.” Kendra followed her aunt into the kitchen wearily. She didn’t know why she was so tired. Sitting and answering questions wasn’t exactly a hardship.

			“I’ll have something to eat for you in a second,” her aunt said as she pulled a tray from the freezer and stuck it in the oven.

			Aunt Andie programmed the oven and then poured her a cup of jasmine water. Kendra settled at the kitchen table, wrapping her hands around the cup. The warmth seeped through the red-patterned stoneware and into her fingers. She drew in a deep breath and felt the tension start to leave her shoulders.

			“What was it about? The election?” her aunt asked, coming around to sit at the table next to Kendra. Kendra frowned, puzzled that her aunt would think it was about an election, then she remembered that it was almost time for the presidential election. It had been mentioned in her seminar; presidential elections were a big deal since they only came once every six years. She vaguely thought she’d heard some debates among the local students about the candidates, but she didn’t even know their names. Most of the students she spent time around were Citizens, and of course they couldn’t vote in a Denicorizen election. So why get involved?

			“No, not the election,” Kendra said, realizing that her aunt was still waiting for a reply. “Mikal—he’s a local—a Denicorizen, I mean—came into the lounge with some of his friends and decided to start being obnoxious to one of the Citizen boys from Terra. Hugo’s a real piece of work too, about as stuck up as Terrans come, so he was obnoxious right back. Then it started to get crazy, with Mikal making comments about some prophet saying that all Citizens should be kicked off Corizen or worse, and then he pulled a knife out and started slicing up Hugo’s shirt!”

			Aunt Andie frowned, but she didn’t seem surprised.

			“I guess it was inevitable it would show up on campus,” she murmured to herself.

			“You know what Mikal was talking about?” Kendra asked, finishing off her jasmine water. “It all sounded like hateful nonsense to me.”

			“It is hateful nonsense, but it’s very popular nonsense right now.” Her aunt sighed heavily. “There is a man who is claiming to be a prophet for the Denicorizen god, Veshti. He is against the Revolution and the Union and anybody involved with either. But instead of just giving speeches about closing trade or something—that was common enough in the first few years after the Revolution—he asks for assassinations and violence. It’s despicable, but the worst part is that the number of his followers is growing quickly. It’s sickening; people apparently agree with his rantings.”

			“But we’re safe enough in the International Complex, right?” Kendra asked nervously.

			“Yes, safer here than anywhere else. But,” she eyed Kendra sternly, “that is not true of anywhere else in Roma. Do not go off-complex, do you understand? Not right now, especially not with the election coming so soon.”

			Kendra hesitated.

			“Promise me,” Aunt Andie insisted, her eyes locked on Kendra’s. It was as if she knew that Kendra was planning to skip her classes and sneak off to the Palace. Was she some kind of mind reader?

			“I promise,” Kendra said, her shoulders slumping.

			Patience, Kendra, said Dina cheerfully. I’d rather we both stay alive than run into any of Mikal’s more fervent associates. Our time will come.

			Kendra sighed softly. I was looking forward to seeing the Palace too.

			



		

10. Spring Fever

			To Kendra’s surprise, Mikal and his friends were not expelled from the university. She thought that attacking someone with a knife—even if no one was injured—would be grounds for immediate dismissal. Zara had an explanation for it though. She shared that her mentor confided to her that there was a “suggestion” from Mikal’s father to the dean that it was just a prank—thoughtless perhaps, and past the line of appropriate campus behavior, but just a result of “high youthful spirits.” Since Mikal’s father donated very generously to the university every year, his opinion was given a great deal of weight.

			“So they’re not kicking him out because they still want his father’s yearly donation,” Kendra summed up.

			“That is the crass and direct way to describe the traditional system of influence, but yes,” Zara agreed. Instead, Mikal was placed on probation. He was warned to steer clear of anything even approaching violence toward anyone in the complex in the future or he would be expelled.

			“Really truly expelled?” asked Kendra skeptically. “Or only technically expelled until his father decides to fund a new building wing?”

			Zara pursed her lips. She thought Kendra’s open observations were too forward. One should only hint at such things, never speak of them openly. One of the ethics rules, Kendra was sure, though she wasn’t sure how ethics came into it at all.

			The crazy incident with Mikal aside, the gloomy atmosphere on campus finally started to lift. The spring days grew long and beautiful, and it was warming up quickly. Kendra’s second term finished in a flurry of exams that were nearly impossible to study for—the weather outside beckoned temptingly. The complex had several large multipurpose sports fields as well as the biodiversity gardens, and there was enough novelty that Kendra wasn’t yet tempted to break her promise to her aunt and venture out of the complex.

			When she received her schedule for her third term, she was delighted to learn that she would be starting dancing lessons. She had loved to dance by herself—or with Dina providing a partner built of fallen leaves—when she was a child, but she had never had the opportunity to dance with a real partner. The Denicorizens preferred very formal, stylized dances with complicated steps, and when the university hosted its quarterly ball, it rotated between music and styles prevalent on each of the nine Union council planets as well as Corizen. This term was supposed to be the Denicorizen-themed ball (if they didn’t end up canceling it again), and so all the first-year students were assigned a dancing class so they could learn the steps.

			The first day of dance class, Kendra joined the girls huddling together on one side of the large assembly room. They looked around in anticipation, many shooting glances at the young men who were slowly filling the chairs that lined the far side of the room. Some of the Terran boys slunk in, as if they were afraid that someone might see them and accuse them of something shocking, like wanting to learn dance steps. Others among the Citizens seemed eager—these boys, like the girls giggling to each other, had apparently figured the lessons would be an excuse to hold a girl’s hand and flirt with her and have it count as class time. The locals, both boys and girls, were far more practical about it. Master Terune explained that in his parents’ day, only Patrone caste and above ever attended formal balls and learned the traditional dances. But since the Revolution, everyone was free to learn the dances, and they were very popular. Many of the locals had learned them young at home or with friends. Private tutoring always included instruction in dancing.

			Kendra kept glancing at the door every time it opened and then swallowing her disappointment when yet another vaguely familiar local walked through the door.

			There have to be at least three times as many locals as Citizens here, Kendra observed despondently.

			Since when did dancing with Denicorizens bother you? Kendra could hear the amusement behind Dina’s words.

			It doesn’t! protested Kendra. I was just hoping to know someone since Zara is assigned to a different class.

			Look, there’s Aceline.

			Aceline does not count. Remind me to stand as far across the room from her as possible. Or I’ll have to spend the whole class not only dodging her dirty looks but probably dodging her outstretched foot as well. She’d love to see me sprawl on my face.

			Aceline had not forgotten that incident at the beginning of the year, where Kendra had “helped” her slip and land in Bren’s spilled food mess. Though she had no way of knowing that Kendra had actually caused that accident to happen, she still blamed her for it. Her acidic tongue mocked and criticized Kendra anytime she was in earshot. So generally Kendra dealt with it by avoiding Aceline as much as possible.

			Oh, and there’s Hugo, noted Dina.

			Kendra almost growled. Lovely. Hugo and Aceline in the same class. Now all we need is Mikal and our torture will be complete. Who did the class roster?

			When Mikal sauntered in a mere two minutes before the class started, Kendra could only laugh and shake her head. But then she caught sight of Bren following Mikal into the room, and her laugh caught in her throat, choking her. Her stomach flipped, and she ducked behind a knot of local girls who were whispering together. They were all tall enough to shield her from view.

			Dina’s peals of laughter filled her head. What are you doing?

			I don’t want him to see me!

			A minute ago you were anxiously hoping he would walk in the door. Now you’re going to hide from him? You two are going to be in this class together all term.

			Kendra tried to stealthily peek around the elbow of the girl in front of her. I’ve changed my mind. I don’t think I can stand to face him twice a week if he still thinks I’m such a stuck-up, selfish brat.

			The arrival of their dance instructors put an end to Dina twitting Kendra about Bren. Luckily, Dina was just as interested in learning how to dance as Kendra was; it kept both their minds occupied. Kendra listened avidly as the male instructor introduced himself as Master Baels and his co-instructor as Madame Caret. Then he began to list the different dances they would be learning and where they would need them. They would be starting with the Blue Promenade, a simple dance that was one of the oldest and most traditional Denicorizen dances. Master Baels switched on some music, and the couple demonstrated the dance for two full rotations.

			Kendra stared at them, for the first time inspired by something she saw on Corizen. It looked so simple, but the symmetry of the motions, the way that Master Baels held Madame Caret’s hand lightly and guided her around in a square resonated deep inside her, in a place where she had no words for the feeling. Was it anticipation? Desire? Fear? Excitement?

			I want to learn that, Kendra said eagerly.

			Well, that’s why we’re here.

			However, when they divided into groups (men to one side, women to the other) and their instructors tried to teach them the basic square movements, it no longer seemed simple and symmetric. Instead, it seemed stilted and awkward, especially with a whole bunch of beginners. Her only consolation was that when she glanced over at the men’s side, they seemed to be in even worse shape. Of those men on their feet, most were stumbling around, not even remotely hitting the steps in the rhythm that the instructor was loudly tapping out with a stick. Some, of course, had already proclaimed their defiance and kept to their seats. Either they were supremely confident that they already danced so well this was a waste of time, or they were so against dancing that they weren’t going to stand up at all.

			Bren was still sitting. He stared at the floor, not even pretending to watch the dancing instructor. Kendra’s heart lurched. He was not sitting down because he already knew the dances so well. She was certain that he was afraid his clumsiness would embarrass him in front of everyone. But he could do this. She knew he could. Part of her wanted to slip from her side of the room and tug him forward, teasing him into joining the class until he forgot his self-consciousness.

			Then she remembered. He thought she was a pushy brat who never listened to him. She sighed and turned her attention back to the steps she was learning.

			Dina sighed too.

			At the end of the class period, Kendra looked up to see that Master Baels had gotten around to making sure none of the boys avoided physically practicing the steps, Bren included. She could just see his head bobbing stiffly among the others. Not the most graceful, it was true, but at least he hadn’t tripped or knocked any of the other boys over. Hopefully he would feel more confident the next class.

			Hopefully someone else will get a shot of confidence as well, Dina added pointedly.

			♦

			The next dancing class period, the instructors arranged all the girls into one circle and the boys in a larger circle outside the girls. Master Baels explained that they would be rotating partners, practicing the small square before they were organized into the larger promenade formation. Kendra found herself dancing with a local partner who already knew the dance quite well. He skillfully led her through the steps, making her feel graceful and accomplished. When the music stopped, she watched him move on to the girl next to her with regret. Her next partner was local also, but that was where the similarities ended. He was much shorter and stouter, and he was clearly still winded from the first practice session. He wiped his palms on his pants before taking her hand, and Kendra tried not to shudder. It was still warm and moist. He stared at his feet the whole time, counted out loud, and twice turned her the wrong direction. Kendra knew that she should be patient—at least he was trying—but she was still relieved when they changed partners again and he moved to the right.

			She turned to find herself facing Mikal. Swallowing her disgust, she gingerly took his hand and waited for the music to start again. Mikal didn’t speak, though he stared at her through the entire pattern.

			Um, this is weirding me out, Kendra complained as he led her in the turn but still kept his eyes on her face.

			It seems unlikely he would be attracted to you, seeing as how he thinks all Citizens should be driven off the planet, agreed Dina.

			So maybe he’s plotting how best to carve me into pieces? Kendra said with a shudder as Mikal’s hooded gaze traveled the entire length of her body.

			Which would you prefer? Mikal is attracted to you or Mikal is plotting your death?

			Ewwww. Third option, please!

			The pattern ended at last, and they switched partners. Kendra watched him go with even more relief than when the guy before him had moved on. Apparently, she had gotten the best partner first. If it kept going downhill from here, she was in real trouble.

			Bren moved into place in front of her.

			She swallowed nervously and held out her hand. For one eternal moment they stood there facing each other, Kendra hopefully holding her hand out and Bren staring at his feet. Finally, he met her eyes and took her hand. His hand felt warm and calloused and strong. The instructors started the music again, and Bren started to lead her in the wrong direction, colliding right into the boy on his left.

			“Sorry!” he apologized hastily. Then he glanced down at his feet again and over at Mikal, who was calmly leading his partner through the pattern. He tried once to get back into the groove of the dance, but after that, he gave up, waiting in place while the music continued. He tried to drop her hand, but Kendra clutched at his fingers.

			“I don’t think so,” she said firmly. “I had to suffer through a couple of awful partners to get to you. You’re not getting out of this so easily.” Then she smiled hopefully at him. He stared at his hands.

			“I’m surprised you are willing to talk to me,” Bren said, though he still didn’t look up.

			“Of course I am.” Kendra kept her tone light. “When else do I get to talk to a Kratian giant? And everyone knows Kratian giants are the best conversationalists.”

			Bren raised his eyes to her face at last and frowned.

			“Kendra, I said some terrible things to you.”

			She dropped the flippant act.

			“Yes,” she agreed quietly. “But I said some awful things too.”

			Then the music cut out and Master Baels called, “Last pattern! Men, rotate to your right.”

			Kendra watched Bren move to the right and wondered if that counted as a reconciliation or not. She no longer felt like she needed to hide from him—but she still hadn’t gotten the chance to say everything she wanted.

			It’s a start, Dina said with satisfaction. There’s time to smooth things all the way over.

			♦

			At the end of the dance class, Kendra collected her jumpbag from the storage lockers and hurriedly pushed her way through the crowd. She wasn’t going to wait to talk to him this time, just in case he changed his mind. She had to fix this. Whatever it took. Bren had already stridden out the door; she could see the back of his head towering over the students in front of her. She sighed, exasperated. Once he got out of the building, she would have to sprint to catch up to him. She couldn’t quite bring herself to elbow the other students aside, though.

			Once she worked her way through the door, she could see that he had already made it almost the whole length of the building.

			“Bren!” she called, hooking both arms through her pack. “Bren, wait up!” She was just about to dash after him when Mikal stepped right in front of her, and she skidded to a stop. A couple of his ever-present followers sidled up beside him.

			“Excuse me, Mikal,” Kendra said politely, trying to peer around Mikal’s form. She needed to catch up to Bren!

			He didn’t budge.

			Kendra stepped to the side, hoping to get around him. But Mikal moved too, still blocking her way.

			What now? Dina was exasperated.

			“So Kendra,” he said casually. “I thought maybe you could drop by my room sometime.”

			Kendra froze, her mouth dropping open.

			Well, I take that back. I guess a human can be attracted to someone they’d also like to slice into pieces.

			Before Kendra’s brain ground back into action enough to answer either Mikal or Dina, Mikal spoke again. “I figure some frontier Citizens might not be half bad,” said Mikal. “Look at Bren. I thought I should get to know you. You could even come out with us sometime.” He gestured at his friends, though they looked less enthusiastic at the idea. One of them was frowning, and the other had his lip curled in disgust.

			“Um,” Kendra said, flailing around for something to say that would extricate herself from this mess.

			Tell him you’d rather eat Caliguan squid!

			You really think that would help this situation?

			No, but it would make me feel better. You need to get away from him, most of the other students are gone, and I don’t trust him. Let’s bring up some wind.

			Don’t you think that would be too conspicuous? The shield affected the weather patterns—there was never any strong wind inside the complex. It was exactly the kind of thing that might draw unwelcome attention. The last thing Kendra wanted was more attention from Mikal or his friends.

			“Thanks for the invitation, Mikal,” she said finally. “I’ll see if I can drop by sometime.”

			“What about right now?” Mikal asked, his eyes glinting.

			Kendra swallowed.

			“Kendra, where have you been? I’ve been waiting for you.”

			Her heart soared at the impatient tone. Mikal turned, and she saw Bren standing right behind him. She caught one worried glance from him, and then his gaze took in the three young men standing between them.

			“Hey, Mikal, Reyon, Pitte.” He nodded at them. “Sorry to interrupt. I need to grab Kendra. She and I are already late. We’re supposed to be at the Ambassador House right after class today. She’s got a family thing.”

			“No problem.” Mikal’s voice was creepily satisfied. “Another time, right, Kendra?”

			“Sure,” she said. Not in this lifetime, contradicted Dina grimly. Then Mikal moved to the side just enough for her to slip through, though not enough that she could avoid brushing his arm with her own. She stifled a grimace and joined Bren, who immediately set off at his bruising pace down the path.

			She followed him silently for a minute, only flicking one glance backward to make sure that Mikal and his friends were not right behind them. When she judged they were safely enough ahead of the others, she spoke.

			“Thanks, Bren,” she said fervently.

			He shrugged. “It looked awkward.” He hesitated for a moment and then added, “Maybe you should avoid being alone with him. I’m not trying to run him down, but some of the stories he tells . . .”

			He is worried about me! Kendra exulted.

			Of course he is. Mikal is crazy.

			But do you realize what this means? He was watching for me after class! He does care.

			Yes. Dina was amused. So what are you going to do about it?

			Kendra twisted a strap from her pack and frowned. She just needed the right words. But nothing came to mind. Bren didn’t say anything either. He didn’t even look her direction. Once they turned onto Civil Strip, she stopped, trying to catch her breath. She couldn’t keep going at Bren’s pace for long, especially with the heavy jumpbag.

			Bren stopped instantly and came back to her side. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I forgot that you’re a shrimp.”

			Kendra stared at him and then broke into a wide smile, her tension from the meeting with Mikal dissolving.

			“That’s the Bren I know and love,” she said. “The one who thinks I’m some kind of slimy sea creature.”

			Much better than calling you a stuck-up brat.

			Kendra’s happiness fizzled just a little. Do you have to remind me of the exact words, Dina?

			“I’ve called you worse.” Bren’s eyes dropped to the ground, obviously recalling the same words as Dina. “I’m sorry, Kendra. I can’t believe what I said. I’ve been kicking myself ever since.”

			“I’ll forgive you if you’ll forgive me,” she said. “And you have to promise to study with me again,” she added.

			“Deal.” He held out his hand. “Here. Give me your bag. I’ll walk you home at shrimp pace.”

			♦

			The very next day, Kendra met Bren after their seminars at their old meeting spot at the wall. They chatted easily as they headed over to the library, everything seemingly back to normal, as if the past months without speaking to each other had never happened. But as they reached the study room, Kendra held her breath.

			Zara looked up as they walked in the door and gasped, then rapidly swiveled to gaze at the wall. Bren stopped short at the doorway. He raised an eyebrow at Kendra, his lips pressing to a line. But she smiled at him and gestured into the room, and Bren sighed before trudging over to the table and dropping heavily into a chair. Kendra joined him and pulled out the day’s Denicorizen lesson.

			“Does anybody understand this past present tense stuff? Because I’m completely stumped.”

			For a moment, there was complete silence. Finally, Bren pulled out his own copy of the lesson. “I think I get it. I’ll explain it to you.”

			The rest of the study session was stilted and awkward, with Kendra having to do the oral practice with both Bren and Zara because they still wouldn’t speak to each other. But she counted it as a triumph when Bren said goodbye to both of them by name, and she figured Zara would come around eventually. It would just take some time.

			♦

			You were right about these two, Dina observed as they listened to Zara and Bren trying to hold a halting conversation in Denicorizen about where to buy the best off-planet goods.

			You’d never guess that two months ago they wouldn’t speak to each other, Kendra said happily. Zara’s shy and she’s never had anything to do with a Kratian before. She just needed some repeated exposure.

			I don’t think repeated exposure would work for Hugo. Or any of Mikal’s scowling friends.

			Eh. Who needs Hugo or Mikal anyway?

			Or for any of those Denicorizens who have joined the Brotherhood.

			Kendra shivered. Don’t remind me. The terrorist attacks by the Brotherhood were increasing. It was growing unsafe for any Citizens to venture out into the city. Not only that, the Brotherhood was targeting anyone who prospered from the trade with the Union. She wondered if Mikal would continue to argue in favor of the Brotherhood’s favorite tenets if they attacked one of his father’s businesses.

			The way things are going, we’re never going to get to look for Ulyssa, Kendra said. Even if I hadn’t promised Aunt Andie to stay in the complex, I wouldn’t dare to leave it now.

