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Chapter One

“Playing games helps children
learn to live by rules and learn the difference between fair play
and exploitation.”

—Irfan Qasad

The game representative flashed a killer
smile, and Father Kendi Weaver shifted uneasily in his office
chair. Killer smiles always made Kendi uneasy.

“We’re offering generous terms,” the game
rep continued earnestly. “A five hundred thousand freemark advance
against three percent royalties on the first two million copies,
four point five percent on every copy after that. You don’t have to
offer anything but your endorsement. We do all the work—writing,
developing, marketing. You just sit back and rake it in. Easy
money. But we have to know now so we can get production moving,
strike while the iron is hot.”

Kendi tapped his fingers on his desk and
looked at the holographic models on the table in front of him. One
was a representation of himself, a tall, dark-skinned man with
tightly-curled hair, a flat nose, and a whipcord build. Australian
Aborigine to the core, though Kendi preferred the term “Real
People.” Next to Kendi’s hologram stood a model of Ben. He was
shorter than Kendi, stocky, red-haired, and damned handsome,
especially in the spring sunlight that streamed through the office
window.

Kendi’s office was, like most offices at the
monastery, small and cramped, with wood-paneled walls and a
hardwood floor. To combat the lack of room, Kendi kept his space
austere. His desk was bare, and there was only one chair for
guests. The windowsill, which looked out into leafy talltree
branches, had a precious few holograms on it—Ben and Kendi
arm-in-arm on a beach, a motherly woman with dark hair, a
representation of Real People cave paintings. A pair of pictures
hung on the walls, both pen-and-ink drawings of Outback
landscapes.

A third hologram waited to one side on
Kendi’s desk. It portrayed a chesty blond woman, blue-eyed and
beautiful. Kendi picked it up by the base.

“Who’s this supposed to be, Mr. Brace?” he
asked. “She looks familiar, but I can’t place her.”

“Ah. That would be Sister Gretchen
Beyer.”

Kendi almost dropped the
hologram. “Gretchen?” he spluttered. “It looks
nothing like her. What did you do, stuff balloons under
her—”

“We had to modify her a little,” Tel Brace
said smoothly. “After all, sim-game heroes are larger-than-life.
People have expectations.”

“Anything that big would be more of a
surprise than an expectation,” Kendi muttered. “Why do you have a
workup of her in the first place? I mean, she was important to
everything that happened during the Despair, but other people were
more instrumental, you know?”

“She’s your romantic alternate.”

Kendi blinked. “Come again?”

“Part of the sim-game involves a romantic
subplot,” Brace said. “This version allows the players a choice of
partner—Ben or Gretchen.”

 “A choice of
partner.”

“We want to appeal to the broadest possible
base,” Brace explained. His golden hair shone in the sunlight, and
a part of Kendi wondered if HyperFlight Games had chosen Brace to
approach Kendi because of his good looks. “There will certainly be
a segment of players—male and female—who will be more interested in
playing up a romance with a woman, and we have to meet that need.
It’s a standard development tactic.”

“I see. What did Gretchen have to say about
this?”

“I’m not at liberty to discuss Sister
Gretchen’s negotiations, Father. I’m sorry.”

“What are you going to call this game
again?”

“ ‘Dream and Despair.’
Marketing predicts it’ll be one of the biggest sellers in all
history, rivaling even ‘The Siege of Treetown.’ You and your family
will be set for life, Father. All you have to do is sign and watch
the freemarks roll in.”

Kendi toyed with the hologram in his hands.
Dream and Despair. An apt title. The galaxy had once been dependent
on the Dream, a telepathic plane of existence that only telepaths
known as the Silent could reach. Within the Dream, language and
distance were no barrier to communication. In a galaxy where
faster-than-light travel was cheap and faster-than-light
communication was impossible, the Silent had become essential,
allowing governments, corporations, and other entities to maintain
quick communication with outlying branches, subsidiaries, and
colonies.

Then came the Despair. Terrible forces had
torn the Dream asunder, and the Silent found themselves exiled from
its haven. Bereft of the Dream’s touch, many Silent became
despondent, even suicidal. Kendi, Ben, Gretchen, and several others
had been caught in the maelstrom of the Despair, and they had
managed to keep the Dream from self-destruction, but only barely.
Now only a tiny handful of Silent could enter the Dream, and the
place had become a near-wasteland. Unable to communicate with their
allies and subsidiaries, governments and corporations plunged into
chaos. Many fell apart or went bankrupt. Some rulers grabbed power,
others abandoned it. The Empress Kan maja Kalii, ruler of the
Independence Confederation had, for example, disappeared without a
trace.

Now a company called HyperFlight Games
wanted to make a history sim-game out of it all, with Kendi as the
hero.

Part of Kendi was flattered. The rest of him
was suspicious. Tel Brace had a low, smooth voice and an earnest
manner, both of which flared Kendi’s nostrils. He also recognized
the elements of a good con game—a demand for a quick decision,
smooth explanations, overly friendly demeanor—and he gave Tel Brace
a mental salute, one con artist to another.

“I’ll need time to think about it,” Kendi
said, still holding the Gretchen hologram. “Consult with some
people, sniff around, you know. Leave me a copy of the offer and
I’ll get back to you.”

“I don’t know how long I can keep the offer
open,” Brace said, racking up another con game point on Kendi’s
mental tally. “The boss is riding me, you know?”

“I’m sure,” Kendi
said. Now
he’ll take me into his confidence, he
thought. Make me feel sorry for him.

“Tell the truth,” Brace continued
conspiratorially, “I’m really hoping you can help me out. The
economy is still bad after the Despair, and I haven’t been able to
seal any decent contracts in months. I’m worried about my kids.
Things got even rougher after their mother left. Do you have
children, Father?”

“Not yet,” Kendi said, and held up his
comp-unit. “I need time to consider your offer, Mr. Brace, so
please zap me the terms. I have a lot to do today.”

Brace managed a weak grin, one completely
unlike the mega-watt version he had used earlier. “Right. Here it
is, then.” He aimed his own comp-unit at Kendi’s. A green light
flashed on each, indicating a successful data transfer. Brace stood
up and held out his hand. Kendi rose to shake it. Brace’s grip was
dry and firm.

“Keep the holograms as our gift, Father,”
Brace said. “I hope to do business with you soon.”

After the man left, Kendi checked his
messages. His public box was crammed. Four offers for speaking
engagements. Sixteen requests for information about himself.
Eighteen sales pitches. Twelve requests to let someone write his
biography. Thirty-five people writing to say they appreciated what
he had done for the Dream. Forty nasty letters asking why he hadn’t
simply let the Dream die. Nine marriage proposals. Two death
threats. And over a hundred solicitations for more...personal
services.

Kendi forwarded the death threats to the
Guardians, deleted the rest, and called up the Hyperflight Games
agreement to skim. His brow furrowed. Was he reading it right?
According to the contract, he would have no input on the final
version of the game. Hyperflight would also have the right to use
his name and likeness for any advertising they liked, whether it
related to the game or not, and the agreement lasted one hundred
years after Kendi’s death. The royalties, meanwhile, came off the
net profits, not the gross take. Kendi narrowed his eyes. No
sim-game, movie, or music feed had ever made a profit, and the
companies employed teams of accountants to prove it.

Kendi sighed and shut the comp-unit off. As
the display winked out, his eye fell on the holograms lined up on
the desk, and a thought occurred to him. A bit of rummaging in a
drawer turned up a small scanner, which he ran over the base of
each hologram. When he reached Ben’s hologram, the scanner beeped
once. Kendi glanced at the readout and shook his head with a tight
smile. He looked at Ben’s holo for a long moment, then tapped his
earpiece. “Ben,” he said. His earpiece started to connect the call,
but Kendi interrupted the connection with another tap, stopping the
call entirely. He waited a moment in silence, then spoke to the
empty air.

“Hey, Ben, it’s me. Fine.
Uh huh. Well, I just met with the sim-game guy. The offer looks
pretty good, I think, but I’m a little unsure. What’s the savings
account like? Oh. Did you talk to the bank about the home
improvement loan for the nursery? Oh. That bad? What about that
contract job you were bidding on? You’re kidding! They gave it
to who? All life, we needed that
money. What kind of assholes would—yeah, I know. Okay. Well, maybe
this sim-game offer is just what we need then. I’ll see you when I
get home.”

With that, Kendi pocketed his comp-unit,
exited the office building, and walked straight into a
demonstration parade.

Most of the participants were human, though
a substantial number were Ched-Balaar. They carried signs, both
placard and holographic. FOXGLOVE AND THE FEDERALS: OUR FRIENDS!
FOXGLOVE STANDS FOR JOBS! VOTE FOR FOXGLOVE AND FEED MY FAMILY! FOX
‘EM MITCH! THE CHILDREN OF IRFAN EAT WHILE MY CHILDREN STARVE! The
holographic signs were decorated with images of a man with dark
hair and broad, handsome features.

The humans in the group were poorly dressed.
Their patched clothes hung on them as if they had lost weight. The
Ched-Balaar had a scruffy, disheveled look, and there was dust in
their fur. One human woman had two small girls at her side. Both
were thin and ragged, and they looked at Kendi with quiet eyes. He
put a hand on the gold medallion he wore around his neck, the one
that marked him as a Child of Irfan. Their mother followed their
gaze and caught sight of Kendi in his loose brown robes. Her jaw
firmed and she raised her sign as the procession marched past.
Kendi wanted to do something for her, give her money or the jade
ring he wore. But her face was hard and he knew such a gesture
would only make her angry. A human voice broke into song.
Immediately the Ched-Balaar joined in, chattering their teeth in
rhythmic counterpoint. The procession came to a halt as everyone
sang.

We all are prisoners of starvation

Fighting for emancipation!

We call upon each city-nation,

One union grand.

Little ones cry for bread

With their parents cold and dead.

The Federals lead us from this dread!

It’s our final stand.

A dark-skinned woman in dreadlocks and a
hand-knit scarf climbed up on a balcony rail. She raised a placard
that said OPEN MINDS FOR OPEN MINES. Several of the holographic
signs in the procession erased themselves and called up new text.
WE CAN MINE RESPONSIBLY. WE AREN’T CHILDREN—LET US WORK! A MINE IS
A TERRIBLE THING TO WASTE.

“We are sitting on unimaginable wealth,” the
woman shouted. “Bellerophon is rich in metal—gold, silver, iron,
uranium, and more! And yet our people starve. How did we let this
happen?”

Cheers of agreement roared through the
talltree leaves.

“Our ancestors thought they were being wise
when they laid the restrictions on mining and farming and talltree
harvesting,” the woman shouted. “Perhaps were. Perhaps they
preserved the environment. But that was almost a thousand years
ago, and times have changed. We are responsible adults, not
children. We can mine the planet’s resources without causing harm.
Mining and farming and harvesting would mean jobs for the people!”
More cheers. “Food for our children!” Cheers. “Security for
everyone!” Cheers. “Mitchell Foxglove and the Federals opposed the
mining restrictions long before the Despair, and he opposes them
now. The Unionists and the Populists supported the restrictions,
and look where it got us—frozen, starving, and afraid. Foxglove
needs our vote, and we have to give it to him. Foxglove! Foxglove!
Foxglove!”

The procession took up the chant of
Foxglove’s name and started marching again. The dreadlocked woman
jumped down to join them. Protesters both human and Ched-Balaar
continued along the office building walkway and tromped down a wide
wooden staircase that wound around a talltree trunk. One of the
little girls threw Kendi a last glance before marching out of
sight.

Kendi sighed and released his medallion. The
edges had dug furrows in his palm. How could he possibly get het up
about a sim-game contract when people staved within ten meters of
his office door? He privately decided to donate a portion of the
sim-game proceeds to a charity that helped the hungry. Maybe the
First Church of Irfan. Orphans and other needy people fell under
their bailiwick.

The last of the procession cleared the
walkway, and the Blessed and Most Beautiful Monastery of the
Children of Irfan went back to moping through a crisp spring
afternoon. The small audience that had gathered to watch the march
drifted away like limp petals on a tired wind. Some were
brown-robed monks—Children of Irfan—and others were lay people who
worked for the monastery, though these days there were fewer and
fewer jobs. Although most of the people were human or Ched-Balaar,
a fair number of other species fed into the mix as well, and the
air was filled with the quiet chatter of human voices, the muted
clatter of Ched-Balaar tooth-talk, and the squeaks, squawks, and
quacks of other species. Gondola cars strung on overhead cables
coasted by, and a monorail train snaked between the massive
talltree branches. Beneath the monastery’s swaying walkways lay the
dizzying drop to Bellerophon’s forest floor over a hundred meters
below. Overhead, the sun’s great golden eye hung in a field of
perfect blue, and the air smelled of green leaves.

Kendi leaned on a heavy wooden railing and
looked out over the arboreal monastery. A man and a woman in brown
robes passed Kendi by, their voices barely audible. A teenage boy
walked in silence with a being that looked like a giant
caterpillar, and their steps dragged. Kendi sympathized. Before the
Despair, all the monks at the monastery had been Silent, able to
enter the Dream. After the Despair, only a tiny handful had
retained their Silence. For the Silent, exile from the Dream was
like being struck blind or deaf. Not everyone had adjusted
well.

A gentle tap on Kendi’s shoulder made him
turn. Behind him stood Ched-Hisak, one of the equinoid Ched-Balaar.
Like all of his species, the Ched-Hisak was the size of a small
horse. Hay-colored fur covered a stocky body and four legs that
ended in heavily-clawed feet. A thick, sinuous neck rose between
two muscular arms that ended in four-fingered hands. His head was
flat, with wide-set brown eyes and a lipless mouth filled with
shovel-like teeth. His forehead sported a small hole just above and
between his eyes. His forelegs were thicker and sturdier than the
shorter hind legs, which gave a downward slant to the Ched-Balaar’s
back. One finger sported a green jade ring similar to Kendi’s.

“Ched-Hisak,” Kendi said with a warm smile,
and held out both hands, palms up.

Father Ched-Hisak placed his hands over
Kendi’s and gripped his wrists in greeting. His palms felt like
warm suede. Ched-Hisak opened his mouth and his teeth clattered in
a complex rhythm punctuated by occasional soft hooting sounds from
the nasal opening between his eyes. Half a lifetime of living among
the Ched-Balaar let Kendi understand the language perfectly, though
he had no hope of reproducing it.

“I wish to make you an invitation,”
Ched-Hisak chattered after exchanging a few pleasantries. “It is
time for Ched-Nel and Ched-Pek to leave the den, and it would
please me much if you and Ben attended the ceremony.”

Kendi blinked and suppressed a small gasp.
“It would be an honor!” he said. “But Ched-Hisak—are you sure you
want us there? I’ve never known the Ched-Balaar to ask aliens to
attend a Leaving for their ch—for their younger family
members.”

Ched-Hisak dipped his head once. “You and
Ben have been good and kind friends to me and my family for a long
time, and it is my wish that you attend.”

“Then we’ll definitely come,” Kendi said.
“When and where?”

“Four days from now in our home. We begin at
noon. I have hope it will be a fine and festive occasion in a
difficult time.”

“We could use some festivity,” Kendi
sighed.

“It has been a difficult eight months,”
Ched-Hisak chattered. “Our entire civilization was based on every
one of us learning to reach the Dream. Now that has been taken from
us.”

Kendi placed a hand on Ched-Hisak’s flank.
“I’m sorry. I’ve been so busy running around putting out fires for
the monastery that I haven’t had time to think about what the
Despair means for your people.”

“I cannot find fault with you, Kendi,”
Ched-Hisak said mildly. “You are the reason the Dream still exists,
limited though it is. In any case, there is nothing you personally
could have done. We Ched-Balaar have gone from Silent to Silenced.
That is the way of it.”

“Except it was humans that nearly destroyed
the Dream in the first place,” interrupted a third voice. “Our
ancestors should never have brought humanity into the Dream in the
first place. Now we are repaid for our kindness with exile and
despair.”

A second Ched-Balaar had approached. This
one was a little shorter than Ched-Hisak, with paler fur and
startling violet eyes. She wore no monastery ring, and a swirling,
curlicue pattern had been shaved into her pelt.

“Ched-Putan,” said Ched-Hisak. “Your words
only cause anger, and they solve no problems. Why are you here? The
demonstration has already passed by.”

