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Chapter One

 


Bain hoped he would never have to stand before the
Commonwealth Council as a defendant. He had thought it had been bad
enough when he accompanied Lin, just sitting silent before the
science arm of the Council to testify about the Mashrami world they
had found. Now, answering questions in front of the entire
Commonwealth Council -- all eighty members -- he looked back on
those boring, frustrating weeks with fondness.

The future of the Leapers and the
Commonwealth's relationship with them depended partially on his
words. Bain hoped he said the right things, telling the truth
clearly and fully and persuading the Council members.

He sat on the right side of the short table,
Lin on the left, both of them dressed somberly in black pants and
high boots, white shirts with open collars so their collar links
showed clearly. Bain wore his usual scarlet vest and Lin wore royal
blue. They almost didn't look like Spacers, with so few colors;
they looked like they wore a type of uniform. Compared to the
glossy, severe black with silver and royal blue piping of Captain
Lorian's uniform, he thought their clothes looked almost
casual.

Captain Lorian sat between Lin and Bain,
facing the ranks of the Commonwealth Council in full session. Bain
was used to lecture halls at the Commonwealth Upper University
where the students sat in a bleacher-like situation; long, curved,
narrow tables set on wide steps, descending like an amphitheater,
with the lecturer down on the ground in a little pit. This time,
the Council sat in the amphitheater seats and the people they
questioned sat in the lecturer's place. Bain didn't like it. Now he
knew how germs felt under intense scrutiny in a high-powered
microscope.

Bain and Lin and Captain Lorian answered
questions, sometimes the same questions phrased twenty different
ways. Two days, and now an hour into the third day, it had become a
pattern he recognized. First, Lorian was asked to explain in brief
the history of the Leapers, where they had come from and why they
wanted to 'return' to the Commonwealth. Then Lin and Bain were
asked if they believed or supported her claims, and why. Then, they
were asked to explain yet again what had happened on N'horba.

That desert world, Bain
suspected, was the problem. Haddan Caderi and his pirate friends in
the Conclave had managed to contact the Commonwealth Council about
his encounter with Sunsinger
and the Estal'es'cai. Caderi had made a complaint
about the Leapers, told some fantastic story that warped the truth
of the events. He even had the gall to deny he had threatened
Herin's life to try to get control of the Leapers' ability to go
from one star system to another in days instead of months. Despite
the fact that Caderi already had a negative reputation, so his
words couldn't be trusted, the Commonwealth Council was obliged to
investigate it. Caderi was someone of power in the Conclave. The
Council investigated his story for the sake of peace.
Unfortunately, it seemed to Bain that whatever Lorian, Lin and he
said, part of it confirmed the man's half-truths.

Someday, when my Scouts
are up and running, things like this won't happen again,
Bain vowed. I'll make
them so nobody will ever question what they say. They'll be
impartial and trustworthy, the best friends anybody could want --
and the worst enemies. We'll be able to stand before the entire
Council and not be afraid or nervous. We'll make sure the truth is
told, not a bunch of stupid diplomatic lies.

The wide, double doors at the far right of the
Council's hall slammed open and a tall, sweating man in the long
green and blue coat of a Council page hurried into the room. He
held out a message disk and reader to the Moderator, saluted, then
respectfully stood back and waited.

Total silence filled the vaulted hall while
the Moderator frowned and bowed his silver-haired head over the
reader screen.

Bain held onto the seat of his chair tightly
enough to whiten his knuckles. No one, except for extreme
emergencies, ever interrupted the Commonwealth Council when it was
in full session. Whatever had just happened, it had to be important
enough to override this investigation of Leapers and their
implications for the Commonwealth.

He sat so stiff and tight with tension,
Bain's neck hurt when he turned to look at Lin and see if she had
any clues. On the other side of Captain Lorian, Lin sat forward
slightly, elbows resting on the edge of the table, face carefully
blank and unreadable. Her eyes focused on the Moderator. The man
still read the screen, frowning.

Captain Lorian turned to look at Bain. She
raised one eyebrow and tilted her head slightly toward Moderator.
Bain shook his head just a little and shrugged, barely enough
motion to shift his vest on his shoulders.

"Captain Fieran." The Moderator stood,
shifting his long dark green robe so it glimmered like a wet tree
in the rain. "This session is being dismissed for consideration of
a pressing matter. Will you stay when your companions leave? The
Commonwealth Council has need of your assistance."

"Anything, sir," Lin said, standing. "You
know that."

"Yes, we do." He smiled for the first time
since the session started. "Captain Lorian K'veer, we beg your
indulgence for an unknown time while we put this investigation
aside. Your ship is requested to stay in orbit around Centralis.
All your needs will be supplied and your crew will be permitted
visitor access to the facilities of the University as long as you
are accompanied by authorized personnel." The Moderator had the
decency to shrug and look a bit embarrassed by the provision.

Two days ago, Bain would have been furious
that the Leapers were being treated like a danger. Now he
understood a little more about the security of the Commonwealth and
Centralis. He and Lin knew the Leapers were friends and allies,
honorable people, but the Council didn't know that. They were in
charge of the safety of the entire Commonwealth. They had to
protect the Leapers from people who might want to hurt them, to
either drive them out of the Commonwealth's universe or steal their
technology.

Bain sometimes wondered what the Council
would think if they knew Leapers possessed technology several steps
above that of the Commonwealth, and they knew enough about the star
systems of the Commonwealth and Conclave to go anywhere they wanted
without guides or permission. Yet the Leapers wanted permission to
come and go freely.

That reminded him of a few promises he had
made.

"Sir?" Bain nearly choked when he realized
he had spoken without being asked a question. He hoped he didn't
look as shaken as he felt, when the Moderator turned to look at
him.

"Yes, Apprentice Kern?" Did the man smile a
little?

"Sir, I promised the captain's daughters a
tour of Centralis when the Leapers were granted permission to come
down. If you don't need me, may I send for them? They're getting
... bored," he finally said.

"Bored," the Moderator echoed. He definitely
did smile this time. "Permission granted. Make sure they have a
good time."

"Yes, sir." Bain saluted.

Nobody laughed, though he did catch a few
smiles in the lower rows of the Council. When he and Lorian were
led outside by another Council page, Bain felt like running and
turning a few cartwheels for pure delight. Free of the Council
questions for the day, he could show Herin and Rhiann around
Centralis.

"Oh." His face felt warm when he turned back
to Captain Lorian. "Would you like to come with us?"

