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Introduction
Hello! And happy International Pixel-Stained Technopeasant Day! As many of you know, April 23rd, 2007 was dubbed “International Pixel-Stained Technopeasant Day” by author Jo Walton as a reaction to an April 2007 rant by Howard Hendrix, the then-current vice president of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America, in which he railed against the authors who had released writing for free online, labeling them “Webscabs” who were undercutting other writers who didn’t put their work up online, and driving all writers from their current state of nobility and notability to a life of being “Pixel-Stained Technopeasant Wretches.” Ms. Walton took exception to this, for various reasons, and encouraged those writers who had posted stuff online to post again, in a wanton orgy of technopeasant celebration. Many writers did just that, including me.
This is my contribution to the effort – 25,000 words of a Young Adult novel that I wrote in late 1997, after I had finished my first novel, Agent to the Stars (which, incidentally, is available for free on my site: http://scalzi.com/agent ).  The reason I’ve not posted the whole novel is, well, this is all there is – after 25,000 words, I got distracted by shiny objects, and I never did get around to finishing it. But what there is, I think is fun, and it ends on a cliffhanger, so you’ll want to know what comes next. Bwa ha ha ha ha hah ha!
(You ask: Is this fragment really worth reading? I say: Sure. It’s not perfect, to be sure – If I were to go back and finish it, I think I’d probably do a bit of re-writing to what’s here, because I’m a better novelist now than I was 10 years ago, and I can see places where I think this needs a touchup or two (or three or four…). But I think it’s perfectly readable, and for those of you who are interested in how I’ve evolved as a writer, here’s an early piece of writing for you to chew on.)
Will I ever get around to finishing it? Dunno. I know how it ends and everything (I have an outline, even), but the problem is I have other novels that I’m under contract to write that I have to get to, otherwise an editor is going to come and sit on my head, and then beat on it with a hammer. I’d like to avoid that. So unless a YA editor out there comes along and says “I’d like you to finish that book, and to show you I’m serious, here’s a fat pile of money,” I’m afraid this is slated to remain forever unfinished.
Nevertheless I hope you enjoy what you see here. Feel free to share it (non-commercially) with friends and family. And be sure to let me know what you think of it: I’m at john@scalzi.com.
All best,
John Scalzi
April 23, 2007


Chapter One
Margaret Durant, Consul of the Terran Commonwealth, former Senator from the planet Acadia, Undersecretary for Xenomorph Relations, diplomat and Ambassador without Portfolio, leaned over the railing on the bridge of the TC Capital Ship Odysseus. She stared into the inky blackness of that separated the Odysseus and Tlada, the planet that showed itself, a glowing blue and yellow crescent, some 500,000 kilometers to starboard.
Someday, she thought, I’m just going to have to toss my kids out into that without a spacesuit.
“Where are the twins now?” She asked Lieutenant Greene, her attaché.
“They’re in the lift, with Chief Engineer Chandra and Ensign Hewlett,” he said. “Should be here in a minute or so.”
“Do me a favor,” the ambassador said, “and make sure I don’t strangle them both when they arrive.”
Lt. Greene, who was nearly two meters tall, grinned. “I think I can manage that, Ambassador,” he said. “But I don’t think it will have to come to that.”
“You’d be surprised,” the ambassador said.
“It can’t be that bad,” Lt. Greene said.
“Mr. Greene, my purpose on this mission is to keep two ancient enemies from lapsing back into a centuries-old war,” the ambassador said. “I can’t very well do that if the Odysseus is blown up because my children were fiddling with the engines.”
“They’re only kids,” Lt. Greene said.
“You’re just saying that because they’re not yours,” the ambassador said.
On the far side of the room, the door to the lift slid open, discharging four occupants. Two were dressed in the white-with-blue-trim work uniforms of the Terran Navy. The older of these, a small man with dark skin, wore the rank of commander—Chief Engineer Chandra. The other, younger, taller and blonde, was an ensign—Hewlett, the young woman who discovered the tampering. And the tamperers.
Margaret regarded the tamperers with a mixture of affection and exasperation. In a way, it was her fault—she was the one who demanded they come to Tlada with her. “It’s a cease-fire now,” she told their father, her husband. “They can explore the ruins of Dollecti first-hand, which no one but the Tladians have done for decades. Besides, I never see them. It’ll be good for me to spend time with them.”
“They’re going to get bored on the Odysseus,” her husband warned. “It’s not designed for a pair of 14-year-olds. Especially these 14-year-olds.”
“I can keep them out of trouble,” the ambassador said, confidently.
“I’m going to remind you that you said that,” her husband said, and went back to his painting.
Inwardly, the ambassador winced. He would remind her, too. And he’d enjoy doing it.
The tamperers watched their mother watch them. The boy squirmed slightly, and subtly tried to slide out of the grip of Chief Engineer Chandra, who had his hand on the boy’s shoulder. Chandra noticed the attempt and clamped down harder. The boy sighed and became still.
The girl didn’t squirm. She stared straight her mother, with a slight smile on her face. She knew, more or less, what her mom was thinking, and she had a good idea that their mother would let them stand there for a few seconds more for effect, letting the weight of her exasperation squash them just a little before she began to speak.
Not yet, not yet...The girl thought...Not yet. There. Now.
“Will,” The ambassador nodded to her boy, and then turned to the girl. “Ariel. So, tell me. Did you two give any thought to what you were going to do after you blew up the ship? It’s hard to follow up something like that.”