Ched-Putan waved a hand. “There are so many
demonstrations and marches, it is impossible to be anywhere without
seeing one. The people—our people—have time to demonstrate because
they have no jobs.”

“More rhetoric,” Ched-Hisak said. “What do
you want here, in this place at this time?”

“I have come to meet with the Council of
Irfan. I will talk with the Ched-Balaar who walk with the
Children.”

Kendi’s eyes widened.
Ched-Putan had used the actual word for children. The
Ched-Balaar used that term only rarely. In fact, the Ched-Balaar
term for the monastery’s people technically translated as
the Family of
Irfan, though everyone mentally translated
it as the
Children of Irfan. The Ched-Balaar,
meanwhile, pretended that the human word child meant young family member. Kendi himself
had heard a Ched-Balaar use the term children only once
or twice in his entire life.

Ched-Hisak raised his head high, and his fur
stood up in outrage. “Ched-Putan, your rhetoric takes you too far.
You use offensive language and anger all those who hear you.”

“That is my wish,” Ched-Putan responded.
“Our people have been too mild for too long. The Dream is empty,
kinsman, and you do not see that this is our chance to reclaim
it.”

“Reclaim it?”

“We can preserve the Dream for the
Ched-Balaar,” Ched-Putan said. “It is nearly empty now, and we must
prevent the other species, especially the humans, from finding it
again. Mitchell Foxglove is a human, but he agrees with us, and
when he wins the upcoming election—”

Kendi waved a hand in front of Ched-Putan’s
face. “Hello! Human standing right here. Silent human.”

“And look what Silence did
to your people,” Ched-Putan said, rounding on him. “It made you a
commodity. Your own species kidnaps you, treats you like animals
for breed and for sale. When the slavers destroyed your
childhood, Father Kendi, did you
find yourself grateful for the ‘gift’ of Silence?”

Kendi’s jaw tightened. He was about to snarl
at Ched-Putan when a warm hand on his shoulder restrained him.

“There is no point in arguing with this
person,” Ched-Hisak said. “You will not change her mind, and she
will not change yours. Your words will matter for nothing.”

Kendi fought his temper and finally beat it
back. Ara would have been proud. Still, he couldn’t resist saying,
“You’re right. As much try to persuade a maggot not to eat rotten
meat.”

“Insults only show a lack of intelligence,”
Ched-Putan said.

“If that’s your only way of calling me
stupid,” Kendi shot back, “you come up pretty light on the IQ scale
yourself.”

He turned his back and marched away before
Ched-Putan could reply. A scrape of claws on the wooden walkway
told him Ched-Hisak had followed. They walked in silence for a long
moment. Then Ched-Hisak said, “I feel I should apologize on behalf
of my species.”

Kendi shook his head. “Not all Ched-Balaar
are like her.”

“Perhaps not all,” Ched-Hisak said. “But
certainly a growing number. Almost every member of my species was
Silenced by the Despair, and they want to blame someone. Just as
the humans who have lost friends and family and jobs to the Despair
want to blame someone. The Freedom Confederation Party—and Mitchell
Foxglove—is capitalizing on that.”

“Keep the species separate,” Kendi said.
“I’ve heard the rhetoric. It makes me sick. What do they think,
that after all this time, Bellerophon will splinter into enclaves
based on planet of origin?”

“Stranger and more frightening things have
become law. Slavery, for example.”

Kendi pursed his lips. “You have a point,”
he said. “I should know that people don’t change. Not even after a
thousand years.”

“They don’t change,” Ched-Hisak agreed.
“They are evil, cruel, misguided, and absurd. They are also brave,
noble, kind, and giving. We have to find the latter qualities while
we fight the former, and it would be foolish to expect anything
else.”

Kendi reached up and placed his hands on
either side of Ched-Hisak’s face in a sign of affection. “I know.
Thanks. And thank you for the invitation.”

They parted company, and Kendi’s feet took
him toward home. Before he got much further, his ocular display
flashed. A high-priority message was waiting for him. Kendi tapped
his earpiece.

“Display message on ocular implant,” he
said. His eyes tracked back and forth as text scrolled across his
retina, and a smile broke out on his face. “Well, what do you
know?”

oOo

Ben Rymar sat on the floor and stared at the
holograms on his coffee table. The first showed a pretty woman,
with pointed features and a long brown braid. She wore a
form-fitting jumpsuit with a small captain’s insignia at the
shoulder. The other hologram portrayed a short, stocky man. His
straw-blond hair and enormous blue eyes gave him a boyish look. A
handsome guy. Ben puffed out his cheeks and held up a hand mirror
so he could compare his reflection with the hologram’s. His hair
was sunset red, but Ben and the man shared the same long jaw, the
same stocky build, the same square features. Their eyes were the
same shade of blue.

There was something of the woman in Ben’s
face as well. Ben made mental comparisons. Same eye shape, same
mouth, same nose.

Ben set the mirror down and drew his knees
up to his chest. The base of the woman’s hologram was inscribed
with the words IRFAN QASAD. The base of the man’s hologram said
DANIEL VIK. They had died almost a thousand years ago, and they
were his parents.

He sat on the hardwood floor for a long
time, trying to wrap his mind around this impossible concept. Irfan
Qasad. Captain of the colony ship that brought humans to the planet
Bellerophon. First human to speak to the alien Ched-Balaar. First
human to accept the Ched-Balaar’s gift of Silence and enter the
Dream. Founder of the Blessed and Most Beautiful Monastery of the
Children of Irfan.

Daniel Vik. Yeoman to Captain Qasad and
eventually her husband. Second human to enter the Dream. Father of
Irfan’s children. Genocidal maniac who had tried to murder every
Silent on Bellerophon.

Ben got up and went to the kitchen, poured
himself a tall, tart glass of juice and took it out onto the
balcony that ringed the house. The early spring sun had finally
chased away the heavy winter clouds. Voices, both human and
Ched-Balaar, chattered, clattered, and hooted in the distance.
Beyond the balcony stretched the talltree forest, with its
hundred-meter trees above and giant lizards below. Neighboring
houses peeked out from the branches one tree over. The original
colonists of Bellerophon had taken to the trees to escape the local
lizards—inevitably dubbed “dinosaurs”—and their Treetown
descendants had never gone back to the ground. Some of the
structures, built of iron-hard talltree wood, were reputed to date
back to the time of Irfan Qasad herself.

Irfan Qasad. Ben set the juice glass on the
balcony rail. The news felt unreal, as if it had come to someone
else, as if—

“You are brooding,” said a voice behind him.
Ben spun, upset the glass, and caught it just before it fell over
the rail. Juice spattered the leaves below.

“Harenn,” he yelped. “You scared the life
out of me.”

“Perhaps I should scare
some life into you,” said Harenn Mashib. She
was leaning against the door jamb, her dark eyes half-closed, her
arms folded. At her feet lay a star-shaped piece of computer
equipment. “I knocked, but no one answered.”

“I didn’t hear.”

“You hear very little lately,” she observed.
“Kendi has noticed, you know. He asks about you, wants to know if I
have any idea what bothers you, and then I have to lie and tell him
I know nothing. I dislike lying to him, Ben, especially about
something so important.”

“Straight to the point,” Ben grimaced. “And
pulling no punches.”

“You have to tell him.”

“I will,” Ben protested. “I just...it hasn’t
been the right time.”

“This begs the question of when the right
time will come.”

Ben sighed and boosted himself up to sit on
the balcony rail. Harenn remained in the doorway. She was a
shortish, pretty woman whose choice of clothing ran to voluminous,
and she covered her hair with a blue head scarf.

“I don’t know,” he said finally. “How do you
say something like this? ‘Hey, love, I just thought you ought to
know that Harenn found out who my biological mother is. Can you
believe it’s Irfan Qasad?’ Sure.”

Harenn picked up the bit of equipment and
brought it over to the balcony. “That information will not change
Kendi’s feelings for you. And it does not change who you are.”

A crisp spring breeze
ruffled Ben’s hair. He took the cryo-unit from Harenn’s hands and
stared down at it. The information didn’t change who he was. The
problem was, he didn’t know who he was. Or maybe
it was that he did know.

System lights blinked in a familiar pattern
across the readout. Ben knew the cryo-unit itself wasn’t a thousand
years old, unlike the embryos frozen inside. Those embryos were
mere clumps of tiny cells, yet they managed to raise countless
questions. Why had Daniel Vik and Irfan Qasad created them? Who had
stolen them away? Why had the thief later abandoned them?

Ben knew part of the story, of course. Ara
Rymar, on a mission for the Children of Irfan, had found a derelict
ship orbiting a gas giant. A brief examination had proven the ship
empty except for the cryo-unit. Back on Bellerophon, Ara decided
she wanted a child of her own and had one of the embryos implanted
in her womb. Nine months later, Ben came into the world, red hair,
blue eyes, and all.

Although a simple scan had revealed that all
the embryos were Silent, Ara had never bothered to run a full
genetic comparison on Ben or his frozen siblings. No point. The
derelict ship had been nowhere near Bellerophon, and it seemed
unlikely such a scan would reveal any relatives at the
monastery.

After Ara’s death, however, Ben had gained
custody of the cryo-unit and its contents, and once he and Kendi
had decided they wanted children together, it seemed the most
natural thing in the world to turn to the cryo-unit and tiny riches
within.

Ben had always wanted to raise his brothers
and sisters as his own children, wanted it with an ache so intense
it sometimes awoke him late at night when the only sounds were
Kendi’s deep breathing and the secret cry of unborn infants.

Kendi, however, had been less poetic and
more practical. Unknown to Ben, he had asked Harenn to run a full
genetic comparison to make absolute sure everything was all right
with the embryos. The results had wrenched Ben into a strange and
different universe, one where truth hung above him like hungry
sword.

“I am tiring of lying at your request, Ben,”
Harenn said. “I lied to Kendi when I told him that the database
yielded no parental matches. I lied to him when he asked me if I
knew what was bothering you. Lucia has joined in these lies, and
she finds it a strain because she still holds the famous Father
Kendi Weaver in awe, and she fears what will happen when he learns
she has concealed the truth from him.”

Lucia dePaolo. Ben ran his fingers over the
familiar shape of the cryo-unit. Lucia and Harenn had volunteered
to be host mothers for the embryos, and Lucia had been present when
Harenn had broken the news to Ben.

“You are causing your beloved great pain
with this secret,” Harenn said, “because he believes you are
unhappy about something. You must tell him so his pain will
end.”

“It’s not that easy, Harenn,” Ben protested.
“If this information gets out, do you know what will happen to me?
To them?”

“Tell me what you think will happen.”

“Devastation,” Ben said bitterly. “God,
Harenn—Irfan Qasad is the most famous human being in all history.
She changed society across the universe. Without her, humans would
never have entered the Dream. People have built religious cults
around her. Hell, Harenn—Lucia and her family worship Irfan as a
goddess.”

“They worship her as a mortal incarnation of
divinity,” Harenn corrected gently.

“You know what I mean,” Ben said. “If this
came out, half the universe would show up on the doorstep to have a
good gawk, a quarter would probably want to kidnap me and the
children for study or worship or whatever, and the last quarter
would probably try to...” He waved a hand.

“Assassinate you,” Harenn finished. “Because
Daniel Vik was your father. Or because some people like to target
the famous.”

“It won’t affect just me. It’ll affect the
kids. They’re Irfan’s children, too, and they’ll get the same
attention. And I don’t want to be famous. It scares me, Harenn.
Enough people already know who I am and what I did during the
Despair. Everyone calls me a hero. They stare in public and they
ask questions and I hate it. I don’t want this for me, and I don’t
want it for our kids.”

“I still fail to see the problem,” Harenn
said. “Telling Kendi is not like telling the world. He would not
give the secret away if you didn’t wish it. Kendi will be the
father of these children, Ben. Perhaps not biologically, but
certainly in all ways that matter, just as Ara was your mother in
all ways that matter. He deserves to know.”

“I know,” Ben sighed. “Every time I try to
say the words, they won’t come. And no, I don’t want you or Lucia
to tell him.”

“You have a deadline,” Harenn said. She took
the cryo-unit from him. “By the end of the week, my body will be
ready to receive your first child. I will not go through the
procedure if Kendi remains ignorant of the baby’s nature.”

A door slammed inside the house and a voice
called, “Ben?”

“Out here, Kendi,” Ben called back. Then, to
Harenn, “Not now.”

“As you say,” Harenn replied. “But you have
my opinion and my deadline.”

Before Ben could say more, Kendi strode out
onto the balcony with an excited bounce in his step. Kendi favored
the brown tunic and trousers often worn by the Children of Irfan,
and the jade ring on his hand indicated he had reached the rank of
Father. Like Ben, he was in his late twenties, but the excitement
on his face made him look younger. Ben found himself sharing the
excitement, even though he didn’t know what it was about. Kendi
could still do that to him, communicate a mood by his very
presence. Ben liked that. He kissed Kendi hello, then backed up a
step. Kendi’s eye fell on the cryo-unit in Harenn’s hands and his
face went tight.

“Is something wrong?” he asked.

“We were discussing parenthood,” Harenn
said, “and I was using a visual aid. No need for alarm.”

“Ah.”

“All right, out with it,” Ben commanded,
changing the subject.

“Out with what?” Kendi said innocently.

“There’s something you’re dying to tell me,”
Ben persisted, “so go ahead.”

“Sound advice,” Harenn murmured. Ben shot
her an alarmed look, but Kendi was too excited to notice. “And what
is this news, then?”

“You should check your messages, Ben,” Kendi
said. “Grandma is running for Governor.”

Ben stiffened. Then his knees went weak, and
he grabbed the balcony for support. “Grandma” Salman Reza was
actually Ben’s grandmother, not Kendi’s, but she had pressed Kendi
into using the designation as well.

“Are you all right?” Kendi asked, taking
Ben’s elbow. “It can’t be that much of a shock. All life—she’s been
talking about it for weeks.”

“I was just hoping she wouldn’t go through
with it,” Ben said. “I’m okay. God, I didn’t even know she’d come
back home.”

“Gonna be a fun ride,” Kendi observed.
“We’ll be famous. Again.”

“Yeah,” Ben muttered. “Famous.”

“I must be going,” Harenn said
diplomatically. “Bedj-ka will be home from his playmate’s house any
moment and I must start supper.” She gave Ben the cryo-unit and a
hard look, then withdrew. A group of laughing children thundered
past the house on a wooden walkway. Tiny glider lizards chittered
among the leaves above Ben’s head. Ben didn’t speak, merely stared
over cryo-unit and balcony rail into Treetown. Cloth rustled as
Kendi moved to stand beside him. After a long moment, he rested his
dark hand on Ben’s light one.

“I should’ve realized,” he said quietly.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“I’m not upset.”

“Liar.” Kendi’s voice was gentle. “She
hasn’t made the official announcement yet, you know. You might be
able to talk her out of it.”

“I’d have better luck telling a carnosaur to
go vegetarian,” Ben snorted. “If she wins, we’ll be part of
Bellerophon’s first family. Or don’t grandchildren count as
firsts?”

“Dunno.” He squeezed Ben’s hand. “Is this
all that’s upsetting you?”

“What do you mean?” Ben asked, though he
knew perfectly well.

Kendi sighed. “I know this is usually not
the best way to approach you, love, but I don’t know what else to
do. Most of the time I know you’ll tell me eventually. The quieter
you get, the faster you say something. But this time...” Kendi
shrugged. “It’s been almost a month since we got back from SA
Station, and you’ve barely said a word except when I ask you a
direct question. I’m getting scared. What’s wrong, Ben? Are you
having second thoughts about becoming parents?”

The words died in Ben’s throat and he shut
down. He sometimes envied Kendi’s easy use of words, the way he
could blurt out whatever was on his mind. Ben knew what he wanted
to say, knew he had to say it eventually. But his mouth wouldn’t
form the words. It had been like this ever since he could remember.
He stared down at the cryo-unit in his hands without speaking.

“Fine,” Kendi said at last, a note of anger
in his voice. “Where do you want to order dinner from tonight? Can
you at least tell me that?”

Ben’s stomach twisted. He hated it when
Kendi got upset, hated it even more when it happened over something
Ben himself had done. Was doing. Still, this was a question he
could answer. “Maureen’s,” he muttered. “A number twelve for
me.”

“Sure.” Kendi turned to go, his face hard as
talltree wood. Ben’s mouth was completely dry and his hands were
cold on the cryo-unit.