			Surely the Denicorizen government will get in under control soon, said Dina. The Armada didn’t take very long to end the Roran Uprising.

			Yes, but it doesn’t sound like the CPF soldiers are anywhere as good as the Armada ones.

			Well, the Armada has a base here too. Aren’t they helping?

			“Do you think this stuff with the Brotherhood will end soon?” she asked out loud. Bren and Zara both turned to her in surprise.

			“What makes you ask that?” Bren’s tone was wary.

			“I’ve just wanted to get out and see the sights of Roma,” she said with a casual wave of her hand. “But it doesn’t seem like I’ll ever get to at this rate.”

			Zara sniffed. “Societal unrest is, unfortunately, common in places that have not yet become truly civilized. I do not think Corizen will suddenly grow more refined or moral.”

			“Yeah, if only Corizen would just start teaching their children proper civilized behavior using the commentaries of Motambique, all of this would go away.” Bren snorted.

			“An education in the commentaries would certainly help, but I believe they need to begin with the basic morals first,” Zara said seriously, not recognizing Bren’s sarcasm. Kendra stifled a smile. Zara still had a long way to go if she was going to be her family’s company representative on Corizen.

			Maybe there will be a miracle and the new Denicorizen president will somehow fix all this, Kendra said wistfully.

			It will take a miracle for us to find Ulyssa, even if we manage to get out of the complex.

			Hey, why not? Come on, two miracles isn’t too much to ask for!

			Always the optimist. One of the reasons I love you, Kendra.

			They had no idea that the first miracle was already brewing back at the Ambassador House.

			



		

11. Plans in Motion

			That evening when Aunt Andie called the girls in to sit at the kitchen table, Kendra was wary, wondering what terrible new tragedy had befallen the city. After all, the kitchen table was her aunt’s “serious talk” location, used whenever she wanted to discuss something with the girls that was likely to be upsetting—whether it was a rule like a new curfew or news about another violent demonstration by the Brotherhood.

			However, once Tiran and Kendra were both seated at the table, looking uneasily and expectantly at her, Aunt Andie shocked them both by asking if they would like to attend the inaugural ball.

			“Really?” exclaimed Kendra excitedly. Her aunt explained that the ball was held the same day the new president took office. It was an extremely high-class affair, with politicians and wealthy, influential Denicorizens mingling with invited foreign dignitaries.

			“The security at the ball will be very tight, and of course the Union ambassador needs to attend,” Aunt Andie explained.

			“But that includes us too?” Kendra asked, barely suppressing her excitement. An actual chance to get out of the complex! And best of all, to go right to the Palace, just like she wanted to.

			It is perfect, agreed Dina happily. With so many guests, if there is an isithunzi shadowing people, our chances are that much better of finding one.

			“Our invitation includes the entire family—plus one guest each,” her aunt explained. “If you want to bring a date, you may, though I imagine they’ll have to be approved by security.”

			Kendra waved away the idea of a date, though she did glance sideways at Tiran. Her cousin’s sparkling eyes told her all she needed to know. Tiran was already planning to invite Markus. Though how she planned to still keep her relationship with him secret from her parents if he came to the ball was a mystery.

			Maybe we’ll find Ulyssa, Kendra said hopefully. Wouldn’t that be wonderful if we found her in just a couple of months?

			Out loud, she asked a more prosaic question. “Will I get to use the dances they are teaching us?”

			Her aunt confirmed that yes, the inaugural ball was one where only the formal set dances would be performed. They would also need dresses. At first Kendra got even more excited—they would have to leave the complex to go shopping, surely, which would be another opportunity for Dina to search for others like her—but Aunt Andie explained that there were merchants that would come to the families in the complex. Both girls would get to choose a dress from the merchants, and then it would be altered if needed.

			That sounds like I’m going to end up with somebody’s shop rejects, Kendra mourned. She loved pretty clothes, and one of the best parts of attending a formal ball would be getting to dress up.

			I doubt it, Dina said encouragingly. Whatever merchants sell to the diplomats and Armada families in the complex probably bring their best stuff.

			I hope so. Granted, they are probably charging prices worthy of a space baron.

			Well, your aunt sounds willing to pay it. This must be a very special event indeed.

			♦

			That night, Tiran slipped into Kendra’s room after Aunt Andie had gone to bed. Kendra was nearly ready for bed herself; she had changed into a sleep shirt and robe and was sitting on her window seat, gazing out at over the complex. The larger moon (elder moon, she corrected herself, remembering what the Denicorizens called it) had not yet set, but the younger moon had already risen. It cast the strangest shadows on the expanse of gardens that stretched out from the house. Tiran sat beside her.

			“See that large twinkling light?” she said, pointing out the brightest star in the sky. It didn’t seem to be moving, so it couldn’t be a ship or a shuttle, but it was too large to be a real star. “That’s the interstellar gate. When I first moved to Roma, my grandmother taught me to make wishes on it. She told me that if you could see the gate when both moons were up, your wish would come true.” Tiran sighed blissfully. “My wish I didn’t even know to wish for came true tonight. I never dreamed we’d get to go to the inaugural ball!”

			Kendra smiled widely. “Me too! I’m surprised your mom is willing to go. I would have thought she’d worry about the danger.”

			Tiran shook her head. “It will be swarming with security. The Palace Guard is the best on the planet, maybe even better than the Armada.”

			The girls sat silently for just a second, staring out the window, before Kendra said, “Soooo . . . Markus? Are you going to invite him?”

			Tiran smiled, tracing an invisible flower on the windowpane. “Yes,” she admitted.

			“But how are you planning to do that without anybody finding out? Are you planning to tell your parents about him?”

			“No way! I won’t have him come with us. But I can request his invitation from security directly. Then he can just meet me there.”

			Kendra raised an eyebrow. “And your parents still won’t notice when you dance with him?”

			This is a crazy plan, agreed Dina skeptically.

			Tiran shook her head. “It will be crowded with people, and my parents will barely spend any time dancing. Just wait and see. Any social event I’ve ever seen them at, my dad ends up talking with boring politicians the whole time while Mom catches up with her Denicorizen friends she rarely gets to see. Besides, can you imagine my mom dancing?”

			Both girls giggled. “It does sound ridiculous. Aunt Andie seems like the last person to hit a dance floor.”

			Dina snorted. Says the biggest pair of library mice I’ve ever seen. Shows what you know. Back on Zenith your aunt spent hours every week dancing in nightclubs—I don’t know if she ever set foot in a library.

			I’m not a library mouse! protested Kendra.

			You practically live in the library. Though I think Bren doubles your library time, Dina observed. You should take Bren to the inaugural ball.

			Kendra flushed. Tiran stared at her in bewilderment, tilting her head to one side.

			“Are you OK?” She’d noticed the silent conversation.

			Kendra laughed nervously. “Yeah. I just . . . the craziest thought came out of nowhere, and it distracted me, I guess.”

			“Oh, share!” Tiran begged. “It has to do with the ball, right? Did you think of someone to invite too?” Her eyes widened. “You’re going to invite that Hugo guy!”

			Kendra made gagging noises. Tiran’s eyes glinted mischievously.

			“Or . . . I know! You’re going to take Mikal. He is a fine specimen of manhood. Though with his current crazy ideas, I don’t think security will clear him. Will you be too disappointed if he can’t go?”

			“Tiran!” Kendra grabbed a decorative pillow from the seat beside her and pummeled her cousin’s shoulder with it. Tiran raised her hands, trying to fend off the blows, and collapsed backward against the wall, laughing uncontrollably.

			“You are going to wake your mom up,” warned Kendra.

			Tiran pulled the pillow from Kendra’s hands and used it to smother her laughter until she had herself under control again. Kendra just shook her head at her cousin’s sudden goofiness. She hadn’t seen Tiran act like this for months. Not since Uncle Casey went off-planet.

			Finally, Tiran sobered enough to ask again. “Well, who are you going to ask, Kendra? You can’t tell me you weren’t thinking of someone.”

			Kendra twisted her fingers nervously.

			“I thought of asking Bren,” she admitted.

			Tiran frowned thoughtfully. “Bren? Dancing?”

			“I meant asking him as a friend,” Kendra rushed to explain. “He would enjoy it—once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, you know. Besides, he actually follows local politics. He’d probably want to go listen to the new president.”

			The corner of Tiran’s mouth quirked up.

			I don’t think she believes me.

			No, Dina said with a small laugh. But then, anyone who knows anything about Bren wouldn’t think of him “enjoying” dancing.

			He’s gotten so much better, Kendra defended. And you know he would like to meet all the important people.

			Keep telling yourself that, Kendra. Maybe you’ll convince yourself. I don’t believe you any more than Tiran does.

			♦

			Bren stared at her in shock when she asked him. His mouth dropped open, and his wide eyes grew even wider.

			“You want me to do what?” The disbelief was so thick, she might as well have asked him to run away and become a miner on the Blue Plains with her. Eventually the silence grew so long that Kendra wanted to writhe in mortification.

			Well, this was a mistake! she panicked to Dina. How do I get out of it with the least embarrassment to us both? Do I say, “Never mind, I was just joking”? She struggled to keep her outward expression neutral. He didn’t need to know she was seconds from bolting from the room. It was humiliating enough as it was that he couldn’t even bring himself to consider attending a ball with her.

			You can’t back out now, Dina ordered firmly. Muster up some fake confidence and issue the invitation again. Brazen it out, girl. You can do it.

			Kendra swallowed. Her throat was as dry as a parched, pocked moon. “I . . . will you attend the inaugural ball with me?” she asked again, trying to fake the confidence that she did not feel at all. “As my guest?”

			“That’s what I thought you said.” He started to pace, clearly ill at ease with this request.

			“I know you don’t like dancing,” Kendra hurried to reassure. “But you don’t have to dance even once if you don’t want to. You can just go as my friend. Critique the new president’s speech for me.” She darted a hopeful glance at his face from underneath her long eyelashes.

			Bren abruptly stopped pacing and dropped onto the bench.

			“You want to go with me as a friend?” he clarified gruffly.

			“Yes,” she said, relieved to be on steady ground. She did want to go as friends. There was no one she’d rather spend the evening with. Tiran would be barely any fun at all, distracted as she would be with Markus.

			“OK,” he finally said, exhaling in a long gust. “I’ll go with you. As long as I don’t have to dance.”

			“I promise!”

			♦

			When Tiran went to the security office to request an invitation for Markus, Kendra went along with her. It was surprisingly easy. The security officer on duty verified the family’s invitation to the inaugural ball, took the names of their intended guests, and ran them through a terminal program that confirmed both had International Complex security clearance and no flags on their names. The guard explained that both Bren’s and Markus’s security profiles would be added to the guest list, and they would need to present their invitations and go through the same security screening at the Palace that they did to enter the complex. Then he handed them two thick cards of textured ivory paper. Kendra gave him her brightest smile as a thank-you, and they headed out. It had taken no longer than five minutes.

			Outside, both girls stopped to read the invitations. Kendra rubbed the embossed lettering with a sigh. “It’s almost too beautiful to give away.”

			Tiran laughed at her. “Well, you can keep it as a souvenir then and leave Bren at home. I’m pretty sure that he’d prefer to skip the ball.”

			“No way. He’s not getting out of this that easily. Let’s take it to him right now!”

			Someone’s awfully eager for this.

			It’s a ball, Dina! Of course I’m eager!

			Tiran raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think you need me along to deliver an invitation. Besides, I was hoping to walk with Markus again today.” Kendra knew that Tiran met with Markus secretly in the bio park nearly every day. But surely she could miss one day?

			“Please? Please-please-please?”

			Tiran still looked reluctant, so Kendra threw down her trump card. “Come on, you owe me! Who has been covering for you all this time? Can’t you take a break from Markus for just one hour? You can go straight to the gardens afterward.”

			Tiran sighed. “Oh, all right.”

			When they arrived at Bren’s dorm room, Mikal opened the door with a flourish. Kendra suppressed a groan with effort. Why couldn’t Mikal be off somewhere else, anywhere else?

			“Well, if it isn’t the high and mighty Tiran Morten and the elusive Kendra Forrest,” he said loudly. “Took you long enough to drop by.” Tiran shot a long-suffering look at Kendra, who pretended she didn’t see it.

			Best to get this over with quickly, Dina advised.

			“I just brought something by for Bren. Is he here?” Kendra said, trying to be friendly but businesslike.

			Mikal ignored her question. “So Bren says he won’t even ask you to come with us tonight. What’s the problem, pale girl? Think you are too good for us?”

			Bren’s going out with Mikal again? she groaned. Why? It never turns out well!

			At least he’s not trying to drag you along, Dina said.

			“I already have plans, Mikal. Sorry,” Kendra said, trying to be as pleasant as possible. “Is Bren here?”

			“What about you, Miss My-father-is-the-Ambassador-so-I-pretend-I’m-a-Citizen? Too good to go out with us also?” Mikal drawled. Tiran just frowned at him.

			“She’s going to be with me,” Kendra said, still keeping her cool. “Is Bren here?” She wasn’t going to let Mikal get under her skin. Though her hands did tighten into fists.

			“No, he said he had to run downstairs for something. What do you have for him? You can leave it with me.”

			“Thanks for offering, but I’ll just wait for him,” Kendra said, her smile getting brittle.

			“You can’t just stand here in my doorway. I need to get ready. What’s the problem? You don’t trust me?”

			“No,” Tiran muttered under her breath.

			Mikal suddenly snatched the card from Kendra’s hands, turning it around and looking at the fancy scrollwork.

			Now what? Kendra asked anxiously. There is no way in all fourteen planets and their moons that I am leaving the invitation with Mikal!

			Just ask for it back, Dina said reasonably. But be firm.

			“Mikal, give it back, please. It’s from security, and I need to give it directly to Bren.”

			“An invitation to the inaugural ball?” Mikal said, his eyes narrowing. “You invited Bren? You do know you are wasting your time, right? He’s betrothed.”

			That sidetracked Kendra for a moment. “Betrothed? He never said . . .”

			Tiran darted forward and plucked the card from Mikal’s hands. “Honestly, Mikal. You are an embarrassment to all of Corizen. Don’t you have any manners at all?”

			Kendra was still mentally stumbling over “betrothed” and missed the flash in Mikal’s eyes that would have warned her what was coming.

			“Why, you casteless little freak,” he growled, stepping right up to Tiran. Tiran backed away until she was up against the door of the room across the hall. She looked frightened but still defiant. Kendra tried to jump between them just as the door behind Tiran opened, and Tiran lost her balance, tumbling backward right into the surprised arms of Hugo.

			Hugo looked down at Tiran and then thrust her forward, as if he had been contaminated by her very touch. She rammed into Kendra, and both girls tumbled to the ground. Kendra shook her head slightly, trying to clear the ringing from Tiran’s head colliding with her own, and then looked up at both the young men looming over them. Hugo was looking at them with his lip curled in disgust, while Mikal’s look was hungrier, as if he were a jackal that had spotted wounded prey.

			Dina? Kendra’s heart was hammering.

			The light globe above us. It’s already pulsing. Just make sure you close your eyes, Dina instructed. There was no argument this time about staying inconspicuous. Kendra glanced at Tiran, who had turned backward, searching for help down the hallway, and then focused until she could feel the energy the way that Dina had shown her. And then together they pushed it toward the light globe. It flared violently, blindingly, before bursting with a pop, shattering glass all over the group.

			Tiran screamed, and Kendra grabbed her hand, pulling her cousin to her feet and dragging her back down the hallway. Hugo was cursing behind them, and Mikal was shouting something, but Kendra couldn’t understand it. She didn’t even look back until they reached the lift doors, which slid open. Once they were in the lift and the ground floor was selected, Kendra turned back to stare at her handiwork. Hugo had already disappeared, presumably back into his dorm room. The hall was dark where the globe had exploded, and there was a tall figure gesticulating and shouting as he shook his shirt.

			“He must be cursing in Denicorizen,” she said as the lift doors slid shut.

			“Yeah, don’t ask me to translate,” Tiran replied breathlessly. “What in the name of the blue planet happened back there?”

			“The hall globe exploded. Our good luck, I think,” Kendra hedged. “Mikal looked ready to attack.”

			Tiran bent double and breathed deeply. “Yeah, well, psycho priest man didn’t help. What’s his problem? I didn’t mean to fall into him. He didn’t need to shove me to the floor.”

			“Hugo has issues. He probably was worried that you’d get marks on his white robes.”

			Tiran snorted. She stretched out her arms, noting the small nicks in her skin from the slivers of shattered globe.

			“No more trips to visit Bren,” she said emphatically. “Next time you can corner him in the common room. I’m not going anywhere near his psychotic roommate again.”

			“It’s not Bren’s fault,” Kendra defended as the lift door slid open.

			“What’s not my fault?”

			Bren was standing in front of them, waiting for the lift.

			The girls sighed in relief, stepping out into the foyer.

			“What happened to you?” he asked, his voice horrified. His eyes were fixed on Kendra’s cheek. Raising a hand, she touched a wet trickle on her skin. She looked down and realized that, like Tiran, she had at least a dozen small pricks from the flying glass. Droplets of blood were welling up on her arms.

			“We had a bit of an incident at your room with Mikal. Then the globe above us broke, but we’re fine—right, Tiran?” Kendra explained hastily. Bren’s mouth tightened.

			“If Mikal laid a hand on either of you I’ll . . .”

			“No! Really, he was just his normal obnoxious self.” Kendra didn’t want Bren rushing up to confront Mikal. Mikal was not in the best of moods right now. Best if he had some time to cool down so he didn’t take it out on Bren.

			Not that Bren couldn’t handle himself, she amended loyally.

			Maybe. Dina was dubious. If he didn’t trip and accidentally brain himself first.

			I think he’s just having trouble getting used to his own size.

			Bren was studying her face. “It doesn’t seem like you’re fine.”

			“Well, she left out the part about that snobby Hugo shoving both of us to the ground,” muttered Tiran, looking at her scratched hands. “My mom better not see us like this, or she’ll be on the warpath.”

			“Hugo did what?” Bren’s frown deepened.

			“It’s nothing,” Kendra insisted. “But we better head home to clean up. Tiran’s right, we don’t want her mom to see us like this.”

			Tiran looked at her watch. “We’ve got a little time before she’ll probably be home. If we hurry.”

			“Here.” Kendra thrust the invitation at Bren. He stared at it, turning it over in his hands.

			“It’s your invitation for the ball. You’re all cleared with security.” Kendra smiled again, a little of her former excitement returning. “Tomorrow in the library we’ll make some plans, OK?”

			A slow smile softened Bren’s face. “Tomorrow, then.”

			It wasn’t until they were halfway back to the Ambassador House that Kendra remembered Mikal’s offhand comment about Bren being betrothed.

			



		

12. Chemistry

			Kendra waited until they were alone in a study room in the library the next day before leaning forward and whispering, “So Mikal says you’re betrothed.” Bren stiffened and he didn’t look up from the paper he was writing.

			“Is it true?” she asked curiously. “Or did Mikal get something lost in translation?”

			Bren didn’t answer. He just kept writing, though his ears were turning pink and he started tapping nervously on the table with his free hand.

			“Bren?” she asked.

			He still wouldn’t meet her eyes. That pretty much confirmed it.

			“It’s true,” she gasped.

			Finally, he looked up, his cheeks as pink as his ears.

			“Why didn’t you tell me?”

			He just shrugged and then looked back down at his paper. Why was he so embarrassed by it? It was a bit shocking—Bren was barely older than she was, and betrothal sounded so formal, but Kendra didn’t expect that they did things on other planets just like on Zenith. Maybe it was a political alliance, some family that the planetary governor found it advantageous to connect himself to.

			“What’s her name?” Kendra asked casually, hoping that Bren couldn’t tell just how much this news unsettled her. Part of her was offended that they had seemed to become so close—talking about everything and everyone during all their free time together—but he had hidden something that was so important in his life.

			Granted, she had never told him about Dina. But that was different. Not even Tiran knew about Dina.

			Bren still wasn’t answering.

			“Come on, Bren,” Kendra wheedled. “You can’t expect me to learn something about you like that and not die by small slices from curiosity. This is a major part of your life we’re talking about!”