"Thank you, Bain." The woman shook her head.
"I have quite a lot of work to catch up on, back on my ship. I
think I'll hibernate for a few days, until this current emergency
is over. You and the girls have a good time."

This was going to be a wonderful day. He
knew exactly who to contact and what to do. First he would call
Gorgi Cole and ask his friend to help him take care of Captain
Lorian's daughters, then he would call his cousin, Dr. Ian Frurin
and his wife, Heleen. He knew the esteemed scientists would love to
meet Leapers. Security would be no problem because Gorgi was a
Ranger and both scientists were adjutants to the Council. Whatever
Rhiann and Herin said that might not be permitted for everyone to
know, it would be all right for those three to hear.

Bain said good-bye to Captain Lorian outside
the gate to the shuttle that would take her back to the
Estal'es'cai, and hurried away to make his arrangements. He
congratulated himself on being so smart.

***

An hour later, Bain wondered if perhaps he
wasn't the stupidest young man in the Commonwealth, maybe in the
whole universe.

Gorgi Cole was supposed to be Bain's best
friend, but right at that moment, Bain was thoroughly disgusted
with him.

"It's because he's old," Rhiann K'veer
confided in a loud whisper.

She looked at her older sister Herin,
walking hand-in-hand with Gorgi four paces ahead of her and Bain
down the aisles of disk shelves in the University library. She
shook her dark head and glanced sideways up at him, then crossed
her eyes and pretended to stick her finger down her throat to
induce gagging.

Bain and Rhiann slapped their hands over
their mouths at the same moment to muffle laughter. Gorgi and Herin
never heard a thing. The pale-haired older boy was too busy
pointing out the library's features and glories to the Leap
captain's daughter.

Somewhere on the other
side of the domed asteroid world of Centralis, the seat of
government for the Commonwealth, Lin still met with the
Commonwealth Council. Bain didn't know whether to be impressed or
worried whenever he thought about it. The eighty members of the
Commonwealth Council were rarely ever all in session or even all
present on Centralis at the same time. It had taken nearly three
months of sending out messages and the fastest Spacer pilots and
ships to gather everyone back to Centralis. The appearance of
Leap-ships in the Commonwealth universe, with the
Estal'es'cai as the
flagship for the fleet and Captain Lorian K'veer as ambassador, had
implications both technological and social that Bain sometimes
didn't want to consider.

He had to consider it, though. If he wanted
to establish his Scouts as a fast, ever-ready, technologically
advanced force of protection, aid and exploration to serve the
Commonwealth, he had to keep himself current and conversant with
all the social changes in the Commonwealth. He suspected he would
have to keep tabs on what was going on in the Conclave, too, just
to avoid trouble.

What exactly had been so
important to dismiss the Council's session with Captain Lorian and
ask Lin to stay? Whatever it was, Bain knew Sunsinger was headed for an
important mission. He felt a flicker of disgust that he hadn't been
asked to stay. He was crew for Sunsinger, wasn't he?

Right now, what mattered
more to him was getting Rhiann and Herin away for some fun today.
Since the day the Leapers came into orbit around Centralis, throngs
of people kept trying to get private interviews with the crew of
the Estal'es'cai to talk to them, ask about the Leap-ships, gain access to the
ship and ask favors. The captain's daughters were the oldest
children on the ship; the others were all eight years and under.
They could stay on board the ship in the nursery and no one would
bother them. They wouldn't be upset at being confined. Herin and
Rhiann, though, were on the point of going stir-crazy being
confined to the ship. Bain thought that between him and Gorgi, they
could protect the Leaper girls and keep them
entertained.

Bain just wished Gorgi and Herin hadn't
taken one look into each other's eyes and decided to ignore him and
Rhiann for the rest of the day.

Well, maybe it wasn't quite a conscious
decision, Bain conceded. They had both gotten goofy-looking grins
on their faces and blushed a little and stammered a few things.
Neither one made sense.

"Can we see the garden where you found
Joobi?" Rhiann asked.

"Joobi?" Gorgi tore his gaze from Herin's
and stared at Bain. "You told them about Joobi?"

"There isn't much to do around here if
you're confined to your ship all the time," Bain said. "I told them
lots of stories, about us finding the plague bomb and blowing it up
and my cousin, Dr. Frurin and the anti-virus and all that. It's all
right -- I asked permission, first," he hurried to add.

"We do need to know about the Mashrami
threat, even if it is dying away," Herin said. She smiled and
beckoned out through the door into the bright sunlight. At this
time of day, the lights in the domes weren't needed to augment what
came from that system's central star/sun. "Please, Gorgi? We
haven't been down on solid ground since Norbra. I really need to
stretch my legs."

"N'horba," Gorgi corrected absently. He
looked at both girls, then back at Bain. "You told them all about
what we did?"

"You didn't say to keep it a secret!" Bain
didn't know if he should punch Gorgi or just stalk away and leave
him behind. "Come on." He beckoned to Rhiann and headed for the
door leading outside.

"Where did you bury him?" Rhiann asked.

Gorgi and Herin hurried to catch up with
them. It took twenty minutes to get from the library to the dome
where Dr. Frurin had his quarters, combined living area and
laboratory. A park-like area ringed the tall buildings in this dome
and both Bain and Gorgi knew exactly where to go when they stepped
through the airlock. When they explored the drainage pipe, Herin
started to slip. Gorgi caught her hand again to help her retain her
balance, and then neither one let go.

Bain was thoroughly disgusted.

"It happens when you get old," Rhiann said
once she had her giggles under control again. "Mumma explained all
that hormone and reproductive mush to us a long time ago." Her eyes
narrowed a little. "You aren't going to get all sappy about Herin,
are you?"

"I've got better things to do," Bain
whispered. Then a stray thought occurred to him and it made his
face burn. He was more than old enough to start showing some
interest in girls, according to Lin. She didn't seem worried that
he didn't have time for all that idiocy, so Bain didn't worry. But,
if he was going to get interested in a girl, he would prefer it be
Rhiann. What would she say if he told her that? Bain knew he
wouldn't act like a space-crazy idiot like Gorgi, but would that
make any difference?

His answer satisfied Rhiann and she didn't
say anything about his reddening face.

After a few more minutes poking around the
park, explaining what they had done and seen there, Bain led
everyone to Dr. Frurin's quarters. When he had contacted his
distant relative to ask his help in showing the Leaper girls around
Centralis, Dr. Frurin and Heleen had insisted on treating them all
to lunch at Cooria's.