Say it, stupid, he ordered
himself. Just open your mouth and say it.

The words still wouldn’t come. Kendi reached
the balcony doors, his back rigid. Ben already knew what was
coming. They would eat a tense dinner from take-out cartons, after
which Kendi would prowl restlessly through the Dream while Ben hid
in his computer workshop or lifted weights. Ben would go to bed
early, Kendi would stay up late. Ben would stare sleeplessly at the
ceiling until Kendi finally came in to bed, whereupon Ben would
feign sleep, even though Kendi knew Ben was faking to avoid talk.
This would go on until Ben finally told Kendi what was bothering
him. These little spells were rare, but the pattern was always the
same, and suddenly Ben hated it. What was he so worried about?
Kendi had to know and Ben had to tell him. It was as simple as
that. Still, he had to cough to get his voice to work.

“Kendi,” he said. “Wait.”

Kendi turned, his face expectant, yet
uncertain.

“There is something going
on. It’s not bad. At least, I don’t think it’s bad.
But...” Ben took a deep breath. “I just don’t know how to tell you.
It’s...it’s that...”

“Just say it, Ben. Hey, there’s nothing you
can say that’ll make me love you any less. Blurt it out.”

“Yeah. Okay.” Ben clutched the star-shaped
cryo-unit hard. The polymer was smooth, the corners sharp.
Sometimes it seemed like he could hear eleven tiny voices calling
to him, begging him to let them out. He wanted to. His mother had
told him about his origins and about his frozen siblings as soon as
he was old enough to understand, and Ben was glad of it. It had
been obvious from the start that he was different. Mom’s entire
family had ultimately sprung from the Middle East back on Earth,
and Ben’s red hair stood out like a torch in the rain forest.
Finding out why was a relief. Ben used to pretend his brothers and
sisters were just sleeping, and one day they would wake up, ready
to join his family. Now he had the chance to make fantasy into
reality. First, however, he had to tell Kendi the truth.

“It’s kind of a family thing,” he began.
“See, I learned—”

“Attention! Attention!” said the house
computer. “Incoming call for Ben Rymar and Kendi Weaver. Caller
requesting high priority. Attention! Attention! Incoming call
for—”

“High priority?” Kendi interrupted. “Irene,
who is calling?”

“Senator Salman Reza.”

“Isn’t she out of town?” Kendi said.

“We better take this,” Ben said, uncertain
whether he was relieved or not. He strode into the living room and
tapped one hardwood wall. “Irene, connect.”

The wall glowed briefly, and Salman Reza’s
face appeared on the screen. She was eighty years old, but looked
closer to sixty. Her face was round and only lightly lined, and
thick salt-and-pepper hair made a firm helmet on her head. Her eyes
were dark, and she was smiling. For a moment Ben saw his mother,
Ara, on the screen, and a small lump came to his throat. Ara Rymar
had died almost eight months ago, but grief still struck Ben from
unusual directions. He did like Grandma Salman a great deal, though
growing up he had usually seen her only at major holidays and
family gatherings.

“Welcome home, Grandma,” Ben said. “What’s
going on? We got your other message.”

“So you know I’m going to declare my
candidacy,” Salman said. “I’m sure you’ve figured out that it’s
going to have a big impact on this family, yes?”

Ben and Kendi both nodded. “It had crossed
our minds,” Kendi said wryly. “Going to put yourself through the
ringer, eh?”

“I live for pain, hon,” Salman said, equally
wry. “But I think the Unionist Party is the best choice to lead
Bellerophon right now.”

“And as head Unionist, that would put you in
the Governor’s chair,” Ben said.

“By sheer coincidence,” Salman agreed, still
smiling. “Which means we really need to have a family meeting, my
ducks, and the sooner, the better. Dinner at my house tonight? Six
o’clock. No need to dress.”

Ben checked his fingernail for the time.
“We’ll barely make it.”

“I’ll send a flit. See you soon.” Her image
vanished.

“No room for argument,” Kendi grinned. “No
wonder she’s party chief.”

“We better hurry and dress,” Ben said,
already moving toward the bedroom.

“What? But she said—”

“You know Grandma,” Ben interrupted. “When
she says ‘no need to dress’ it only means you don’t have to wear
formal robes and I don’t have to wear a tuxedo.”

oOo

Cora Haaseth, age ten, peered around the
spiral slide. Nick was nowhere in sight, and the talltree branch
they had designated as home base was in clear view. Cora narrowed
her eyes. Nick played hide-and-seek to win. When he was It, he
himself sometimes hid so he could guard his base from a safe
vantage point, leap out, and tag anyone foolish enough to make a
dash for home. Right now Cora couldn’t see him anywhere, and that
made her suspicious.

A scattering of other kids played on the
playground, filling the air with shrieks and yells. A series of
platforms connected by rope ladders, stairs, ramps, and slides
wound its way around the talltree. Swings and merry-go-rounds
occupied some of the platforms, along with hopscotch courts,
flimsy-ball loops, and catch-em bars. It was a pretty fun place,
though Cora had the opinion that she was outgrowing it. Cora caught
sight of Sammy Fishman, who was peeking out of a series of
interconnected plastic tunnels. He looked ready to run for it. Cora
nodded to herself. She could watch Sammy go first, let him spring
any trap Nick might have set.

“Excuse me, young miss,” said a voice behind
her. “Can you help us?”

Cora turned in surprise. A human man and
woman stood behind her. The man was holding a small holographic
image generator on his palm. Above the generator hovered the image
of a puppy with big paws and floppy ears.

“What’s wrong?” Cora asked.

“We lost our puppy,” the woman explained.
“And we need help finding him.”

“You have a puppy?” Cora said, fascinated.
Bellerophon was a city of platforms and walkways, and dogs were
difficult to care for in such an environment. Cats, which could be
litter-trained, were easier to deal with. Cora’s family had two of
them, in fact, but she had always wanted a puppy.

“He ran away,” the man said. He was tall and
blond, and his blue eyes crinkled up when he smiled. “He’s probably
hungry and scared. Have you seen him?”

Cora shook her head. Mom had warned her
about talking to strangers, but these people were obviously nice.
And they had lost a puppy.

“Maybe you can help find him,” the woman
said. She had black hair. “If we give you a copy of the holo, you
could show it to your friends.”

“Sure,” Cora said. “I’ll ask around.”

“Thanks,” the man said. “We’ve got copies of
the holo over here. Come on—we’ll give you one.”

As Cora followed the couple away, she took a
glance over her shoulder. Sammy Fishman had left the safety of his
hiding place and was running for all he was worth toward home base.
At the last moment, Nick jumped out from around a corner and tagged
him. Cora smiled to herself, glad she’d been too smart to fall into
that trap.


 


 Chapter Two

“Family secrets are sometimes
even kept from family.”

—Daniel Vik

The automated flitcar rushed through the
cool spring air. Kendi looked out the window. The sun had become a
lonely orange ball dropping to kiss the horizon, and the talltree
forest below was already in shadow. A few lights shone here and
there amid the canopy, looking isolated and forlorn. Before the
Despair, Treetown had been a bright, vibrant place after dark, with
plenty of house- and streetlights to banish the shadows. Most
people in the post-Despair depression, however, burned as few
lights as possible in an attempt to scrape up a few more pennies
for food. The flitcar was the only vehicle in the sky, another
indicator of the new poverty that crushed Bellerophon and her
people. Kendi felt another stab of guilt. He was riding high above
want and need in a hired flitcar.

Ben sat beside him, face stoic. Kendi
sneaked a glance at him. Although Kendi was burning with curiosity
about Ben’s news, whatever it was, he knew better than to press for
details right now. Visiting Ben’s family was stress enough for him.
He could wait until they got home.

To pass the time, he called up a newsfeed
text on his data pad. Ched-Pirasku, the Populist party leader, had
just declared his candidacy and was now part of the race for
governor. The Guardians were looking for a ten-year-old girl who
had disappeared from a playground near the monastery. Foul play was
suspected. An advice columnist advised a husband to be creative in
order to spark his wife’s waning libido. And the Treetown
Carnosaurs had beaten the Othertown Pirates 5-2 at soccer.

“We’re almost there,” Ben said, and Kendi
shut of the pad.

The little flitcar approached an enormous
house with a circular landing pad on the roof. It circled once,
landed, and opened the door. Kendi smoothed his blue silk tunic and
slid out into the chilly air. Ben, dressed in midnight black from
head to toe, followed. Down among the trees it was as if the sun
had already set, though Senator Salman Reza kept lights on her
roof, and they shed a warm golden illumination.

The moment Kendi and Ben cleared the
flitcar, its door snapped shut and the car fled back to the sky in
a silent rush of wind that ruffled Ben’s sunset hair. Kendi gently
combed the thick strands back into place with his fingers.

“You,” he said, “look damned amazing in
black, Mr. Rymar.”

A hint of red colored Ben’s face. “And you
look fantastic fine in electric blue, Father Kendi.”

“Then let us grace this party with our
august presence.” Kendi threw an arm across Ben’s solid shoulders
and they moved toward a large painted circle marked LIFT. Darkening
azure sky stretched above them, and the tops of the talltrees made
a green carpet that stretched all the way to the horizon. Peaks,
gables, and even a small tower poked up here and there on the roof.
Ben’s body was warm next to Kendi’s, and he gave an inward sigh as
they approached the lift. Ben was Kendi’s rock, hard and solid,
always there. And like a rock, Ben could be stubborn and silent.
Kendi had been surprised when Ben started to talk about what was
bothering him, and the computer call had seriously pissed him off.
If it weren’t for the high priority request, Kendi would have
simply ignored the call. As it was, he burned with curiosity. Ben
had never gone this long without telling him about a problem. What
could be so horrible? It must have been something that had happened
since they got back from Silent Acquisitions, Ltd. Maybe it was the
raid. No, Ben had said it was a family thing. Maybe it had to do
with Kendi’s brother and sister.

Several months ago, Kendi had learned that
his brother Keith and sister Martina, captured and sold into
slavery when they were children, were being held by a corporation
called Silent Acquisitions, Ltd. Kendi, Ben, Harenn, and Lucia had
put together a risky plan to get them out, a plan that sometimes
still made Kendi sweat in retrospect. In the end, however, after
two months of effort, they had come away with not only Kendi’s
brother and sister, but an entire shipload of escaped Silent
Acquisitions slaves to boot.

After fifteen years of separation, Kendi
abruptly had a brother and sister again. Keith and Martina were
currently sharing a small house that had belonged to Ben before his
mother had died, and Kendi spent a fair amount of time visiting
them, naturally enough.

A thought struck Kendi. Maybe Ben was
jealous. Kendi turned the idea over in his mind. It made sense from
several sides. Ben wasn’t used to sharing Kendi with anyone. And
Kendi had been spending almost every spare moment with Keith and
Martina lately, helping them acclimate to the Monastery of Irfan,
showing them what it meant to be free again, and just getting to
know them once more.

A family thing. Jealousy? Ben doubtless felt
uncomfortable admitting he was jealous, since he knew Kendi had
missed his family horribly and it wasn’t fair to expect him not to
see them often. Ben, shy to begin with, hadn’t made a big effort to
insert himself into the relationship, and Kendi, idiot that he was,
hadn’t noticed.

The more Kendi thought about it, the more
sense it made. Poor Ben! No wonder he’d been upset. Well, Kendi
would have to reassure him once they got home. Then there would be
the make-up session in bed—a fine prospect in and of itself—and
everything would be all right again. The revelation put a slight
spring in Kendi’s step and a wide smile on his face.

“What?” Ben asked, noticing the change in
Kendi’s mood.

Kendi kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll tell
you later, love. For now, we only have to—”

Another silent blast of air hit them from
behind. Both men turned. A second flitcar was landing on the roof.
The door opened, and a male-female couple emerged. They were both
in their late fifties, running toward plump, and wearing brown
robes. Both of them wore amber rings. Ben groaned. Kendi
grimaced.

“Well, we knew it would happen,” he said. “A
family meeting brings out the family.”

“I’m just glad we aren’t technically
related,” Ben muttered as the pair approached.

“You don’t have a single asshole gene in
you,” Kendi agreed.

“Not even after all those times we—”

Kendi tightened his arm around Ben’s
shoulder. “Company manners, love. Hello, Brother Hazid. Sister
Sil.”

Hazid and Sil Lemish—Ben’s aunt and
uncle—paused uncertainly. Kendi gave a prim smile. This was a
purely social situation, but Kendi had addressed them by their
monastic titles, throwing everything into a more formal mode. Sil
uncertainly brought her fingers up to touch her forehead in
automatic salute, then stopped herself when she realized what Kendi
was doing. Hazid merely glowered.

“Very funny, Kendi,” he growled. “So it’s
going to be like this tonight, is it?”

“Is it ever any other way?” Kendi replied,
not bothering to keep the contempt out of his voice. He felt Ben
tense beside him.

“I don’t know why you have to snipe all the
time,” Sil put in. Her voice was high and whiny and made Kendi’s
teethe ache. Her hair, usually done up in the latest cut, was
styled into an old-fashioned helmet.

“When you figure out why I do it, I’ll
stop,” Kendi said. He drew Ben closer to him, turned his back, and
stepped onto the lift. Ben’s mouth was tight. “Down,” Kendi ordered
before Sil and Hazid could join them. The lift sank into the roof,
leaving the other couple behind.

Once Ben and Kendi’s heads dropped below
roof level, a door slid shut above them, and the lift descended
gently to the floor of an entry foyer. The interior of Salman
Reza’s house was all white plaster walls and deeply-carpeted
floors. Expensive paintings hung in tasteful places, and the
furniture looked more elegant than comfortable. Kendi dropped his
arm from Ben’s shoulder and they stepped off the lift together. It
rose back up toward the ceiling to fetch Sil and Hazid.

Ahead, the foyer opened into a formal
sitting room, and Kendi attention was immediately drawn straight to
a hovering easy chair and the a woman seated therein. Senator
Salman Reza. She had silver hair, pale gray eyes, and an absolutely
straight posture. The senator was a large woman, and her presence
permeated the room. When she sprang to her feet to greet Ben and
Kendi, her movements crackled with fierce energy.

“Come in, ducks,” she said. Her voice filled
the space around her. “Your aunt and uncle should be here any
moment now.”

“They’re on the roof,” Kendi said, and
kissed her on one soft cheek. She reminded Kendi of Ara Rymar, her
daughter and Kendi’s long-time teacher. Ara had also been Kendi’s
surrogate mother from the time she had freed him from slavery at
the age of fifteen. Her death had dealt him a heavy blow, one that
still made him reel at times.

Elsewhere in the room, fresh flowers made
splashes of scented color among the furniture, and in the corner a
floor-to-ceiling cage swarmed with dozens of tiny Bellerophon tree
dinosaurs, each one yellow as sunshine. They chirped with musical
softness. On a sofa that floated a few centimeters off the floor
perched younger versions of Sil and Hazid—Zayim and Tress, Ben’s
cousins.

Ben gave his grandmother a kiss of his own
while Kendi turned to the cousins.

“Brother Zayim,” he said formally. “Sister
Tress.”

Neither of them rose to the bait. Zayim got
up to shake hands. Tress kept her seat. Her eyes were tired, almost
vacant, and she looked unfocused and dim, especially with her
grandmother in the room. Still dealing with the aftermath of the
Despair, Kendi thought.

The lift came down again, and Sil and Hazid
entered the room, looking defiant. More greetings were exchanged.
Ben said very little, pulling inward tight as a turtle. His
handsome face remained expressionless, though Kendi’s practiced eye
saw the misery. It made Kendi’s blood boil to see Ben like this,
and fresh anger burned in his chest. Ara Rymar had been active
among the faction of the Children of Irfan that traveled about the
galaxy, seeking enslaved Silent and doing whatever it took to free
them. Ara had used bribery, theft, blackmail, extortion, and an
endless supply of con games to pry Silent chattel away from their
owners and bring them back to Bellerophon.

This meant, of course, that Ara had been
away for long periods when Ben was a child. During those times, Ben
had usually stayed with his aunt, uncle, and cousins. Ara had hoped
that Tress and Zayim would turn into a brother and sister for her
only child, but it had never worked out that way. Not only did Ben
look completely different, he was also the only family member who
wasn’t Silent. Tress and Zayim had made his life miserable, and
Hazid and Sil had turned blind eyes to it. Had contributed to it.
Kendi kept hoping that one of them would finally give him an excuse
to use an uppercut. Or a groin shot.