“We weren’t going to blow up the ship,” Ariel said. “We were trying to fix it.”
“Fix it? Really,” the ambassador said, dryly. “From what I understand, realigning the engine’s plasma generators while they are active and online generally has a tendency to do something else entirely. Is that correct, Chief Engineer Chandra?”
“It is, ambassador,” Chief Engineer Chandra.
“What does realigning active plasma generators do, Mr. Chandra?”
“Usually, it floods the engine room with warp-grade plasma, instantly vaporizing the back third of the ship, and causes the rest of the ship to shatter due to rapid and catastrophic depressurization.”
“A rather drastic fix, isn’t it, Mr. Chandra?”
    “I’d say so, Madam Ambassador.”
Will muttered something.
“Speak up, Will,” The ambassador said. “It won’t do us any good to have you mutter into your neck.”
“I said that we weren’t realigning the plasma jets,” Will said. “I’m not stupid. We were recalibrating them.”
“The distinction escapes me,” the ambassador said.
“Ensign Hewlett gave us a tour of the engine room last week,” Will said, “and I noticed that the plasma generators were only at 93% efficiency. When I told her about it, she just shrugged and said that that was about where they should be. But if you recalibrate the generator, you can increase efficiency by another two or three percent, depending on outside conditions. Recalibrating’s not a big deal—it’s just software fix. A couple hundred lines of code. It doesn’t actually require repositioning the jets. And it doesn’t cause the engine room to flood with plasma or anything.”
“We tried to give them the recalibration information yesterday,” Ariel added, “but they wouldn’t give us the time of day. When we finally did get hold of Chief Engineer Chandra, he gave us a brush off and told us he was too busy to deal with us.”
“We were busy with spinning down from faster-than-light speed,” Chandra said.
“You were having lunch,” Ariel said. “And you barely looked at the simulation we showed you. So we showed it to Ensign Hewlett, and she refused to do anything either.”
“So we figured, if they were too busy to do it, we would just do it ourselves,” Will said.
“And the fact that the engine room is a restricted area didn’t say to you that this might not be such a great idea?” the ambassador said. “Speaking of which, how did you get into the engine room at all?”
“I saw Ensign Hewlett punch in the code,” Ariel said. “We just punched it in when we came back.”
Beside Ariel, the ambassador saw Ensign Hewlett blanch. Everyone who had access to the engine room had a separate access number, a random string of numbers 15 digits long—long enough to keep someone from randomly punching the number out, and generally long enough to avoid someone memorizing it even if they see it punched out. The fact that Ariel or Will remembered it had caused Ensign Hewlett to assume she had been careless with it. The ambassador knew otherwise.
“If I may,” Chief Engineer Chandra said, “Your childrens’ recollections are a little off. We didn’t discard what they showed us out of hand. What we had said to them was that we were aware of the inefficiencies in the plasma generator, but that was within normal operating parameters. In fact, 93% efficiency is exactly normal.”
“But it could be more efficient,” Will said.
“Yes, but that’s not what we want,” Chandra said.
“Well, that makes no sense to me,” Will said, a bit snobbishly.
The ambassador caught Will’s tone. “Will,” she said, severely. “Please outline your formal training in engineering and spaceship engine construction.”
“What?” Will said. “Mom, I’m fourteen. You know I don’t have a degree in anything yet.”
“Ariel? Any qualifications?”
“I’ve read books,” Ariel said, somewhat defensively.
“How nice for you, Ariel,” the ambassador said. “Mr. Chandra. Please tell us your training and service record.”
“Certainly,” Chandra said. “I did undergraduate schooling at the Nehru Technical College in New Delhi, graduate and doctoral work at the California Institute in Technology, during which time I was also enrolled in the Naval Engineering Corps. I served my first tour of duty on the Aquamarine, and a subsequent tour on the Ben Franklin, before I came to serve on the Odysseus as Chief Engineer. I’ve been at this posting for seven years.”
“Ensign Hewlett, your training and service?”
“Undergraduate and graduate work at DiFranco University on planet Columbia, ma’am,” Hewlett said. “This is my first posting.”
“Ambassador, my young colleague is being modest,” Chandra said. “What she has neglected to tell you is that she is also the recipient of a Gold Scroll from governing board of the Society of Engineers. She was awarded the scroll for her thesis work on plasma generators. There were several thousand applicants.”
“Indeed,” The ambassador said, turning to Hewlett.
“Oh, yes,” Chandra said. “We’re very fortunate to have her posted here. She’ll be a Chief Engineer long before I was.” Beside Chandra, Hewlett turned a deep shade of crimson.
“So, to recap,” the ambassador said. “On one side we have Mr. Chandra and Ensign Hewlett, who between the two of them, through training and experience, know just about everything there is to know about starship engines. And on the other, we have Will and Ariel Durant, fourteen years old, who by their own admission know next to nothing. Hmmm. Lt. Greene,” The ambassador turned to her attaché, “if you had a choice of whom to trust with the engines, who would you choose?”
“I’m pretty sure I’d go with the Chief Engineer and the Ensign,” Lt. Greene said.
“You’re sure?” The ambassador said, waving at her children. “These two do seem fairly sure they know what they’re doing.”
“As did I when I was fourteen years old, Madam Ambassador,” Lt. Greene said. “Which, unfortunately, only reconfirms my first choice.”