"It's a distinct honor to meet you, Mistress
Herin, Mistress Rhiann," Dr. Frurin said when Bain led Gorgi,
Rhiann and Herin up to the couple's living quarters. He crossed his
wrists over his chest and bowed from the hips to both girls. A
moment later, his solemn expression cracked into a grin. "I knew
that archaic form would be needed someday. Besides wedding
ceremonies," he added, with a wink for his wife.

"You didn't tell anyone they were coming,
did you?" Bain asked.

"Well ..."

"Ian told Cooria that he would appreciate a
private room in the back," Heleen hurried to say. "She had a right
to know why we needed a private room for only the six of us, but
she said she would tell no one, and serve us herself. You can trust
Cooria to be discreet." She pressed the button to open the door and
they all stepped into the hall again.

"Bain is worried we'll get mobbed," Rhiann
said. "How can anybody tell we're Leapers, anyway? We're not in
uniform, and as far as I can tell, we look like everybody else. Do
we speak with a bad accent, maybe?"

"No, your Commonwealth Standard is perfectly
clear," Dr. Frurin said. "We might attract a little attention if
anybody recognizes me ... however, in all the fuss no one will pay
any attention to you or your sister."

"Good." She nodded toward Herin and Gorgi,
who had taken hold of each other's hand again as they stepped into
the lift car. "Will that cause any trouble?"

"Trouble?" Herin echoed. She glanced around
at their small group, then down at Gorgi's hand holding hers. She
blushed and tugged her hand free. "Is that wrong, here?"

"Not exactly wrong, but people might think
you two were engaged," Heleen said. She winked at Herin.

Gorgi groaned and stepped back, almost
retreating behind Bain. That brought giggles from Rhiann.

"Not ready yet?" Dr. Frurin said. "I know
the feeling exactly. It took me nearly ten years to get up the
courage to ask Heleen."

"That was after a crisis shoved our feelings
up front where we had to deal with them," his wife added. She
stepped close to him and smiled when he slid an arm around her
waist.

Bain wondered why the light embrace looked
perfectly fine on them, but it made him feel almost ill to see
Gorgi and Herin holding hands.

"You'll understand when you're older," Dr.
Frurin said, leaning toward Bain and whispering. He nodded toward
Rhiann. "Someday, the two of you ..." He flinched as Heleen gave
him a light slap on the shoulder.

"Ian, don't tease them so."

"About what?" Rhiann wanted to know.

The car door slid open, saving Dr. Frurin
from answering and Bain from more embarrassment. The guards at the
door nodded to them as they left the building. Bain looked back and
saw one of the guards gesturing at their group. He hoped it was
because of Dr. Frurin, and not because they recognized Herin and
Rhiann from the news broadcasts.

Cooria's little restaurant had only two
customers, old men sitting at a huge table with a five-level
Strategems game set up in the middle and pots of the ubiquitous tea
and creams scattered all around it. Neither one glanced up as their
group of six came in the door. Cooria hurried out to meet them, her
veils swaying, soft hints of pale blue and green and purple in the
shadows. She escorted them to a back room, to a long table already
set with pots of cream and honey, cups and little cookies and
crackers. She bowed when Dr. Frurin thanked her delightedly, and
left.

"She knows exactly what I like," he
explained as he gestured for them all to take their seats.

"Considering you've been coming here at
least twice a month for years, that's not hard," Heleen said with a
sigh and a smile. She and her husband matched glances and both
chuckled.

The next ten minutes were spent explaining
and sampling the wide variety of flavored creams and honeys, and
setting up their cups with the hot, bitter black tea Cooria brought
to them in three pots. The woman stayed to get their order. Dr.
Frurin chose what they would all eat, as he usually did. Bain was
satisfied to let his relative choose because the man certainly knew
better than he did what newcomers to the spicy food would be able
to handle best.

"Now," Dr. Frurin said when Cooria had gone
to take their order to the cook, "tell me, how do you like
Centralis?"

Herin looked at Rhiann, and she looked back
at her sister, then both girls burst out laughing. They tried to
stop themselves, hands over their mouths, turning red with tears in
their eyes.

"This is their first time down since we got
here," Bain explained when both doctors looked slightly confused.
"We haven't seen much besides the library and the park on the way
here."

"Bain told them all about the anti-virus and
Joobi," Gorgi grumbled. "They wanted to see the drainage tunnel and
the park."

"Ah, that explains a great deal," Dr. Frurin
said.

"No, not that exactly," Herin said,
controlling her giggles a little better than Rhiann. "We just
thought you'd be bursting with all sorts of technical questions
about Leapers. Not a question like we're just tourists."

"Well, he's still learning to be a good
host," Heleen said. Her voice rippled, as if she fought some
giggles of her own.

"Doctor?" Cooria stood in the curtained
doorway of the little room. "You have a visitor. Is it all right to
let her in?"

"Who would even know we're here?" Dr. Frurin
said, rising from the table. He nodded.

Cooria stepped back and Lin came through the
curtain. She frowned, but relaxed a little when she saw the six of
them together.

"I thought you'd all be here," she said,
managing a tight smile. "Good, I'm not breaking up your lunch.
Yet."

"Something wrong?" Bain stood as she stepped
up to the table.

"We've been asked to go to Aramar." Lin
rested a hand on his shoulder. "The sooner we launch and head for
the Knaught Point, the better for everyone."

"Who asked you?" Heleen asked.

"Ambassador Lirander, through the
Council."

"How do you know Jay'san?" Dr. Frurin wanted
to know.

"More old friends," Bain said with a sigh.
He felt like laughing.

"Well ... I've known Jay'san and Corrine
since their first assignment. I did a lot of diplomatic ferrying
for a while, before the Mashrami trouble broke out." Lin
shrugged.

"Wait a minute," Gorgi said. "You know
Ambassador Lirander well enough to be on a first-name basis with
him?" He shook his head and whistled softly in appreciation.

"Oh, dear, I think we've lost the girls,"
Heleen said, gesturing at Herin and Rhiann who just listened with
little frowns on their faces.

"I'm half lost myself," Bain admitted.

"All right, here's the long and short of
it," Lin said. She settled down at the table in one of the empty
chairs and poured herself a cup of tea. "Aramar is another one of
the First Civ colony worlds that was lost during the Downfall."

She paused in dumping chocolate cream into
her tea, and waited for the girls to nod that they understood.
During the voyage from N'horba to Centralis, Bain had spent hours
explaining his history lesson disks to Captain Lorian and her
daughters and the other members of the crew who would have to deal
with the Commonwealth immediately.