Everyone settled back into
couches and chairs, which adjusted their elevation for optimum
comfort. A tray of hor’s d’oeuvres sat on the etched
glass coffee table next to a selection of chilled flasks and
bottles and a steaming tea set. Kendi knew the rule—no one but
Salman touched that tea set.

“Help yourselves,” Salman said. “Dinner will
be ready soon. I don’t know about all of you, but I’m tired and
starving.”

“Long trip?” Hazid said.

“Fourteen days of speaking, pleading,
cajoling, and even roaring like a dinosaur,” she said. “And I’m not
a hatchling anymore.”

“So what’s this meeting about, Grandma?”
Kendi asked, pouring himself a glass of juice. “As if we didn’t
know.”

“When will you be making the formal
announcement?” Tress asked. Her voice was low, barely audible.

“Soon,” Salman said. “Within a few days.
There are things to discuss first, my loves.”

“Such as?” Ben asked, and Kendi could hear
his apprehension.

“The impact my candidacy will have on this
family.” Salman picked up a teacup and saucer in her large hands.
“Bellerophon’s population numbers about ninety-eight million
people. Just over half are human. The Ched-Balaar make up
approximately forty percent, and the rest consist of other sentient
species. I want to be their governor. This means that millions of
people are going to be watching me and mine very carefully.
Unfortunately, this also means that you’ll come under a certain
amount of scrutiny as well. Sil, you’re my only...my only child
now, and the press will try to take a hard look at you.”

“Let them,” Sil said airily. “I have nothing
to hide.”

“What about all those recreational drugs you
took last year?” Kendi asked.

“How dare you!” Hazid snapped,
half-rising.

“I never did any such thing!” Sil said.

“Candidate’s Daughter Denies Taking Drugs,”
Kendi intoned like a newscaster. “Details at ten.”

Ben said, “Ouch.” Sil stared at Kendi, her
mouth open.

“He’s right, Mother,” Tress said quietly.
“We have to be ready for that.”

“I can, of course, let the press know that
my family isn’t involved in my politics, and that any reporter who
bothers you will never have access to my administration,” Salman
said, “but that sort of protection only goes so far, and it’s an
empty threat to the scummier newsfeeds that know they’d never be
allowed inside the governor’s mansion anyway. Everything you say,
everything you do, is a potential story. If you accidentally belch
in a restaurant, there’ll be a vid of it on the feeds within
minutes. If you step outside with your fly unfastened, they’ll beam
a close-up into every living room on the planet.”

“What about personal safety?” Kendi
asked.

“Safety?” Zayim echoed. “You mean we’re in
danger?”

“We have ninety-eight million people in the
world,” Salman said, “and some of them talk to trees. Or wear foil
hats. Or think they’re the reincarnation of Irfan Qasad.”

Ben snatched up a napkin and coughed wildly,
drenching the cloth with a mouthful of soda. Kendi thumped him on
the back.

“You all right?” he asked, concerned.

“Fine. Sorry, Grandma.”

Salman nodded. “Since the
Despair, the number of mental patients has skyrocketed,” she
continued. “Some of them fixate on public figures and may—I
stress, may—want to harm you. And, of
course, I have political enemies who might try to influence me by
threatening you.”

“I don’t want bodyguards,” Zayim said. “Do
you think I need bodyguards?”

“We’ll talk specifics in a moment,” Salman
said. “Right now I’m just laying out the topics of discussion. We
also need to go over privacy issues, what’s likely to come out in
the press, and how to behave in public. Especially you, Kendi.”

“Me?” Kendi said, startled.

Zayid smirked while Hazid nudged Sil in the
ribs. They exchanged knowing looks.

“You aren’t known for your tact, hon,”
Salman said, and Kendi shifted a little under her penetrating gaze.
He was surprised to find himself flushing. “What you did during the
Despair has granted you a certain amount of leeway—”

“You mean the fact that I saved the universe
means people give me a little slack now and then?” Kendi said
despite his warm cheeks. “Imagine that.”

“Now that’s exactly what she means,” Sil
said. “You can’t shoot your mouth off whenever you like, Kendi, or
lord your status over the rest of us like a spoiled child. If you
want to be a part of this family, you can’t go around saying—”

“If I want to be a
member?” Kendi interrupted. “Let’s get one thing straight, Sil. I
was dragged kicking and screaming into this den of dysfunction. Ben
is the only one of you lot who’s worth a—”

“That’s enough!” Salman’s voice boomed like a cannon. “You listen to me—all
of you. I know damned well that this family has two enemy camps. I
also know that if I’m going to win this election, we have to
present a united front. I don’t give a flying shit-fit if it’s a
fake front or not. What you do and say behind closed doors is your
own damn business, but in public, you behave. Or do
you want Michael Foxglove in the governor’s mansion?”

Her fury silenced the room. Kendi clenched a
fist. Tress had drawn her feet up and tucked them underneath
herself on the sofa. Sil and Hazid sat rigidly next to each other,
and Ben’s face was carved from stone. The stillness lay thick as
dust.

“Grandma’s right,” Kendi said at last. “We
can’t let Foxglove anywhere near the governorship.”

“I never liked the fighting,” Tress said
softly. “Not since the Despair, anyway. Ben...” She took a deep
breath. “Ben, I want to apologize. I treated you like dirt when we
were kids, and I wasn’t any better when we grew up. I was dreadful,
and I’m sorry.”

Ben stared, clearly unable to speak. Kendi
squeezed his hand. It was sweaty.

“Tress!” Zayid said. “What the hell? We
weren’t any meaner than kids in any other family.”

“Yes we were,” Tress said. “We treated Ben
like an outsider and a bastard child just because he wasn’t Silent.
Well these days he’s Silent and we aren’t, and now I know what it’s
like. So I’m apologizing.”

“To make yourself feel
better?” Kendi burst out. “Assuage some guilt? All life—is he
supposed to forget everything you did and said to him just because
you say you’re sorry?”

“Kendi,” Ben said. “You’re hurting my
hand.”

Kendi instantly relaxed his grip, though he
couldn’t keep from grinding his teeth. Tress expected a single
sentence to undo more than twenty years? What kind of trick was she
trying to pull?

“I accept, Tress,” Ben said gravely.

“Thank you,” Tress replied.

Kendi started to speak
again, but Ben squeezed his hand hard, and Ben’s hands were
strong. Kendi suppressed a wince
and shut his mouth.

“Let’s continue, then,” Salman interjected
from her chair. Every head swiveled toward her. “I’m afraid very
little of this is going to be pleasant, my ducks, and I want you to
remember that I love each of you very much. The public, however,
may have a different view.”

“What do you mean?” Zayid said.

“Let’s start with the news media. They’re
going to dig into our pasts to look for delightful and interesting
facts to air on the feeds. We need to anticipate what will come up
and how to handle it.

“First, Zayid, they’ll make hay over your
four marriages, your four divorces, and the child you had from that
one-night stand.”

Zayid paled. “How did you know about
that?”

“And Tress,” Salman
continued, ignoring the question, “they’ll learn how your studies
at the monastery were delayed while you underwent rehabilitation.
Sil and Hazid, you separated for six months and got back together
again, but only after Sil spent time in a psychiatric hospital.
None of this should cost me the election, but it
will
come out, and you need to be ready for
it.”

“What about Ben and Kendi?” Sil said, her
face hard. “They aren’t perfect, you know.”

“The circumstances of Ben’s birth will come
under scrutiny, yes,” Salman said. “As will his and Kendi’s role in
the Despair, though that’s already gone through the feeds a
thousand times. If there’s anything else you can think of that
might come out, you’d better tell me, either here and now or soon
and in private.”

The room remained silent. Kendi thought
about his checkered past at the monastery, his angry teenager days.
He’d stomped on several dozen rules and almost been expelled twice.
Or was it three times? Maybe he should mention that to Salman.

“Remember,” Salman continued, “that the
media are extremely resourceful and persistent. If there’s anything
to find, they’ll find it, and they’ll make it public. It’s easier
to deal with such things if we know about them in advance, my
loves.”

On the couch beside Kendi, Ben tensed. A
flushed crawled over his face, and subtle movements of his jaw told
Kendi he was chewing the inside of his cheek. Did Ben have a dark
secret? A skeleton in the closet? No. Kendi knew Ben’s past like he
knew his own, and it contained nothing Grandma hadn’t already
mentioned. Kendi considered asking him. Then he caught sight of Sil
and Hazid, whose faces bore an odd mix of stubbornness and
anticipation. They were dying to hear some tidbit about Kendi and
Ben, something they could snicker and snarl about. Kendi’s own
stubborn streak came to the fore and he clamped his lips firmly
shut. There was no way he would give Hazid and the others the
satisfaction of ferreting out some nugget of scandal, especially
one attached to Ben.

“I’ll talk to each of you later, then,”
Salman said. Her words sounded ominous. “Also remember that
reporters will almost certainly dog your steps every moment of
every day once I declare my candidacy. The four of you”—she made a
gesture that took in Kendi, Ben, Tress, and Zayim—”can expect less
attention because you’re ‘only’ my grandchildren, though Kendi is
already a celebrity.”

“Senator,” said a gray-clad maid at the
doorway, “dinner is ready.”

They rose and went into the
dining hall, where they took places at a long polished table
beneath a crystal chandelier. Salman sat at the head. The first
course was clear onion soup covered with a mild melted cheese. It
was delicately seasoned and delightfully salty. Kendi savored each
mouthful and wished that Ben liked to cook. Or that Kendi
himself could cook. Ben, however, remained
supremely uninterested in culinary matters. As for Kendi, every
time he even glanced at the kitchen, food smoked, shriveled,
vaporized, or exploded. Eventually the two of them had given up and
run up tabs at all the local take-out places. Ben called it their
duty to the local economy.

Salman continued her speech as they ate. “In
answer to Sil’s earlier question,” she said, “Sil and Hazid will
indeed need bodyguards. It would be foolish for you to go out in
public undefended. The Guardians will work with you, of course, and
keep the disruption to a minimum.”

Hazid groaned and Sil covered her mouth with
a napkin, but neither one of them questioned Salman’s
assertion.

“What about the rest of us?” Kendi
asked.

“As a rule, grandchildren of high-ranking
government figures don’t need bodyguards. However, if any kind of
threat arises, we’ll provide security to you.”

“How much will all this cost?” Hazid
asked.

“The bodyguards are government employees,”
Salman said. “No cost to you. And that brings us to the next
thing—blathering personal opinions.”

The maid took away the soup bowls and
replaced them with a small fish fillet drizzled with a creamy
mushroom sauce. Kendi picked up his fish knife and suppressed a
smile. He had grown up in the poorer section of Sydney, Australia
back on Earth, running half-wild with his older brother and younger
sister on the grimy streets. His parents had fought to get him to
use a plastic spoon to shovel beans down his throat. Now he was
eating fish fillet at a table decorated with enough cutlery to arm
a small nation. Life was a strange thing indeed.

“The media will ask you about this issue or
that problem,” Salman said. “And they’ll be relentless. Just
acknowledging their presence will start a frenzy, and they won’t
leave you alone.”

“Well, that’s all to the good,” Sil said. “I
have a few things to say about—”

“No,” Salman interjected firmly.
“That’s exactly what I’m warning you about. Never,
ever
talk to a reporter or newsfeeder. Even a comment
that seems inocuous at the time can have earth-shattering
repercussions for my campaign. Kendi already showed you how easily
they can twist words. The only thing you should ever say in the
presence of a reporter is—”

“ ‘Get the hell out of my
way’?” Kendi asked.

“I was thinking a firm ‘No comment,’ “
Salman replied. “You need to understand that even the slightest
slip can damage my party and my chances.”

“How many Senate seats do the Unionists hold
right now?” Ben asked.

“We have thirty-two out of ninety-eight,”
Salman said. “A little over a third. Foxglove’s Federals hold only
twenty-five, but we’re both outnumbered by Ched-Pirasku and the
Populists, since they have the remaining forty-one.”

Kendi did some math. “Ninety-eight seats
total. When did they lose one?”

“Just after the Despair,” Salman said.
“Enough people died that we had to adjust the Senate down a chair.
The Federals were the losers, thank heaven, and you should have
seen the fight they put up. Redistricting everyone was hell,
especially because we were trying to run this place on our own for
the first time. We still don’t know what the hell we’re doing half
the time.”

Kendi nodded. Just a few months ago,
Bellerophon had been a part of the Independence Confederation, a
powerful government that encompassed dozens of worlds. The
Bellerophon Senate had run local affairs but had ultimately
answered to Empress Kan maja Kalii, a benign and popular ruler.
After the Despair severed all interplanetary communication,
however, the Confederation fell apart and Bellerophon was left to
its own devices. Political parties rose out of the chaos, and the
Senate decided to elect a planetary governor, imbued with the
powers once held by the Empress. To avoid giving any one party too
much power, the Senate also decided that the Governor would be
elected by popular vote and not appointed by Senate majority.

“The real struggle is going to be defeating
the Populists,” Salman said. “They hold the most seats, and
Ched-Pirasku’s popularity is pretty high right now.”

“But together the Unionists and the Federals
outnumber them,” Tress pointed out. “That has to be some kind of
advantage for you.”

“Not as much as you’d
think,” Salman said. “We’re polar opposites. My Unionists are out
to keep Bellerophon a united planet, and we’ve got to
build up the military and find some allies. It’ll mean more jobs,
for one thing. For another, Bellerophon has more functioning Silent
per capita than any other planet in the galaxy, and you can be sure
someone out there will realize that we’re ripe for picking without
the Empress to defend us. An invasion is inevitable. But Foxglove
and his pet Federals are pushing that separatist nonsense. They
want to pull away from the rest of the galaxy and retreat into
racial enclaves. Foolishness! This isn’t the time to entrench—it’s
time to expand, to reach out toward other—”

“We’re on your side, Grandma,” Zayid
interrupted. “You don’t need to give us the speech.”

Salman’s mouth snapped shut. Then she gave a
small smile. “Sorry. Rhetoric is a hard habit to break.”

“How are the campaign finances doing?” Hazid
asked, changing the subject.

“Could be better,” Salman said. “Could
always be better. There isn’t much to go around these days.”

Kendi looked down at the remains of his fish
and saw the face of a hungry little girl.

The Children of Irfan Eat While My Children
Starve!

People were going hungry around the galaxy,
even on this very planet, and Kendi was eating gourmet food from
china plates with silver flatware. Grandma Salman wasn’t hurting.
Neither were he and Ben. But they were exceptions. The Despair had
Silenced almost all the Children of Irfan, the very people who
provided Silent communication for hundreds of governments and
corporations in all corners of the galaxy, and the revenue
generated by this essential service kept the Children and their
employees highly solvent, even wealthy. Now only a tiny handful of
Children could enter the Dream and they produced only tiny handfuls
of money.

“I’m running fund raisers,” Salman
continued, “but it’s hard to get people to cough up. That’s another
problem. The Populists are bigger, so Ched-Pirasku is outgunning me
financially. The Federals are smaller, thank heavens, so Mitchell
Foxglove is an even worse position than I am. I’ll be exploiting
that, my ducks, you may be sure.”

The fish was replaced with a char-grilled
steak tender enough to cut with a fork. Three splinters of bone
placed discreetly on the plate told Kendi the meat came from a
mickey spike—an herbivorous dinosaur the size of a truck. Mickey
spike meat was always served with three bone slivers on the side.
No one knew exactly why, though folklorists argued endlessly about
it.

“We’re all waiting for the High Court’s
ruling on Othertown’s mining rights,” Salman said. “That’ll have a
tremendous impact on my campaign.”

“I don’t understand the connection,” Sil
said, setting her bone slivers aside and cutting a piece of meat.
“I know you’ve been trying to get the rights halted, but—”

“We can’t allow Bellerophon to become
another Earth,” Salman said. “It was extremely wise of the original
colonists to put severe restrictions on mining and tree farming and
anything else that might hurt—”

“You’re giving another speech, Grandma,” Ben
said. “What’s it got to do with your campaign?”

“Money,” Salman said, and popped a bit of
steak into her mouth.

“It always comes down to that,” Kendi said.
He remembered the dreadlocked woman and the little girl, and a
thought struck him. “Before you explain, Grandma, tell me if I’m
right.”