			Bren sighed. “Her name is Natali Vaccaro. She’s the only child of a major landowner on Camria whose mother sits on the Union Colonization Committee. My father hopes that by tying ourselves to the Vaccaros, he can win more influence for Krati with the Union.”

			A political connection, like Kendra thought. What a duty to stick on Bren’s shoulders. Still, if Krati was able to gain full member status, there would be huge changes in political autonomy. It would be good for the Kratian people to have a real voice in their own future.

			“Natali,” Kendra said thoughtfully, stamping down a strange spike of jealousy. “It’s a pretty name. Is she pretty? Do you like her?”

			Bren coughed. “She’s twelve,” he explained awkwardly.

			“Ah.” Kendra closed her open mouth, struggling to find a response that didn’t sound horrified. Bren was betrothed to a child? Sure, customs differ, but this . . .

			“We aren’t supposed to marry until she’s a legal adult,” Bren hastily explained. “But on Camria, parents can formally betroth their minor children at any time. It’s considered a legally binding contract, with penalties attached for dissolving it. So my father has all the benefits of connection now, without having to wait for the actual wedding.”

			Kendra’s chest tightened.

			“So it’s like you’re already married,” she said slowly. That was even more unexpected. And awkward. And unsettling. Somehow, hanging out with Bren in the library and the common rooms and in the game hall seemed shameful now.

			Why? asked Dina, her confusion rippling through Kendra’s head. Nothing’s changed at all. You’ve learned your friend has a fiancée that he’ll marry years from now, long after you’ve both finished university and gone back home. How does that affect your friendship?

			Kendra couldn’t put it into words even for Dina. Something about the whole situation now felt wrong. Like she’d been dating a man for months only to find out that her boyfriend was actually married to someone else.

			You’re not dating Bren, and Bren isn’t married. Kendra, you’re making no sense, Dina complained.

			“It’s not like I’m married!” Bren said heatedly, unknowingly echoing Dina. “It’s just a promise that someday I will marry her.”

			“You just said there are penalties for dissolving it,” Kendra reminded. “That it is a legally binding contract.”

			“Well, yeah. But I don’t think of myself as having a wife on tap, or even a fiancée. I’ve only met her once, and she was still a little girl,” Bren said. “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t think you’d understand.”

			That stopped Kendra cold, and her rebuttal died on her lips unsaid. She bit her lip, trying to force her roiling emotions to calm.

			“I’m sorry if I’m not being understanding,” she said contritely. “I’m not judging you, I promise.”

			Bren groaned. “I don’t think you’re judging me.” He threw up his hands. “You’re bending over backward to act supportive.” He abruptly pushed back his chair and stood, starting to pace in the tiny study room.

			Why is he upset that I’m being supportive?

			You’re not feeling supportive, you’re fighting a huge wave of betrayal, noted Dina. You two are at cross-purposes here, but I’m in the dark. I don’t understand it either.

			Kendra stood, deciding that maybe she should just leave Bren to himself, since obviously bringing up this topic had been a major mistake. He could calm down and she could . . . sort out whatever about this situation was making her feel slightly sick.

			A mental snort from Dina.

			“Bren,” she began, wondering how to best take her leave without giving him the idea that she was running away.

			You are running away.

			She ignored Dina.

			Bren looked over and saw her edging toward the door. He paused and took two steps toward her, looming above. She had to crane her neck to look up at him. He reached out a hand and placed two fingers gently on her cheek. Kendra’s skin burned at his touch. She stood frozen, her eyes locked with his. His dark eyes dropped down to her lips and then back up to her eyes. Kendra swallowed, her pulse racing and her hands trembling. Then Bren ducked down and touched his lips to hers, hesitantly at first, and then hungrily as Kendra responded instinctively, the fire spreading from where their lips touched across her face and down the length of her whole body. He pulled her closer, and she locked her arms around his neck, all rational thought having fled.

			The kiss lasted until Kendra found she needed to breathe and she broke away, gasping. Bren still stared at her, his intense eyes devouring her face.

			Oh, Dina said weakly.

			Bren started to lean closer again when Kendra jolted back to reality. Bren was betrothed. Practically married. This was so, so wrong. She untangled her hands from his neck and practically leaped backward, her hand fumbling for the door knob.

			“I’m sorry,” she choked. Bren reached one hand out toward her.

			“Kendra, wait!”

			But she pushed open the door and fled before he could say anything else.

			♦

			That night when Tiran came looking for her, Kendra was face down on her bed, trying desperately to hold back the tears that were threatening to come.

			“Here you are!” her cousin said from the doorway. “I thought we were going to walk home from the library together. I was worried!”

			Kendra took a deep breath and raised her face from her pillow.

			“Sorry. I . . . had to leave early.” Her voice sounded reasonably steady, she thought. Hopefully Tiran wouldn’t guess what had happened. Uncharacteristically, Dina didn’t make any comments about Kendra’s feeble attempt to act like everything was fine.

			Tiran frowned. “Are you all right, Kendra?”

			She drew in a deep breath. “Yes, I’m just tired. Maybe I’m coming down with something.”

			Tiran looked unconvinced, but she didn’t press the issue. “OK, then. I think dinner is nearly on the table. Are you feeling up to eating?”

			The thought of food made Kendra’s stomach lurch. “No, not really. Just tell Aunt Andie that I’ll come down later if I get hungry.” Tiran nodded and then silently left Kendra to her misery.

			Kendra sat up and wrapped her arms around her bent legs, placing her chin on her knees.

			Well, this is another secret I don’t plan to share with Tiran. I can’t believe I kissed Bren. That was awful.

			Dina finally spoke. Er. I don’t think it felt awful. To either of us. Overwhelming, but not awful.

			Of course it didn’t feel awful! But now I’ve ruined everything, Kendra moaned.

			Dina was just puzzled. Ruined what? You kissed Travin and it didn’t ruin anything.

			Of course not! I was only fourteen, and I haven’t seen him since.

			Dina was still bewildered. Shall I tell you how many boys your mother kissed before your father? One kiss does not equal lifetime commitment.

			My mother kissed a lot of other boys? Kendra was distracted in spite of herself.

			Of course. Dina chuckled at Kendra’s horrified fascination. She kissed Zane Quintan a lot, for example. I don’t think she enjoyed it much, though.

			She kissed Zane Quintan?! Kendra exclaimed. Aunt Lilah’s Zane? That was just . . . astonishing. That had to be awkward. Maybe that was why their families so rarely got together with everyone at the same time.

			Zane wanted to marry your mother at one time. He’s obviously gotten over it. Again, like I said, one kiss does not mean anything nearly so life changing as you think.

			Depends on the kiss, Kendra disagreed. She remembered the heat rushing through her body, the desire to press closer and closer until there was no space left between them. Bren’s kiss had been scorching.

			Dina sighed blissfully. Since kissing can feel like that, I’m surprised you humans don’t spend more time doing it.

			That’s the problem. How do I go back to just being friends with Bren when we have that kind of chemistry?

			Dina’s amusement leaked through everywhere, making Kendra smile in spite of herself. She tried to shore her mental wall up again, the one that kept Dina’s consciousness separate from her own.

			Then don’t stay friends, Dina said practically. You’re nineteen, Kendra. Plenty old enough to have a boyfriend.

			But he has a fiancée! A contracted betrothal!

			So?

			You just want to experience more vicarious kissing.

			Yes. I’ve never felt anything like it before. Dina’s tone grew dreamy. It’s like tasting food, only more sublime because it affects your whole body.

			Kendra gave up. If she couldn’t even get Dina to understand how she felt, what hope did she have of fixing things with Bren?

			♦

			The next day she sat in her regular spot when her afternoon seminar was over, waiting for Bren to finish. Her seminar ended half an hour before his, so she had plenty of time to agonize over what she should say to him.

			Tell him that kissing him had been a mistake? Tell him emphatically that she just wanted to be friends? Both of those sounded more hurtful than she wanted. Forget telling him anything and throw her arms around his neck and kiss him enthusiastically?

			I like that option best, Dina said.

			It is definitely appealing, Kendra agreed wistfully. But I don’t think he’ll get the idea that I just can’t live with myself if I go around kissing a guy who’s engaged, no matter how long distance the engagement is.

			However, when a quarter of an hour had passed from the time the classes let out and Bren still hadn’t come out to meet her, she started to grow worried. Was he avoiding her? A new thought occurred to her, one that made her feel even worse. Maybe he regretted kissing her? Maybe he hadn’t enjoyed it after all, and now he was going to go out of his way to make sure they didn’t end up alone again?

			You’re overthinking this, Dina said. I guess it’s possible he could regret it, but if he does I guarantee it’s not because he found kissing you a nasty experience. It’s more likely he regrets doing something that made you run out on him.

			Kendra tried to accept that. She knew on a rational level that she was being ridiculous, but her irrational brain seemed to have taken over—starting with that moment when Bren had drawn close to her in the study room and stared into her eyes.

			She was so distracted she didn’t notice Mikal until he was standing directly in front of her.

			“Waiting for Bren?”

			She jumped, her eyes flicking up to Mikal’s face. His expression was unreadable; for once he wasn’t sneering at her.

			Ugh, what does he want now? Dina complained.

			At least he’s alone this time. His thuggish friends were nowhere to be seen. There were still a good number of students milling around the courtyard as well, enjoying the late afternoon sun, so Kendra wasn’t nervous. But chatting with Mikal was way, way down on the list of things she wanted to do.

			“Yes, actually,” she said, looking around. She knew Mikal was in Bren’s seminar. “Have you seen him?”

			“He left early. He was ill, I think.”

			“Bren’s sick?”

			Is he really sick? Or just avoiding me again?

			“I think it’s a very short-term illness. The kind that you recover from once you get out of class early,” Mikal said.

			Avoiding you, Dina said.

			Kendra sighed. Here we go again.

			“I wanted to let you know that I’ve convinced Bren to come to an important meeting the night of the inaugural ball. So he won’t be able to go with you.”

			“What?” Kendra frowned at him. That made no sense at all. Bren had zero desire to attend any more “meetings” with Mikal. And why would he agree to something the night of the inaugural ball? He couldn’t back out on her now!

			“You’re a bad influence on both of us. I see that now,” Mikal said, his tone completely flat. “Stay away from my roommate. He’s not like the rest of you Citizens. You’ll only make him a target.” Then he spun on a heel and strode away without another word.

			Kendra stared after him, her mouth gaping open.

			What in the name of the stars was that about?

			Nothing good, Dina said grimly. I’m certain of it.

			Well, there’s no point in hunting Bren down at his room right now. Not if it means following Mikal there.

			You’ll just have to stake out his classes. He can’t skip them forever just to avoid you.

			He might try, Kendra said glumly.

			♦

			As it turned out, though, she didn’t have to stake out his classes at all. When Kendra arrived at the study room in the library, Bren was already sitting with Zara, trying to hold a halting conversation in Denicorizen. They stopped when she trudged through the door, both heads swiveling her direction.

			“Hey guys,” she said, dumping her bag onto an empty chair and slumping into another. She avoided looking at either of them.

			“You are late today,” Zara observed.

			“Yeah,” Kendra said, shooting a glance at Bren. “I was waiting for someone who didn’t show.”

			He cleared his throat. “I, uh, had to leave the seminar early and run back to my room.”

			“Yeah, Mikal told me you left early. He said you were ill.” She raised her eyebrows at him. “But you look just fine to me.”

			Zara’s eyes widened, and she actually made eye contact with Kendra. “You stayed to converse with Mikal?” Her tone indicated that she thought Kendra was nuts. Clearly she remembered Mikal’s crazy attack on Hugo as well as Kendra did.

			“Not willingly,” she said. “He approached me while I was waiting for Bren.”

			Bren frowned at her but didn’t say anything.

			“What did he want?” Zara asked nervously.

			Kendra looked at Bren again. Had he told Mikal that he wasn’t going to the inaugural ball? His eyes dropped to the table.

			“Nothing important,” she muttered. She dug into her bag, pulling out the day’s Denicorizen practice sheet. “You know,” she said, changing the subject, “I think I can pronounce every phrase on today’s sheet. It’s a miracle!”

			That got a laugh out of both Bren and Zara, breaking the tension in the room. They went back to their stilted practice conversation while Kendra stared at her practice sheet.

			Aren’t you even going to ask him about the ball? Dina wanted to know.

			In a little while. She didn’t want to admit it, even to Dina, but she was afraid of what he might say.

			♦

			Kendra didn’t gather her courage until after they had finished their study session and Zara hurried off to make it to her dance class on time. She collected her assignments slowly, stowing them carefully back in her bag, wondering if she should bring up yesterday’s kiss or her conversation with Mikal. Both subjects were so awkward she didn’t even know where to begin.

			You need to say something, though, Dina said. Or you won’t sleep again tonight.

			It was Bren who finally spoke first.

			“I’m sorry, Kendra. About yesterday, I mean. I don’t know what came over me.”

			She looked up at him, still struggling to find the right words. He ran both hands through his hair.

			“It’s crazy, the effect you have on me. But I know better. You just see me as a friend, and that friendship is a gift.”

			“Bren, I do see you as a friend, one of my best friends, but . . .”

			He held up a hand. “I know, and I promise you I won’t let anything get in the way of that again.”

			Kendra should have felt relieved, but she didn’t. Instead, his words felt like a shower of cold water, drenching all the butterflies that had been dancing in her stomach.

			Dina, wisely, remained silent, letting Kendra gather her thoughts. She pulled herself together, reminding herself that this was for the best, that she and Bren had no future anyway, that he was engaged, for Harrah’s sake.

			“OK,” she said, her voice wavering just the slightest bit. She hoped he didn’t hear it. “What about the ball? Will you still come with me?”

			He rubbed his cheek. “Well, Mikal is pretty much demanding that I go to some important event his father is hosting, and I figured that it’s probably better if I don’t go anyway . . . even as a friend. That way you can invite someone else, someone you like better.”

			She rolled her eyes. “There is no one I like better, Bren. Don’t be ridiculous. Who am I going to invite? Hugo?”

			“At least Hugo wouldn’t crush your feet during a Blue Promenade.”

			“I promised you that you wouldn’t have to dance!”

			“But that would ruin the night for you. Can you honestly tell me that you want to spend your very first ball standing around and talking the whole time?” Bren said reasonably. She balled her hands into fists and stared at the floor. Why wouldn’t he just come? She knew Tiran was going to spend the whole evening with Markus. Yes, she wanted to dance, but if she could just get Bren there she was sure she could convince him to dance at least once.

			And sneak a kiss or two in? Dina added. Balls are supposed to be very romantic. The heroines in those books you borrow from Tiran are always managing to kiss handsome strangers at balls. Of course, Bren isn’t a stranger but . . .

			Dina! She sighed in resignation. It was probably just as well that Bren didn’t come. “Have it your way, Bren. But keep the invitation, just in case you change your mind.”

			



		

13. The Inaugural Ball

			When the evening of the inaugural ball finally arrived, Kendra sat on a stool in Tiran’s room while her cousin carefully applied the adhesive for the tiny pattern of face jewels that would go on her cheek. Kendra had finished Tiran’s style first; she had meticulously pasted tiny teardrop-shaped sparkles up both sides of her neck. The hairstylist had already worked her magic on Kendra’s hair—long ringlets hung down her back. Tiran’s shiny black hair was swept up into a knot that made her look much older than she was. After returning from the stylist, they had taken turns applying a wide variety of cosmetics to each other’s faces. Neither Kendra nor Tiran regularly wore makeup, especially not the formal cosmetics that would be expected for the ball. But they had been practicing for weeks with Aunt Andie’s new kit, and Kendra felt she had done a pretty good job on her cousin’s face. The face jewels were the hardest part; she tried to hold perfectly still to make it easier for Tiran while listening hopefully for the terminal chime through the open door.

			You’re not going to hear a comm from your room all the way over here, Dina said unhelpfully. Besides, who are you expecting a comm from?

			Well, Bren could still change his mind. I don’t want to miss a comm from him. The dorm has some common terminals he could use.

			He’s been ignoring every reference you’ve made to the ball all week. He’s not going to change his mind.

			Kendra sighed heavily, and Tiran cocked her head to the side, coming out of her own reverie.

			“Still upset about Bren not coming?” she asked.

			“No,” Kendra lied, trying to smile. Tiran raised an eyebrow. “Just worrying about what I’m going to do all by myself while you’re off dancing with Markus.”

			“You don’t need to worry. I’m pretty sure you’ll be asked to dance so many times you won’t even get a break,” Tiran said as she scooped another jewel from the bowl on her nightstand. “You might even meet someone.”

			“Someone?”

			“You know, a tall, dark, handsome, mysterious someone,” Tiran said, waving a hand around. “Like Nerit does in Night at Monk Bridge.”

			“Nerit was a simpering idiot!” Kendra protested.

			“I’m not saying you’re like Nerit. But what if you met someone like Danyel?” Tiran pressed a hand to her chest. “Wouldn’t you love to be kidnapped by someone like that?”

			“Been there, done that. I don’t want to be kidnapped by anyone. It’s not romantic at all.” Kendra started to shake her head in disgust at Tiran’s romantic nonsense and then froze as Tiran tugged sharply at her head.

			“Don’t move,” she ordered. Kendra froze, holding her breath, and Tiran pressed the jewel against Kendra’s skin. “That’s because you were only a little kid.”

			“And because they were heartless criminals.” Kendra rolled her eyes. Tiran treated the kidnapping like it was some kind of exciting adventure.

			It’s a good thing she’s not having this conversation with your sister, Dina said.

			Yep. If anyone even so much as mentioned the kidnapping in general terms, Berry got panicky. Even after countless sessions with a psychologist. It was a major reason why Berry couldn’t bring herself to leave the family compound in Tarentino. Kendra, on the other hand, had never felt traumatized by what had happened. Perhaps it was because she had Dina with her the whole time, talking her through everything scary and helping to protect her. Perhaps it was because the kidnappers kept her, unlike Berry and Erik, with her mother. Between her mom and Dina, she’d never really been afraid, even when she probably should have been.

			“OK, so no kidnappers, then. What about Melmon in The Consuming Summit?” Tiran proposed.

			“A schizophrenic, brooding prince? Are you kidding?”

			“But he loves Rima more than his own life! He dies to save her!”

			Kendra snorted. “Thank goodness. Living with him would have been awful.”

			“Kendra! Rima’s story is about as romantic as it gets. Of course they would have been happy together.”

			Your cousin is seriously deluded, Dina remarked.

			Kendra gave a mental shrug. She’s in love with Markus. She can’t help but see romance in everything, I guess.

			“There.” Tiran pressed the last jewel along her cheekbone and then gently fanned her face with the dryer to set the adhesive. “Hopefully these are stuck on well enough to last the night.”

			♦

			An hour later both girls were dressed and waiting in the front sitting room. Kendra’s uncle came down the stairs first, dressed almost completely in shiny black fabric, with wide-legged pants and a slim, long-sleeved shirt with a black brocade vest. The only color came from small flaps of lavender clipped to his band collar that Kendra realized must match her aunt’s dress. It was very different from the formal slimsuits she was used to seeing on Zenith, but it was nothing like the ruffled suits that her Denicorizen professors wore to class.

			“You look nice, Uncle Casey,” she offered.

			“Thank you, Kendra. Luckily formal wear in Roma is less hideous than Kruundin City casual wear. It could be worse, that’s for sure. Although,” he said, lifting a pant leg, “look at these shoes. They give me at least another three inches.” Kendra saw that they had tall, thick heels. “I’m not sure I can walk in them.”

			“I don’t want to hear any complaints about that from you!” Aunt Andie called from the top of the stairs. “I’m not sure I can even make it down the stairs in my shoes!”

			“Yeah, Dad, Mom definitely wins the shoe torture contest,” Tiran said with a laugh. Kendra watched her aunt grab the handrail and carefully make her way down the stairs in her narrow slippers with tall, stiletto heels.

			“You’re going to dance in those?” Uncle Casey’s eyes widened.

			“I’m going to do my best. I’ve been practicing.”