“There you have it,” The ambassador said, letting her hands fall. “Independent third party verification.”
“Madam Ambassador,” Ensign Hewlett said, “To your children’s credit, their recalibration program did increase the efficiency of the plasma generators—“
“Yes! Thank you,” Ariel said, as if that solved everything.
“— But the issue is not the generators in the first place. It’s the plasma conduits, which funnel the plasma into the engine core,” Hewlett said. “The material the conduits are composed of is mildly reactive with the plasma. By working at slightly less than total efficiency we can keep the conduits from corroding for a greatly expanded length of time. Which is why we don’t operate at total efficiency.”
“I see,” The ambassador said. “How long would it take the conduits to corrode if plasma were going through it in a pure state?”
“It depends,” Ensign Hewlett said. “For the conduits that we use on this engine, it’d probably be four or five months.”
“But,” Chief Engineer Chandra said, “the conduits on the Odysseus are due to be replaced. In fact, we’ve scheduled for maintenance here at Tlada.”
“So there was a chance that the ‘improvements’ my children had made could have ruptured a conduit, thus causing the destruction of the ship.”
“An extremely small chance,” Chandra said.
“But a chance, nonetheless.”
“Yes, Madam Ambassador,” Chandra said.
“Will? Ariel? Any last words?” The Ambassador said.
Will looked over to Ensign Hewlett. “Why didn’t you tell us about the conduits before?”
“You didn’t ask,” Ensign Hewlett said.
“It’s not Ensign Hewlett’s job to explain why you shouldn’t break into the engine room to fiddle with a starship drive, Will,” the ambassador said. “You should know better than that. You too, Ariel. You are the children of an ambassador for the Terran Commonwealth, exceptionally educated, versed in the customs of our seventy worlds, and—though you wouldn’t know it at the moment—fairly gifted in mind. I’m having a hard time believing that we’re even having this conversation.”
“We were only trying to help,” Ariel said.
“Blowing the Odysseus into microscopic fragments doesn’t help any one,” the ambassador said.
“There was only a small chance of that,” Will said.
The ambassador sighed, and gestured out the window to the planet Tlada. “This is a small chance, Will. This planet and its people have been at war with the Nulgan people for longer than our Terran Commonwealth has existed. Since before humans even had space travel. Now we’ve persuaded them to put down their arms long enough for us to attempt to broker a peace. For the first time in centuries, here’s a small chance. I—we—should be spending time preparing for this. Instead I’m discussing the merits of not blowing up a starship with my children. Can you see how the casual observer might regard this as a waste of my time?”
Will ducked his head down. “Yes, mom.” Ariel searched out a spot on the far wall and tried not to notice her mother’s displeasure.
“Lt. Greene,” the ambassador said. “You’re versed in the Naval Uniform Code of Conduct, are you not.”
“I am, Madam Ambassador.”
“What is the usual penalty for falsely using entry codes, tampering with starship engines, and jeopardizing the safety of a capital ship and all of its crew?”
Lt. Greene grinned and folded his arms. “Mostly, those folks get shot.”
“Oh, come on,” Ariel said. “We didn’t know what we were doing was wrong.”
“That would be cold comfort for 400 crew members who would have found themselves suddenly floating in space,” the ambassador said.
“You want I should gather up a firing squad?” Lt. Greene asked.
“That won’t be necessary,” the ambassador said. “Or even legal, since these two aren’t actually in the Navy. Mr. Chandra, was there any permanent damage to the engines or its systems?”
“No,” Chief Engineer Chandra said. “Ensign Hewlett isolated the recalibration and purged it out of the system before it could take effect. There was no damage to speak of.”
“That’s lucky for you, Will, Ariel,” the ambassador said. “If you had actually done any damage to this ship I would have had you both locked into your quarters until we got back to Earth. As it is, you’re going back to your quarters and staying there until we’re ready to shuttle down to the surface of Tlada for the first round of discussions.”
“When is that going to be?” Ariel asked.
The ambassador nodded to Lt. Greene. “Probably around 1500 hours tomorrow,” Lt. Greene said. “Though it might be later if the Tladian leader requires a more detailed briefing, or if the Tladian space command requires an inspection of the Odysseus. If that’s the case, it could be a couple of days.”
“Aw, mom,” Will said. “We’ve reserved the simulator for later tonight. We were planning to run the Jovian Sky Surfing program. It was the first time we’ve gotten to use the simulator.”
“Suffering makes you holy,” the ambassador said. 
“If we’re confined to quarters, does that mean we don’t have to do studies?” Ariel said, hopefully.
“Nice try,” the ambassador said. “But no. I’ve instructed Fayn to tutor you in your quarters. Now get, both of you. I don’t want to see either of you until tomorrow at the earliest.” She dismissed them. Will and Ariel slunk off, dejected, to the lift and disappeared.
The ambassador turned her attention to the crewmembers. “Mr. Chandra, Ensign Hewlett,” she said. “You have my most humble apologies for the behavior of my children. I promise that if they come within 100 meters of the engine room, I’ll have them hog-tied until we get back home.”
“Thank you, Madam Ambassador,” Chandra said. “We appreciate your promptness in dealing with this. You can tell your children that they’ll be more than welcome back into the engine room...after they’ve gotten their degrees.” He smiled, nodded to the ambassador and the others, and headed back to his engine room. Ensign Hewlett remained standing there, a pensive look on her face.
“Is there something else, ensign?” the ambassador said.