“Oh, here we go,” muttered Zayim. Tress
waved her wine glass to shush him.

“If the Othertown district
is granted better mining privileges,” Kendi said, “it will mean a
boom in the mining industry. That’ll open up new jobs. The people
who are out of work in Treetown will move to Othertown to find
employment. And that will mean another
redistricting. Correct so far?”

Salman nodded, chewing. “Very good.”

“An exodus will cost Treetown plenty in the
way of political power and hand it to Othertown,” Kendi said. “So
it’s definitely in Mitchell Foxglove’s interest for that law to
pass.”

“And he’s pushing hard for that to happen,”
Salman said. “Before the Despair, the High Court thought more like
I do. But the Despair balanced the bench, and the mining decision
could go either way now. I can’t say I blame them for changing
their minds, but it’s a short-term solution that’ll create
long-term problems.”

“What are you planning to do?” Ben
asked.

“Lobby,” Salman replied. “But indirectly.
Lobbying the High Court is a no-no, but there’s the food lobby and
the drinks lobby and even the dessert lobby.”

“What’s that all about?” Sil said.

“High Court justices work long, torturous
hours, poor things,” Salman said. “And it’s my duty as a citizen to
ensure my justices have plenty of delicious food and drink at their
fingertips for those late-night sessions. I have informants at
every restaurant and food market within walking distance of
Justiciary Hall, so I know their favorite dishes.”

“Isn’t that`bribery?” Tress said.

“It would be,” Salman said with a bland
smile, “if food counted as money. And it doesn’t. Keep that in mind
the next time you want me to do something for you, my ducks.”

That garnered small chuckles, and the
conversation turned away from politics. Kendi began to relax, if
only a little bit. Naturally, Salman dropped a bombshell in the
middle of dessert.

“I have one last request,” she said, digging
her fork into a meltingly-soft chocolate cake. “Ben and Kendi, it
would be a great help if the two of you would publicly endorse my
campaign.”

Ben froze, a forkful of cake partway to his
mouth.

Kendi nodded. “I was wondering when you’d
get around to asking that.”

“No ego problems
there,” Zayim muttered.

For once, Kendi ignored him. “What did you
have in mind, Grandma?”

“You’d tell everyone you can what a
wonderful governor I’d make. There’d be fund-raising speeches,
advertisements, speeches—the usual.”

“No,” Ben said.

Salman raised silver eyebrows.

“I’m sorry,” Ben said, his face wooden. “But
no. I’m not going to stand on a podium and make a fool of myself.
Kendi’s better at that than I am.”

Kendi laughed. “I think that’s a
compliment.”

“I don’t suppose you’re
going to ask any of us,” Hazid said. Chocolate crumbs
dropped from his lips into his lap.

“I’m sorry to be so blunt, dear,” Salman
said, “but you aren’t a celebrity. Ben is. So is Kendi.”

“Only because Kendi hogs the spotlight,”
Zayim pointed out. A ‘Look at me, everyone! I saved the whole
goddamned universe! I’m a god! Bow down before me!’ “

“Awwww, wook at dat, Gwamma,” Kendi cooed.
“Widdle Zayim’s so cute when he’s jealous.”

“Don’t you call me cute,” Zayim snarled.
“I’m not like you.”

“Yeah—I know how to use birth control.”

“Is that what you call it?”

“Time to go,” Ben said, rising and hauling
Kendi to his feet. “Thanks for dinner, Grandma.” And he towed Kendi
toward the door.

“I’ll do it, Grandma,” Kendi called over his
shoulder. “Call me.”
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Ben remained silent on the trip home. Kendi
didn’t try to draw him into conversation, and for this Ben was
grateful. It always took Ben a few hours to recover from a family
visit. He was still feeling unstable from this one. As always,
Grandma was loud and bossy. Sil and Hazid made Ben shake with a
mixture of fear and anger. Zayim remained immature and obnoxious.
And Tress! Her unexpected apology had startled Ben more than
anything else that evening. He still wasn’t sure he believed it. He
wanted to believe it.

Kendi, on the other hand, was clearly in a
bouncy mood, and he fidgeted on the seat next to Ben. He knew what
Kendi was thinking. Salman had asked him to endorse her campaign,
and he was excited. Ben tried to be excited for him, use Kendi’s
happiness to banish his own unease. It worked a little bit, but Ben
still didn’t feel like talking.

The automated flitcar deposited them in
front of their house and vanished into the night sky. Walkways and
balconies made black lattices among the talltree branches. Tree
lizards chirped and squeaked from hidden places, and the night air
was chilly. Ben and Kendi’s two-story house, the one left to Ben by
his mother, was dark. Ben palmed the lock and the lights came on
inside. The usual twinge—

mom’s dead and I’m in her
house

—bolted through him, then faded. Maybe one
day it would disappear entirely. Ben wasn’t sure if that was a good
thing or not.

A pair of arms hugged him from behind and a
dark chin rested on his shoulder. “How do you feel?” Kendi
asked.

Ben reached back and rested a hand on
Kendi’s rough hair. The touch settled Ben a little and he felt
muscles unclench. “Better,” he said. “Now that I’m home.”

“I hate what they do to you,” Kendi said.
“Maybe we should tell Grandma we won’t do family meetings if your
family is there.”

Ben had to laugh. “Maybe. How about
coffee?”

“That’ll settle your nerves?”

“It will if you drink it with me.”

They entered the spacious kitchen with its
polished wood floor and cabinets. Ben pulled the coffee maker from
his niche and filled it with water. The coffee container was almost
empty, the victim of an early shortage. Coffee was one of the few
dishes Ben could reliably make, however, and it had the added
benefit of not reminding him of his mother, an avid tea-drinker.
Ben set the machine to brewing, then got out the cream and sugar.
Ben wondered how long it’d be before sugar became hard to find.
Kendi sat in amiable silence at the wooden table with an enigmatic
look on his face. The rich smell of fresh coffee filled the
kitchen. Ben narrowed blue eyes.

“What?” he said.

“What what?” Kendi asked.

“You look...sly,” Ben replied. “What are you
up to, Father Kendi?”

“Everyone suspects me of being up to
something,” Kendi complained.

“That’s not a denial.”

Kendi toyed with a sugar spoon. “I’ve
figured out your secret, is all.”

“My secret?” Ben said, confused.

“About why you’ve been edgy lately, why you
haven’t wanted to talk to me. I know all about it.”

Ben’s stomach clenched and he sank into the
chair opposite Kendi. “You do?”

“Hey, it’s okay.” Kendi reached across the
table and took Ben’s hand. “I’m not mad, love. I know it’s been
hard for you, and I can see why you’d have a hard time bringing it
up with me.”

“Oh. Okay,” Ben said, and felt oddly put
out. He had torn his hair out forcing himself to decide when to
tell Kendi about his parents, and now Kendi had gone and found out
on his own. He felt oddly cheated. “But how did you figure it out?
Harenn didn’t say anything, did she? Or Lucia?”

“Lucia?” Now Kendi looked confused. “No, it
was logic. That, and the fact that I know you better than anyone
else. It’s a natural reaction.”

“It is?”

“Sure. Hell, I should have seen it coming.”
Kendi squeezed Ben’s hand once and released it. “But I’m not upset.
You’re my family, Ben, and we’ll work it out. You don’t need to be
jealous of my family.”

“Uh...” was the best Ben
could come up with. By now it was clear he and Kendi weren’t
talking about the same thing. So Kendi didn’t know.
Ben’s mouth went dry, and he steeled himself for what had to come
next.

“Look,” he said,
“there is something I need to tell you,
but it’s not—”

A knock at the front door interrupted him.
Kendi let out an aggravated noise. “Who the hell is coming by at
this hour?”

“It’s not even eight-thirty,” Ben said. “It
just feels later because of everything that’s happened. Irene,
who’s at the door?”

“Wanda Petrie,” said the computer.

“Wanda Petrie?” Kendi repeated. “Who the
hell is Wanda Petrie?”

“No idea,” Ben said.

“Irene, ask Wanda Petrie to state her
business.”

Pause. “Wanda Petrie says she is a publicist
who is here to see Father Kendi Weaver. Wanda Petrie says she is in
the employ of Senator Salman Reza.”

“I’d better put another pot on to brew,” Ben
said, feeling both relief and trepidation. Was this a reprieve or
an impediment?

“It’s okay, Ben,” Kendi said. “We can
pretend we aren’t home.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Irene, unlock the door
and tell our guest we’re in the kitchen.” He poured the coffee into
a carafe and started the second pot.

“Hello?” said a woman’s voice a moment
later. “Father Kendi?”

“In here,” Kendi called. “We’re just having
some coffee.”

A woman entered the kitchen. Her hard shoes
snapped the floorboards with quick clicks. Her blue business suit
stood stiff at every crease, and her upswept brown hair was rigidly
piled in a firm nest atop her head. She extended a birdlike hand to
Kendi, who rose to shake it.

“Father Kendi,” she said. “I’m Wanda Petrie,
manager and publicist. Senator Reza hired me to handle your
involvement in her campaign.”

“That didn’t take long,” Kendi said with a
wide, white grin. “We only just left her house.”

“I was already on her staff, Father. The
Senator called to reassign me a few minutes ago, and I decided not
to waste time.”

“Efficient,” Kendi said.

“Coffee?” Ben said, brandishing the carafe
and an empty cup.

“You have coffee?” Petrie said. “I’d love
some. Are you...?”

“Sorry,” Kendi said. “Ms. Petrie, this is
Ben Rymar, my spouse.”

“Of course,” Petrie said, and shook hands
when Ben set the cup down. Her grip was dry and forceful. “I don’t
have to tell you, Mr. Rymar, that Senator Reza is still hoping
you’ll eventually join the campaign as well. Two heroes of the
Despair would be a major asset.”

“Not for me,” Ben replied. “Cream and
sugar?”

They took up places at the table. Kendi
drank his coffee with long, slow swallows. Petrie sipped quickly,
like a bird dipping up water. Ben stirred his, staring at the
swirling patterns that trailed after his spoon.

“We need to set a schedule, Mr. Weaver,”
Petrie said between sips, and set a data pad on the table. A tap
called up the holographic screen, and another tap called up a
calendar program. “I’ve already contacted a feed studio, and they
can film your first commercial the day after tomorrow at eight
o’clock. That should end in time for you to attend a fundraising
luncheon for the Ched-Balaar League of—”

“Wait, wait, wait,” Kendi said, holding up
his hands. “I’m still at the monastery, you know. I have duties in
the Dream. We don’t have a whole lot of working Silent these days,
and I can’t just—”

“Senator Reza is arranging leave for you,”
Petrie interrupted. “It shouldn’t be a problem. After all, the
Children of Irfan are backing her campaign.”

“With endorsements or funds?” Kendi asked.
Ben could see he was getting interested despite himself.

“Both, though their funds are limited these
days.”

“You said you want me to speak at a
luncheon,” Kendi said. “I’m not much of a speech writer, though I
suppose I could put something together if I don’t have to go to
work.”

Petrie looked horrified.
“We have speech writers, Father Kendi. Please don’t
ever
speak extemporaneously in public. Every word you
use has to be weighed carefully. Casual remarks can have terrible
repercussions.”

“So Grandma said.”

“I’ve arranged an extensive workshop for you
tomorrow afternoon,” Petrie said, and the date glowed on the
calendar. “Our team will take you through what to do and not do,
what to say and not say.”

“How fun,” Kendi said with too much
enthusiasm. Subtle signs in his expression and posture set off
alarm bells in Ben’s head. “Gee. What else will I learn?”

“How to dress, places you should and should
not visit, what to say to unexpected questions, how to modulate
your voice for best effect, and similar subjects.”

“Where will they insert the key?”

Petrie looked blank. “The key?”

“The one that winds me up.” Kendi made jerky
hand motions like a mechanical toy.
“Senator-Reza-is-the-best-choice-vote-for-her-no-further-comment.”

Petrie’s face hardened. “Mr. Weaver, Senator
Reza is running for world governor. That means the world population
is going to examine her and everyone in her campaign in great
detail. That includes you. You are a hero of the Despair, and the
public has raised you high, but remember that the public also tears
people down, especially in hard times like these. If you can’t
control yourself and follow the rules we set for you, you’ll become
a liability to the Senator’s campaign. In that case, we’ll have to
let you go and hope the Senator can win without you.”

Ben half expected Kendi to snort in derision
and tell Wanda Petrie to get lost. Instead, he thought a moment and
then nodded.

“I’ll go along with what you say,” he said.
“But I have a few conditions of my own.”

Petrie looked doubtful. “What kind of
conditions?”

“Ben and I are trying to start a family,” he
said. “That comes first with me. This means I can’t do multi-day
trips, and family business will take precedence over fundraising,
speeches, and commercials. I also reserve the right to modify
speeches—with the help of your speech writers, of course. This is
because I won’t publicly state a position I don’t agree with.”

“The last part is easy,” Petrie said. “The
first—I don’t know. Long-range flits get expensive, and we’ll
definitely need you to speak in Othertown and Rangeway and other
places. We can probably handle it, but I’ll have to check with the
Senator.”

“And speaking of expenses,” Kendi continued,
“how are mine going to be met? The monastery is generous, but I
don’t think they’ll give me paid leave for a political campaign,
even one they support.”

“Stipend from us.” Petrie took another sip
of coffee. “Indirect, of course.”

“How so?” Kendi asked.

“The campaign can’t pay you a direct
salary,” Petrie explained. “It would destroy your credibility.
Instead, we’ll set up a foundation, then ask some of our
contributors to give money to it. The contributors pay the
foundation, the foundation pays you. The campaign never touches the
money.”

“And I thought
I
was a con artist,” Kendi said happily. “This is
going to be fun.”

They continued to talk about the campaign
and work on Kendi’s schedule. Ben sat at the table, toying with his
coffee and growing restless. Kendi and Petrie filled the kitchen
with their presence, and Ben felt pushed aside. He had been
prepared to tell Kendi about his biological parents all afternoon
and evening, and this latest delay was grating on him. Petrie
stabbed at a date on the holographic calendar and it changed from
blue to green, indicating another speech. She was a black hole,
sucking up Kendi’s time and energy. Ben grew more and more restless
as the coffee in his cup grew cold. The words built inside him like
a volcano. Abruptly he stood up.

“It’s late,” he said. “Could we finish this
later?”

Wanda Petrie looked a bit taken aback. “If
Father Kendi—”

“It’s been a long day,” Ben said, “and
Father Kendi and I still have things to do. Thank you for coming
by.”

“Of course.” Petrie snapped off her data pad
and withdrew from her pocket a brand new one. “Here, Kendi—a
thank-you gift from Salman. All the people in the campaign are
using this version, and it’s half again as powerful as what’s
available on the civilian market. You’ll like the
holographics—twice as many pixies per cubic centimeter. Makes holos
crisp and clear like you’ve never seen.”

“Nice,” Kendi said with pleasure. “Tell her
I said thanks.”

Petrie shook hands all around. “I’ll be at
the workshop in the afternoon, Father,” she said. “If you have
questions or an emergency arises, you can call me night or
day.”

“Thank you,” Kendi said with a hard look at
Ben. “I’ll escort you to the door.”

They left. Petrie’s shoes made more clipped
clicks on the hardwood floor. Ben felt suddenly nervous. He dumped
his cold coffee down the drain and began cleaning up the kitchen,
more out of a need to do something than any real desire for
tidiness.

“That was rude,” Kendi said in the doorway.
He set the new data pad on the table. “And unlike you. What the
heck is—”

“Daniel Vik and Irfan Qasad are my parents,”
Ben blurted.

Kendi burst out laughing. “That’s a good
one,” he said. “No really—what’s bothering you?”

“It’s the truth,” Ben said in a hoarse
voice. His heart was pounding, but he didn’t know why. “Harenn
confirmed it.”

“What?”

“She ran the gene scan
three times on the Poltergeist and twice more after we
got home from SA Station. The results were always the
same.”

“What?”

“We haven’t been able to figure out why
Irfan and Daniel made all these embryos—made me—or how the embryos
got onto the ship Mom found or anything else about them. I wish we
could have.”

“What?”

“Harenn told only me because she figured I
should be the first to know. I asked her to keep quiet because I
wanted to be the one to tell you. But I couldn’t find a way to say
the words until now. I’m sorry.”

“What?”

“Would you stop
saying what? You sound like you’re
broken.”