			Kendra and Tiran exchanged smirks. They had both seen Aunt Andie hobbling around the house in the slippers, trying to get used to the shoes ahead of time. Luckily, though the dress merchant had insisted that only high-heeled slippers would be fashionable at the ball, Aunt Andie had flatly insisted on reasonable shoes for both Kendra and Tiran.

			♦

			When they made it through the palace security at the gates and started to walk up the main avenue toward the palace, Kendra gaped in awe, not caring that it must make her look like a rural bumpkin. The house before them could hardly be called a house. The enormous white stone building appeared to glow, with columns towering at least three stories high. Dina was impressed too.

			Look at all those windows! There must be at least sixty just here in the front!

			Can you imagine having to wash them? No wonder they kicked the king out!

			Everything about the exterior was ornate—and huge. Kendra had never seen anything like it before. Sure, there were big buildings on Zenith—the Quintan Edge took up several blocks, if she remembered correctly. But it was as boring to look at as a warehouse, and it had never been a family residence.

			They had just about reached the enormous front doors when Kendra felt a jolt of shock from Dina. Her steps faltered.

			What is it?

			She’s here.

			Ulyssa? asked Kendra excitedly.

			I can feel her. But I can’t tell where she is exactly. There was a mental groan from Dina’s side. Being tied to you with all your human senses has dulled my own.

			What should we do?

			Dina was silent for a moment as she considered.

			Just go ahead and enjoy the ball. I’ll keep searching for her. She must be shadowing someone here, though I can’t guess why. It’s not your aunt.

			Kendra was about to reply when her aunt asked the door attendant about the cloakroom. Tiran grabbed her hand and squeezed, flashing a brilliant smile. Kendra smiled back, letting her cousin’s enthusiasm seep into her mood. It was going to be a good night. Tiran was going to get to dance with Markus, and Dina had found her twinspark, even if she hadn’t communicated with her yet. Compared to that, it shouldn’t matter at all that Bren refused to come.

			But the tiny knot of gloom in her chest refused to give way.

			The women checked their cloaks and bags and adjusted their dresses in the retiring room while her uncle waited for them in the grand entry hall. Kendra looked down at her dress and smoothed the folds of her billowing turquoise skirt. The bodice was tight and sprinkled with tiny beads that sparkled in the bright glow of the dressing room lights. Her back and arms were bare, but her hair cascaded in spiral curls that covered her bare skin, leaving her feeling a little less exposed. What had looked so stunning and adult when she chose it felt far too risqué now that she had to walk out in front of hundreds of strangers.

			Aunt Andie noticed her fretting in front of the mirror and stepped behind her, adjusting the beaded band that held Kendra’s hair back from her face. Then her aunt put an arm around her shoulder and squeezed gently.

			“You look beautiful tonight, Kendra,” she reassured softly. The compliment warmed Kendra right through. Then her aunt grinned. “Even prettier than your mother, and that’s saying something. I spent my whole childhood jealous of my gorgeous older sister.” She laughed without a trace of bitterness. Kendra took courage from that and straightened her shoulders. She was going to enjoy tonight, just like Dina and Aunt Andie and Tiran wanted her too. She shoved all thoughts of Bren to the back of her mind.

			When they walked into the ballroom, Kendra was overwhelmed by the crowd. There were too many people milling around, talking in tight groups of rustling silk dresses and satin brocade suits. The smell was overpowering. Her nose wrinkled. A hundred different perfumes assaulted her at once, as well as the pungent smell of overheated bodies. No need to worry about being cold in here. Even with the windows thrown open, the room was still quite warm.

			Tiran was right about her parents getting distracted. They were stopped almost at once by acquaintances, but Tiran took her cousin’s arm and tugged her forward into the crowd. They reached the front of the mingling crowd where they could see the dancers swirling in patterns across the dance floor.

			The Blue Promenade, Kendra observed wistfully. Despite her resolution to put Bren out of her mind, he darted in again. She had danced (or not danced) the Blue Promenade with Bren at her first dance lesson. Her heart squeezed again. Stay out! she muttered.

			You know I can’t, Dina said cheerfully.

			You know I’m not talking to you, Kendra uttered darkly.

			Talking to yourself is a sign of madness, Dina returned blithely.

			A throat cleared behind her, and Kendra turned in surprise. A tall young Denicorizen man in a green brocade vest over billowing white satin sleeves smiled nervously at her.

			“May I have this dance?” he said politely in heavily accented Basic. Kendra stood motionless for only a second. Then her manners automatically kicked in.

			“I’d be delighted!” she agreed, offering him her hand. She glanced behind her and smiled at her cousin, who grinned back at her, before following the young man to the dance floor.

			She never saw her cousin again.

			



		

14. Invaded

			Before she even had the chance to thank her first partner for the dance, another young man was at her shoulder, requesting the following set. She’d danced with a third young man, and then a fourth, when she turned to find Bren standing behind her just as the set finished.

			“May I have this dance?” he asked politely and correctly.

			“Yes!” she exclaimed, giddy with joy that he had actually come. “I mean, I would be honored, thank you.” She held out her hand and he took it. They joined the queue of couples forming at the down end of the dance floor.

			It’s about time that boy showed up. I thought he might, Dina said.

			You kept saying he wasn’t going to change his mind!

			“What made you change your mind?” she asked aloud.

			“Mikal. I couldn’t get any straight answers about that thing he wanted me to go to tonight, and it was making me nervous. I needed an excuse to get out of it.”

			“So you came to the most exclusive social event on the planet Corizen just so you could get out of spending the night with your roommate?” she asked with a snort.

			He didn’t answer, instead leading her into position for the set. Kendra couldn’t help but glance down at her hand in his. We’re just friends, she reminded herself. Dina chuckled but didn’t say anything. They took their spots in the line, standing opposite each other an arm’s length apart.

			“Well, and I also realized that I shouldn’t break a promise to a friend,” Bren said. Kendra’s eyes snapped back up to his face. He was staring down at her, his eyes almost uncomfortably intense. “I did say that I would come.” Then he smiled. “I didn’t promise to dance, though.”

			“Then why did you ask me?”

			“You’re so popular with the guys around here, I figured I wouldn’t get to talk to you any other way. You’re the most beautiful girl in the whole room tonight.”

			Kendra’s heart stuttered as the musicians struck up the intro.

			“But,” Bren added, “I’m going to have to stop talking now and pay attention, or I’m going to trip and bring us both down.” She laughed and held out both her hands just as the line started to move ahead of them. He took her hands in his and shuffled sideways after the other dancers.

			At least he went the right direction, Dina said. Kendra didn’t care if Bren was staring at his feet and counting under his breath. She didn’t care about either time he stepped on her toes when it was time to turn. She was just so happy that he came.

			With Bren concentrating so hard on the steps and Kendra blithely overlooking any little mistakes, half the set went by without any conversation or any disasters. Kendra had just decided it was time to see if she could get Bren to look at her face for a few minutes instead of their feet when Dina suddenly gasped.

			No, no, no, she said, her voice rising with each word. She isn’t . . . she can’t . . . Then Kendra was swamped with a full-blown wave of panic. She stumbled, and Bren, completely caught off guard, stepped on her dress and jerked her forward. She plunged into a neighboring dancer, smacking her head against his elbow and sending him careening into his partner. The next thing she knew, she was on the ground along with two other grumbling guests, with Bren standing over them all. She blinked, still unsure of what exactly was happening. Her heart was racing and her palms were damp.

			Suddenly her mind felt like it was invaded by a completely foreign presence. It didn’t speak—not in any words that she understood. But she recognized the emotion directed at her—it was pure malice.

			Dina, she whimpered.

			“Kendra!” A hand grasped her arm. “I’m so sorry! Are you OK?” She stared up at Bren blankly, still overwhelmed by the wave of psychic hatred battering at her mind. She was frozen, unable to act, unable to speak, unable to even feel Dina. It was if her very soul was being attacked by a force that wished to rip her from existence.

			All of a sudden, it was gone. It was as if a thick concrete barrier had slammed down, shielding her mind from the hostile alien force. Kendra let out a shaky breath and realized that she was sitting in the middle of a very angry huddle. A woman was hurling insults at her while another dancer helped her to her feet, and a man was poking a finger into Bren’s chest and shouting something in Denicorizen that Kendra couldn’t understand. Bren was tugging at her arm, still trying to get a response out of her. She grabbed his hand, and he pulled her to her feet, trying to shield her from the angry man who quit jabbing his finger at Bren and now turned her direction. She shrank back from the circle of hostile eyes.

			“Kendra?” a voice called from behind, and Kendra turned to see Aunt Andie pushing her way through a knot of guests who had crowded around to watch the altercation. The angry shouting man turned his venom on her aunt, who responded calmly in Denicorizen.

			The music ended, and the disrupted line of dancers started to disperse. Aunt Andie continued to speak pleasantly to the offended couple, and Kendra was still so muddled from the invasion of her mind that she couldn’t understand a single word. Bren tugged her away from the dance floor, where a new group of dancers was starting to form into position.

			“Are you all right?” Bren asked when they reached the edge of the dance floor.

			“I—I think so,” she said.

			Dina?

			There was no answer. No emotions from Dina either. It was as if the barrier shielding her from the mental attack was keeping Dina out as well. Kendra bit her lip. Did she dare try to pull the barrier down herself? Had Dina put it up to protect her?

			“I am the biggest fool alive,” Bren said, rubbing one cheek. “I don’t know what made me think I could dance tonight.” He stared at the ground miserably.

			“That wasn’t your fault!” Kendra hastened to reassure him. “It was mine. You were doing great!” She looked back at the dance floor. Her aunt was still talking to the other dancers who had been knocked down, though they didn’t look angry anymore. The man was even smiling at whatever her aunt was saying. The musicians started playing the intro for the next set, and Kendra vaguely recognized the strains of a Denicorizen waltz.

			“We can try again,” she said, smiling hopefully at him. “The waltz is the easiest dance of all.”

			“I don’t think so.” Bren scuffed a shoe against the floor. “This was a mistake. I should have stayed home.”

			“Bren, who cares if you’re clumsy?”

			His cheeks flushed scarlet. “See, even you admit it. I’m a giant, clumsy oaf.”

			“No, you’re not, that’s not what I meant . . .”

			“Kendra!” a voice called behind her. She glanced behind to see her aunt making her way toward them again.

			“Thank you for the dance, Miss Forrest,” Bren said formally, and then he turned and strode back along the edge of the dance floor. She started after him, but her aunt’s voice reached her again.

			“Kendra, what happened back there?”

			She threw one last longing glance after Bren’s quickly retreating form and then turned to her aunt. “I tripped, and it caused a chain reaction, I think,” she said.

			Aunt Andie shook her head. “Representative Endev is a pompous prig.” She took Kendra’s arm and started guiding her the opposite direction from where Bren had gone. “I think I persuaded him not to declare a blood feud,” she chuckled. “Just figures that you would knock him down when he was dancing with the most famous actress in all of Roma. He may never forgive our family the fatal insult to his dignity.”

			“Where are we going?” Kendra was still craning her head backward, trying to figure out where Bren had gone. He wasn’t leaving for the night, was he?

			“The cloakroom,” her aunt said, maneuvering her deftly around a group of loudly laughing Denicorizen men holding drinks. “Somehow you tore your dress during that little fracas.” Kendra looked down and to her dismay saw that the skirt had torn free from her bodice right in front, leaving a gaping hole.

			“It must have happened when Bren stepped on my dress,” she realized.

			They reached the ladies’ cloakroom, and the attendant studied the rip. She waved Kendra forward and started rummaging in the drawer of a small worktable. She held up two different spools of blue thread to the fabric, then chose the one the matched the closest and quickly threaded a needle.

			“No worries, see?” Aunt Andie said, dropping onto one of the chairs and rubbing her foot. “They’re prepared for this kind of stuff.”

			While the attendant deftly stitched up the tear, Kendra searched for Dina again. There was still no response, and Kendra couldn’t sense any emotions from her either. But she could get enough of a read to tell that it was the mental barrier dividing them. She was certain that if she wanted to she could bring it down, but what would she find if she did?

			What had been that oppressive malevolent force?

			Was it possible that it had been Dina’s twinspark?

			She swallowed nervously. It was too terrible to contemplate.

			“There,” the attendant said in Denicorizen. “Not perfect, but good enough for tonight.”

			“Thank you,” she said.

			“My pleasure,” the attendant responded.

			Did you hear that, Dina? I just understood everything she said! Kendra crowed, before she remembered that Dina still wasn’t listening.

			Was this what it was like to be normal? Kendra bit her lip again. Normal wasn’t all that great after all.

			♦

			Back in the ballroom they found that the music had ended, and the new Denicorizen president was giving some kind of a speech. Aunt Andie spotted Uncle Casey pretty quickly and led Kendra through the other guests until they reached his side. The speech went on and on, and Kendra understood very little of it. All her triumph at understanding the cloakroom attendant evaporated. The president might as well have been speaking in gibberish. She swallowed her impatience, trying to pay attention to the words anyway.

			Aunt Andie leaned over and whispered into her ear. “Where in the world is Tiran?”

			Kendra glanced around the crowd. Her cousin was nowhere to be seen. She was probably off somewhere with Markus, staying out of view of her parents. Kendra shrugged, trying to sound perfectly casual. “I’m sure she’s around. We got separated during the dances.” She fixed her eyes on the president, worried that her aunt would see the guilty evasion plastered across her face. No way was she going to betray her cousin now. Tiran would never speak to her again.

			Her aunt turned to her uncle, and Kendra heard her quietly say that she was going to look for Tiran. Her uncle was clearly irritated.

			“Now?” he whispered back. “It’ll look terrible if you walk out on the president’s first speech.”

			“I don’t care,” her aunt shot back, though she kept her voice low. She turned and slipped back into the crowd. Kendra watched her go and bit her lip again.

			Dina, I think we have a problem. Tiran is so busted if her mom finds her.

			There was no answer, and the president’s speech continued on, his voice buzzing around meaninglessly in her skull. She finally gave up trying to understand and started searching the crowd for Bren or Tiran. She didn’t see either, so she tried to count the Citizens she could see in the crowd. She’d reached fifteen and was idly trying to guess which planets each might be from when suddenly, the mental barrier vanished. Dina was there, filling her mind, her emotions swelling through Kendra. She was terribly anxious, and worse, furious in a way that Kendra had never felt before.

			Don’t leave this room! Dina ordered sternly. I’m fine, but I’m going to block you again. No matter what happens, don’t bring it down. I’ll do it myself when it’s safe.

			But what . . . ?

			Promise me, Kendra!

			OK, I promise, she said meekly. Then Dina vanished, and the barrier was in place again.

			She studied the ballroom, wondering what was happening and why Dina wanted her to stay in the room. There didn’t seem to be anything wrong at all.

			One minute later, sirens blared from outside the ballroom, and panic erupted all around her.

			



		

15. In the Palace Gardens

			When he left Kendra in the ballroom, Bren fully intended to leave the ball and head straight back to the International Complex. He was absolutely furious with himself. He had humiliated himself, and worse, he had humiliated Kendra, making her the center of angry accusations. Why had he risked dancing with her? He was terrible at it, and considering how accident prone he was, it was inevitable that he would screw it up.

			However, by the time he had made his way into the entrance hall and stomped down the front steps of the palace, his anxiety and shame started to ebb. He slowed and then abandoned the walkway that led to the gate, choosing instead to wander down one of the raked gravel pathways through the gardens. He couldn’t leave yet. Not without speaking to Kendra again. That would defeat the whole point of showing up here. Maybe if he just walked around the grounds for a few minutes he could gather enough courage to go back inside. There were quite a few guards stationed around, but they just nodded at him when he passed, so obviously guests were allowed on the grounds. Eventually he even saw a couple of other guests strolling among the flowering shrubs. Maybe he should have asked Kendra to walk outside on the grounds with him. It would have been safer than dancing.

			He frowned as he tugged at a loose thread on the cuff of his long-sleeved dress shirt. Why did he always do the wrong thing with Kendra? She was figuratively the one bright star in his life—and though she seemed willing to forgive him over and over, he blundered so often that it was as if a part of him wanted to chase her away. The part of him that listened to his father. He could still hear his father’s voice in his head.

			“Your time on Corizen is valuable. I expect you to make as many connections as possible with the Denicorizens of high birth. Any Terrans you may meet are acceptable. Do not waste your energy on those who will not be in a position to further Krati’s interests.”

			He knew his father would be furious if he knew that the only person Bren cared to spend time with on Corizen was a girl from Zenith.

			Abruptly his path ended, and he found himself at a fountain. It was a large basin made out of white stone with jets of water shooting out from the edge. They were lit up with different colored lights—something he’d never seen on Krati. Of course, he’d never seen an outdoor fountain on Krati of any type. He was staring at it thoughtfully, wondering if it would be possible to install such a thing in the Governor’s Garden back home, when a scuffling noise in the bushes attracted his attention. He moved around the fountain, trying to get a better view. Was it an animal? It sounded too big to be a rodent. Maybe some guests taking advantage of the bushes for a tryst? Some people enjoyed the extra risk of public places. But still . . . his nerves hummed. There was something wrong. He glanced around, but the light from the globed stakes lining the pathway didn’t reach very far. The gardens were too dark to make out much. There were at least three Palace Guards in sight on the pathways, though none were close, and they didn’t look alarmed. Was it nothing more than an overactive imagination? As he moved to the far edge of the fountain he could see a pathway leading to a gazebo. Beyond the gazebo another path led to an open gateway in the towering fence. A whole brace of guards were stationed at the gate; Bren could just make out a couple walking up to them, presumably escaping the ball early like he had wanted to.

			Suddenly, he heard a hoarse scream erupt from the bushes to his left.

			“Tiran! No! Tiran, come back!”

			Bren spun, spotting two struggling figures. He darted toward them just as he heard the whining screech of a laser discharge. “Guards! Help!” he shouted, pushing his way through the bushes. “Someone, help!”

			He stumbled right into a man wearing a Palace Guard uniform pointing a laser at a woman already crumpled on the ground. Bren didn’t think, he just rushed forward and barreled right into the man, knocking him to the ground. The laser flew from the guard’s hand, but he rolled from under Bren and sprang back to his feet before Bren was even able to get to his knees. The guard lashed out, viciously kicking Bren in the side and knocking him over. Adrenaline jolted through Bren’s bloodstream; he shoved himself upright just in time to see the guard lunge at him with a knife. The guard was laughing madly, his eyes wild with manic glee. He slashed through Bren’s shirt, slicing into his chest, and Bren stumbled, landing backward with a jarring jolt. The insane guard then turned back to the woman, who was lying motionless in the dirt. Bren tried to push himself back to his feet, and his hand landed on a sharp cold lump of a rock. He fumbled it up into his hand, trying to get a good grip. The guard dropped to his knees before the woman, raising his knife above his head.

			“For House Kruunde!” he cried.

			Bren fired the rock at the guard, smashing it into the back of his head. He screamed shrilly and dropped the knife. The guard wrenched his body around, his feral eyes locking onto Bren’s. Suddenly, three more shots rang out in quick succession and the guard’s body jerked as bullets punched into his back. He collapsed forward, landing on the body of the woman he had been attacking.

			Three more Palace Guards arrived, and Bren stared at them in fear, his hyperalert mind not sure if they were here to help or here to finish what the first guard had started. They had their guns pointed at him, and one shouted an order in terse Denicorizen that Bren was unable to make out.

			The guard repeated his order and Bren shakily raised his hands, hoping they would realize that he was unarmed and not a threat. One guard kept his weapon trained on Bren, while another moved forward quickly and shoved the crazy dead guy off the body of the woman.

			“He shot her, I think,” Bren stammered, gesturing at the limp figure. The Palace Guard gently turned her over, and Bren gasped. Her entire torso had been scorched by a diffusing laser. The guard pressed two fingers to her neck.

			“She’s still alive!” He started shouting orders into his communicator so quickly that Bren couldn’t decipher the Denicorizen. A distant siren started to blare.

			“Who is she?” the Palace Guard nearest Bren said in accented Basic. He was still aiming his gun at Bren, though he didn’t seem to consider him an active threat. “Do you know her?”