“Your children....” Hewlett began, then collected herself and started again. “Before I removed their program from the engine’s computer, I got a look at the code, Madam Ambassador. From a systems point of view, it was quite elegant—better than some professional coding I have seen. And that from people who have spent years grappling with engines.”
“It’s kind of you to say that, ensign,” the ambassador said. “I think my kids are pretty sharp, too. Of course the problem is not that they’re smart, but that they’re not nearly as smart as they think they are. It’s led to interesting events, like the one we’ve had today.”
“So this isn’t the first time they’ve done something like this?” Ensign Hewlett said.
“Not even close,” the ambassador said, and nodded to Hewlett. The ensign returned the nod and left.
The ambassador sagged just slightly. “God,” she said. “If this is the trouble they’re getting into up here, I’m almost frightened to take them down to the planet.” 
“I don’t know how much worse it gets than almost destroying a starship,” Lt. Greene said.
“Well, look at it this way,” The ambassador said. “Up here, they’ve got just 350 meters worth of ship. Down there, they’ve got millions of kilometers of planet surface. What are the odds, do you think?”
“Maybe we should hog-tie them,” Lt. Green suggested.
“Don’t be silly,” said the ambassador. “They’d just think of it as a challenge. And when they got out, we’d all be in trouble.”

Chapter Two
“See, I told you we shouldn’t just go in there and mess with the engines,” Will said. “Now I’m never going to get to use that sky surfing simulation. Thanks a lot.”
“Oh, stop with the whining,” his sister said. “We didn’t know about the conduits. If you don’t count that part, I think we did all right.”
“Well, that’s the part that got us grounded, isn’t it?” Will shot back. “Kind of hard to just write that one off.”
“Baby,” Ariel said.
“Delinquent,” Will shot back.
They reached their quarters. Will pressed his hand on the palmlock; the door slid open, revealing their suite’s common room. Fayn, their tutor, was waiting for them. One trifurcated tentacle was holding the Analects of Confucius; another held a mug of tea.
“Well, well,” Fayn said, not looking up from the Analects, “If it isn’t my favorite pair of saboteurs.”
“Cut us some slack, Fayn,” Ariel said, entering the room and flopping herself down on the couch. “Mom already chewed us out. We’ve had our daily minimum requirement of verbal abuse.”
“I’m sure you have,” Fayn said, raising his mug to sip. “Consider mine as dessert.”
“Hyuck, hyuck,” Will said. He slid into his desk chair and fired up the computer there. The sky surfing program he’d left on was still running, its attraction greatly diminished now that Will was unable to experience it in full three-dimensional splendor. “If this is the sort of thanks we get for using our brains, Fayn, we’re just going to stop using them at all.”
“I don’t think the problem is not using your brain, Will,” Fayn said. “I think the problem is not using enough of it. You didn’t really think this one through.”
Will regarded his tutor. Fayn, like other the members of the Naino species, was able to adapt his physiology, according to circumstances—a holdover from the Naino’s eons-gone predator past in the jungles of their homeworld, where it was better that your prey didn’t see you until it was too late. These days, the Naino used this adaptability to make themselves resemble the other races they were in contact with. They regarded it as polite to make others at ease. As a result, when Fayn was with Will and Ariel, he looked mostly human—sort of short, sort of chubby, sort of bald. But human. 
Except for those four tentacles. And the fangs.
Ariel hauled a leg onto the couch cushions and looked at her watch. “Well, it’s almost 1400 hours now,” she declared. “Any suggestions for the next 25 hours?”
“Actually, yes,” Fayn said, finally setting down his book.  “Your mother told me to get you both up to speed on the history of the Tladian - Nulgan conflict, since she intends to quiz you both on the matter on the shuttlecraft down. Your answers will determine whether you get to spend your time on Tlada having fun, examining the ruins and going to their famed choral concerts. Or if you’re stuck in a classroom with me for the duration.”
“Mom didn’t tell us she was going to quiz us,” Ariel said. “This is so unfair. What’s the point of going anywhere if you’re going to just be stuck in a classroom?”
“Not that we don’t enjoy spending time with you, Fayn,” Will said, quickly.
“I’m touched, really,” Fayn said, only a bit sarcastically. “But I’ll side with Ariel on this one. Frankly, I don’t want to be stuck in the classroom, either. Tlada is a fascinating sort of place, one that I’ve always wanted to visit. This is a great opportunity, and thanks to my association with your family, I’ll be the first Naino to visit the planet in over 400 years.”
“Really?” Will said. “Why haven’t other Naino visited?”
“Several centuries ago a Naino outpost allowed a damaged Nulgan battleship to dock in order to make essential repairs to its engines,” Fayn said. “The battleship stayed just long enough to clamp down the engine problem and then limped back into Nulgan space. The outpost commander said it was a strictly humanitarian gesture, as it were, since the battleship’s engines were close to rupturing and destroying the battleship. Be that as it may, the Tladians were so incensed that they kicked all Naino off Tlada, recalled their ambassador, and cut off all communication and trade. Which is where it stands today.”
“Touchy folk, those Tladians,” Ariel said.
“You don’t want to annoy them, no,” Fayn said. “They don’t forget a slight. And they don’t forgive one, either. Which, when you come right down to it, is how the Tladian - Nulgan conflict came about. Will, if you would be so kind as to access my personal files and retrieve the one called ‘Tlada,’ we can get started on this lesson.”