“Wha—oh.” Kendi sank into a
chair with a dazed expression on his face, one Ben couldn’t read.
“All life. Ben, you’re saying that those embryos—that you—are
almost a thousand years old? That you’re the son of
Irfan Qasad and Daniel Vik?”

Ben managed a nervous laugh. “Yeah.”

“The Irfan Qasad,” Kendi went on.
“The first human to enter the Dream. Who founded the Children of
Irfan. Who created the idea of human Silent.”

Ben sat down with a nod. “And Daniel Vik is
my father. Yes—the man who tried to destroy all human Silent on
Bellerophon. Lucia’s been having fun with that one. Something about
it symbolizing the good and evil found in everyone.”

“Lucia knows?” Kendi said. “You
told Lucia but not me?”

Ben looked down at his hands. They were
twisting themselves in his lap. He had known this would happen.
Kendi was angry at him. He hated it when Kendi got angry. Not
because he was afraid of Kendi, but because it...hurt. As if he had
disappointed Kendi somehow. Ben hated disappointing anyone.

“Lucia was there when Harenn gave me the
results of the scan,” Ben said to his hands. “Harenn said she had a
right to know if she was going to be a surrogate mother.”

“But I didn’t have the right to know?” Kendi’s voice was growing
shrill. “All life, Ben—when were you planning to tell me? After the
kids were born? At their first birthday party? Shit, I can’t
believe you sat on this for a goddam month!”

Ben stood up and walked out of the room. He
strode into his study and quietly shut the door.

oOo

Kendi stared at the empty space Ben had
occupied. His mouth opened and shut like a landed fish and his mind
spun in circles, trying to encompass what Ben had told him. Ben was
the son of Irfan Qasad herself. It was impossible. It was
preposterous. But Ben would hardly say such a thing as a joke.

“Irene, call Harenn,” he said suddenly.
“Mark the call high priority.”

“Working.” A moment later, part of the
kitchen walled glowed and Harenn’s face appeared on the
monitor.

“Is it true about Ben?” Kendi said without
preamble.

“Yes,” Harenn said, not mincing words
herself. “I ran the scan five times. He and the other embryos are
Irfan’s children. And Daniel Vik’s.”

Kendi flung himself
backward against the slats of his chair. “Do you know what this
means? It’s like discovering a son of Buddha or Krishna. Not a
descendent. A son.”

“Sons are descendants,” Harenn pointed
out.

“You know what I mean,” Kendi snapped.

“Are you unhappy about it?”

“I’m startled out of my
billabong, that’s what I am. I knew Ben had something on his mind,
but I would never in a thousand years have thought this was it. All
life, Harenn—why didn’t you tell me?”

“I promised Ben I would not. He wanted to be
the one.”

“The Children are going to throw a thousand
cats,” Kendi muttered. “Half of them will figure it’s some kind of
blasphemy and the other half will worship at Ben’s feet.”

“Do not forget that your children bear the
same genes,” Harenn said. “They are Vik and Irfan’s children as
well.”

Kendi groaned.

“You are acting like this is bad news,”
Harenn said. “Is it?”

“I don’t know,” Kendi growled. “I can barely
get the idea through my head, let alone figure out the
implications.”

“And how do you think Ben feels about
it?”

Kendi froze. The news had flabbergasted him
so badly he had barely noticed Ben’s agitated exit. “I have to go,”
he said, and broke the connection without waiting for a
response.

A moment later he stood outside the door to
Ben’s study. A thin line of light limned the bottom. He tried the
knob. It turned easily. Kendi took a deep breath and entered.

Ben was sitting at his desk, turning an old
hard drive over and over in his hands. Computer guts and arcane
bits of machinery littered the room around him. Ben didn’t look up
when Kendi entered. Kendi just looked at him for a moment. Now that
Kendi was looking for it, he could see the resemblance to Daniel
Vik. It was eerie and made Kendi’s skin crawl. He swallowed. Irfan
Qasad and Daniel Vik had reached across a millennium to create a
man named Benjamin Rymar, a man Kendi had loved for almost fifteen
years.

All life, had it been that long? It had.
Kendi clearly remembered the first time he had laid eyes on Ben.
Ara had thrown a party in honor of several students who had entered
the Dream for the first time. Kendi was among them. Ben sat on the
floor in one corner, looking shy, forlorn, and striking. Flame-red
hair, sky-blue eyes, large hands, and a lost puppy expression. Even
today Kendi couldn’t believe he had just walked up to Ben and
started talking to him, and every moment from then on, he was glad
he had done it. Their relationship had survived numerous breakups,
several attempts at murder, the Despair, and Ara’s death.

So why are you so upset now? he
thought. He’s the same person he was before. You just know more
about him.

Kendi stood behind Ben’s chair and put his
hands on Ben’s shoulders. The muscles were tense and hard. Ben
himself didn’t respond. He had shut down again, and Kendi’s heart
felt as if it had dropped into a bucket of ice. Kendi leaned down
to embrace him more fully.

“Ben,” he said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t react
well. It was the last thing I was expecting to hear. I didn’t mean
to shout. The news must have been a shock to you, too, hey?”

Ben thawed a bit. “Kind of.”

“I’m glad you told me. It must have been
hard.”

Ben grabbed Kendi’s wrist without answering.
After a moment, his head dropped back to rest against Kendi’s body.
Kendi wrapped his arms around Ben for a long time, savoring the
relief.

“What’s it like?” he said after a while.
“Knowing who your bio-parents are, I mean.”

Ben thought. “I don’t feel any different.
Sometimes it doesn’t seem real. Irfan and Vik died so long ago and
they’re so...famous. When I was little, I used to pretend Benjamin
Heller—Mom’s fiancé before he died—was my bio-father and that he’d
come home one day and play with me.”

“Wait a minute,” Kendi said. “Ara once
said—didn’t the cryo-unit’s computer record them as frozen in the
same year Benjamin Heller died? Ara said it was almost like a sign
or something.”

“That’s when the embryos were put into that
particular cryo-unit, yeah. My guess is they were transferred from
an older unit into that one for some reason. Maybe the old one was
breaking down. Anyway, the unit’s computer would record them as
being ‘frozen’ when they—we—were put into the cryo-chambers. It
doesn’t mean we weren’t created earlier than that.”

“So who else knows?” Kendi asked.

“Just Harenn and Lucia,” Ben said. “And I
want to keep it that way.”

“Oh?” Kendi hooked another chair with his
foot and dragged it over so he could sit. “What do you mean?”

“I mean I don’t want anyone else to find out
about this,” Ben said fiercely. “Not Grandma, not my cousins, and
definitely not that publicity woman. If this got out, I’d be an
instant celebrity—and a target. The idea scares the shit out of me,
Kendi. God. I’ve had nightmares.”

“What about the kids?” Kendi said. “Do we
tell them? They’re Irfan’s children, too.”

Ben started to answer, then shut his mouth
and pursed his lips. “I don’t know,” he said at last. “I hadn’t
thought about it. I suppose they have a right, but...I don’t
know.”

“Well, we don’t have to decide now. We have
a few years. Want something to eat? Or maybe we could go for a walk
and talk some more.”

Kendi started to get up, but Ben grabbed his
hand. “I want you to swear.”

“Swear what?”

“Swear that you won’t ever breathe a word of
this to anyone, no matter what,” Ben said. “I want you to swear on
Mom’s memory.”

“Ben, I—”

Ben squeezed Kendi’s hand. “Swear!”

“I swear on the memory of Mother Adept
Araceil Rymar do Salman Reza that I will never tell anyone about
your parentage,” Kendi said. “Good enough?”

“Yeah.”

Kendi flashed a grin. “Hey, you can trust me
with a secret. I’m a con artist from way back. I deal in
secrets.”

“That’s why I had you swear on Mom,” Ben
said with a grin of his own. “It’s the only vow I know you’d never
break.”

“Hey!”

But further protests were interrupted when
Ben pulled Kendi down into his lap and kissed him, long and hard.
His arms, warm and solid, wrapped around Kendi’s shoulders and his
large hands stroked Kendi’s hair. The kiss grew more intense, and
Kendi felt his body responding.

“You know,” Ben said, breath hot in Kendi’s
ear, “I think I like this. It’s putting me in the mood to do
something different.”

“Like what?” Kendi asked. Small shivers ran
up and down his spine.

“Let me show you.”

oOo

Brother Carl Kirchenbaum snuck a peek into
the bedroom. His wife Larissa lay peacefully asleep on their bed.
He marveled at how different she looked now. Her breasts had grown
considerably, and her stomach was already starting to round out.
Carl carefully shut the door and checked his watch. He had maybe
half an hour before Larissa would wake up and have to use the
bathroom. Just enough time, if he hurried.

He let himself out of the tiny apartment
they now shared and clattered quickly down the stairs. The building
was shabby, and the hallways stank of old cooking and unchanged
diapers. Carl grimaced. Before the Despair, her job and his stipend
from the Children had been plenty enough to allow the two of them
to rent a nice little house on the outskirts of the monastery.
After the Despair, things had changed drastically. Carl himself had
been Silenced—worse than being struck deaf and blind—and Larissa
had lost her job when her employer went bankrupt. For a short while
they’d been all right with Carl’s income. Then the monastery had
reduced stipends to almost nothing, meaning he and Larissa could
barely afford a two-room walkup in a bad part of Treetown.

Carl sighed worriedly as he trotted out into
the night. It seemed like he worried all the time these days. He
worried about Larissa getting unexpectedly pregnant. He worried
about money and medical care. And through it all, he worried that
he was going to fall apart. The only thing that kept him from
falling into a permanent depression after losing his Silence was
the thought of what it would do to Larissa. So he kept going, even
when it felt like gravity had doubled and he would fall through the
floorboards like an unfeeling rock.

The night was already chilly. The height of
summer had passed. That, of course, meant heating bills, something
else to worry about. Carl touched his pocket, which held the
precious few freemarks he had managed to scrape together by going
without lunch while he hunted for a job—any job. He should probably
set the money aside, just in case. But it had been so long ...

Brother Carl went up a set of stairs and
down a walkway until he reached the store. Mrs. Porfax, the aging
owner, nodded to him from her counter near the door. Carl found
what he was looking for and brought it over to her, feeling
slightly embarrassed. Mrs. Porfax glanced at the item, and Carl
felt his face heat up.

“Do you need anything else?” Mrs. Porfax
asked, opening a brown bag.

“Not today,” Carl mumbled.

“Five freemarks and twenty, then.”

He paid her and left
quickly. Outside he opened the bag and looked in. The small carton
of gourmet chocolate ice cream seemed to look accusingly up at
him. I’m too
expensive, it said. You shouldn’t spend the
money.

But Larissa loved it so much, as did he.
After everything they’d gone through, they deserved a little treat
together now and then. Didn’t they?

“Hey, friend. Spare a freemark?”

Carl closed the bag and looked up. A shabby
man and an equally shabby woman stood at the mouth of an alleyway
near the store. The man was holding out his hand.

“Sorry,” Carl said. “I don’t have—”

The woman gave a low cry and doubled over.
The man spun and caught her, though her weight was an obvious drag
on him. Carl automatically stepped forward. He took the woman’s arm
and helped the man lower her, moaning, to the ground.

“What’s wrong with her?” he asked.

“Sometimes she gets like this,” the man
said. “We don’t know why. She hurts.”

The woman looked up at Carl
with pain-filled eyes. Then her hand whipped around and Carl felt
a thump against the side of his neck.
The woman’s hand came away. She held a dermospray.

“What—?” Carl said. And then his world went
black.


 


 Chapter Three

“Never get into a public
argument with someone who has a microphone.”

—Irfan Qasad

Morning found Kendi in his office at the
monastery. Arranging the leave of absence had indeed been easy. The
Council of Irfan wanted Salman Reza to win the election, wanted her
to win it very much, and the members had quickly agreed that
Kendi’s endorsement of her campaign would greatly increase her
chances.

Kendi cleared out his mail—fifteen sales
pitches, ten biography offers, twenty-eight fan letters, one death
threat—and made sure the monastery’s other working Silent knew
they’d have to handle his communication caseload. It didn’t take
nearly as long as he’d thought.

His eye fell on the sim-game holograms lined
up across his desk. Gretchen’s upper torso looked as improbable as
ever. Ben’s image was smiling. Kendi looked at the holo with a
tangle of emotions. Ben was Kendi’s rock, his grounding point, the
love of his life, and the eventual father of his children. Ben was
Irfan Qasad’s son. Ben was also Daniel Vik’s son.

So what? Ben was Ben.
His real mother, the one who mattered,
had been Ara Rymar. Kendi knew that, but it still hit him at odd
moments that Ben had originally been—created? put together?—almost
a thousand years ago by the universe’s greatest hero and its
greatest villain.

He wanted to tell someone. It was a powerful
secret, and a part of him wanted to let a few people in on it, see
the startled and amazed looks on their faces. Keith and Martina
wouldn’t tell anyone if he asked them not to, and it—

No. Ben didn’t want anyone else to know, so
no one else would know. Kendi needed to concentrate on something
else.

He picked up the Ben hologram, set it in the
hallway, and shut the office door. Then he tapped an empty space on
the wall. “Sister Gretchen Beyer,” he said, and the wall screen
glowed as the computer made the connection. Gretchen Beyer’s blond
head popped up. She was a plain-faced woman, tall and raw-boned,
nothing at all like the busty beauty on Kendi’s desk.

“Hey, Kendi,” Gretchen said after initial
greetings. “What’s going on with you?”

Technically Gretchen was supposed to address
him as “Father Kendi,” but Kendi rarely pushed the issue. He and
Gretchen had been through too much together for that sort of
formality.

“Did a bloke named Tel Brace contact you?”
he asked. “From Lightspeed Games?”

“Yeah, a few days ago. I was going to call
you about it, but I got busy. I laughed my ass off over the
hologram.”

“Is the hologram in the room with you?”
Kendi asked.

“Nope.”

“Good. Listen—don’t agree to anything quite
yet.”

“Why not? I could use the money, Kendi. My
stipend doesn’t go as far as it used to these days, if you know
what I mean.”

Kendi knew what she meant. Gretchen had been
Silenced during the Despair. It flashed across Kendi’s mind to
offer her some money to tide her over, an idea he just as quickly
discarded. Such an offer would only transform Gretchen from a proud
woman into an angry one.

“Just hold off a few more days,” Kendi said
instead. “It’ll be worth your while, I promise.”

Gretchen eyed him suspiciously from the
viewscreen. “All right,” she said at last. “A few more days. And
you owe me dinner. One just like Ara used to buy.”

“Done,” Kendi grinned. “I’ll catch you
later, then.”

They signed off. Kendi retrieved the Ben
hologram, sat down at his desk, and searched his computer for a
single sound file. He activated it, and the soft sound of a
computer alert chimed through the room.

“Father Kendi,” Kendi said, pretending to
answer a call that came in over his earpiece instead of on the
viewscreen. He paused. “Hey, love. Yeah, I’ll probably be home
early. Look, I’m glad you called. I’ve been looking at the cost of
adding a nursery, and I’m thinking we should accept that offer from
Lightspeed Games. It’ll more than pay for the new room, and they’ll
get us the money quick. Heaven knows we need the cash. Yeah. Okay,
I’ll see you in a while.”

He tapped his earpiece again, this time for
real. “Tel Brace.”

Brace came on almost immediately. Kendi
could have called him on the viewscreen, but he didn’t feel like
seeing the man’s grinning face.

“What can I do for you, Father?” Brace asked
in Kendi’s ear, and Kendi imagined him rubbing his hands together
in anticipation of a multi-million freemark contract.

“Mr. Brace, I’ve given your offer
considerable thought, and I’d like to discuss it in more detail.
Could we meet in my office at, say, two o’clock?”

“Let me check my appointments.” Brace made a
small clucking noise with his tongue. “I’m afraid two doesn’t work
for me. Three?”

“Three is fine,” Kendi agreed. “I’ll see you
then.”

Kendi disconnected and gave Brace a few more
flim-flam points for controlling the time of the meeting and
thereby reducing Kendi from autocrat to supplicant. The extra hour
was supposed to give Kendi time to worry something had gone wrong
with the deal.