			Bren swallowed back the bile rising in his throat and raised his eyes from her charred chest to her untouched face.

			“It’s Madam Morten,” he said thickly. “The wife of the Union Ambassador.”

			Kendra’s aunt.

			



		

16. Hospital Vigil

			Kendra woke in a panic, unsure where she was.

			Dina? she called wildly. Her heart started to race, and she tried to push herself to her feet, only to find that her legs had gone totally numb. Her head was pounding.

			I’m here. Shhh, calm down. You’re safe.

			Just the sound of Dina’s voice calmed her enough for her to look around and get her bearings. She was curled in a padded chair in a private hospital waiting room.

			Her memories flooded back. A squad of Armada soldiers brought them here from the palace. They were waiting to hear if Aunt Andie was going to survive. She had gone in for surgery several hours back. Kendra realized that her uncle’s aide Mr. Granger had entered the room and was having a muted conversation with her uncle. That had probably been what awakened her.

			Where have you been, Dina? It’s been the most awful night. Kendra drew in a deep breath, trying to keep more tears from leaking from her eyes. She had cried enough for one evening already. With a security lockdown in place after her aunt was shot, nobody had been able to find Tiran before they left for the hospital, and with the mental barriers still looming in her mind she had felt lost and alone and terrified. Her uncle had been wild-eyed with grief and panic himself, which scared her even more.

			I’m sorry. Dina paused. I had to keep Ulyssa away from you. When she figured out who you were, and that we were connected—well, I was afraid of what she was going to do. And I was trying to stop her from . . . Dina’s voice trailed off.

			Stop her from what?

			“What?!” her uncle exclaimed loudly. Kendra jolted upright. She turned and looked at her uncle and Mr. Granger.

			“Intelligence believes she is on the current Red List of the Brotherhood,” Mr. Granger said.

			Kendra gasped. Her aunt was on the Red List? But why? Was that why she had been shot? Someone from the Brotherhood was trying to assassinate her?

			Stop her from that, Dina said sadly.

			Huh? Trying to assassinate my aunt? That didn’t make any sense. Why would Ulyssa attack Aunt Andie? Ulyssa was drawn to Aunt Andie, Dina had said. Not that her twinspark wanted to kill Aunt Andie.

			Ulyssa was involved. She was manipulating several people to make it happen. Not that they needed much encouragement.

			The sudden change in her uncle’s tone caught her attention again.

			“He knows. Somebody has told the Oman who she is.” Her uncle’s voice was hoarse with fear.

			“I don’t understand, Ambassador,” the aide said. Kendra shook her head. She didn’t understand either.

			“How much do you know about the Corizen Revolution, Steven?”

			“A fair amount. I studied everything I could get my hands on when you hired me. I even took a class or two at the university,” Mr. Granger answered.

			There was a long pause, and her uncle seemed to drag out his next words from some tightly hidden place deep within.

			“My wife is Sirra Bruche.”

			Kendra tried to process the news that her aunt was the famous revolutionary hero, too stunned to find any words.

			I thought so, Dina said smugly.

			What?

			Come on, Kendra, the connections were obvious.

			But if she was married to Laeren Bruche . . . she could have had a child . . .

			Dina knew where Kendra was going with this. Exactly the right age as your cousin?

			Her uncle’s furious voice interrupted again. “Why did no one tell me this before? We should have had added security.” He took a breath and then continued, his voice almost building to a shout. “If I had known she was on that list I never would have brought my family to the palace tonight!”

			Kendra cringed back against her chair. Her uncle looked ready to attack someone—and his aide clearly thought so as well. He held up his hands, a placating gesture. “I don’t know, sir.”

			Uncle Casey is scaring me. Are we in danger too, Dina?

			Tiran is, Dina admitted in a tiny voice.

			What?

			The Bruche family has enemies. So I learned from Ulyssa. And she seems determined to make things worse.

			Her uncle stood up. “Steven, I want you to contact security at the International Complex. I arranged for the Palace Guard to send Tiran home. Have Tiran brought here to the hospital under heavy guard. Then contact Admiral Hernandez and have him approve a portal jaunt to Zenith.”

			“Shall I arranged for a ship then, Ambassador?” the aide asked.

			“Yes,” her uncle said, his voice dropping. “But I’m not sure when I will need it yet. I need to wait until my wife comes out of surgery.” The aide nodded and then briskly left the room.

			A ship? Is he going to send Tiran off-planet, then? Kendra nibbled at a fingernail. Will that keep her safe? What about Aunt Andie?

			I suspect your uncle is going to put us on that ship too, Kendra.

			No, he can’t! I’m in the middle of a term! And I haven’t even gotten to talk to Bren after that disaster of a dance—he’ll think I’m mad at him! Besides, what about your twinspark?

			I think it might be best to go back to Zenith. We need to get away from Ulyssa. She’s—well, a threat.

			To who?

			A lot of people.

			Can we stop her?

			No. I don’t want her anywhere near you.

			Kendra sighed. She didn’t like the idea of leaving at all. But she might not have a choice in the first place.

			“Uncle Casey? Are we leaving Corizen?” she asked, afraid of the answer.

			Before he could answer her, they were interrupted by the doctor in charge of her aunt’s surgery, who reported that her condition was stable, and most likely she was going to survive. Kendra let out a long, deep sigh of relief. Losing her aunt was too terrifying to even consider. Her uncle grilled him for more details, but Kendra was already distracted.

			So if the Bruche family has enemies, and they are after my aunt, will they try again? Since she’s going to be OK?

			Maybe. I don’t know. The man who attacked her had the strongest focus of personal hatred I’ve felt from a human in a very long time.

			You could feel him? How is that possible? I was stuck inside in the ballroom. When you blocked me, were you able to leave? Kendra asked, half hoping and half fearing to hear the answer. Had Dina finally figured out a way to separate herself from Kendra?

			Physically I was still tied to you. But I can connect—resonate, I guess—with my twinspark in a way that I cannot with any other isithunzi, at least if I am in close enough proximity. Ulyssa was shadowing the man who attacked your aunt, so I got a pretty clear picture of him. His entire existence was directed at making your aunt suffer for some reason.

			What about Tiran?

			Dina hesitated. Kendra could tell she was holding something back. It was as if Dina was bricking another wall between them.

			What about Tiran? she repeated.

			Still no answer.

			Kendra gave up in disgust. She turned to her uncle instead, hoping to get some of her questions answered at last.

			“Uncle Casey, is Laeren Bruche Tiran’s real father?” she asked, a little nervously. If this was a great secret, would he be angry at her for asking about it?

			“Yes,” he said. He didn’t sound angry—rather, he sounded wearier than ever. “She doesn’t remember him. He died before she was two years old. I married your aunt when Tiran was six, but Tiran had already been living with me for a year before that, after her grandmother was killed in the revolution. I’ve loved her just like she was my own.”

			It was the same story Tiran had told her, excluding the tiny details that Aunt Andie was her biological mother and her biological father was a revolutionary icon. Just a small omission, Kendra thought wryly. I’m sure Tiran didn’t mean to lie to me.

			Just like you don’t mean to lie to her when you fail to mention my existence, reminded Dina reasonably. Kendra ignored her, focusing on Uncle Casey again.

			“I know she loves you a lot too, Uncle Casey,” Kendra offered. Her voice dropped. “It breaks her heart when you have to go away.” She thought about how much Tiran moped every time Uncle Casey left the planet. Tiran clearly loved her adoptive father fiercely.

			“Most people don’t have any idea,” her uncle continued. “Tiran goes by my last name, not her real father’s. Of course, she doesn’t look anything like me, but most people just assumed we adopted a local child.” He laughed shortly, sounding anything but happy about it. “We thought it best if the name Bruche was never associated with the family.”

			The Bruche family has enemies, Kendra thought, echoing Dina’s words.

			“But why?” She picked at one of the sequins that was coming loose on her ball gown, hoping she sounded innocently curious. “Everyone at school talks of the whole Bruche family with awe and respect.”

			“It was just safer that way,” her uncle said, his eyes sliding away from her face.

			Great. Another person who didn’t want to tell her the truth. She dredged through her memories of the conversation she overheard earlier.

			“So somebody knows then that Aunt Andie is Sirra Bruche?”

			Who are these enemies exactly? Dina added silently. I couldn’t get that detail from Ulyssa.

			“Somebody told the leader of the Brotherhood,” her uncle explained reluctantly. Kendra sucked in a worried breath. The Brotherhood? The terrorists who kept attacking the city?

			“Let’s just put it like this,” he continued. “The leader of the Brotherhood right now is Othar Eshude, and Eshude has a special hatred for the Bruche family.”

			“Why?”

			“It’s a long story. I’ll tell you some other time.”

			Kendra swallowed her frustration. Wasn’t anyone going to tell her what was going on? No answers from her uncle, and nothing from Dina either. No matter, she decided at last. When the guards brought Tiran to the hospital, Kendra would grill her directly. Now that Kendra knew her big secret, surely her cousin would tell her everything.

			♦

			The gentle shake startled Kendra awake. “It’s nearly time to go, Kendra honey.” She rubbed at her eyes and peered at her exhausted uncle. Stifling a yawn, she straightened her back and then rubbed at the painful crick in her neck.

			How long have I been asleep this time?

			A couple of hours. Your uncle has been making plans to fake your aunt’s death, Dina said.

			Really?

			Best way to keep another assassin from coming after her again.

			That makes sense, if he can pull it off.

			I think his plan is pretty good. He already sent out a public announcement that she died during the surgery. The doctor confirmed it. They are sending her straight to Zenith in her medical capsule on a private ship, with just you and Tiran to accompany her. Dina still sounded worried, though.

			What’s wrong?

			Before Dina could answer, the door swung open and smacked into the wall of the waiting room, sending a chunk of plaster to the floor. Her uncle’s aide bolted in, his eyes wild.

			“Ambassador,” he gasped, “your daughter is missing! The security at the International Complex can’t find her anywhere. I don’t know if the Palace Guard even took her home last night.”

			Kendra shot to her feet and winced as her tingling legs nearly buckled underneath her.

			“Tiran?” Uncle Casey sounded completely bewildered. “How can Tiran be missing at a time like this? Where would she possibly go?”

			Dina! The panic started to well up in Kendra’s chest. Had something happened to Tiran? What are you not telling me?

			Her uncle seemed to be going into shock. He was still standing motionless, staring at his aide as if he must have misheard Mr. Granger’s words.

			“What do you want me to do?” Mr. Granger asked worriedly.

			Dina! Kendra screeched.

			She left with Markus, Dina said finally. That’s all I know. And the man who attacked your aunt was gloating about it. It was part of his plan.

			Why didn’t you say anything? Kendra was furious. We could have started looking for her hours ago!

			And what would you have told your uncle? What are you going to tell him now?

			“I think she might have left with Markus,” Kendra blurted out loud. Both her uncle and his aide turned to face her. Mr. Granger’s mouth dropped open. Uncle Casey’s brow furrowed.

			“Markus the librarian?” he said. “But he was reassigned to Madrigal. Not to mention that he wouldn’t have been at the Palace tonight. He would never have been invited to the inaugural ball.”

			“Well . . .” Kendra squirmed uncomfortably. “Tiran requested him as her guest, and he was cleared by security.”

			There was an awkward silence. Her uncle’s eyes narrowed, and his lips pressed into a line.

			“So he was there at the ball tonight?”

			“Yes.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. She hadn’t exactly seen him, but . . .

			He was there, Dina confirmed again.

			“And you saw Tiran leave with him and you didn’t say anything?” Her uncle’s face was growing red, but he still kept his voice tightly controlled.

			“No, I didn’t see her, but if she’s missing, then it makes the most sense that she went with Markus. She’s a little infatuated with him,” she explained in a rush. Kendra’s gut twisted. Tiran was going to kill her for betraying her confidence. But if Tiran was in danger, what did it matter anymore? Tiran could hate her forever if only she were OK.

			“Steven?” Uncle Casey turned away, but not before Kendra caught the flare of disappointment in his eyes. She writhed in shame. Suddenly helping Tiran sneak around with the librarian behind her parents’ backs felt like an immature, risky thing to do.

			Mr. Granger already had a small device that he was tapping into. “What is his name?”

			“Markus something . . .”

			“Stoer,” Kendra supplied timidly. Both men glanced briefly her way again.

			“He was recently working as a librarian in the university library. Complex Security has the standard dossier; you should be able to pull it and find out where he lives,” her uncle continued briskly. “It’s important that we find her before anyone else does.”

			Mr. Granger tapped silently for a few moments and then raised his worried eyes again.

			“What if she isn’t there? Will you delay the launch?”

			Uncle Casey ran his hands through his hair.

			“We can’t, or we’ll miss our jaunt window. The ship has to leave in one hour—whether or not Tiran is on board.”

			



		

17. Sneaking Away

			Kendra hadn’t realized that they would have to sneak out of the hospital. But her uncle quietly explained as they left the waiting room that a large crowd of reporters and curious onlookers were gathered outside the main entrance, hoping to intercept them as they left. A contingent of CPF soldiers had set up a cordon around the building; it was the only reason they weren’t bothered in the waiting room during the night.

			At the far end of the hallway, a hospital guard was waiting for them. He led them furtively into the empty receiving bay where a plain delivery transport waited. Mr. Granger opened the door and waved Kendra in. She slid onto the hard bench seat, staring at the long boxy object draped with a white sheet.

			Is that my aunt? Kendra wondered uneasily.

			I think so. I can’t sense her well, but if she’s in stasis already it would be difficult.

			Kendra shivered. Caskets were often draped in white. This faking-a-death business was a little too realistic. She had to stop her twitching fingers from ripping the sheet away and checking to make sure her aunt was still alive.

			Outside, the Denicorizen guard was speaking to her uncle.

			“It is the least I can do, Ambassador, to spare you the scene out front,” the guard said. “Dr. Meurille advised us of how important it is for Citizens to tend to their own dead with privacy.” His voice grew hoarse. “On behalf of my fellow Denicorizens, I apologize deeply for your loss.”

			“Thank you,” her uncle said simply. Then he climbed in beside Kendra while Mr. Granger walked around to slide into the driver’s seat. The guard shut the doors, and the aide started the transport.

			“If your security detail learns you left the hospital without them, they are going to string me up,” Mr. Granger muttered as he started to program the computer.

			“They don’t need to know. The admiral ordered them to give me some privacy to grieve. We’ll be back in the waiting room before they realize we’re gone.” Mr. Granger shook his head but didn’t say anything. “You’d better raise the partition,” her uncle added. “The riskiest part will be when the shuttleport guards stop you at the gate. You need to do everything possible to keep them from seeing us.”

			“I might not be able to stop them from searching the transport, even if Ms. Cordova has alerted them to expect us,” Mr. Granger warned.

			“Well, worst-case scenario, I’ll tell everyone I wanted her buried in an undisclosed location, and I needed a ship.”

			Mr. Granger nodded, and then he pressed a switch, and the partition between the driver’s cab and the cargo area creaked closed, shutting him off from view.

			As soon as they were completely closed in, Uncle Casey slid off his seat and tugged at the white cloth, folding it back. Kendra could see her aunt’s ghostly pale face through the top of the medical capsule. She was utterly still; her eyes were closed and she didn’t even appear to be breathing.

			“Is she all right?” Kendra asked, her heart pounding.

			Her uncle bent over the capsule and checked the side panel. “She’s in stasis. Dr. Meurille said that she’ll have to stay comatose for a long time. They had to repair too many of her internal organs.” He dropped the sheet and straightened it back over the capsule so it couldn’t be seen. “Medicine on Corizen isn’t exactly cutting edge. But they saved her life, and I’m grateful for that.” Then he settled back into his seat and wearily closed his eyes. Kendra wondered if he had gotten any sleep during the night at all.

			The ride to the shuttleport was short and much smoother than her first trip had been. Kendra had no window to see from—she had no idea if the streets were empty in the early morning or if Mr. Granger was that much better at driving. Eventually, the transport slowed to a stop. Her uncle’s eyes flew open, and he cocked his head toward the front. The partition was thin enough that Kendra could hear a Denicorizen voice asking questions and Mr. Granger’s muffled answers. Uncle Casey stared intently at the side loading door, waiting to see if they would insist on inspecting the transport.

			Kendra!

			She jolted upright in her seat as Dina’s anxiety swept through her mind.

			Ulyssa is coming. Don’t listen to anything that you feel!

			What does that even mean?

			It means she may try to manipulate you, Dina warned, her words coming so fast that Kendra almost couldn’t understand her.

			Manipulate me into doing what?

			No time! Just hold strong! Then the wall slammed down with more force than before, and for the second time in less than a day, Kendra was completely alone.

			Only for a second.

			The mind barrier Dina had raised shattered like brittle ice. Once again Kendra was swamped with pure hatred. She gripped the armrests of her seat, her knuckles whitening.

			Dina? she ventured. There was an answering spike of loathing. It wasn’t Dina. Kendra pressed a hand to her forehead, as if she could force the wave of hate back out of her skull.

			Dina? she asked again, her mental voice faint. She could barely summon the strength to fight back.

			Suddenly, everything eased. It was as if she’d been caught in a tornado of darkness, pummeling her, and then suddenly it died out. She couldn’t sense anyone else in her head. She started to take a deep breath, when suddenly the cargo hold started to feel way too small. She tugged at the neckline of her dress and bounced a knee restlessly. What was taking the guards so long? Why wouldn’t they just quit talking to Mr. Granger and let them go?

			Kendra stared around the cargo hold, finding it harder to breathe. Everything seemed to be closing in. She needed to get out! She stared at the door, and an immense, irrational longing to jump out of the transport filled her mind. If she could just get outside and take a breath for a moment, she would feel better. Everything would be fine.

			She shook her head. That was the worst idea ever! They were trying to sneak into the shuttleport without anyone knowing the ambassador’s wife was still alive. Jumping out the door and startling the guards would not help that one bit. She dragged her eyes away from the door, focusing on the white-draped capsule.

			My aunt needs to get away safely. Just a little bit longer. I can wait. I’m fine!

			Kendra waited for reassurance from Dina, but she didn’t hear anything. Was this what Dina meant by not listening to what she felt? Was this horrible claustrophobia coming from Dina’s twinspark? How could she even do that?

			She gritted her teeth and kept her eyes away from the door. There was nothing to worry about. There was plenty of space. She could breathe just fine. She was in here with Uncle Casey and Aunt Andie, and she was perfectly safe. Nothing could happen to her.

			Her skin started to crawl. She was inside a cargo hold with a corpse. If only she could just shove the medical capsule away. She was sitting next to a dead body! Dead bodies didn’t need to breathe! She was going to suffocate and die in the transport! She had to get out!

			“Kendra,” her uncle whispered. “Are you OK?”

			She stared at her uncle, suddenly terrified of him. He loomed forward, his face threatening. Her pulse rocketed faster. Some part of her mind screamed that he was a monster, that he had killed her aunt, and that she needed to escape, she needed to fly out the door, and she needed to do it now!

			The transport rumbled to life again, lurching forward, and Kendra blinked. Her uncle was watching her with worried eyes.

			“I know it’s been an ordeal,” he said. “We’ll get you on that ship, and then you can rest for a bit.” Kendra took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. Her uncle was not a monster, her aunt was not dead, and she had plenty of air. Plenty of space. These feelings weren’t real. She gripped her armrests, physically holding herself to her seat. She was not going anywhere, regardless of the crazy, irrational panic that was tying her stomach into knots.

			“I’m . . . OK,” she whispered through gritted teeth. “Just a little . . . anxious.”

			Her uncle reached over and squeezed her arm. She wanted to flinch. Then she had the sudden desire to gouge his eyes with her fingers.

			Dina! she screamed. What is wrong with me?

			There was no answer. Just complete and utter silence from her shadow.

			But then Kendra caught it—just the tiniest sense of gloating.

			She snatched at the emotion. It wasn’t her. It wasn’t Dina.

			This isn’t real, she whispered. But her body still didn’t believe her. Not even all of her mind did.

			She was under attack from inside her own head. And there didn’t seem to be any way to stop it.