"They're also in the middle of a section of
space that doesn't quite belong to either the Conclave or the
Commonwealth," Lin went on. Rhiann and Herin nodded that they
understood. The tenuous diplomatic situation had been explained to
them thoroughly as well. "If they would join either government,
then that area would officially belong to one or the other and it
would be safer for ships to travel. Either way, the Commonwealth
would send the Fleet to patrol it, or the pirates who roam it now
would know better than to threaten the Conclave's profits."

"The problem with Aramar is that its own
government isn't settled enough to decide which system to join,"
Heleen said, taking up the thread of the explanation. "During the
Downfall, its government split into nearly a hundred little
city-states, monarchies. They've spent the intervening centuries
trying to reunite the planet into one government by political
marriages."

"Lady Kethreen and Lord Ayduar," Bain
interrupted. "Sister Marnya explained that to me. They've been
betrothed since she was born. Right?"

"Exactly." Dr. Frurin nodded.

"Betrothed since she was born?" Rhiann
whispered loudly. "Yuck."

"Jay'san asked for
Sunsinger because we
have a past history on Aramar. They know we're a Free Trader ship
and no threat to their security," Lin went on. "The situation is
very delicate on Aramar right now. Commonwealth and Conclave ships
are both in orbit, with different private interest groups
pressuring both governments to join their particular government. As
if that weren't bad enough, a guerilla force that calls themselves
the Separatists has appeared in the last ten years. They have
enough power, enough connections, to make things very dangerous for
off-worlders."

"The Separatists want Aramar to cut off all
contact with other planets," Heleen said. "Aramar is for Aramar and
no other world."

"Until Aramar unites into one government --
with the marriage of Kethreen and Ayduar and the birth of their
heir -- it won't be able to join either the Commonwealth or the
Conclave," Lin said. "The Separatists are trying to stir up civil
war, to keep the governments splintered and powerless. If they
could set up a repulsion field around the entire planet to keep
off-worlders away, they would."

"What does that have to do
with Sunsinger?"
Bain asked. "We're known as a Free Trader ship. What does that
mean?"

"We're not part of the Fleet. We're not a
government force." Lin shrugged. "I brought Jay'san and Corrine to
Aramar fifteen years ago. I stayed with them for nearly three
months. I'm known as a friend. What would be more natural than for
me to bring my apprentice and heir to meet them, now that I'm
getting older and near to retirement?"

"You're not anywhere near retirement age,"
Bain retorted.

"Maybe." She shrugged and smiled with a
touch of mischief. "We don't have to tell the Separatists
that."

"You're going to go in and assess the
situation and provide assistance to the ambassador if things get
dangerous, aren't you?" Herin asked.

"Exactly." Lin nodded approval of her easy
summation of the situation.

"You could ask Mother to help --"

"No. Unfortunately that's
not possible. But thank you for suggesting it." She took a long sip
of her cooled tea. "Until the investigation is settled and those
idiots from the Conclave have cooled down, the Estal'es'cai can't roam freely in
either the Conclave or the Commonwealth, and it certainly can't get
involved in another planet's problems."

"But --" Rhiann began.

"Your mother can explain it to you." Lin
stood. "I'm sorry about breaking up what could have been a lovely
party, but Bain and I have a lot of work to do before we
launch."

"Gorgi, you'll get them back to the
shuttle?" Bain asked as he stood. His friend nodded and gave him an
abbreviated Ranger salute. In moments, he and Lin were hurrying for
the door.

 



Chapter Two

"Ambassador Lirander asked specifically for
you." Bain shook his head and grinned at the ship's statistics
slowly scrolling up the screen in front of him. He didn't dare look
at Lin.

"In a touchy situation,
you ask for someone who will cause the least amount of damage," she
responded. "We're small, we're unarmed, and Sunsinger has been to Aramar several
times before. Why would anyone suspect us?"

"Do they know you're a friend?"

"I said that already." Lin sighed and
reached over to poke him in the shoulder. "Wake up,
apprentice."

"I'm awake." Bain scowled. "I'm just
thinking that if they know you're a friend, they might suspect
that's exactly why he asked for you, to keep them from thinking
you're up to something."

"Probably, but we really do have nothing to
hide, no ulterior motive except to visit the embassy, visit my old
friends and introduce them to you, my apprentice and heir. If you
have nothing to hide, then people looking for secrets will find
nothing."

"Why are we going there, then?"

"To be ready to help. We're small, Bain. We
can't do anything to attack anyone or interfere if civil war breaks
out."

"Aren't you afraid?" He finally looked at
her. Lin frowned at the control panel in front of her.

"I'd be an idiot not to be afraid." She
sighed and met his gaze. "Jay'san and Corrine are my friends. I
want them to meet you, in case the trouble doesn't reach the
explosion point like they fear, but things settle down and simmer
for another fifteen, twenty years. I want you to be ready to help
when the trouble comes." A crooked smile lit her face. "Of course
by then, your Scouts should be up and running -- maybe running the
Commonwealth by then."

"Not likely," Bain said with a snort. "The
more separate we are from all that power, the more the ordinary
people will trust us."

"Remember that, when you have your first
success and they come offering you all sorts of rank and
privileges. Power is tempting."

"You're getting off the subject again."

"I know." She sighed and closed her eyes.
Suddenly, Lin looked very tired and it was only mid-afternoon.
Centralis was still within sensor range, though they had been
running at full speed since launching. "Jay'san has a very
important job and responsibility given him by both the prince of
Aragorn and the princess of Maracet. If civil war breaks out, how
he takes care of that responsibility could protect the future of
the entire planet. He wouldn't say what it was in his message, in
case it was intercepted. He could only hint at it. You should have
heard the Council debating it for two solid hours." She laughed,
still not opening her eyes yet. "That's the fastest those people
have ever decided anything in the entire history of the
Council."

"So we're supposed to help him rescue the
whole planet?" Bain didn't know if she was joking to cover her
nervousness or if she was fully serious.

"We've done it before." She opened her eyes
now and turned her head just enough to look at him. "We've been
given every data disk on Aramar the Council has. Nearly eighty
percent of it is classified. They want us fully prepared by the
time we get there. And that, my brilliant young scholar --"

"Means I get to do all the reading and
explain everything to you," Bain finished.

"Young minds are more elastic."

His only response to that was a snort of
disgust. Lin snickered and bent over her controls again.