A knock sounded at the door and Kendi
shouted permission to enter. A man and a woman came in. The woman
was possessed of a head-turning beauty, with fine features and
wide, dark eyes. The man bore a strong resemblance to Kendi. His
body was a little thicker and gray streaked his hair, but anyone
seeing them together would have known they were related. Keith and
Martina Weaver, Kendi’s older brother and younger sister.

“Keith needs a change of scene,” Martina
announced, “so we’re kidnapping you for an early lunch.”

“I don’t need a change of scene,” Keith
muttered. “I’m fine.”

“People who sit around in dark rooms all day
don’t get to say they’re fine,” Martina said firmly. “I’ve lived on
Bellerophon for three weeks now, and I’ve yet to have eaten in a
Ched-Balaar restaurant. How about you show us one, Kendi?”

“Sure.” Kendi pushed the Ben hologram into a
drawer. “I know just the place.”

Martina linked arms with Keith and all but
dragged him out of Kendi’s office. Kendi followed, watching Keith’s
slumping posture from behind. Kendi pursed his lips. He didn’t like
this development with Keith. Kendi, Ben, and a team of Children had
yanked Keith and Martina out of enslavement to a strange cult on SA
Station just three weeks ago. Keith had come out of it ebullient
and happy, but his mood had lately shifted to gloom and depression.
He resolutely refused to see a counselor, and in any case the
monastery’s psych people were overworked treating Silenced Children
traumatized by the Despair. People who had retained their Silence,
as Keith had, rated low priority.

Outside the office building, clouds drew a
low gray curtain across the sky and the air was damp. Martina
maintained pointedly happy chatter. Keith remained quiet. Kendi led
the way. The staircase they were descending opened onto a wide
platform at the bottom, where another group of people were
demonstrating. Placards and holograms bobbed up and down. About
half were in the curved, swooping script of the Ched-Balaar.
CHED-PIRASKU—THE BEST CHOICE. MODERATION IN ALL THINGS AND THE
GOVERNORSHIP. OUR ALLY CHED-PIRASKU. NO RADICALS! NO LIBERALS! JUST
CHED-PIRASKU!

A Ched-Balaar with dark, almost black fur
had straightened her neck, raising her head high above the crowd.
Her teeth chattered like a xylophone.

“What’s she saying?” Martina asked.

“ ‘The Federals and the
Unionists want to create division and battle among our people,’ ”
Kendi translated. “ ‘They do not seek a middle ground for all to
stand on. We can mine the world’s treasures, but we do not have to
strip the earth to do it. Carefully regulated mining will create
jobs without destroying the environment our ancestors worked so
hard to protect. However, we will also have to regulate the
factories and manufacturing industries that will use the products
of the new mines. Ched-Pirasku is prepared to address those
challenges with compassion and forethought for all.’ “ Kendi
paused. “She’s exaggerating Grandma’s position. Grandma doesn’t
advocate no mining at all—she thinks we need to be careful. I agree
with her. Remember what Australia was like?”

“The Real People were enslaved by miners
looking for opals and ore,” Martina said as if reciting a long-ago
lesson. “Under mutant control, the Outback became a desert and the
Real People were forced to eat meat for the first time. Do you
think that could happen here?”

“Not the enslavement,” Kendi said firmly.
“We don’t buy and sell people on Bellerophon. But the environmental
disasters—that’s something else entirely.”

A cheer rose from the crowd and the signs
waved wildly.

“These people sure go in for their
demonstrations and marches,” Keith observed. “You can’t run to the
corner store without tripping over one.”

Kendi laughed. “You’ve got the right of
that. This is the first time Bellerophon has had free elections for
several hundred years, though. Before that, we were a member of the
Independence Confederation under the rule of Empress Kalii. The
Confederation appointed local government but otherwise let us have
our head. The Children of Irfan were a lucrative source of income
for the Confederation, and her imperial majesty was smart enough
not to upset the goose that laid all those golden eggs. Now,
though—we’re starting our own government practically from scratch.
Everyone gets to voice an opinion, and they do.”

“Especially since so many people don’t have
jobs to keep them busy,” Keith said cynically.

They skirted the
demonstration and continued on their way. A brisk stroll over
several walkways and down two flights of stairs took them to the
Ched-Balaar restaurant. It was, like most Treetown structures, a
wooden building built on a platform amid talltree branches. A
balcony set with tables ringed the second floor. None were
occupied—it was still early for lunch. The name on the sign said in
graceful Ched-Balaar script, Delectibles of the Open Blossom. Strange and delicious smells wafted by.

“What do the Ched-Balaar eat?” Keith said
dubiously.

“You’ll like it,” Kendi promised.

“That means it’s going to be
disgusting.”

“Stop being such a baby,” Martina said.
“Let’s go in.”

The interior was dark and damp. Moss covered
the floor in a thick green carpet. More tables were scattered
about, and an artificial waterfall rushed down one wall. The
ceiling was high, to accommodate Ched-Balaar height. Smells of hot
oil, sharp spices, and cooking meat salted the air. A Ched-Balaar
with pale, silvery fur and a red head cloth turned to greet
them.

“Father Kendi,” chattered the Ched-Balaar.
“I have the perfect table for you. Who are your friends?”

Kendi paused to translate for his family,
then said, “Ched-Mulooth, meet my brother and sister, Keith and
Martina Weaver. They’re new to Bellerophon.”

Ched-Mulooth dipped his head. His movements
were slow and careful. “It is a fine thing to meet the family of
the great Father Kendi Weaver. Please come this way.”

He led them past a series of tables too high
for humans to use comfortably. There were no chairs. A pair of
female Ched-Balaar occupied one table, sitting on their haunches
like dogs or cats. Two wide troughs containing purple liquid rested
on the table, and one of the Ched-Balaar dipped her wide lower jaw
into it to drink. A delicate slurping sound accompanied the
gesture. The other Ched-Balaar glanced at Kendi as he passed, then
turned back to her companion.

In the rear of the restaurant was a
scattering of human-sized tables and two human-sized booths.
Ched-Mulooth ushered them toward one of the latter and stood
solicitously by as the Weavers seated themselves.

“The world will provide,” Ched-Mulooth said,
and withdrew.

“It’s hard to tell,” Martina said, “but I
get the feeling that he’s pretty old.”

“Ched-Mulooth? Yeah, he’s older than Irfan.”
The comparison made Kendi think of Ben, and he shifted
uncomfortably in the booth. “He’s a great host. I don’t think he’s
cooking much these days anymore, though.”

“So what do we order?” Keith asked.

“We don’t. The Ched-Balaar believe that the
world will provide, and asking for specifics is rude. It’s actually
Ched-Mulooth’s job to anticipate what we’ll like and serve it. He’s
really good at that, which is why I brought us here.”

“Apology,” chattered a new voice. “Are you
Father Kendi Weaver?” One of the Ched-Balaar they had passed
earlier was standing near the table.

“That’s me,” Kendi replied. Martina and
Keith looked lost, so Kendi gave a quick translation. “What can I
do for you?”

She thrust a computer pad at him. “Your
handprint?”

Kendi laid his hand on the pad, then
scribbled his initials at the bottom with a stylus. The Ched-Balaar
bobbed her head.

“My gratitude, both for your handprint and
for your deeds.” And she left.

“Does that happen to you a lot?” Martina
asked.

“Yeah,” Kendi said in a rueful voice. “She
was polite, at least.”

More people, both Ched-Balaar and human,
were filling the restaurant around them. The mossy floor muffled
both human voices and Ched-Balaar tooth-talk. Ched-Mulooth
reappeared and set three troughs on the table, smaller versions of
those used by the Ched-Balaar. A shiny purple liquid glimmered in
each.

“You don’t have to slurp,” Kendi said,
hoisting his trough and taking a drink. Martina and Keith followed
suit. The light wine was sweet, with a distinct fruity
aftertaste.

“It’s wonderful,” Martina said. “Isn’t it
wonderful, Keith?”

“It’s okay,” Keith muttered.

Kendi tightened his jaw. He remembered his
older brother as serious but not morose. When they were children,
all three of them had invented games that transformed the grimy
streets of Sydney into pirate coves, opal caves, and space ships.
Keith had been the best at inventing new settings, pretending to
explore new things. But fifteen years of slavery had taken their
toll.

And then there was the slaver named Feder.
Just after their capture, the Weaver family had spent several days
on a slave ship, and Feder had taken a...liking to Keith. Kendi had
only been twelve at the time, but he still remembered the helpless
rage he had felt every time Feder came to their cell and took Keith
away, returning him, stone-faced and mute, several hours later.

Slavery, abuse, the Despair, Silent
Acquisitions—was it any wonder Keith had problems?

“Aren’t you Father Kendi Weaver?” This time
the speaker was human, a young man. Kendi signed an autograph and
turned back to his siblings.

“Is it going to be like this all through
lunch?” Martina asked.

“Some days are worse than others,” Kendi
said. “Ben got our address removed from the public databases, or
we’d probably deal with it at home, too. My work address is public
information, though, and I get deluged with messages there.”

Ched-Mulooth set three logs on the table.
Fragrant steam rose in delicate, spicy-smelling tendrils from gaps
in the bark, and pale mushrooms poked up like soggy miniature
umbrellas. Bits of wet, rotten wood showered the table.
Ched-Mulooth withdrew. Keith stared at the logs. Martina cocked her
head.

“Explain,” she said.

“Like this,” Kendi said. He ripped a piece
of wood away. Large red grubs glistened inside. Kendi plucked one
out—it was almost hot enough to singe his fingers—and popped it
into his mouth. It was juicy and meaty, like a bite of tender steak
with an outer skin that broke with a slight crunch. Martina
grinned.

“You used to hate grubs in the Outback,” she
said, tearing open her own log and selecting a blood-red specimen.
“What changed?”

“The Ched-Balaar are better cooks.”

“Why do they eat this stuff?” Keith said. He
hadn’t touched his own log.

“Look at their feet,” Kendi replied. “They
evolved tearing stuff apart and digging things up. The Ched-Balaar
are ominivores, like humans, but their eating habits are
more...bear-like than monkey-like.”

“Eat your grubs, Keith,” Martina said,
downing one of her own. “They’re good.”

“You’re meant to eat the mushrooms, too,”
Kendi put in. “Ched-Balaar salad.”

“Maybe I could just ask for a cheese
sandwich,” Keith said.

Martina made a face. “A chunk of half-rotten
milk stuck between two slabs of yeast-infected seed powder?
Ick!”

At that, Keith managed a smile, though to
Kendi’s eye it looked forced. He reluctantly ripped out a piece of
wood, selected a steaming slug, and stared at for a long moment.
Then he ate it.

“It’s not half bad,” Keith admitted
grudgingly. “Could use some salt.”

“Aren’t you Father Kendi Weaver?”

Kendi signed another autograph and turned
back to Martina and Keith. “So how are you two getting along with
your teachers?”

“It’s annoying,” Martina said, delicately
licking a shred of slug from her upper lip. “I know how to operate
in the Dream, thank you very much, and don’t need help with it. I
can possess people and I can whisper from the Dream and my
short-term recall is already perfect. But Mother Bess keeps trying
to make me do memory exercises. Like I said—annoying.”

“Mother Bess was Silenced, wasn’t she?”
Kendi asked.

Martina nodded. “It’s why I haven’t really
rebelled against her. She looks so...unhappy all the time.”

“I know what you mean,” Kendi said. “All
life, I can’t imagine what it must be like to lose the Dream.”

“I can barely reach it,”
Keith said. “And I can’t stay in for very long. It’s like having a
hand cut off. Or having palsy. I can still do stuff, but I can’t do
it well.”

“That’s exactly it,” Martina said. “All
life, I—”

“Why do you talk like that?” Keith snapped.
A ‘All life’ and ‘Real People’ and all that Outback shit?”

Martina blinked at him.
After a pause, Kendi said, “It’s who we—who I am.
The Real People got me through being a slave and losing Mom.
They’re how I found the Dream.”

“You’re angry at the Real People,” Martina
said. “Keith, that’s all r—”

“I don’t need you to tell me what’s all
right and what’s not,” Keith snarled. Then he sighed. “I’m sorry. I
guess I’m not good company.”

He lapsed into silence again and a
Ched-Balaar approached the table. “You are Father Kendi Weaver,
true?”

Martina bravely tried to keep conversation
going for the rest of lunch. Keith didn’t speak, and Kendi couldn’t
bring himself to give more than one- or two-word answers. This
wasn’t how he’d imagined it. Throughout three years of slavery and
twelve years with the Children of Irfan, he had dreamed of finding
his family again, sitting with them at a meal just like this one.
Kendi had fantasized about laughing together, telling stories, even
having childish squabbles. He hadn’t ever thought it would be like
this.

“Aren’t you Father Kendi Weaver?”

Kendi signed, then stood up. “Let’s go. I’ve
got stuff to do.”

They exited the restaurant straight into a
crowd of people. The wide platform that made up the “street” in
this part of Treetown groaned with humans and Ched-Balaar. A
Ched-Balaar with designs shaved into her body fur stood head and
shoulders above the crowd next to a sandy-haired man.

“Not another one,” Keith complained. “This
is getting stupid.”

“It’s not a demonstration,”
Kendi said with groan. “It’s a press conference. For
him.”

“...these times of economic hardship,” the
man said in a voice that carried well above the crowd, “we need to
pull back, hunker down, and find our strengths as a people. This is
not a time to look outward. It is a time to look inward. Our tax
money should be spent on job programs for our people, not on arms
programs for our military. We Federals firmly believe that the
people come first.”

When he fell silent, the crowd exploded into
questions like an erupting volcano. “Mr. Foxglove, how long do you
think the post-Despair depression will last?” “Mr. Foxglove, what
will be your first act if you win the governorship?” “Mr. Foxglove,
do you think the High Court will rule in favor of releasing mining
restrictions in your district?” “Mr. Foxglove—” “Mr. Foxglove—”
“Mr. Foxglove—”

“I have every confidence,” Foxglove said,
and the reporters fell instantly silent, “that the High Court will
make a fair and just ruling to relieve the mining restrictions in
the Othertown district. The reasons for the restrictions were wise
nine hundred years ago, but times have changed. We can now mine the
resources of this planet without harming our environment and in the
bargain provide our people with much-needed jobs.”

“Mr. Foxglove, what cutbacks to the military
are you proposing?” shouted another reporter before the others
could begin their frenzy.

“I’m not proposing a cutback,” Foxglove
said. “I’m proposing a freeze. The Federalist Party has said it
before, and I’m saying it again: we don’t need more ships. We need
more jobs. We don’t need more soldiers. We need more financial
security. My proposal would save our government over nine hundred
million freemarks without cutting jobs within the military
itself.”

“Mr. Foxglove—” “Mr. Foxglove—” “Mr.
Foxglove, what about the Silent and the Children of Irfan?”

Kendi held his breath. Martina did the same.
Keith stared at his fingernails.

“The sun is setting on Irfan Qasad’s Silent
Empire,” Foxglove said. “I think it’s time for the Silent and the
Silenced to accept that their time on Bellerophon is growing to a
close. We can create new enclaves for them, let them live their
lives outside humanity, as they’ve always done. Then, perhaps, the
different species can find peace.”

“What kind of bullshit is that?” Kendi
snarled without thinking. Several people turned. Ched-Balaar heads
swiveled. Kendi found himself staring into several pairs of
inquisitive eyes.

“Father Kendi Weaver!” someone shouted, and
a sea of people washed around Kendi like a whirlpool. Recording
devices were shoved at his face, and two floating microphones spun
into orbit around his head. Ched-Balaar heads bobbed, human hands
waved. “Father Kendi, do you agree with what Mr. Foxglove just
said?” “Father Kendi, what’s your position on the mining rights?”
“Father Kendi, are you planning to run for office?” “Father Kendi,
is it true that you’ve taken a leave of absence from the Children
of Irfan?”

Martina and Keith both shrank behind Kendi.
Behind them, the restaurant window filled with faces of patrons,
some of them still chewing. Kendi raised both his hands, palms out,
and the noise stopped.

“I’m not here to give a press conference,”
he said, and the microphones broadcast his words to the edges of
the crowd. “I was just getting a bite of lunch with my family, if
you don’t mind.”

“Father Kendi, why the leave of absence?”
“Father Kendi, are you quitting the Children?” “Father Kendi, what
do you think of Mr. Foxglove’s remarks about the sun setting on the
Silent Empire?”