			♦

			By the time the transport stopped again, Kendra had tears streaming down her cheeks from the effort of holding herself together. As soon as the door slid open, she bolted from the transport, catching her dress on the frame and tearing a jagged gash in the tulle.

			“Kendra?” Mr. Granger’s bewildered call barely penetrated the haze of panic.

			“Kendra! Wait!” called her uncle.

			Suddenly, the oppressive anxiety vanished. Kendra stumbled to a halt, gasping for breath.

			Kendra! You’re all right, everything is all right. Just breathe.

			Dina! Her thoughts felt scattered, and her heart was still racing. But she closed her eyes and tried to draw a deep breath. Her chest shuddered as she let it out. Was that . . . what was that?

			Ulyssa. She’s moved away, though. It took all her strength to get to you like that, and I finally pushed her out. I’m sorry for putting you through that—I needed to exhaust her strength before we leave Corizen.

			I don’t understand.

			A hand dropped on her shoulder, and Kendra jumped.

			“Kendra, what’s wrong?” Uncle Casey sounded completely unnerved.

			“I-I don’t know,” she stammered. “I just felt like I couldn’t breathe inside the transport. I thought I was going crazy.”

			“Probably a panic attack,” said a new voice from just behind her. She turned around to see a tall woman in a flightsuit looking at her with concerned eyes.

			“Hello, Kelly,” her uncle said in relief. Kelly stepped forward and gave her uncle a brief hug. He turned back to Kendra. “Kendra, this is Kelly Cordova, an old friend of Andie’s. She is going to be your pilot.”

			Kendra tried to gather her scattered wits and her manners. “It’s nice to meet you, Ms. Cordova,” she said, her voice only trembling a little.

			“Call me Kelly,” she said with a smile. Then she turned back to Uncle Casey. “Is she here?” she asked anxiously.

			Her uncle nodded. “Her capsule’s in the transport.”

			“Will she make it?” Kelly asked quietly.

			“Yes.” He ran a hand through his hair. “If we can keep her safe long enough for her to recover.”

			Kelly stood up straighter. “Well then, let’s get her off this planet. I need to launch in less than twenty minutes to make our jaunt window.” She pointed back at the ship ramp that Kendra had run right past.

			“Head on up, Kendra. There’s a capsule ready and waiting for you. Just change and get settled. I’ll be up to tuck you into stasis after I get through the rest of my prelaunch.”

			Casey raised an eyebrow at Kendra, clearly wondering if she was up to doing anything. She pulled herself together. She could do this. They needed to get her aunt off planet, and for now at least, no deranged fears were filling her head. She nodded at her uncle. He wrapped an arm around her and squeezed tightly before heading back to the transport, where Mr. Granger was already starting to unload the medical capsule onto a cargo trolley.

			Dina, how did Ulyssa do that to me? I almost went berserk! I almost tried to claw my uncle’s eyes out!

			I’ll explain later. You need to get up in that transport like the pilot said.

			Kendra sighed but didn’t protest. Instead she headed for the ramp and trudged up the steep incline. Inside the loading door she found that she was in a tiny crew lounge. A ladder to her left headed up to a sealed hatch, presumably leading to either the pilot’s pod or possibly the cargo hold. There was a bank of four stasis capsules locked into cradles on the left, with two additional empty cradles, one of which would hold her aunt’s capsule. Kendra found a dingy gray set of stasis clothes neatly folded on top of one of the capsules, and she only had to try two of the doors off the lounge before she found a tiny lavatory. She squeezed inside, barely able to turn around.

			You are going to have a hard time getting undressed, Dina said. Kendra looked down at the torn and wrinkled ball gown and swallowed. How excited she had been when she had first put it on! She and Tiran had twirled in front of each other, squealing like little girls.

			Where is Tiran? Her chest hitched.

			Your uncle will find her, Dina said firmly. Now get that dress off. The sooner you are in stasis, the better I will feel.

			Kendra reached backward, blindly swiping for the zipper.

			I thought you hated it when I was in stasis. She brushed the zipper with her fingers and pinched it awkwardly. She could only get it down a few centimeters before it stuck.

			You’ll be safer from Ulyssa. I don’t think she can manipulate you in stasis. At least you won’t feel it if she does.

			Kendra shuddered and yanked harder on the zipper. It jerked as it ripped free of the snag.

			Manipulate me? Is that what she was doing? It felt like she invaded my brain. I felt panicky—and I kept having these crazy thoughts and impulses.

			All isithunzi can manipulate energy, Kendra. You already know that. What else do we do together? Thoughts and emotions are just another kind of energy.

			We can’t manipulate other humans!

			Dina chuckled. No? How do you think you got Kip to lend you his scanner? How do you think you even got your parents to agree to let you go to Corizen? You can be charming, Kendra, but not that charming.

			Kendra frowned as she pulled her arms out of the dress and let it fall to the floor. She had forced her way into Kip’s head somehow? And her parents’? Had she been twisting their thoughts? Her stomach clenched. What kind of awful person forced someone to do something against their will? Had they felt like she had? Like she had no control over her body? They hadn’t seemed upset or panicked . . . but the idea that she might be making people do stuff they didn’t want to was sobering—and terrifying.

			As she was pulling on the stasis tank top, she had a sudden horrible thought.

			Was that why Bren came to the ball then? Because I forced him to?

			When you want something, you tend to push without realizing it. So originally, you probably influenced him. But you can only manipulate people into doing something some part of them wants to anyway. And in the end, when Bren came you weren’t anywhere near him. You would have had to be close to him to manipulate him, and it wears off. So it’s safe to say that in Bren’s case, you were charming enough to convince him to come to the ball.

			That sounds ridiculous. Kendra paused thoughtfully. But reassuring too.

			He does like you, Dina said.

			He’s going to think I hate him when I disappear off-planet without even a word to him. She heaved a gloomy sigh and then pulled on the stasis shorts. Fortunately, these ones had a drawstring so she could pull them tight enough not to fall off.

			Ulyssa hates me. Not just “I don’t like someone foreign to me.” True hatred. Kendra stopped trying to fold her ball gown into a smaller bundle and frowned. I felt it. It was like she would obliterate me from existence if she could. Why? What did I ever do to her?

			Dina hesitated.

			You’re human, she said at last.

			Kendra had no idea what to say to that. She fumbled around on the ground, slipping the straps of her fancy slippers over two fingers.

			Is that why she wants Aunt Andie dead too?

			Yes.

			Why us in particular?

			Dina sighed. It’s not just you in particular.

			Dina was not telling the full truth. Kendra was sure of it. Ulyssa might hate humans in general, but Kendra had felt the direct hostility. It was intensely personal. Was it just jealousy because Dina was bound to Kendra? But that didn’t explain why she wanted Aunt Andie dead so badly.

			Let it go, Kendra. Let’s just get home. I’ve connected with Ulyssa enough that I should be fine for another decade. We’ll deal with her again when we have no other choice.

			Have it your way. Kendra was too exhausted to push the issue. All she wanted was to get into stasis and wake up back home, far from this nightmare.

			Back in the storage room, she found that Aunt Andie’s capsule was already locked into an empty cradle. Her uncle stood over it, his fingers lightly resting on the glassy top as if he were trying to caress his wife through the lid. Kendra stopped in the doorway, not wanting to intrude, but her uncle heard the door and glanced up at her. His eyes shone with unshed tears.

			“Take care of her, please, Kendra?”

			Kendra left the doorway and moved to her uncle’s side, glancing down at her aunt’s marble face.

			“I will.”

			He hugged her. “And take care of yourself.”

			She swallowed. “Uncle Casey? I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you about Tiran and Markus before. It’s all my fault. We could have found her by now.”

			Her uncle squeezed her. “I’m sure I’ll find her quickly. Then I’ll send her off to Zenith after you.”

			Kelly clambered down from the ladder. “Casey, it’s time to say goodbye. The clock is counting down quickly.”

			He hugged Kendra again and then pressed two fingers to Aunt Andie’s capsule one last time.

			“Thank you, Kelly,” he said, his voice husky. “I owe you.”

			“It’s the least I could do for Andie. She would do the same for me,” Kelly said, her voice somber. Her uncle nodded once, and then without another word, he turned and strode for the loading door.

			Kendra watched him go, wondering if she would ever see him again. Then she shoved aside the worry. She would see him again. He would find Tiran, they would all come to Zenith, and this would all be behind the family.

			Kelly tapped a code into the door panel, and the loading door closed and sealed itself shut.

			“All right, Kendra, let’s get you tucked in,” Kelly said briskly. “I’d let you stay awake, but I think you’d find it a long and boring trip.” She raised the lid of the medical capsule next to Aunt Andie. “Climb in while I grab the probes.”

			Kendra awkwardly scrambled into the capsule, remembering the last time she had done this, over a year ago now. But unlike on the space station, Kelly didn’t bother with checking her vitals first. She just pricked Kendra with the probe, connected it to the capsule, and waved at her to lie down.

			“The whole trip will be over before you know it. While I’ll be bored out of my mind for the next few days,” Kelly said cheerfully as she tapped at the panel on the side of Kendra’s capsule. “Could be worse, though. A portal jaunt to Zenith is a breeze. I’ve made deep space treks a couple of times, and that means months of nothing but ship life.

			“There. You’re all set. See you on the other side, Kendra.” Kelly’s last few words were muffled as the lid slid into place and locked. Kendra started to take deep breaths, wondering when she would fade out, when Dina shrieked.

			Ulyssa is trying to latch on to me to come with us! Push her away!

			Kendra felt it—it was like something sharp hooked into her mind.

			Help me! Dina sounded frantic.

			I don’t know what to do!

			Build a wall! Like you do to keep me out!

			Kendra mentally started stacking bricks, forcing Dina’s consciousness away. She pictured the hook, blocked around it, and then started to squeeze. She could feel the alien presence squirming, and then it was suddenly gone.

			Kendra let go of the wall and the tension and inhaled deeply. The gas in the capsule immediately made her start to feel woozy. In a second she was going to be out.

			Dina, is she gone?

			All of a sudden, there was a new presence. This presence seemed to swirl around her and then it was in her head, probing every corner of her thoughts and desires. Layers of memories rose to the surface—twirling in her ball gown, Bren’s surprise kiss, laughing wildly with Tiran on her bed, sitting through Denicorizen classes while bored and frustrated, hugging her parents before she left for Corizen, a tearful fight with her father over whether or not she could come home to Tarentino, the day she stranded the oxyrhina and lost her home, and finally a young girl standing in the midst of raging wind and lightning strikes as a ship tumbled into an enormous crack in the ground. Kendra couldn’t tell if hours were passing or only seconds. She felt stripped bare, all her faults and her most precious emotions on display while a stranger silently observed. She didn’t feel any hatred from the stranger, like she had felt before with Ulyssa.

			Just watchful probing.

			All of a sudden, there was a new voice. It was quiet but deep, and it shook her to her core.

			TAKE THIS ONE HOME, it said.

			The mental hook was suddenly back, deeper and stronger, so tightly bound into her mind that her eyes flew open in terror. She tried to raise her arms, hoping to claw her way out of her medical capsule or attract Kelly’s attention, but the lid was tightly in place and her arms were too heavy to lift, and Kelly was nowhere in sight through the transparent lid. The presence she now recognized as Ulyssa had returned, only this time she wasn’t hateful or gloating, she was panicking too, and Kendra couldn’t push her out. Dina was there, frantically trying to soothe both of them, but Kendra knew that there wasn’t room for three of them, her mind was going to snap, she was going to lose herself, she was going to go raving mad. She sucked in a large breath to scream again . . . and everything faded before she could let it out.

			



		

18. Stasis Dreams

			She was floating.

			Floating in a gentle sea, small swells lifting her up and down. Kendra didn’t open her eyes, but she felt herself relaxing. She was home, back in Tarentino Bay, spending a day in the cove. She could almost smell the salty air as the warm currents swirled around. She wanted to savor the peace. How long had it been since she had been able to truly let go of all her burdens and just . . . be?

			It couldn’t last, of course. One of the boys would splash her, or maybe her brother would try to pull her under the water. But she would enjoy this moment of blissful solitude as long as she could.

			But where was Dina?

			Kendra’s eyes snapped open. Or at least she thought her eyes snapped open. But she wasn’t in Tarentino. She was floating in an endless pool of gray. The sky above her—if it could be called a sky—was a deep shade of purple. No clouds, no stars, nothing. She wanted to turn over and start swimming, but she found she couldn’t move.

			This had to be a dream.

			But it felt so real. Except that she was alone in her head. She couldn’t feel Dina at all.

			She turned her head to the side and saw a ball of amber light bobbing not far away. When she swiveled her head to the side, she could see another ball of light, only this one was a brilliant emerald green. Both were close, but not quite close enough to reach.

			What would happen if she touched one? She moved her eyes from the amber light to the emerald one. Which one to try? After a moment, she could feel the emerald one calling to her. It sounded friendly. In fact, something about the emerald one smelled familiar. It wasn’t a smell, exactly, but that was the best way her mind could describe it. Her senses weren’t the same here, wherever she was.

			She tried to reach toward the emerald light with her fingers, but she couldn’t move any part of her body beyond her head and neck. Her fingers wouldn’t even twitch, and she couldn’t twist her hips, let alone move her legs. It should have panicked her, this immobility, but curiously, she couldn’t manage to feel anything but calm. Everything smelled familiar. Like home. Like safety.

			Kendra continued to float like that for a time, though whether it was a short time or a long time, she couldn’t say. She closed her eyes again and just allowed herself to breathe. Eventually, she opened her eyes again. The sky had brightened to a pale peach, though she couldn’t see a sun or any other source of illumination. She checked on the emerald ball of light. It still bobbed just out of reach, and Kendra could sense the light’s yearning. It wanted to join her. But she couldn’t reach it. On the other side, the amber light ball had drifted slightly closer to Kendra, and now she could sense it too.

			This one wasn’t so pleasant. She could feel terror and anger and a strange craving. It repelled her. The amber one didn’t want Kendra anywhere near, though she didn’t know how she knew that. Now a tiny seed of fear sprouted within, and Kendra started to struggle. Her limbs still didn’t respond to her mental flailing, and she tried to calm her breathing. It was going to be OK. The amber ball wasn’t going to reach her. She was out of reach and unable to move. It was going to be all right.

			She’d almost convinced herself when she saw the swelling wave. It had peaks of foamy white along the crest, and it was barreling right toward her. Her fear blossomed into full-fledged panic, and she desperately threw her head side to side, hoping for some momentum, some way to move. She might as well have been trying to swim while in stasis.

			I’m in stasis, she suddenly realized. I’m dreaming in stasis. There’s nothing to worry about. None of this is real.

			Then the wave crashed into her, throwing her into contact with the amber ball of light.

			And her dream world exploded with agony.

			♦

			The emotional turmoil seemed to toss Kendra one way and another. So much anger, so much despair. A hostility that wanted to smother her spark of life. This time Kendra recognized the distinct presence of Dina’s twinspark. Ulyssa pushed into Kendra’s memories, gouging and pushing and clawing. Memories swam before Kendra’s eyes, usually of times when she and Dina had laughed together, when Dina had comforted Kendra while she had cried, when Dina and Kendra had joined together and manipulated the energy of the world around them. It was nothing like the gentle probing from the powerful presence before they left Corizen. This was harsh, ripping, an enemy tearing out all the experiences that meant something to Kendra. Every shared experience that bound her tightly to Dina.

			A surge of jealousy left Kendra breathless.

			The hostility thickened and slowed and turned into halting thoughts that Kendra could just barely understand.

			I hate you.

			The tone was so similar to Dina and yet so different. Kendra swallowed her panic and tried to speak back.

			Ulyssa?

			You took everything from me.

			Where is Dina? Why can’t I hear her?

			Another surge of anger in response. Ulyssa seemed to be struggling to come up with words that Kendra could understand. She wasn’t sure the other isithunzi even realized that she was speaking to Kendra.

			Destroyers. Murderers, she hissed.

			I haven’t murdered anyone, Kendra protested.

			Your kind invaded. You took him from us.

			I don’t have any idea what you are talking about.

			And then you stole my other half. You stole her, and she loves you. The hatred surged again. Kendra tried to pull away. She tried to build a mental wall, like Dina had urged before, but Ulyssa just knocked it back down. She seemed to press deeper into Kendra’s mind, searching, sifting through her thoughts. Kendra flinched, wanting to pull away, trapped and unable to fight off Ulyssa’s invasive delving.

			A mocking sense of triumph. She had found something in Kendra’s own mind she found terribly amusing.

			You don’t know the truth about your family—and mine. There was a sense of vicious glee.

			Watch and learn the truth, destroyer.

			♦

			Kendra plunged into a world of light and color and emotion. She couldn’t feel anything—even the sensation of gently floating in a sea vanished. She couldn’t see, at least not in any way she was used to seeing. She couldn’t smell or hear anything either. Mentally, she started to panic. It was too foreign, and too much, these waves of strange energy battering her consciousness. Was this Ulyssa’s mind? Kendra yanked away, trying fruitlessly to force a separation. But Ulyssa pulled her tighter, refusing to let her go. Just as she thought her mind would break under the strain, Kendra’s thoughts intertwined with Ulyssa’s in a way that was vaguely like the memories that she shared with Dina. The tiny thread of familiarity was enough—she grasped it desperately, clinging to her sanity.

			The colors and emotions resolved into pictures that Kendra’s mind could process, and she drew a shaky breath.

			She could see again.

			Kendra was on a planet. Possibly Zenith, though she couldn’t be sure. Fields of golden grain rippled in the wind, and the sky above was blue and cloudless. The sun was behind her, casting long shadows from the cluster of wooden structures below. Structures? Below her?

			Startled, Kendra realized she was hovering over a village. People rushed around below her.

			Awkward, ugly, frail creatures. We don’t need them here. Dina’s tone of voice was distinct, though Kendra realized she wasn’t exactly hearing the words. Her mind was translating the emotions into something she could understand.

			Our sire believes in them. Ulyssa’s thoughts floated in response, the tone more curious than anything. She sounded like a completely different person, pleasant even.

			Dina? Kendra asked hesitantly.

			There was no response.

			Our sire is blinded by the connection he shares. They are invaders. They will ruin us. Dina sounded angry.

			Dina, what’s going on? she tried again. Dina didn’t respond to her, didn’t so much as acknowledge her presence. Kendra realized with a shock that she was hearing a remembered conversation between Dina and her twinspark that had happened before Kendra was born. Before she had bonded to Dina.

			These humans will not ruin us. They will kill the other humans as our sire has commanded, Ulyssa protested.

			Dina gave a mental huff. Our sire’s pet humans are not even good enough for that. Look, their dwellings are surrounded, and they will need our help to escape again.

			Kendra followed Ulyssa’s gaze up the hill on the far side of the village. She could see the sunlight glinting off metal ships. Armada ships.

			Armada ships surrounding a village? Humans who would kill other humans at the command of a shadow like Dina?

			Was this the Roran Uprising? Where the followers of Konrad Roran had killed more than a thousand other people? She mentally shook herself. It wasn’t possible. Dina couldn’t have been at the Roran Uprising. She wouldn’t have been part of a massacre. Would she?

			See? Dina said in morose satisfaction. He calls us.

			A sudden desire to sweep down to the village filled Kendra, tugging her insubstantial form toward it. She wondered if she was seeing things from Ulyssa’s perspective. This was, after all, her memory, wasn’t it?

			As they drew closer, Kendra realized that she could see a group of soldiers coming down the hill toward the village. Down near the village, people rushed from the buildings. Some of the people were trailed by glowing orbs. Ulyssa called out in greeting, and Kendra felt the return greetings. They didn’t come in words—not like the conversation with Dina. But she understood them all the same. There were other isithunzi here, and some of them were assigned to certain humans in the village below.

			Jealousy surged through Kendra, and it took her a moment to realize that she was sharing Ulyssa’s past emotions too. She envied the shadows flitting around the villagers.

			Maybe now our sire will give us our own humans to shadow, Ulyssa said hopefully.