“No problem,” Will said. “You’ll need to punch in your password, though.”
“Really, Will,” Fayn said. “You’ve known my password for years now. Stop pretending and punch it in yourself.”
Will looked sheepish. “If you knew I knew your password, why didn’t you change it?”
“Because it was more interesting to see which files you were snooping in than to try to keep you out of them,” Fayn said. “And anyway, all my really important files are encrypted and stored somewhere else—by allowing you access to these files, it kept you from looking for any others. Now, pull up the file I requested, please, and leave the microphone on so I can make voice commands.”
Will did so; the lights in the room dimmed and the overhead projector fired up, displaying a three-dimensional model of the planet Tlada, which shimmered slightly in the dimness.
“Tlada,” Fayn said, setting his tea mug on the floor. “By human standards, a pretty comfortable world. Just slightly smaller than Earth—about Venus-sized. About 60% of the surface is ocean, less than Earth, but the ocean is typically deeper than the Earth’s oceans, so the ocean volume is about the same. The Tladians initially evolved here—“ A tentacle pointed out the second-largest of four continents, which straddled the planet’s equator, “—from what xenobiologists suspect was a canine-like entity that lived in packs. Archeological evidence suggests that once the Tladians started their civilization building, things went pretty quickly; none of the archeological digs that the Tladians have allowed have come up with an artifact that’s older than three thousand years old.”
“Maybe that’s why they’re so testy,” Ariel said. “They advanced technologically before they got their acts together on the social front.”
“You wouldn’t be the first person to suggest that, Ariel,” Fayn said, “though of course the Tladians find the suggestion more than a little offensive.”
“Well, of course they would,” Ariel said. “They’re immature.”
“When did they develop starflight?” Will asked.
“Just under a thousand years ago,” Fayn said. “And one hundred twenty five years after that, they met up with the Nulgans.”
Fayn made clicking sounds that the twins recognized as part of the Naino language, and image of Tlada rapidly shrunk, replaced first by the image of Tlada’s orbit around its star, then of Tlada’s entire system, and finally of just Tlada’s star, hovering in a cluster of stars. The view panned right, swallowing light years in a single gulp, and then centered on a reddish star. The view then zoomed in, until the twins saw another planet, also reddish, swathed in clouds.
“Nulgan, I presume,” Will said.
“A gold star for Will,” Fayn said. “Unlike Tlada, Nulgan isn’t a place most humans would want to spend much time on. Its surface gravity is 130% of Earth’s, for one thing. For another, the extreme volcanic activity on the surface has kept the atmosphere mostly opaque with dust and volcanic gases. Nulgan doesn’t get much direct sunlight. Finally, there’s very little land surface—mostly islands formed when the volcanoes break the surface of the world ocean.”
“So how did life evolve?” Will asked. “If there’s not much sunlight, there’s not going to be much photosynthesis.”
“Ocean vents,” Fayn said. “Just like on Earth—the heat and the minerals coming out of volcanic vents sustained life even without sunlight. One of the wonders of Nulgan are the immense reefs of coral-like animals that spring up by the ocean vents. These reefs can span for thousands of kilometers and act as home for most of the life on the planet, including for the Nulgans themselves.”
“I guess that explains why they look so much like crabs,” Ariel said. “I always wondered about that.”
“I wouldn’t say that they look like crabs so much as they look like polyps,” Fayn said, “which is to say, the living portion of a coral. There’s speculation by xenobiologists that back down the evolutionary chain, the Nulgans’ ancestors were actually part of the reefs themselves, and some evolutionary event occurred that allowed them to become mobile, and from there to become the dominant species on the planet. Not that they were in any rush. Tlada doesn’t have any signs of civilization over 3,000 years, but Nulgan has artifacts going back nearly 400,000 years.”
“It doesn’t sound like the Tladians and the Nulgans would have had much to talk about when they first met,” Will said.
“They didn’t,” Fayn said. “And that’s what started the whole conflict. When the Tladians discovered Nulgan, the Nulgans didn’t appear to have much in the way of spacefaring technology, and thus, to the Tladian eye, were something of a less-developed race. So the Tladians decided, in a neighborly sort of way, that it was their duty to help uplift the Nulgans and bring them into the community of star travelers.”
“So, what was the problem?” Ariel asked.
“The problem was that the Nulgans did have spacefaring technology. They just didn’t care about it,” Fayn said. “In its entire life, your average Nulgan generally doesn’t travel more than 20 kilometers from where it was born, Ariel. They’re just not interested in getting around. It’s not something they see as adding much to their lives, either individually or for the species as a whole. So when the Tladians started going on about their technology, and how wonderful it was, and what a great people they were for sharing it with the disadvantaged Nulgans, the Nulgan response was not what they expected.”
“What was the reaction?” Will asked.
“They were amused, mostly,” Fayn said. 
“Wow. I bet that went over well,” Will said.
“The Tladians were embarrassed and mortified that these people who they thought as technologically inferior were in fact light years ahead of them,” Fayn said, “and that the Nulgans thought that their efforts were cute, rather than glorious. After that happened, it was just a matter of time until something happened that would offend the Tladians enough for them to react.”
“What happened?” Ariel asked. “Someone give the Tladian ambassador the wrong silverware place setting?”
“Close,” Fayn said. “The Nulgans accused the Tladians of cheating at a goodwill sports event hosted on Nulgan. The Tladians rioted with outrage. The Nulgans asked the Tladians to leave. The Tladians did and returned with a fleet of warships.”