“It’s bloody nonsense,” Kendi said,
addressing the last question. “I don’t think—”

“With all due respect, Father,” Foxglove
boomed from the other side of the platform, “I don’t see how the
Children can survive. My Ched-Balaar friends tell me they have
sensed no new presences in the Dream for many months now, and one
day those who can reach it now will pass away. Time moves on.”

“Why don’t you have any human Silent or
Silenced in your campaign, Mr. Foxglove?” Kendi shot back. “Don’t
you think they’re human enough for you?”

Foxglove gave a hearty smile. “Are you
offering advice to me on how to run a campaign, young Father? I
hear you’re experienced at stealing slaves and wandering around the
Dream, but I’m afraid that public office is another matter
entirely.” A small chuckle. “I suppose we can forgive the foibles
of the young and the brash.”

Anger boiled Kendi’s chest in acid. He
opened his mouth to respond when someone yanked him hard from
behind and he found himself back inside the darkened restaurant.
The patrons at the window turned to stare. Kendi tried to round on
Martina, but she still had a hold on his robe. Keith slammed the
door and twisted the deadbolt lock. The microphones orbiting
Kendi’s head fell to the mossy floor and Martina stepped on them.
Reporters pounded on the door, but couldn’t open it.

“What the hell are you doing?” Kendi
snapped.

“Saving your ass,” Martina snapped back.
“What are you, mad? You got into a public debate with an
experienced politician with a pack of reporters looking on.”

“I was about to give him a piece of—”

“Nothing,” Martina
interrupted. “There was nothing you could say that he couldn’t
counter, Kendi. That’s what politicians do. The
longer you shouted at him, the stupider you looked.”

“Is ‘stupider’ a word?” Keith asked.

“It was invented just for Kendi,” Martina
said, and turned to Ched-Mulooth who was hovering nearby. “Do you
have a back exit? We need to slip away.”

Ched-Mulooth was only too glad to show them
another way out. The trio fled down two walkways and three flights
of stairs before Martina consented to release Kendi’s robe. Kendi
took a deep breath, trying to get his anger under control. Martina
leveled him a hard look, then flounced to a bench on a secluded
little balcony and sat. A patch of spring sunlight washed her in
gold.

“Calm?” she asked.

“Calm,” Kendi grumbled, taking a seat next
to her. Another deep breath. “Okay, you were right.”

“What do you say, then?”

“Thank you for saving my ass,” he said.

“You’re welcome.”

“Adventures at lunch,” Keith said. “I hate
to ask what’s going down for supper.”

“Want to eat at my house and find out?”
Kendi said. “We’ll have a meal just like Mom used to make—when we
ordered takeaway, anyway—and talk about old times.”

Martina laughed. “I have things to do,” she
said. “But thanks.”

“I’ll have to give it a miss, too,” Keith
said. “Martina?”

Kendi watched the two of them leave. His
brother and sister. They lived right here on Bellerophon, and he
could talk to them whenever he wanted. Nothing Foxglove could say
would take that away from him. Still, Kendi had to run most of the
way home vent the last of his anger.

Ben met him at the front door, his face pale
as milk. His eyes were wide with panic. Kendi’s stomach
clenched.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

Without a word, Ben grabbed his arm and
towed him toward the den. He seemed unable to speak. His hand was
sweaty on Kendi’s bicep. The house was dark, with few lights on,
and Kendi’s footsteps echoed eerily on the hardwood floor as they
reached Ben’s den. Kendi heard Ben’s breathing, harsh and fast.

“What’s going on, Ben?” Kendi said, fighting
down his alarm. “You’re scaring me.”

Ben pointed in answer. A holographic display
hovered in the darkness above his cluttered desk. It showed Daniel
Vik and Irfan Qasad standing next to each other in a forest. The
image was famous, and Kendi had seen it thousands of times. This
version, however, had been altered. An image of Ben had been
inserted between Daniel and Irfan and someone had added a caption.
It read, SILENCE WILL COST YOU.


 


 Chapter Four

“You can only blackmail someone
who gives a shit.”

—Daniel Vik

Lucia dePaolo rotated Kendi’s new data pad,
the one Petrie had given him, and examined the holographic image
from all sides. Her scarred hands were rock-steady above the
kitchen table. Ben’s hands were clasped tightly in his lap, and his
right leg bounced up and down. Kendi sat next to him, his face
hard. Harenn poured herself a cup of coffee, laced it heavily with
cream and sugar, and brought it to the table. It was the last of
the coffee supply, but no one objected.

“It’s a good job,” Lucia said, pushing dark
hair away from a her forehead. “But I’m sure you already know
that.”

“Ben turned it inside-out,” Kendi said. “He
couldn’t find any clues as to who made it. Same went when we tried
to trace the message that sent it. The thing was routed through
several anonymous accounts, including two scrambler services.
Whoever did this knows Ben is a hacker supreme.”

“Obviously they know more than that,” Harenn
said.

“How did they find out?” Ben blurted. “Who
told?”

“I told no one but you and Lucia,” Harenn
said. “And each time we discussed it, our circumstances were
private. No eavesdroppers. Unless someone was hanging underneath
your balcony yesterday.”

“A burglar with serendipity on his side?”
Kendi said. “Doubt it. Lucia? I hate to be blunt, but the First
Church of Irfan would kill to get information like this. Did you
drop any hints? Maybe by accident at a service?”

“I haven’t breathed a word
of it since Harenn told me back on the Poltergeist,”
Lucia said. Her voice was low and serene. “Not a single time, and I
swear by Irfan herself.”

“I know I haven’t mentioned it,” Kendi said
with a guilty little pang at how close he’d come to telling Keith
and Martina. “Ben?”

“Absolutely not!”

“I did have to ask,” Kendi said gently.
“We’ll sort this out somehow. So who else knew about the
embryos?”

“Grandfather Melthine and Mother Ara,”
Harenn said. “But they died before we learned of the
embryos’...origin.”

“What about the people who were on Mother
Ara’s team when she found the embryos in the first place?” Lucia
said. “They know the embryos exist.”

“It’s been almost thirty years since she was
a part of that team,” Ben said. “They’ve probably forgotten all
about them. Besides, they wouldn’t know the truth anymore than Mom
did.”

“Maybe,” Lucia said. “But they’re a place to
start.”

“Don’t forget Ben’s relatives,” Kendi said.
“His aunt, uncle, and cousins know about the embryos, and they’re
the most likely lot to pull something like this.”

“I hadn’t thought of them,” Ben said. He ran
a shaky hand through his hair. “God, it does sound like something
Hazid or Zayim would try, though it doesn’t explain how they found
out.”

“You don’t think Sil or Tress could be
involved?” Harenn said.

Ben shook his head. “Sil doesn’t have
the...she isn’t—”

“No need to be delicate, love,” Kendi said.
“We all know Sil’s as bright as a wet matchstick. She’s a champion
whiner, but blackmail is beyond her. Tress, on the other hand—”

“I don’t think it’s Tress,” Ben said. “She’s
changed.”

“You only have her word on that,” Kendi
pointed out.

“Right now, we can’t rule anyone out,” Lucia
said. “I’ll put on my private investigator hat and check them all.
My license is still active.”

“We’ll pay your usual hourly rate,” Kendi
said. “What is it?”

Lucia pursed her lips. “Under other
circumstances, I’d do this for free. But the PI business has been
poor lately, and I can’t afford to turn anything down. I’ve already
been forced to move back in with my parents.”

“Lucia! Why didn’t you say
something?” Kendi said, shocked. “You’re going to be carrying one
of our children. That makes you a member of this family, too. If you need a place to live or a few thousand
freemarks to tide you over—”

“I won’t live on largesse,” Lucia replied
firmly. “However, my full fee should cover my shortcomings. Five
hundred freemarks per hour, plus expenses, with a ten thousand
freemark advance.”

“Done,” Ben said.

“Then let’s get started. First, I’ll need
the full names and addresses of your extended family, Ben. Kendi,
does the monastery keep records of who went on what mission? I’ll
need to track down the people on Mother Ara’s old team.”

“No problem,” Kendi said. “I can get you the
information today.”

“Harenn,” Lucia said, “you ran the gene
scans. Tell me exactly what you did and who else may have figured
out what you were doing.”

“No one,” Harenn said. “I
performed the first gene scans on the Poltergeist at Kendi’s request, and I told no one what I was doing. The
procedure is straightforward. The computer scanned the DNA of the
embryos and checked it against the monastery database.”

“How did you check the database?” Lucia
said. “We were docked at SA Station at the time, and you couldn’t
have accessed Children records from there.”

“I updated the
Poltergeist’s medical computer just
before we left. It contained the latest information from the
monastery’s databases, including genetic records.”

“Why do you carry genetic records on a
rescue mission?”

“Standard procedure,” Harenn said. “It
allows me—the Children—to check mitochondrial DNA of rescued Silent
slaves and see if they have any relatives on Bellerophon.”

“You ran the scans three
times on the Poltergeist,” Lucia
said.

“Yes. I thought the initial results were a
mistake, so I ran the test again, and then once more. When I was
absolutely sure of my data, I called you and Ben into the medical
bay. You know the rest.”

“What about the files?” Ben asked. “The
computer must have made a whole bunch of them.”

“Erased and scrubbed,” Harenn said. “This is
standard procedure after a...a...” Harenn trailed off and her brown
eyes went vacant.

“What?” Kendi asked.

“I am trying to remember if
I scrubbed the backup files.” Harenn’s brow furrowed. “I do not
remember doing it. On the other hand, I do not remember
not
doing it.”

“Another place to check,”
Lucia said. “The team that refurbishes the ships would have access
to those files. I’m not a computer expert, though. Ben, if you
checked the Poltergeist’s system, could you
tell...?”

“Yes,” Ben said. “Though I
couldn’t necessarily tell who. Just
when. Or if.”

“Let’s look there first, then.” Lucia rose.
“Irfan willing, it’ll be a short hunt.”

Lucia and Ben headed for the door. Kendi and
Harenn followed. Lucia halted.

“We don’t need all of you,” she said.

“I’m not staying behind,” Kendi said. “I
want to know now.”

“As do I,” Harenn said.

Lucia sighed. “Father Kendi, I can’t work
with someone staring over my shoulder. I promise we’ll call the
moment we learn something.”

“You’re not getting rid of me that easily,
Lu—”

The doorbell rang and the computer broke in.
“Attention! Attention! Wanda Petrie requests entry. She claims she
has urgent business with Father Kendi.”

“We’ll just nip out the back,” Lucia said,
and vanished with Ben before Kendi could react.

“They settled that, didn’t they?” Harenn
murmured.

“Attention! Attention! Wanda—”

“Irene,” Kendi interrupted, “tell Wanda
Petrie she can come in. We’ll meet in her the living room.”

Wanda Petrie burst into the living room with
a thunderstorm on her face. Her hard shoes slammed the floor with
every step, and her sharp eyes looked ready to strike Kendi down.
He took an involuntary step backward. Harenn withdrew to a corner
chair and sat.

“Perhaps my instructions were not clear,
Father Weaver,” Petrie snapped without preamble. “What the hell
were you thinking?”

“About what?” Kendi said.

She whipped out a data pad and jabbed at it.
A head-and-shoulders hologram of Kendi popped up. “You gave an
unauthorized press conference this morning. You entered into a
debate with Senator Mitchell Foxglove, and he made a right fool of
you. We had to assign a team of five people to spin the
damage.”

“It wasn’t a debate,” Kendi said. “We
just—”

Petrie slapped the data pad
on the coffee table with a crack. Kendi’s image
bobbled. “Anytime you enter into a public conversation with a
candidate, it becomes a debate. The fact that dozens of reporters
witnessed the entire thing made it even worse.”

“I didn’t say anything that—”

“Three of the feeds caught
and broadcast the phrase What kind of bullshit is that,” Petrie said. “You also called Foxglove’s remarks, and I
quote, bloody nonsense. Then you
confronted Foxglove about the lack of Silent on his campaign
team.”

“The man is an asshole,” Kendi shot back.
“He as much said that Silent weren’t human and that they should be
shut away in their own little enclaves.”

“Your opinion of Foxglove doesn’t matter,”
Petrie growled. “What matters is that you called him names in
public and made a fool of yourself in front a pack of reporters.
Thank god we haven’t officially announced that you’re supporting
Senator Reza’s campaign. As it is, we’ll have to delay everything
to let the situation calm down.”

“It can’t be
that
bad,” Kendi said.

Petrie closed her eyes. Her
lips were pressed so tightly together Kendi half expected to see
blood. “It is, Father Kendi. Very bad indeed.
We scheduled a press conference for Senator Reza—after inventing a
reason that had nothing to do with you—and arranged for reporters
who are friendly to our cause to ask questions about you so she can
make light of what you said. It won’t be an easy conference because
you can bet Foxglove will do his best to make sure a few hostile
reporters attend. You’re making her sweat in front of a planet,
Father Kendi, and if you can’t keep your mouth shut, I’ll have to
recommend you be pulled from the campaign. Right now, you’re more
liability than asset.”

“My,” Harenn said from her chair.

Kendi sat in a chair of his own, feeling
abashed. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt Grandma, and
that’s exactly what he had done. “Is there any way I can help clean
up?”

“Not right now,” Petrie said, still on her
feet. “It’s best if you stay out of the public eye for a few days.
I’ve cancelled your first speaking engagement and rearranged your
calendar. We’ll have to delay the workshop, too—the man who is
supposed to train you is busy cleaning up.”

“For what it’s worth,” Kendi said, “I’m
sorry.”

“Sorry won’t help Senator Reza.” Petrie took
up an easy chair and crossed her legs at the ankle. Her skirt
displayed athletic legs. “But your sentiment is noted. You have to
change some behaviors, Father.”

“If you’re going to bawl me out on a regular
basis, I think you’d better call me Kendi.”

“And I’m Wanda. I’m not entirely
unsympathetic, understand, but my primary responsibility is to
Senator Reza.” She cleared her throat. “I suppose I should have
known better. Politics is a new arena for you.”

“I’ve played monastery
politics for years,” Kendi said. “They’re just different. National
elections are a new game, a con game, really, and I have to learn
the rules. Then I can break them.”

Petrie looked pained, and Kendi flashed her
a grin. “Joke,” he said.

“It was not,” Harenn murmured.

“I need to discuss another matter,” Petrie
said. “With all that’s happened—and going to happen—I think it
would be prudent for you and Mr. Rymar to take a security
detail.”

Kendi froze. Did Petrie know about Ben? But
she couldn’t. Not unless she was the one who was threatening
blackmail. Was she playing Kendi along? He gave himself a mental
shake. He was getting paranoid.

“What do you mean?” he asked instead.

“Senator Reza is receiving more and more
attention, even though she hasn’t officially announced her
intention to run for governor. That will mean more attention for
you and Mr. Rymar—and your eventual children. It would be a good
idea to have someone who can...interfere for you.”

“Guard us, you mean,” Kendi said. “We
haven’t been bothered any more than usual lately. I’m getting the
same number of weirdo messages and autograph hounds. Nothing’s
changed.”

“Not yet,” Petrie said. “You haven’t
officially endorsed the Senator’s campaign. Once that happens,
people will seek you out even more. I was able to walk right up to
your house, Kendi. Who knows what strange person would do the
same?”

“Our address isn’t listed on any database,”
Kendi said. “No one comes. The location of my office is public
knowledge, but the monastery has pretty good security. Bodyguards
would get in the way, especially since we don’t need them. Not
yet.”

“Nonetheless,” Petrie said with more heat,
“I’ve seen this sort of thing before. People think they don’t need
bodyguards until something happens. The best kind of bodyguards are
the kind that don’t seem to be needed. They take care of a
situation before it becomes a crisis—before you even know something
is wrong.”

“I don’t want someone in my
house day and night,” Kendi said. “My privacy is invaded enough as
it is.” And
bodyguards might learn about the blackmail plot, he added silently.

“Kendi—”

“Drawbridges,” Harenn put in. As one, Kendi
and Petrie turned to look at her. “This house is accessible by two
walkways and two staircases. Convert them into drawbridges, and no
one can get in unless they can scale a talltree. Doesn’t Senator
Reza have such a system at her home?”

“That would help home security,” Petrie
said, “but not public situations.”

“It’d be a good compromise,” Kendi said
doubtfully. “But still a pain.”

“I’ll call a carpenter immediately.” Petrie
rose. “And do consider taking on security detail, Kendi. It would
only be until the election was over.”
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