			Dina’s responding emotion was disgust. We’re still too young. Besides, I’d rather cease to exist.

			Don’t say such a thing! Ulyssa was horrified.

			They joined a mass of other orbs in the air above the village. Kendra was shocked to see just how many isithunzi there were. As a child she had learned about other isithunzi, but she had believed there were only a handful. There were thousands of them here. Why had Dina never said anything?

			The soldiers reached the outskirts of the village, and Kendra watched warily as a small group of villagers approached them. Ulyssa was not interested in listening to the humans, and Kendra strained to make out the conversation. She couldn’t hear anything beyond the low murmur of voices.

			I think our sire has changed, Dina said. He thinks more like a human now. His human pulls too strongly. It makes him weak.

			You’re wrong, Ulyssa protested. He’s not weak! Bonding a human has made our sire more powerful than any isithunzi ever. What other sire has ever commanded the elements as he does, let alone the other isithunzi?

			“Konrad Roran!” a soldier below them suddenly shouted. “Surrender yourself and your people will be allowed to peacefully remain in their homes!”

			The village went dead silent. The rushing villagers froze where they were and listened, many of them looking around fearfully. Kendra held her breath, but no one stepped forward claiming to be Konrad Roran.

			The soldier shouted one last time. “This is your last chance!”

			Kendra realized that she could sense the approaching soldiers. They were closing in on the village on all sides, though she couldn’t see them. They were keeping out of view, but she could sense their energy creeping steadily closer to the village.

			They are almost here, Ulyssa said. Anticipation bubbled through her. He will need us any moment.

			Suddenly a man stepped from a house in the center of the village, shining so brightly with energy that Kendra flinched. He glowed like a beacon, eclipsing the early morning sunlight. None of the humans seemed to notice him, but all of the floating orbs above him started to drift in his direction. Kendra could feel the pull too. She was being called—or Ulyssa was.

			Our sire! Ulyssa called hopefully. Kendra felt the emotion shoot straight out toward the glowing man—Ulyssa was begging for a chance to disrupt the invaders.

			There was a weighty pause, and then a new voice spoke. Go. Protect my humans, the deep voice thrummed.

			The pull toward the glowing man snapped, and Kendra gasped with relief. But only for a moment. She just had time to guess that the glowing man had to be Konrad Roran before Ulyssa was dragging her into the village, wild with exultation.

			Suddenly, gunfire erupted from the upper stories of the crude houses, peppering the soldiers who were trying to sneak into the village. Screams shattered the stillness, and chaos erupted. Soldiers returned fire, villagers ran for cover, and wind started to whip dust into eddies that swirled toward the edges of the village. Ulyssa swooped right up to a soldier who was crouched behind a bush, aiming his gun at a nearby house. She passed right into him, and Kendra’s mind reeled, disoriented and sick. Ulyssa projected waves of fear and a strong desire to hide, and Kendra whimpered, unable to jerk away. The soldier cringed, then lowered his weapon. Ulyssa threw out stronger jabs of pure terror, and the soldier dropped his gun and curled up, covering his head with his hands.

			Stop! screamed Kendra. Please stop!

			But Ulyssa only cackled and swept away, moving on to the next soldier.

			Around them, a storm was brewing. The wind was blowing ferociously, and the soldiers staggered drunkenly, unable to keep their footing. The only villagers still outside were fighting back—some had weapons and charged the soldiers recklessly, heedless of their own safety. A sudden fork of lightning struck a house in the center of the village, and it exploded into flame.

			Ulyssa was not bothered by the commotion in the least. She found another soldier and followed him, trying to project her fear. Either he was too brave to give in to Ulyssa’s swamp of terror or too distracted by all that was going around to care. He kept pounding through the streets, shouting into a communicator for his captain. Ulyssa pursued him doggedly until a small crowd of children stumbled out of a house right in front of them, followed by a glowing orb.

			Kendra felt the command from the other isithunzi—they were to calm the children and guide them out of the village. Ulyssa bristled impatiently. She wanted to attack the invaders, not herd humans! But the other isithunzi insisted sternly, pressing his will against Ulyssa’s, and she relented. She moved down to the little girl who was shouting for her mother and urged her to flee out of the village. Kendra added her own silent urging, noting anxiously that the fire was spreading from house to house—the violent wind catching embers and flinging them into the brittle wood shingled roofs.

			Help me! Dina’s cry suddenly sliced through the commotion. Ulyssa froze instantly, then abandoned the children. Kendra could feel her too—Dina was desperately afraid. Ulyssa knew exactly where her twinspark was and she raced toward her. Fear—real fear this time—coursed through her, mingling with Kendra’s own fears for her friend.

			It took only seconds for the emerald orb that Kendra instinctively recognized as Dina to come into view. She hovered near a man who was staring open-mouthed across a trampled dirt courtyard at the glowing figure standing in between two burning houses.

			Konrad Roran stood with feet apart and arms raised to the sky. His eyes were closed, and his lips moved soundlessly. Above him, hundreds of shadows streamed toward him, merging with his glowing aura and increasing his brightness. Judging by the look on the soldier’s face, he could see the glow too.

			“Captain Ridge!” a voice shouted to their left. Kendra turned to see the soldier that Ulyssa had failed to influence. “Our reinforcements can’t reach us because of the storm! What are your orders?”

			He won’t listen to me, Dina screeched. He’s going to kill our sire’s bonded human, and I can’t stop him!

			Ulyssa sped toward them, plunging into the captain, blasting him with fear and despair and panic. Kendra tried to scream but could make no sound. The captain raised his gun. She could feel his mental strain, watched him force the gun up inch by painful inch, his arms shaking with effort.

			Our sire! screamed Ulyssa. Watch out!

			The captain fired a single shot.

			It hit Konrad Roran directly in the chest and flung him backward.

			Immediately, Kendra was swamped with panic from all sides. Ulyssa and Dina both left the captain and raced toward the fallen Konrad Roran. The captain followed behind them, his gun still aimed at the body on the ground.

			Roran lay on the ground, his eyes wide and staring. He gasped painfully, the fingers on one hand twitching.

			Our sire? Ulyssa asked timidly. The only response was a wave of agony.

			The captain reached Roran, his gun held steadier now.

			“Stop the storm,” he ordered, his voice hoarse.

			Roran chuckled weakly.

			“Stop the storm,” the captain ordered again.

			“You Armada butcher,” Roran rasped. “You have just cursed yourself. The Planet will punish you and all your line until you are extinct.” There was a wave of anger and confirmation from Roran’s shadow.

			It will be done, Roran’s shadow rumbled.

			“Last chance,” the captain said, his voice firm. “Stop the storm.”

			“Never. Not until the last infidel is driven from the Planet,” whispered Roran.

			The captain fired again, hitting Roran in the head.

			Immediately, Kendra felt wrenched in two. Roran’s glowing light vanished with a crack, and Dina and Ulyssa began to scream in unison. They were being ripped apart, all three of them, their energy not draining away but hacked away, and they couldn’t stand it, it would kill them, there was no way to survive the loss.

			Sudden darkness swallowed them all.

			



		

19. The Roran Curse

			Kendra dragged her eyes open and hesitantly took a breath. Her lungs filled easily—for some reason she expected to fight for air. She was curiously free from any pain too.

			Where was she?

			“Welcome back, Kendra,” said a familiar voice.

			“Grandma?” she whispered hoarsely, squinting upward. Her grandma’s face hovered overhead. The woman smiled, though it didn’t reach her eyes.

			“Let me help you sit up.” Her grandma reached behind her back and lifted her up into a sitting position.

			Kendra’s mind was fuzzy. She had been under attack. In a village. Had her grandma been there? She glanced around at her surroundings. They were in a plain white room with a few metal chairs. It was utterly unfamiliar.

			“Where am I?” she said.

			“A private arrival room in the Omphalos shuttleport. You’ve been in stasis for the trip back from Corizen.”

			Kendra looked at her grandma blankly. Corizen? Her eyes dropped to her damp, yellow torso. Her recent memory was a confused blur. There was a sense that something was horribly wrong, but she couldn’t piece together enough details to remember what.

			Dina? she asked, puzzled.

			Just relax, Kendra, Dina said quietly. Give yourself time to recover. It was a rough trip.

			Kendra frowned. Had she finished her three-year stint on Corizen? No, she realized. She’d only spent a year on Corizen. They’d gone to the inaugural ball, she’d been hoping to dance with Bren, and then . . .

			Suddenly she jerked forward.

			“Aunt Andie was shot!” she gasped. “Where is she?”

			“They’ve already transported her to the hospital. Grandpa is there with her,” her grandma explained. “Just rest easy for a minute. We’re waiting for a medtech to come in and clear you, and then you can rinse off. I brought you an outfit, just in case, and it’s a good thing! You didn’t come back with any luggage at all.”

			Kendra rubbed a cheek. “Yeah, I didn’t exactly have time to pack.” Her grandma studied her quietly for a moment but thankfully didn’t ask any questions. Kendra wasn’t sure she could answer them.

			After the medtech appeared and cleared her, Kendra made her way into the attached bathroom. Once in the shower, she let the scalding water stream into the back of her head, rinsing out her hair. Her last night on Corizen was coming back clearly now. She remembered the mental attack by Ulyssa during her dance with Bren, the awful sirens and the security announcing that her aunt had been shot, the news that Tiran was missing, and the final blistering attack by Ulyssa, when some other entity—one more powerful than either Dina or her twinspark—had forced Ulyssa into her mind and sent them off-planet together. But Ulyssa wasn’t there anymore. Kendra could feel Dina’s presence, but no one else. Just like normal. Well, normal except that Dina was unusually silent.

			She closed her eyes and turned around, the hot water pelting her face. What happened during the trip? Ulyssa had been able to talk to her. Somehow the isithunzi had been able to communicate with Kendra while she was in stasis.

			She gasped in horror, choking a bit on the shower water. The memory, the whole vivid experience of the death of Konrad Roran and the destruction of his village flooded back into her mind. The violence of the storm, the burning houses, the terror of the soldiers. The Armada captain killing Roran to stop the destruction. The agony of the shadows when Roran died.

			And . . . Dina’s loathing toward humans.

			Kendra shut off the water with a snap.

			Tell me it wasn’t real, she whispered.

			Dina didn’t answer, though Kendra could feel her apprehension.

			Dina? Her hands balled into fists.

			I’m not sure what you’re talking about.

			A village attacked by soldiers. Shadows everywhere. A man who glowed, absorbing the energy of the isithunzi around him. And you and Ulyssa . . . Her voice trailed off. She couldn’t describe the rest of it. She didn’t even want to think about it.

			It was real, Dina said in a small voice. Kendra could feel her anxiety. Dina didn’t want to think about it either.

			Did Ulyssa share a memory with me? How is that even possible?

			I think she used me as a bridge to your mind. She and I share a connection almost as strong as what I have with you. That’s the nature of twinsparks.

			So . . . you were there then. When Konrad Roran was killed. When the Roran Uprising ended. Kendra scrunched her eyes closed, dreading the answer but knowing what it would be anyway.

			Yes.

			Why didn’t you tell me?

			Dina didn’t answer. Kendra frowned and stepped out of the shower, grabbing a towel.

			You hate humans! You even wanted all the non-Rorans destroyed! It came out half an accusation, half a sob. All her life Dina had been the one constant, the person she could trust the most. To find out that Dina loathed everything about humans stripped away every truth she believed about herself. Did Dina still consider humans invaders? Was being connected to Kendra a fate worse than death?

			That was long ago, Kendra, Dina protested. I was very young then. And people change, even isithunzi.

			Kendra buried her face in the towel, trying to calm her emotions.

			The tension eased between them. But Kendra still had a million questions. She hoped Dina would finally give her some answers.

			Who was the isithunzi bound to Konrad Roran? she asked timidly as she started to dry off. Obviously he was important to both Dina and Ulyssa.

			Dina sighed deeply, a gentle swell of grief passing to Kendra. You can call him Slade. He created me and Ulyssa. In human terms, you would call him a father—well, father and mother both. He was also a powerful leader among the isithunzi.

			How did he bond to Konrad Roran? Kendra started to pull on the outfit from her grandma, hoping to keep Dina talking.

			Slade was always an adventurous isithunzi. When the humans began to arrive on our world, he went out to investigate the interstellar gate, trying to understand how it worked. We never knew exactly what happened, but I guess somehow he must have traveled through the gate with Konrad Roran’s mother when she was pregnant.

			Like you and my mother. Kendra finished dressing and paused before leaving the bathroom. She was afraid to ask the next question, but she had to know the answer.

			What happened to Slade when Konrad Roran died? She remembered the great agony of both Ulyssa and Dina, as if their very souls were ripped apart. Was that from the loss of their father? Or because they could feel what Slade did as he lost his bonded human? Would Dina feel like that if something happened to Kendra?

			Dina withdrew into herself, trying to control a powerful surge of despair. They were both silent for a long moment, Kendra frozen with her hand still hovering near the thumb lock for the door.

			When Konrad Roran died, Slade was extinguished—as well as more than a thousand isithunzi whose energy they were borrowing to maintain the storm.

			Kendra sucked in a breath. A thousand isithunzi gone, just like that?

			Less than a hundred isithunzi survived, Dina added, her sorrow almost swamping them both.

			Dina didn’t put it into words, but Kendra understood anyway. The young Dina had been right. The humans had almost ruined them all.

			Suddenly, another of Ulyssa’s accusations surfaced in Kendra’s memory.

			Dina, Kendra said slowly, Ulyssa said that I didn’t know the truth about your family and mine.

			She just meant isithunzi and humans, Dina explained hastily.

			Did she?

			Kendra felt the dread growing from the pit of her stomach and spreading to her limbs. Dina did not want to have this conversation. Feeling sick to her stomach, Kendra pressed the thumb lock and burst into the waiting room, startling her grandma, who was sitting in a chair and staring at her flipcom.

			“Grandma! Your father died young, didn’t he?”

			Her grandma dropped her flipcom to her lap, startled.

			“Yes,” she said, her tone puzzled. “He was an Armada captain who died during the Roran Uprising.”

			Kendra’s blood turned to ice and her stomach cramped painfully. No. It couldn’t be.

			Her grandma rose to her feet and came to Kendra’s side. “Why do you ask?” She put a hand on Kendra’s arm.

			“What was his name?” Kendra whispered.

			Kendra, don’t, not like this. I can explain, Dina said anxiously.

			“Martin Ridge,” said her grandma.

			Kendra gasped.

			My great-grandfather killed your father. He killed all those isithunzi. And Konrad Roran cursed him.

			“Didn’t your mother ever tell you this story?” her grandma asked with a frown. “Didn’t she tell you about the curse on our family?”

			“No.” Kendra wracked her memories. Maybe her mother had mentioned a curse? It sounded vaguely familiar. If she had, Kendra had not paid any attention to it. But the words from Ulyssa’s memory were now imprinted in her brain.

			Konrad Roran cursed Captain Ridge, she remembered, horror coloring her thoughts. He called him an Armada butcher and said the planet would punish him and all his line until they were extinct.

			Dina didn’t respond.

			“So many members of my family have died,” her grandma said softly. “It all started with that curse. I don’t know how to stop it. I just know that something keeps attacking our family.”

			Kendra sucked in a breath. She stumbled to the chair and dropped into it, closing her eyes in realization.

			It wasn’t the planet that punished Captain Ridge. It was isithunzi. You shadowed him—and his family. You’ve been trying to fulfill Slade’s last command!

			Kendra, it’s complicated, Dina started to explain.

			No. It’s not. Were the isithunzi trying to get my grandma’s family killed or not?

			Dina was silent for a long moment.

			Yes, she answered. After Slade’s death, his twinspark assigned a shadow to Ridge and every relative that could be found, using his genetic signature as a marker. Then the shadow’s job was to manipulate the human into a dangerous situation.

			Ulyssa was assigned to Aunt Andie?

			Yes. When babies were born with the Ridge genetic marker, a shadow was assigned. I ended up shadowing your mother.

			You tried to get my mother killed.

			Dina didn’t answer, but she didn’t have to.

			Everything made sense now. And with the same stroke, Kendra’s whole world fell apart.

			♦

			Late that night, Kendra slipped out the back door of her grandparents’ silent, darkened house and walked to the wooden railing that edged the deck. The fields of her grandpa’s farm stretched before her, dotted with shadowy rows of young plants. A jeweled expanse of stars filled the sky, and Kendra gazed up at them, wondering if she could see Corizen’s sun from here.

			Where was Tiran? Had her uncle found her yet? What about Bren? Had he learned that Kendra had left the planet?

			A light breeze ruffled her hair, sending a long strand into her face. Kendra brushed it away absently and found that her cheeks were wet again. Stiffening, she shoved all the guilt and betrayal back into a box and cast her mind about desperately for something else to think about.

			You can’t ignore me forever, Dina grumbled.

			Try me.

			You’re not ignoring me right now.

			Fine. Answer some more questions for me, then. What happened on Corizen, Dina? she asked, forcing herself to feel nothing but impartial curiosity. How did Ulyssa get stuck with me? It was like you were both bonded to me somehow. At least temporarily.

			Dina did not answer right away, and Kendra suddenly realized that Dina had been desperately hoping that Kendra would not ask this question. All of a sudden her curiosity was no longer casual. What else was Dina hiding from her?

			Fear snaked around her heart. More awful secrets? What more could Dina do to shred Kendra’s soul into pieces?

			Dina? What are you hiding this time?

			For another long moment Dina refused to respond. Then abruptly she relented, resignation flooding across to Kendra.

			What do you remember about the last few moments before we left the planet? Dina asked.

			Kendra furrowed her brow, trying to remember.

			Ulyssa came one last time. You told me to build a wall to keep her from coming with us. I did, and I felt her leave. She frowned. But then . . . there was someone else.

			Yes. A Presence.

			Another isithunzi? Kendra asked.

			Dina hesitated. No. At least, I don’t think so. A being like an isithunzi. But far, far more powerful than me or Ulyssa. Stronger than all three of us put together.

			Kendra suddenly recalled the alien presence sifting through all her memories, observing and weighing, as if judging the worth of her very core. It hadn’t scared her, though. The presence had not felt hostile like Ulyssa.

			The Presence somehow bonded Ulyssa to you against her will, Dina explained. The bond was temporary; it dissolved as soon as you woke from stasis.

			So for some reason this presence did not want Ulyssa on Corizen.

			Yes. I glimpsed some of its feelings and motivations, the same way I do with other isithunzi. It feels very protective over the humans of Corizen, and I gather that Ulyssa caused a great deal of harm among them.

			So whoever this powerful being was, it had decided to shove Ulyssa into Kendra and make it her problem. Yet another invisible alien trying to wreck Kendra’s life. But if this alien presence was stuck on Corizen and didn’t want to harm humans in general, why worry about it?

			Because Ulyssa is worried about it, Dina whispered fearfully.

			So? She’s here, while that presence or being or whatever is on Corizen and no threat to her.

			She will convince the other isithunzi that it is a threat. Most of them will agree.

			And then what? Kendra prodded skeptically. Would they all swarm the gate and mount an expedition back to Corizen to launch an attack on a being they knew nothing about?

			And then I do not know. But Kendra, Ulyssa now knows how to permanently bond with a human—I couldn’t hide it from her.

			You think Ulyssa—who hates humans with a fury like I have never experienced—would intentionally bond to a human?

			Speakers, as the Rorans named them, are far more powerful than any isithunzi could ever be on its own. We are living proof of that.

			Dina sighed.

			She may just convince the rest of the isithunzi to create an army of Speakers.

			An army of people just like Kendra? No way the Armada could keep that secret. How would normal people react? How would the Union react? It could turn into a bloodbath. Or a free-for-all if powerful Speakers decided they had little interest in Corizen and would rather rule Zenith. Konrad Roran had shown with graphic brutality how that would play out.

			Life on Zenith will never be the same, Dina said bleakly. The isithunzi are divided as it is. More Speakers will tear my people apart.

			Or mine. Wouldn’t you still drive all the humans from Zenith if you could? Aren’t we invaders who will ruin the isithunzi?