***

Sunsinger
wasn't going into the unstable situation on
Aramar alone. A rotating patrol of Fleet ships hovered just outside
Aramar's sensor range. Far enough away no one would suspect they
were waiting to swoop down for a rescue, close enough that they
could help. Bain still considered it too far away to be any real
good if Sunsinger came under attack.

If the worst
happened, Sunsinger's speed and Lin's skill as a pilot was all that stood
between them and either capture or destruction.

Bain spent every free
moment studying. The trip was relatively quiet; long stretches of
space between Knaught Points where the few ships they caught in
their sensor sweeps were too far away to hail them or respond
if Sunsinger hailed them. Lin hailed no one; they didn't have any time to
waste. Bain studied the disks the Commonwealth Council gave Lin
until he couldn't see straight. He wrote down every item he didn't
understand or that intrigued him, to ask Lin about or for further
study elsewhere. He made notes of every important point, every bit
of history, every planetary leader with any influence on the
current administration, and even the geography of the world. If an
emergency arose and they had to rescue the Liranders, who knew
if Sunsinger would have to land somewhere other than outside the
embassy?

There were two embassies, actually. After
centuries of what was called the Grand Unification -- political
marriages between royal families, uniting small city-states into
small countries and then into larger countries -- Aramar was two
nations, each on its own continent, Aragorn and Maracet. The
Commonwealth could have sent two ambassadors, one for each
continent, but they chose to have one ambassador to indicate their
support for Aramar's unification. That meant Ambassador Lirander
and Lady Corrine, who was also his closest aide, constantly shifted
back and forth between the capitals of each country. Princess
Kahlea of Maracet had been a semi-invalid most of her life. With
the coming unification between the two continents, she was willing
to let most of the diplomatic work and physical meetings take place
on Aragorn. That didn't mean she was out of the lines of
communication. If anything, she was a more important power to
consider because of her hidden influence. Yet for all intents and
purposes, the embassy on Aragorn was the main embassy. The
spaceport was a half hour's ride by hovercart from the embassy.

The Conclave, since it was a loose union of
planets cooperating for mutual profit, and growth or protection,
had no single ambassador to represent them. None of the independent
governments could agree on enough points to have one person
represent them. That meant the larger, more powerful worlds sent
their own representatives.

"It looks like that should be unfair, when
you first look at it," Bain said, after reading about the
diplomatic situation. "It looks like there are forty Conclave
ambassadors all outnumbering Ambassador Lirander. But then you
realize most of them are working against each other, and they sort
of cancel each other out. Who would want to join a team that fights
all the time? Ambassador Lirander has twenty times more power
behind what he says and does than any ten of those ambassadors. And
that's if they decide to work together for a few days."

"Exactly," Lin said. "You understand
diplomacy more than you think. Unfortunately ..." She grinned and
shook her head.

"What?" Bain flew over to the control panel
from his bunk, where he had been floating just above the mattress
and reading. "What's wrong?"

"You're too honest to be a diplomat. You see
what needs to be done, and you do it. You don't play games. You
don't take chances with people's lives and happiness for a possible
future benefit."

"People are important. Why should I let
somebody get hurt today, on the off chance that the universe won't
blow up in another three or four hundred years?"

"Exactly. Keep your Scouts honest, Bain,
when you get them organized. Don't let the diplomats get hold of
them or use them. The Scouts should be there to meet concrete,
touchable needs and help people -- they shouldn't be there to put a
government's goals ahead of the needs of individuals."

"Like the Separatists."

"They're nasty idealists who want something
and don't care how many people they hurt getting it. They spout all
sorts of garbage about the 'sacrifices that must be made for the
higher cause', but ignore the fact that the ones being sacrificed
are the ones who don't agree with them. Sacrifice is only noble if
it is willing. Otherwise it's nothing but slaughter."

"You've seen that before, haven't you?" Bain
nearly whispered. He finally slung himself down into his seat at
the control panel and hooked his legs up under it to keep himself
in place.

"Enough. During my first visit on Aramar
with Jay'san and Corrine, five Conclave ambassadors were murdered.
No one knew who the Separatists were then. I don't even think they
had a name yet. There was one attempt on Jay'san, and it was a
miserable failure. His bodyguards were Rangers, and they caught the
man who tried to poison him. He was a gibbering fool, nearly
foaming at the mouth. He killed himself in prison before he could
be questioned."

"Maybe somebody killed him to keep him from
talking."

"That was a possibility, too." She nodded
slowly. "Be careful what you eat and who you are alone with down
there, Bain. We're nobody to the powers of Aramar. The Separatists
won't see us as enemies. They might even try to recruit us to bring
in more weapons and supplies for their cause, disguised as 'free
trade'. As Commonwealth citizens, we have a level of protection the
Conclave ambassadors don't have. They are a handful of
representatives of a scattered force. We are valued members of a
united, powerful body that takes care of its own. Understand what
that means?"

"I do -- but do the Separatists?"

"They do indeed. Every merchant and embassy
staff member who lands on Aramar is watched by our people, and
theirs. The few attempts anyone has made to harm them have all been
met with swift, painful reprisal. If anyone harms a Conclave
member, that member had better hope his own people are strong
enough to rescue or avenge him, because his fellow ambassadors
won't do anything unless they see a threat against their own
profits and safety. Most keep silent to do exactly that -- protect
their own profits and safety."

"Stupid," Bain growled.

"Thank goodness they are, or we would be in
serious trouble and have far less chance of gaining an alliance
with Aramar."

"I feel sorry for Kethreen and Ayduar. She's
only five, and he's only eleven, but they have this huge mess just
waiting for them to grow up and marry so they can fix it."

"They have plenty of time to grow into their
duties, and the Commonwealth will be there to help them, if they're
allowed."

***

Bain had his first taste of somno-induction
lessons during the trip to Aramar. Lin had been through it before,
but that didn't help matters any.

Somno-induction was a way for him to learn
the language of Aramar without studying. He wore a helmet when he
went to bed, and drank a drug that made his mind more open to the
pre-dreaming state. The helmet projected subliminal sounds into his
mind, teaching him the language while he slept. By the sixth day,
he was dreaming about Aramar, using Aramar's language. It wasn't
too different from Commonwealth Standard, but between the Downfall
and the rediscovery of Aramar by the Commonwealth and Conclave, the
language had changed and drifted enough to be a problem.

Bain didn't mind the dreams. It was even a
little amusing to try to speak in Aramaran with Lin.