Will snorted. “You have got to be kidding. That’s the stupidest reason for a war I’ve ever heard of.”
“No more stupid than your own War of Jenkins’ Ear,” Fayn said.
“What?” said Will.
“In 1739, England went to war with Spain, ostensibly because one Robert Jenkins had his ear cut off by some Spanish sailors. It was called the War of Jenkins’ Ear.”
“Just because a bunch of humans had a war for a stupid reason doesn’t make this war any less stupid,” Will said. 
“Agreed,” Fayn said. “But my point was that when you’re looking for a fight, you’ll use just about any excuse.”
“I’ll bet the War of Jenkins’ Ear didn’t last for 850 years,” Ariel said.
“It didn’t,” Fayn said. “Humans aren’t as stubborn as Tladians. The Nulgans routed the first fleet that the Tladians sent. So the Tladians sent another. And another. And so on for the better part of a millennium. Each time, the Nulgans have defeated the Tladians. And each defeat gives the Tladians another reason to hate the Nulgans even more.”
“Jeez,” Ariel said. “You think they’d take the hint.”
“So the Tladians have never won a battle against the Nulgans?” Will asked.
“They’ve won their share of skirmishes,” Fayn said, “but major offenses? No.”
“And in all this time, the Nulgans have never begun a battle? The Tladians have always been the aggressors?”
“Well, no,” Fayn said. “The Nulgans did launch one offensive, in which they destroyed the city of Dollecti. The ruins of the city have been preserved and the site is now something of a shrine. We’ll be able to visit it, if we’re lucky.” Fayn paused for a moment. “You know, now that I think of it, that offensive must have been the time the Nulgans docked at that Naino outpost,” he said. “They wouldn’t have been in Naino space otherwise.”
“Now you know why the Tladians hate you,” Ariel said, archly.
“Why do you think the Nulgans attacked Dollecti?” Will asked. “It seems sort of strange that a people who never bothered to attack their enemies, or who even like leaving home, would suddenly launch a major offensive on a faraway planet.”
“It is interesting, isn’t it?” Fayn said. “Maybe when we visit the Dollecti ruins, we’ll find out.”
“We could just ask,” Ariel said.
Fayn suddenly looked pained. “Only if you want your mother’s peace mission to fail, Ariel,” he said. “The Tladians are still rather touchy about it. Just last year a mob of Tladians stoned to death a poet who wrote a satirical piece about the event. Don’t bring it up if you can avoid it.”
“I don’t see why the Tladians are even bothering with the peace process if they’re still so angry about it all,” Will said.
“They’re being pragmatic about it, Will,” Fayn said. “The Tladians want to expand their trade with the Terran Commonwealth, but have been hampered by their war with the Nulgans, who are allies of the TC. If they end the war, the trade barriers go down. That’s the way your mother sees it, anyway. Also, since it was the TC that started the peace process, Tlada ends up looking strong by accepting the peace, rather than taking another offensive against Nulgan and losing. And the Nulgans, with their typical attitude, have shrugged and said, sure, let’s have peace. So everyone’s happy.”
“When you put it that way, you make peace sound so romantic, Fayn,” Ariel drawled.
“Peace is peace,” Fayn said. “Romantic or not, it’s preferable to the alternative. Now, children, let’s get back to work. If I have to spend all our time on Tlada in a classroom because you two didn’t get this stuff down, I know a couple of kids who are going to get about twenty pop quizzes in a row.”

Chapter Three
Margaret Durant felt an itch crawling around the inseam of her dress collar. It was all she could do to keep from scratching it. Scratching during a formal Tladian occasion could possibly be perceived as a breach of etiquette and an insult. It wouldn’t look good to have the peace process brought to a screeching halt because the Ambassador of the Terran Commonwealth grievously offended the Tladians on the very first day. Not for the first time, she wondered if she hadn’t been just a little bit nuts to accept this mission.
But it was a mission that she couldn’t have, wouldn’t have, turned down. The Terran Commonwealth needed this peace. Not for its own interests—neither Tlada nor Nulgan were members of the Terran Commonwealth, and the Nulgans, the TC’s trade partner, had the upper hand in the struggle. The Commonwealth needed it to show other intelligent species that the Terran Commonwealth—stitched together from seventy squabbling human-colonized planets less than two decades before, still new, still shaky from the pains of birth, still vulnerable—was ready to become the major political power in this sector of space. A peace here would settle a lot of long-standing issues with some of the other powers in the sector, perhaps permanently. Hopefully permanently.
Public opinion throughout the Commonwealth towards this peace initiative was lukewarm at best. Most of the Citizens of the TC didn’t see what the snipings of two relatively minor planets on the fringe of the Commonwealth’s borders had to do with them, or why the Commonwealth needed to get involved with it. Most of the Commonwealth’s citizens, however, didn’t know what Ambassador Durant knew—how what happened here could affect, subtly and not so subtly, the balance of power in the sector. 
Even before the Binding of the Commonwealth, the human worlds had never been attacked (except by other humans, of course). They didn’t know that humanity had had something of a grace period, while the other intelligences of the sector figured out what to do with these new and pesky creatures. Word was, some of them were now coming to conclusions. Some of which weren’t good for the humans.