			You taught me that it is possible for isithunzi and humans to live together. You are the great gift of my existence, Kendra. Dina followed her declaration with a firm dose of love and acceptance. For a moment, Kendra softened. But then the betrayal swelled back to the surface and smothered it.

			You have to say that because you are stuck with me, Kendra said without a hint of levity.

			I say that because I love you.

			Kendra snorted in disbelief. Dina just waited, letting her emotions reinforce her words. Finally, Kendra sighed. So you want to stop Ulyssa, she said skeptically. How do we do that?

			By ending the Roran Curse.

			To Be Continued . . .
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Three Generations of the Curse

			Kendra stopped short at the bottom of the stairs, wondering why the front door was wide open. Her grandparents’ home in New River had a state of the art security system, but it was useless if the doors weren’t shut. She cautiously made her way around the corner of the entry way and checked outside. She didn’t see anything, though her grandpa’s crawler still sat in its charging berth. Odd. He should have been long gone taking a crop to the shipping sheds at the station. She shut the door and then headed nervously back through the house, her eyes scanning for anything out of place. The sitting room was empty, but as she neared the kitchen a newscaster’s somber voice drifted down the hall.

			“The Armada confirmed this morning that at least one hundred eighty people were killed in the bombing, with dozens more still missing.”

			Kendra reached the open archway that led into the kitchen and stepped inside. Her grandparents stood before the terminal screen that hung over the dining table, their gazes fixed on the images of a blackened, smoking shell of a building.

			“In a public statement, the anonymous leader of the terrorist organization known as the Brotherhood took credit for the strike. Premier Rhodam issued a statement expressing her condolences to the bereaved families. She also stated that the Armada is cooperating fully with the Corizen Protection Force to apprehend the terrorists responsible for the devastating attack.”

			Kendra’s jaw dropped open.

			“Is that . . .” Her voice shriveled up and died away. She couldn’t finish the words. Neither of her grandparents noticed. They only had eyes for the feed.

			“However, a spokesperson for the International Complex security office confirmed that Ambassador Casey Morten was recalled immediately and indefinitely for consultation at the Assembly Station on Tyre, fueling speculation that Premier Rhodam means to sever diplomatic relations with Corizen.”

			Kendra exhaled deeply, releasing the breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

			“He’s all right,” breathed her grandma. “I couldn’t— I just couldn’t handle anything more. . .” Her voice broke. Her grandpa relaxed his posture just the tiniest bit, putting his arm around her shoulder and squeezing tightly.

			“Marian, everything’s going to be all right,” he said gently.

			Kendra found her voice again.

			“Is that the embassy on Corizen?” she asked, her voice high and squeaky.

			Her grandma started, finally aware that Kendra had joined them.

			“Kendra! I didn’t hear you come in,” she said, hastily swiping at her own wet cheeks.

			The feed images switched to a shot from a security camera of the familiar eight story building, answering her question. The square in front of the building was full of people milling around, which was incredibly unusual. What had been going on at the embassy? “We have exclusive footage of the explosion as it happened,” the newscaster narrated gravely. Kendra watched in horror as the ground floor walls seemed to erupt outward and then the whole front half of the building slid away. It disintegrated in mere seconds.

			Kendra gasped, and tears blurred her vision. She turned away from the screen, unable to watch any more.

			Her grandpa drew her into his other side, and she pressed her face into his shoulder.

			“When did it happen?” she whispered.

			“Yesterday,” her grandpa said. “I was headed out to take the load to the station when Marian turned on the morning newscast. She called me back in.”

			“I have friends there . . .” Her voice trailed off.

			I’m sure Bren is fine, Dina said calmly. Why would he be at the embassy?

			Why were any of those people at the embassy? That’s not normal!

			She didn’t want to listen to Dina anyway. Dina was an isithunzi— an alien entity made of qualian energy. She might be bound to Kendra, doomed to die when Kendra did, but that didn’t mean she cared about the lives of any other humans.

			Of course I care about other humans!

			You tried to kill my mother for years! Kendra shot back.

			Let’s not have that argument now, Dina said wearily. I changed— you know that.

			Kendra let it drop. She didn’t want to argue with Dina; it was a distraction from what mattered most right now. Was Bren all right? What about Zara? And Tiran?

			She sucked in a painful breath. She was almost certain Tiran had not been at the embassy— because her cousin was already missing. The guilt laid aside during a night of oblivious sleep rushed back in. More tears trickled down her cheeks.

			Comm Bren. That will ease your mind.

			It could take weeks for me to get an answer! I can’t wait for weeks not knowing if he’s all right!

			Better than no answer at all, Dina said wisely. Of course that was true.

			Kendra lifted her head from her grandpa’s shoulder and turned back to the screen. They were showing footage of the crowds of Denicorizens leaving flowers and candles and other tokens near the gates to the Complex.

			“Will they close the university?” she asked aloud.

			I don’t see how it could stay open. None of the students could get to school, even if they feel safe showing up, Dina observed.

			“A newscaster said earlier that university classes have been suspended. They didn’t give a time frame though,” her grandpa answered.

			“I have to get hold of Bren,” she said, her voice shaky. “He was one of my closest friends on Corizen. I need to know that he’s OK.”

			Her grandparents exchanged glances.

			“Well, you can send a comm to Corizen, of course. But you might get a quicker answer if you comm his family directly,” her grandpa suggested. “Where is he from?”

			“Krati,” she said. “He’s the planetary governor’s son.”

			“Governor Westley sent a son to Corizen?” her grandpa mused. “Wonder what he hoped to gain from that?”

			“I’ll get you a terminal address for the governor,” her grandma said, visibly straightening herself. She seemed to draw strength straight from the ground. Kendra would never guess her grandma had just been on the verge of breaking down. How did she do it? “In the meantime, we need to get going, Kendra. Your mother’s shuttle arrives in just a couple of hours.”

			Kendra’s mood lifted just the tiniest bit. At least she would get to see her mother! After so many traumatic events over the course of a very short time period, she just wanted to reassure herself firsthand that her family was safe.

			For now, Dina reminded ominously.

			♦

			When her mother appeared in the crowd outside the arrivals gate, Kendra left her grandma’s side and dashed forward, throwing her arms around her mother.

			“Kendra!” Her mother pulled her close and held her tightly, and Kendra buried her face into her mother’s shoulder. The tears pooled in her eyes and spilled down her cheeks.

			“It’s so good to see you, Mom,” she said. “It’s been the longest year of my life!”

			“My sweetheart. I missed you every day of that year.” Her mother pulled back and looked her up and down. “Are you all right?”

			“Well . . .” Kendra couldn’t quite bring herself to honestly answer that question, but the standard “fine” stuck in her throat. Her mother eyed her shrewdly. Casting about for a distraction, Kendra saw one of the family’s bodyguards waiting a few paces away.

			“Dale!” she greeted enthusiastically. “It’s been a long time!” The last time she had seen Dale, he had been trying to find Erik at the cove— he was guarding them the day she rescued Erik from the oxyrhina shark.

			“Hello, Miss Kendra,” Dale said politely, though his eyes didn’t stop scanning the crowd milling around them. Even though Dale had been with their family for years now, he kept a professional distance from all of them. He said it was necessary to do his job well. But Kendra didn’t let that stop her from treating him like a member of the extended family.

			“Jenna! How was your flight?” Her grandma finally reached them and hugged her mom. Without waiting for an answer she continued somberly, “Did you hear the news before you left?”

			Kendra’s mother frowned. “What news?” she asked warily.

			“The embassy on Corizen was bombed.”

			Jenna gasped.

			“Casey’s all right— at least they said on the news that he was recalled to Tyre,” her grandma hastily reassured.

			Dale is getting uneasy, Dina observed. Perhaps it’s the crowd.

			“Can we start heading toward the hospital?” Kendra broke in abruptly.

			Her grandma forced a smile. “Of course! It’s only a block to the tube station. Or we can take a Zipline.”

			Kendra’s mother blanched. “Or not,” her grandma hastily corrected. “The tube takes us only a block from the hospital. It’s a short walk, and I could use the exercise.”

			The small group made their way out of the shuttleport to the street, Kendra in front, her mom and grandma side-by-side in the middle, and Dale trailing a short distance behind. As they walked west on the wide sidewalk, Kendra’s mom asked for more details about the bombing. Her grandma repeated what they had seen on the newsfeed that morning.

			“Have they found Tiran yet?” her mother asked anxiously.

			“Not that I know of.”

			Kendra shut out their conversation. She couldn’t think about it. It hurt too much.

			Talk to me then, Dina offered. I’ll distract you.

			But Kendra didn’t want to do that either. Instead, she busied herself by studying the city around her. She’d only visited downtown Omphalos a handful of times. Towers of silver metal and sparkling glass loomed over her, vibrant, motion-filled ads projected onto most of the walls, transports of all shapes and sizes whirred past on the streets, and crowds of people strode purposefully down the sidewalks. When they reached the tube station they had to wait in a line for twenty minutes before they were finally able to strap into a tube capsule filled to capacity. The overwhelming odor of a floral perfume wafted its way from behind Kendra’s seat, making her eyes water. She nearly gagged.

			How, how is that considered attractive? Dina complained.

			After the tube bounce to the next station, Kendra ripped off her harness and stumbled out of the capsule as quickly as possible, gasping for clean air. The dank, slightly putrid smell of the underground station was hardly an improvement. She didn’t wait for the rest of the group, practically sprinting up the stairs to street level again.

			She only had the chance to draw one deep breath before Dale reached her side.

			“Miss Kendra, please don’t make my job more difficult than it needs to be,” he said, his tone even. “I am only one man with three charges to protect.”

			“Sorry, Dale,” she said, grimacing. “I just couldn’t breathe.” Dale didn’t answer; his rebuke given, he had already stepped back to take in their surroundings. Kendra turned back to see her grandma and her mom finally exit the tube station as well.

			“Kendra!” her mother warned.

			She raised her hands, hoping to forestall the lecture she knew was coming. “I know, I know.”

			“This is Omphalos, not the International Complex or New River. It is dangerous, and you are making it difficult for Dale to do his job. What if someone attacked you?”

			“I can protect myself,” Kendra muttered rebelliously.

			Within reason, Dina added.

			Her mother only gave her a look. Kendra opened her mouth to argue the matter further but her grandma intervened.

			“The hospital is just across the street,” she said mildly, taking her daughter’s arm on one side and Kendra’s on the other.

			Kendra swallowed her words. Of course her mother was right. Though Kendra could protect herself with Dina’s help, it would draw unnecessary attention. Better to let Dale do his job.

			Finally. A rational response. You are growing up.

			Kendra tried to pretend that Dina’s approval didn’t matter— but she still couldn’t squelch the tiny bloom of warmth in her chest at the compliment.

			♦

			Once they made it to Aunt Andie’s hospital room, Kendra stood back while her mother walked forward to the medical capsule. Her grandma took the seat near the head of the capsule, leaning over to check the status panel. At the Inaugural Ball some crazy person shot her aunt with a diffusing laser. After the surgery on Corizen that saved her life, Uncle Casey shipped Aunt Andie to Zenith, asleep in a medical capsule with only Kendra to accompany her. Then he publicly announced on Corizen that his wife had not survived the attack. On Zenith, Kendra’s grandparents had rushed Aunt Andie here to the best hospital in Omphalos.

			“How long will she need to stay in medical stasis?” her mother asked, placing her hand on the glass and gazing down at Aunt Andie’s still form.

			Her grandma sighed. “Months, the doctors said.”

			“Months,” repeated her mother sadly. She placed a hand on Grandma’s shoulder. “Well, at least this time we know where she is.” Her grandma looked up and smiled at Kendra’s mom.

			“Jenna, you are a rock. What would I do without you?”

			“Survive just fine, probably. You have always weathered everything, no matter what the curse throws at you.”

			Kendra startled at the mention of the curse. She had forgotten that her mother and grandmother knew something about the Roran curse, though they didn’t know the full truth.

			Should she tell them the whole story?

			No! Dina protested emphatically.

			Why not? Don’t you think they deserve to know the whole truth? Just like I deserved to know the truth?

			It will just make things harder, Kendra. What can they do about it?

			What indeed.

			“I know why our family was cursed. And I know how,” Kendra blurted suddenly.

			Both her mother and her grandmother turned her way, their eyes wide.

			“You do?” her mother asked warily. She exchanged glances with Kendra’s grandma. “Did Dina explain?” She just about choked on Dina’s name.

			“Well, kind of. Never mind how, but I know the full story. The isithunzi side of the story anyway.”

			Her mother blanched, and her grandma waved her hand. “I’m not sure this is the best place for this conversation,” she warned, her voice low.

			Kendra sighed. “Nobody’s spying on us, Grandma. And Dale is standing outside the door. Nobody is going to walk in without warning.”

			“Just be careful how you word things, please.”

			“I don’t think you can trust everything Dina tells you,” her mother interjected, her shoulders rigid.

			See? Dina said. You are just upsetting your mother more. She already guessed years ago that the shadows were trying to kill the family.

			What?

			Why do you think she doesn’t like me?

			“Why don’t you like Dina, Mom?” Kendra asked directly. Dina groaned, but Kendra was tired of secrets. It was time to have everything out on the table.

			Her mother frowned. “Kendra, I don’t want this to turn into a battle where you have to choose sides.”

			“Dina has protected me all of my life— but you are always uncomfortable every time I mention her. Why?”

			Kendra, you really don’t want to go down this path, Dina warned.

			“She’s not like us, Kendra. We can’t understand the way she thinks,” her mother said stiffly. “Dina may protect you, but . . . .”

			“But what?”

			Her mother sighed. “Look, Vanda told me years ago in the Roran village that the shadows are a threat to humans. I’ve never seen anything to refute that. And every since Grandfather Ridge crossed paths with Konrad Roran our family has had the worst run of luck. Horrible tragedies. I don’t believe that is a coincidence.”

			She exchanged another loaded glance with Kendra’s grandma.

			I told you so, Dina said sadly.

			“Why didn’t you say something?” Kendra said angrily. “You could have warned me!”

			“And what would you have done? Dina is your friend. I didn’t think you would believe me.” Her mother rubbed her temple. “And if you did— would you have sent her away? Can you send her away?”

			Her grandma reached out and put an arm around Kendra. “We didn’t want to burden you with that. Not when you couldn’t change anything.”

			“But what about the rest of the family then? Aren’t you worried about them? I could have talked to Dina, found out if they were in danger!” Kendra was unreasonably angry. Everyone was always protecting her by trying to keep her ignorant. Didn’t it occur to anyone that she could help?

			Her mother sighed. “Of course we worried about everyone else. Do you remember the night we met Kip in Zoria? How he scanned us?”

			Kendra suppressed a guilty start. Of course she remembered. He had used the very same scanner that she borrowed and took to Corizen. It was still probably sitting in her desk drawer in the Ambassador House, mangled and useless.

			“Anyway, that scanner detects the qualian energy, telling us where the shadows are,” her mother continued, unaware that Kendra knew a great deal about qualian energy. She’d commed Kip many times over the years, and Kip, eager to learn about Kendra’s unique relationship with Dina, had always been willing to share his research. “Do you remember how Kip visited us on his way back to Zoria, not long after the kidnapping?”

			Kendra nodded. Kip had scanned her multiple times and asked her question after question trying to learn about the isithunzi. He was the only one, outside of her family, who knew the full truth of what had happened in the Roran village.

			“Well, he scanned everyone in the family. You, of course, registered as having a current shadow, which we already knew. Berry, Erik, and I all had lower readings, indicating we had been shadowed in the past. Your dad and Mrs. Smitz came up clean.”

			“And Grandma?” Kendra’s eyes flicked to the side, where her grandma was frowning thoughtfully.

			“Well, I wasn’t there, so Kip never scanned me,” her grandma said. “But I’ve been safe all these years, without so much as a close call.”

			There was no way that the only daughter of Captain Ridge had escaped the curse. She had to have a shadow assigned to her.

			Dina? she asked, dreading the answer.

			Yes.

			Kendra swallowed painfully.

			Right now?

			Yes. I know her. Nepta.

			Kendra pulled away from her grandma and started to pace the room, unable to hide her agitation.

			She’s been around all this time? You never told me! she accused.

			I didn’t want to worry you. And Nepta is weak. She’s never succeeded in persuading your grandmother to so much as go outside in a thunderstorm.

			I don’t care if she’s weak! I don’t want anyone shadowing my family! Tell her to go away.

			She won’t listen to me. I tried to make her leave years ago, when we first came to live with your grandparents.

			“Kendra?” her mother asked worriedly. “Are you all right?”

			Kendra’s eyes filled with angry tears. She stopped facing the opposite wall and tried to control her emotions.

			So many secrets. So many people to protect. So little she could do. But then she remembered Konrad Roran. A Speaker, the Rorans called him. Like her.

			Konrad Roran had been incredibly powerful. The other isithunzi could not resist him.

			Can you help me talk to her? Like with Ulyssa?

			Not really. It’s different with a twinspark. But I do block her from you. I didn’t want her emotions affecting you through me, Dina explained.

			Let me feel her, Kendra ordered.

			Dina sighed heavily, and then Kendra noticed it. A creeping sensation of glee, completely unrelated to anything Kendra had felt just a few moments ago. Given how unhappy she was about the whole situation, it was disturbingly foreign.

			Tell her I am stronger than she is, and she needs to leave my grandma alone.

			In response, the glee turned into something like ghost cackling that she could almost hear. It was the final straw. Kendra’s control snapped, and her bottled-up turbulent emotions spilled out in uncontrolled fury.

			Kendra clenched her fists.

			Nepta! Leave now! This is your last warning!

			“Kendra?” Her grandma spoke from right behind her. Kendra turned around and stared into her grandma’s eyes, knowing the Nepta was right there too.

			Suddenly, she could sense it. The energy. It was pulsing right in front of her, beckoning her. And Kendra could use it.

			Wanted desperately to use it.

			She opened herself up, the way she did with Dina to harness her energy, but this time she opened wider, sensing Nepta. Her energy was right there, a violet glow, beckoning to her.

			“Kendra?” her grandma asked again, her tone concerned.

			“Sweetheart?” Her mother crossed the room toward her.

			Kendra! Don’t!

			She called the energy. Nepta’s violet glow rushed toward her, helpless to disregard the call. And Kendra sensed the moment that it entered, recognized that this was how she had once gained the power to call down lightning and break open the earth, the power to roll back the water in the cove. It came from other isithunzi, drawn in by her will alone.

			But she couldn’t hold it in. The energy was fighting to be unleashed and she didn’t know how to control it. Desperately, she flung an arm out and every light panel in the room above them suddenly flared brightly, and the large picture window shattered. Her mother screamed, and her grandma pulled her to the ground. Sudden pain lanced through Kendra’s head and she squeezed her eyes shut.

			What have I done?

			She vaguely registered the door sliding open and feet pounding into the room. There were shouts in the distance, and the traffic and hum of the city street below drifted in through the broken window.

			“Are any of you hurt?” demanded Dale.

			“I’m fine.” Kendra’s mother sounded shaky.

			“I am too,” her grandma said hoarsely. “Kendra?”

			Kendra finally opened her eyes. She was kneeling with her grandma on the floor, her mother hovering over them. Dale was standing at the side of the open window, his gun drawn as he scanned outside for threats.

			A pair of medtechs rushed into the room.

			“What happened?” one gasped. The other one rushed right to the side of Aunt Andie’s medical capsule.

			“Kendra?” repeated her mother.

			“I’m OK,” she finally whispered. But she wasn’t OK. She was weak and shaky, and she could already sense Dina’s fury.

			“We need to get you out of this room and somewhere more secure,” Dale said. “Is hospital security on their way?”

			“Yes,” answered the first medtech.

			“The patient is still stable,” pronounced the second medtech. “We’ll move her out of the room into the hall until we have a new location.”

			Kendra’s grandma climbed back to her feet, pulling Kendra up with her. Kendra’s head swam dizzily.

			Her mother took one arm and her grandma the other, and they helped her follow Dale out of the room. Kendra didn’t miss the exchange of significant glances between the two women.

			She had a feeling she had a lot of explaining to do.
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