The problem was the sick headache he had
every morning. Bain was one of the few people allergic to the
somnolence drug that made it possible for him to learn the language
so quickly. He put up with it, because he knew he wouldn't be able
to move around Aramar and do anything helpful if he couldn't speak
the language.

Still, he was more than a
little relieved when Sunsinger
passed through the last Knaught Point before
Aramar.

***

When Sunsinger got within hailing
distance of Aramar, they were contacted by the port authorities and
told to hold their position until a patrol ship met
them.

"Either they're trying to hide how fast their
ships are, for defensive purposes, or they are in a lot of
trouble," Lin grumbled. She jerked her thumb at the middle wall
screen, which displayed a computer simulation of their position
around Aramar and the patrol ship and other ships around
them.

Sunsinger
was a golden dot against the dark blue
background. A tiny red dot crept toward them from the pale blue orb
of Aramar. The dot of the patrol ship moved so slowly, Bain could
barely see it move.

"If they get into a fight of any kind out
here in space, they won't be able to defend themselves, much less
attack or run away." He shook his head and pressed a few buttons to
bring the picture into tighter focus. It enlarged all the objects
on the screen and showed a little more movement from the patrol
ship.

"The problem with Aramar is that they've
been so embroiled in their little border wars, they don't have the
resources to upgrade their technology," Lin said after a few
seconds of silence, watching the ship approach them. "Usually wars
are like fertilizer and spring rains -- technology grows at a
furious pace. Unfortunately, being splintered into such small
groups limits their resources. They're at least four generations
behind us in terms of technological advances."

"That's what the Conclave is offering them,
isn't it?"

"Some of it. Of course, the Conclave thinks
Aramar will side with them since they have a history of splintered
independence."

"But if that's true, Aramar would choose to
side with the Commonwealth because they've been working for
unification for generations," he guessed.

"Who can tell?"

"We're being hailed again," Ganfer
announced.

"This is
Sunsinger, how can we
help you?" Lin said in Aramaran, and raised her voice a little. She
also added a slight accent, touched with a little weariness. Or was
that boredom Bain heard? He smiled and slouched in his seat and
tried not to laugh.

"Please follow us down to the central
spaceport," the static-filled voice said. "Do not deviate from the
course we set by more than five degrees in any direction or the
defensive programs will engage."

"Understood. Lead the way." Lin waited a
moment, until the last bit of hissing static faded. "Defensive
programs? Who are they trying to kid? Nobody uses defensive
computer programs anymore."

"Like you said," Bain offered. "They're
behind by a few generations."

"Maybe they're not behind," she grumbled and
pressed commands into the navigation computer. "Maybe they're just
too stingy to buy new weaponry."

Approaching the atmosphere's edge, Bain was
able to get visuals of the traffic surrounding Aramar instead of
relying on computer simulations. Ganfer augmented the cameras
picking up images of different generations and styles of ships
already at the spaceport. The air traffic coming down through the
atmosphere was practically nonexistent. Was that because the
authorities were letting no one land, or no one wanted to land? How
far had the news of rising trouble on Aramar spread, and how many
merchants and envoys had decided to leave the planet alone until
the trouble faded?

Ganfer identified ten specific Conclave
ships, two Free Traders, and a host of smaller Commonwealth
merchant ships. The program identified who the Spacer pilots were
for each one. Bain expected Lin to recognize at least half the
names and start talking about the last time she met up with a few
of them, or even point out a few who were distant relatives.
Spacers counted relatives as far as ten generations away, and
people who had only married into a family and weren't related by
blood. It was the Spacer way.

Lin barely glanced at the screen and made no
comment if she did recognize any names there. She concentrated on
the controls and didn't turn the piloting over to him, as Bain had
half-expected. Maybe she was taking the warning more seriously than
she had led him to think.

When they landed, Bain and Lin went through
shutdown procedures in silence. They rarely ever needed to talk
through the routine, but this time the silence bothered Bain just a
little.

When they were done, there was nothing to do
but disembark. Yet they had heard nothing from the port authorities
since the pilot ship met them out in space.

"Now what?" Bain asked. He kept his voice
soft, though there really was no need to whisper.

"Well ..." Lin pushed herself out of her
seat, moving slowly as she adjusted to full gravity again. "I think
the smart move would be to change into fancier clothes and be ready
whenever they call us."

"Call us?" He glanced toward the bridge
airlock, and toward the hatch leading down into the cargo hold. "We
can't just walk out and go to meet them?"

"We're on a non-aligned world, Bain." She
took a few slow steps toward her cubicle. "They don't have to
recognize our identification codes if they don't want to. They
don't have to accept our code of conduct as Spacers. They didn't
even have to let us land, other than the diplomatic incident it
might cause if Jay'san and Corrine found out."

"But when we land on Conclave worlds --"

"I'm known on quite a few
Conclave worlds and my reputation is good, so Sunsinger is always allowed to land.
We're practically strangers here."

"We have to wait for them to let us leave," he
said on a sigh. Bain got up, almost welcoming the drag of gravity
on his free-fall trained muscles.

"No, we have to wait for them to welcome us
to Aramar. I'd bet you anything, they're waiting for our
ambassadorial clearance to come through and the embassy's hover
cart to come fetch us."

Nearly an hour later, after they had both
showered and changed into clean, formal clothes, plus packed and
re-packed their duffel bags, the port authorities contacted them.
It was a combination welcome, permission to leave their ship and
summons to come to the security gate to meet their ride to the
embassy.

"We'll go out the cargo hatch," Lin said
after she had acknowledged the communication. "It'll look better
than if we climb down that ladder. The weather report says it's
rainy and a little windy outside right now." She laughed as she
slung her duffel over her shoulder. "Besides, I seem to remember
it's extremely unladylike to climb down a ladder in skirts."

"Do I look all right, too?" Bain immediately
felt his face heat up. What he meant was to tell Lin she looked
wonderful.

She wore a deep, emerald skirt hanging past
her calves, with a saffron blouse and emerald vest and her hair
piled high on top of her head with her usual silver clips. It made
her silver hairs look like accents instead of signs of stress and
age. Her black boots were polished until they glowed. Her collar
link glimmered, freshly polished and her copper arm bands with
other shipboard links showed through the nearly sheer sleeves of
the blouse, letting everyone know she was still on duty to her
ship.

"Very dignified," Lin said, winking. She
curtsied, and Bain automatically responded with a deep bow. They
had been practicing their formal court gestures, as much as
free-fall would allow.