Anyway, Ambassador Durant knew one other thing that most other people didn’t—it had been the Tladians who had initiated the peace process, through their Terran contacts. The Tladian leader had even made a brief, top-secret visit to Commonwealth space. Certainly, this was a piece of information that could not be made public: If the Tladians were discovered to have sued for peace, their loss of face would be too great to ignore. Their military would have demanded an immediate attack on Nulgan, just to make up for it. The Commonwealth government had been happy to make it look as if it had been the one to start the peace process. It sensed an easy win at this peace table, a win that the Commonwealth could use as credit at other tables in other places.
Enter Margaret Durant, the ambassador thought, ruefully. Just important enough to be suitable for the job. Just unimportant enough to be discreetly dumped if something goes wrong.
The itch was getting worse. She tried moving her neck slowly to see if the friction between her neck and her collar could solve the problem. It couldn’t. 
Behind the Ambassador, on the presenting stand inside the hastily-constructed Terran embassy grounds, stood the Commonwealth delegation: Lieutenant Greene, in full Commonwealth Marine formal dress, a ceremonial gift (Belgian chocolates—very prized on Tlada) in one hand, his diplomatic pouch the other. Behind him, her staff, comprised of a combination of the Commonwealth’s greatest Tladian scholars, and some of their less-than-great diplomats; mostly mid-rangers who, like the ambassador herself, saw this as a chance to improve their positions, and none of whom would be greatly missed if the mission failed. 
Behind them, looking just a bit bored, were the twins. They had done admirably on her pop quiz on Tladian history. She suspected that the threat of being indoors all trip long had done the trick. Fayn stood to their right, in a ceremonial Naino robe, the pattern of which indicated, to anyone versed in the art of reading Naino ceremonial robes, a prayer for success and peace. The ambassador appreciated the thought. It couldn’t hurt.
In front of the ambassador stood the Tladian delegation. The ambassador noted with interest that the average rank of the Tladian delegate far outranked the Commonwealth’s. Through her intensive briefings with Lt. Greene and the Tladian scholars, she recognized four top-level government ministers, three military generals, and a Gten of the Tladian religion—on a par, she estimated, with an archbishop or so. She hoped that the Tladian delegation wouldn’t notice her delegation’s relative lack of titular impressiveness.
The ambassador saved her attention, however, to three Tladians in particular. The first of these stood to the left and slightly behind the head of the Tladian delegation, in the same position as Lt. Greene behind her. She recognized him as Clad Wen, the Tladian minister of war. His presence, while not unexpected, worried the Ambassador. She knew that the peace process had been begun over the extreme objections of the Tladian military, and that in fact there were a few hairy days where the military had come mere inches from attempting a coup. Only one thing kept the Tladian government intact—the fact that Clad Wen was the brother of the Tladian leader. For Clad Wen, family was more important. 
But just barely. The Ambassador could feel Clad Wen’s eyes staring her down. He clearly thought this peace process was a waste of time.
The second Tladian was Clad Wen’s brother, leader of the Tladians, Clad For. Clad For, Tynf of Tlada, “Tynf” being a title that could equate with “king” or “emperor” but could translate equally well as “pack leader”—the Alpha Male, so to speak, of three billion Tladians. Theoretically, any Tladian could challenge the Tynf for the position; as a practical matter, such challengers were routinely dealt with long before they could get anywhere near the Tynf. Clad For was the twenty-third Tynf in the Clad Dynasty, and there was little doubt that the next Tynf would also be from the Clad line—indeed, that was the third Tladian the ambassador was regarding. To the right of his father, on the level with his uncle, stood Clad Ser, heir to the Tladian throne.
Please, the ambassador thought, directing it towards Clad For. Start talking so I can think about something else besides this stupid itch.
“Ambassador Durant,” Clad For began. “We welcome you to Tlada, and thank you and the Terran Commonwealth which you represent for deigning to turn your attention to us in this hour of opportunity.”
The ambassador bowed in the Tladian manner, making sure that both arms mirrored each other’s movement exactly. “I thank you, Clad For,” she said, “For allowing us to travel to your beautiful planet, and for allowing us to assist you and your peoples in this hour of peace. I can only hope that I, as a humble representative of the Terran Commonwealth, will be able to serve you in an adequate manner.”
The forms of etiquette thus fulfilled the ambassador and Clad For strode forward and embraced in a most undiplomatic hug. As they broke apart, the ambassador took a moment to brush her hair from her face, swiping a nail across her itch while doing so. Inwardly, she shivered with relief.
“It is good to see you again, Margaret Durant,” Clad For said.
“And you, Clad For,” the ambassador. “And please, call me Meg. For humans, it’s not required to use both our names all the time.”
“I know, I know,” Clad For said, “But it is still hard to do. Here we must, of course. When you’ve done so all your life, it’s hard not to do it. You understand.”
“Certainly,” the ambassador said. “By all means, please do what is easiest for you. I only wished you to know there is no need to stand on ceremony with me.”
“Not until we get to the bargaining table, at least,” Clad For said. “But I hope you do not mind that I have put that off until tomorrow. Tonight I would invite your entire delegation to the Tynf Haidi for a welcoming dinner and celebration.”
Tynf Haidi, the ambassador thought. Roughly, the royal palace. She glanced back at Lt. Greene, who responded with the barest of raised eyebrows. As far as the ambassador could remember from her briefings, no one who was not a Tladian had ever been allowed the visit the Tynf Haidi. An indication, perhaps, of how seriously the Tladians wanted these talks to work. 