Bain had chosen to wear all blue in
different shades, except for his boots and belt. Lin had teased him
about borrowing some of her sapphire clips, since his hair was
getting long again. Bain had refused outright, and then had spent
the last half hour wondering if he should have cut his hair before
they left Centralis. Well, too late now. He wet his hair and
brushed it back, tucked behind his ears, and wished it didn't have
such a childish tendency to curl.

Something prompted him to offer Lin his arm
as they walked down the access tube to the cargo hold. Lin
hesitated half a second, then nodded gravely to him and linked her
arm through his. Bain couldn't be sure because of the deep shadows
in the tube, but he thought he saw her eyes sparkle with mischief
and good humor. That made him feel better and helped him regain his
balance.

"Have a good time at the party," Ganfer said
as they stepped out through the open hatch.

"Don't fuss," Lin murmured. "You're going to
be right here with us the whole time and you know it."

Bain laughed, and immediately muffled the
sound into a snort. Lin's lips twitched as she fought not to smile.
Arm in arm, they strode across the nearly empty landing field
toward the security gate and the shelter from the rain it offered.
Behind them, the hatch closed. Bain suspected it wasn't his
imagination that the hatch banged as it latched. Ganfer was very
good at expressing things through the ship, since it was
technically the ship-brain's body.

An enclosed hovercart waited just beyond the
security gate, with the emblem of the Commonwealth painted on its
side; a circle of black with a royal blue coniferous tree inside
it, and tiny white dots of stars within the tree. Bain felt a
shiver run through him that had nothing to do with the cool
afternoon rain. Everyone knew what the emblem of the Commonwealth
looked like; he had seen it everywhere, all his life. But this was
the first time that an official Commonwealth vehicle, an embassy
vehicle, waited specifically for him.

Two guards met them at the security gate.
One wore a blue uniform with silver piping and slashes on the
sleeves. The other wore a green uniform with silver piping and
slashes. Bain found that interesting and a sign of the unity
between Aramar's two governments. The blue uniform belonged to
Maracet, and the green to Aragorn. Soldiers for both governments
working together at the spaceport was a good sign. At least, Bain
thought so.

The guards waved sensor wands over their
gear and for a moment Bain thought they would ask him or Lin to put
their duffel bags down and unpack them, right there in the misty
rain.

"Everything clears," the blue-uniformed one
said. He smiled, brightening his lean, dark face. "Welcome to
Aramar, Captain Fieran and Crewman Kern."

"Clear," his green-uniformed counterpart
echoed. "Welcome." He beckoned, and the hatch on the hovercart slid
open.

Three men stepped out. Two wore the dark
blue uniforms of Rangers on embassy duty, loose pants tucked into
calf-high boots, short jacket, communications-sensor helmet, and
bristling with defensive weapons. The third was a tall man,
silver-haired, with a hawk's beak of a nose and a wide, smiling
mouth and blue eyes. He wore a long gray cape that whipped aside in
the growing breeze, revealing his silver singleton and vest and
matching ankle-high boots. He seemed to be in good physical shape
for his apparent age, and he smiled when he caught sight of Lin and
Bain.

"Welcome," he called, his voice a rich
baritone with a hint of laughter in it. "Come on through and get
out of the rain, will you?"

"That's the ambassador?" Bain whispered. He
barely refrained himself from whistling in surprise. He hadn't
expected the ambassador to come meet them at the spaceport, much
less get out of the hovercart in this increasingly wet, windy
weather.

"Coming, Uncle," Lin called. She nudged
Bain, stooped to pick up her duffel, and nodded a farewell to the
two guards.

Bain almost didn't move. Lin called
Ambassador Jay'san Lirander, one of the most respected and powerful
representatives of the Commonwealth Council 'uncle'? Then he
realized the two guards were watching him and he picked up his feet
and hurried after Lin, only two steps behind her.

When they reached the ambassador and his
guards, Lin dropped her duffel and hugged the man. That settled
that question.

"So this is your boy, eh?" Jay'san said, when
he had laughed and released Lin. He held out his hand and Bain
shook it, feeling somewhat dazed. "Are you keeping our Lin out of
trouble?"

"Trying, sir." Suddenly, everything seemed
to 'click' into place. Bain laughed with Jay'san and didn't feel
like he was choking. He followed Lin's example, tossing his duffel
into the back compartment of the hovercart and climbing into the
nearest seat. The two Rangers climbed into the front of the
hovercart, one driving and the other watching the small panel of
security monitors.

"So, you finally found some kin and your
apprentice all in one fell swoop," Jay'san said. He settled back in
his seat and looked Bain up and down. "Congratulations, to both of
you."

"Thank you, sir," Bain murmured.

"Now that you approve," Lin drawled, "what
is it you want us to do?"

"Simply be ready, my dear." Jay'san squeezed
Lin's hand, resting on the armrest between them. "I have a very
important mission, entrusted to me by Princess Kahlea and Prince
Sovran. The future of Aramar could rest on how Corrine and I carry
it out. You, Lin, are the one person in the whole Commonwealth I
trust to help us."

"So important, you can't tell me until the
time comes, I'll wager," she murmured. Her smile dimmed a little
when Jay'san could only nod. "Well, we've had quite a bit of
success with less information than that to start out."

"The less you know, the better. You can't
make any mistakes if you're not trying to do anything," the driver
said.


Chapter Three

 


"Lin, Bain, this is Davon Aylash, my head of
security," Jay'san said. "He also plays a mean game of Strategems
and knows more psychology and how to get inside a person's head
than most doctors who practice full-time."

They murmured greetings. Jay'san didn't
introduce the other man. Bain decided that was deliberate, and
tried not to keep glancing at the silent, pale man. He had the
feeling that in this situation, 'the less you know, the better' was
a maxim that would guard all of them.

The ambassador pointed out different
landmarks of interest on the ride to the embassy. People on
horseback, on foot and riding in carts down the cobbled streets
barely glanced at the hovercart skimming past them. They ignored
the modern interloper just like they ignored the thickening
rain.

The buildings were haphazard affairs with no
visible planning. Wooden structures sat next to stone towers, next
to square and streamlined buildings of modern design with polarized
windows and sliding doors. Bain decided he liked the mixture of
ancient and modern, once he got used to it. He decided he was too
used to colonies that were only a hundred years old on the average.
If he went to Vidan, he knew he would probably see the same mixture
of building materials and styles.

After a little more than half an hour of
driving, the houses grew older, larger and more ornate, all built
of stone darkened with moss and ivy and other signs of age and
establishment. They sat in larger plots of open land, decorated
with trees and flowers in obvious designs. Then after another ten
minutes, metal fences formed into ornate shapes with spikes on top
came between the streets and the lawns and gardens, cutting them
off from the passersby on the street. The houses grew into massive
structures that in Bain's estimation could house entire villages --
and even some of the smaller colonies he and Lin had carried
supplies to over the years.

Then, a vast park took over. Bain stared
through the tinted portal of the hovercart at the wide expanse of
rolling, blue-green lawn. Hedges ran in straight lines, forming a
wide border. In the distance Bain made out tall, white shapes and
the glimmer of falling water and assumed a fountain decorated the
landscape. He had never seen such a large, fancy park. No colonies
he had ever seen could afford to put so much energy and resources
into decorative land. They had to provide food for themselves and
products for export to support themselves. Aramar was certainly
proving to be a new experience.

"Here we are." Jay'san gestured to the right
as the hovercart started to turn.

Bain made a deliberate effort to keep his
mouth shut so he wouldn't look like a complete bumpkin. Wide,
silvery gray stone gates two stories tall pierced a meter-thick
wall nearly as high. Through the gates, he glimpsed more sculptured
landscape and a wide, cobbled lane that curved up toward a building
straight out of his history lessons. Or did it come from his
fiction reading, full of valiant soldiers and princesses in
towers?

"Is that the palace?" Bain asked as the
hovercart came to a stop at the base of a cascade of stone stairs.
They had to be a meter deep each, and twenty steps high, leading to
double doors of a dark, reddish wood.

"No," the ambassador said with a chuckle.
"This is the embassy. The palace is five times larger. You two will
see it tonight, by the way." He stood and made his way to the hatch
to get out.

"Uncle?" Lin sat back further in her seat
instead of moving forward to follow him.

"There's a semi-formal dance tonight,
welcoming three new ambassadors from the Conclave. Corrine and I
are invited, of course. We're the old-timers, and it's our social
and diplomatic duty to teach the newcomers the ropes, so to speak."
He stepped down and reached back, as if he would help Lin climb
out.

"Why three new ones all at once?" Bain
asked. He decided if Lin wasn't moving, he had to. His foot slipped
for a second on the slick cobblestones, but he didn't embarrass
himself by grabbing onto the ambassador to save his balance.

"Well ..." Jay'san glanced at Aylash, who
had climbed out and turned the pilot's seat over to the second man.
"You two read up on the situation?"

"Everything the Council gave us, including
all your reports since you arrived here, in condensed form." Lin
nodded and finally slid out of her seat.

"It's becoming something of a ... sport, to
see how many ambassadors the Separatists can frighten away in a
month's time. Those who get careless are sometimes injured,
sometimes killed. They need to be replaced."

"And sometimes the Separatists get tired of
frightening the off-worlders and they stop missing their targets,"
she said in that flat tone of voice that always made Bain shiver.
It meant Lin had found something she didn't particularly like, but
she was going to hold on and do what was right for the principle of
it.

"Nobody has dared make an attempt on
Ambassador Lirander and Lady Lirander for nearly six months,"
Aylash said so quietly, his voice was almost lost in the pattering
of the rain on the cobblestones and the hovercart's roof. "They've
been too busy ... picking up the pieces since the last attempt." He
smiled and in his long, narrow face, the smile looked more like a
threat. Bain shivered, and not from the wet soaking into his
clothes.

"Come along, you two. We're all being idiots
standing here getting wet and talking about depressing subjects."
Jay'san beckoned for them to follow, and started up the steps.
"Corrine will have my head if either of you gets even a head
cold."

"How is she?" Lin shouldered her duffel bag
and took the steps two at a time until she caught up with him. Bain
followed her example. Aylash followed a few steps behind them.

"Eager to see you, wondering how much you've
changed," Jay'san said as he led them up the steps and under the
wide shelter of the stone portico.

The doors swung open silently before they
quite reached the top. They revealed a long hallway that seemed to
run the entire length of the building, two stories tall, with a
rounded ceiling and crystal chandeliers hung every five meters. The
walls were plain white, hung with framed landscapes. Bain never got
a chance to look at the paintings, but he suspected they were all
scenes of different places across Aramar.

Several young men and women in the embassy
livery, blue jackets and gray trousers and skirts, with the
Commonwealth badge on their left shoulders, met them at the door.
Before Bain quite knew it, their duffels were being carried away,
hot drinks had been put into their hands and a tall, rosy-cheeked,
silver-haired lady hurried out from a side room to greet them. She
laughed and opened her arms wide and she and Lin embraced.

"Just look at you," the woman said on a
laughing sigh. She stepped back and smoothed her long, simple green
dress that matched her vivid eyes. "It's so good to see you again,
dear. You've built quite a heroic reputation, according to the
reports we've been getting."

"Just lovely," Lin groaned. Then she glanced
at Bain and laughed. "This is the scamp responsible for it all, if
you must know. I have to set a good example for him. Chobainian
Kern, this is Corrine Lirander. Aunt, Bain is the son of a
twice-removed cousin. He's the closest blood kin I have."

"Welcome, Bain." Corrine held out her hand
for his. Bain returned the clasp. For one frozen, horrified moment
he thought she would try to hug him like she had Lin, but the woman
just smiled and studied him for a few seconds. "Well, we have a few
hours to rest and get ready. Jay'san told you about the dance
tonight?"

"Will it be a diplomatic disaster if I don't
dance?" Lin drawled.

"I hope not," Jay'san said. He led the way
as their party started down the hall.

Everyone else had vanished back to their
duties, including Aylash. Bain appreciated that.

"Most of the Conclave people need to take
lessons when they arrive," Jay'san continued. "On Aramar, dancing
is more than an art form. It's a social requirement. No truly
accomplished, polished young lady dares to go out in public without
knowing all the historical dances, the dances specific to every
important holiday, and of course all the new dances. When he
inherited the throne from his mother, Prince Sovran made a decree
that off-worlders were not expected to dance. He convinced his
people that it would be bad policy to embarrass foreigners."

"Thank Fi'in for that mercy," Corrine said.
She pushed open a door, which revealed a curving staircase. "These
are our private quarters. No one comes in except to clean, and at
set times. We even cook for ourselves, breakfast and lunch. Dinner
is always a fancy state affair with several government lordlings
and officials and at least two Conclave ambassadors, nearly every
night."
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