“We accept, of course,” the ambassador. “You do us a great honor, Clad For. We are deeply and humbly thankful.”
Clad For smiled. “I thought we would have no standing on ceremony, Meg,” he said.
“It’s not ceremony, Clad For,” the ambassador said, “Merely the truth. And while I cannot offer you a gift to match yours to our delegation, I did bring you a small token of esteem.” She motioned to Lt. Greene.
Lt. Greene stepped forward and smartly snapped the box he was carrying. “For you, Clad For,” Lt. Green said. “A box of our finest Belgian Chocolates. Compliments of Ambassador Durant and the Terran Commonwealth.”
“Clad For, may I present my attaché, Lieutenant Peter Greene of the Terran Marine Corps,” the ambassador said.
“How do you do, Lieutenant Peter Greene,” Clad For said, taking the chocolates. “Thank you for the gift.”
“It is a distinct pleasure to serve you chocolates, Clad For,” Lt. Greene said.
“I see you remember my guilty pleasure from my trip to your Commonwealth,” Clad For said, to the ambassador. “I dare say that any argument in the Tladian Council over the wisdom of this peace process was smoothed over when I gave each member of the council a chocolate truffle to consider. After that, they were all for peace and opening up trade lines. We may have to crack open this box more than once during the talks to settle disputes.”
“Clad For, those chocolates are for you alone. As for your council members, let’s say we have already planned alternate means of persuasion,” the ambassador said.
“How so?” Clad For said. 
Lt. Greene leaned forward. “We have close to a metric ton of chocolate on board the Odysseus,” he said. “And we’ll use it all if we have to.”
Clad For roared with laughter, an impressive sound coming from the throat of a species who, not so long ago in its evolutionary past, used roars as a primary mode of communication.
“I have no doubt you will,” Clad For said, eventually. “But let us hope it does not come to that. Among other things, that will leave more for me. Now, ambassador, please allow me to introduce my own assistant—my brother, Clad Wen, my minister of war.”
Clad Wen stepped forward and bowed to the ambassador. “Welcome to Tlada, ambassador,” he said. 
“Thank you, Clad Wen,” the ambassador said. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you. On his brief trip to our Commonwealth, Clad For spoke most highly of your strength and valor—and your discretion.”
The last of this sentence was a reference to Clad Wen’s refusal to topple his brother’s reign. Clad Wen picked up the implication immediately, straightening his stance. “These are times which call for discretion, ambassador,” Clad Wen replied. “Other times we have seen have called for other properties which I also have in abundance. Those times may yet come again. For now, however, as you humans put it—‘discretion is the better part of valor.’”
That was bold, the ambassador thought. I don’t know how much closer he could come to saying he was opposed to the peace process without coming straight out and saying it. Next to her, the ambassador noticed Lt. Greene subtly sizing up Clad Wen. Clad Wen was returning the favor.
If Clad For noticed the tension, he was studiously ignoring it. “Meg, I understand that you have brought your children with you. Are they here now? Or have you left them on the ship? I would like them to meet my own son.”
“Certainly, Clad For,” the ambassador said, and turned, signaling the twins and Fayn to come forward. “Here are my children, Will Durant and Ariel Durant, and their tutor, Fayn Awquid Ben-Iue.” Will and Ariel, reaching their mother, performed the appropriate bows. Fayn chose a short Naino tentacle dance signifying the bestowing of honor.
“Welcome, Will Durant, Ariel Durant,” Clad For said. “Here is my own son, Clad Ser.” Clad Ser stepped forward and bowed to Will and Ariel. “He is of your own age, more or less. It is my hope that during your stay on our planet that you three might spend some of your time together.”
“Wow. That would be great,” Ariel said, smiling at Clad Ser. Clad Ser, however, had fixed his attention on Fayn.
“Excuse me,” Clad Ser said, to Fayn. “Are you a Naino?”
“I am,” Fayn said. “I am Fayn, of the family Awquid, of the great clan of Ben-Iue.”
“I have never seen one of you before,” Clad Ser said.
“Understandable,” Fayn said, “Since I am the first Naino to visit your planet in 400 years.”
“The Naino were treacherous,” Clad Wen said, under his breath.
Fayn heard and inclined his head in Clad Wen’s direction. “So you say,” he said, simply, implying, of course, rather the opposite. Clad Wen’s ears flattened slightly, a sign of irritation.
“Clad Ser, have you been to the Dollecti ruins?” Will said, picking up on the signals crossing between Fayn and Clad Wen, and hoping to defuse them as quickly as possible.
Clad Ser regarded Will. “Of course,” he said. “It is required of every Tladian to know about Dollecti and travel there, if they can. I myself have been there four times. Did you wish to go there?”
“We would,” Will said, surprised at Clad Ser’s formalness. If this was how he was going to be during the whole trip, he was really going to be a bore. 
“With my father’s permission, then, we will go tomorrow, while our parents meet,” Clad Ser.
“I’ll come, too,” Fayn said.
Clad Wen opened his mouth as if to deny Fayn. Before he could do so, however, Clad For spoke. “Of course. It will be.... instructive for a Naino to visit those ruins. Perhaps it will shed some light on why the Tladians have been so cold to those who helped those who destroyed that city.”
Clad Wen looked around at the Tladian and the Terran delegations. “And perhaps it would be instructive for all of us to remember that cold as we may have been, or as hot as our fury has run against the Nulgans, now, finally, we are on the verge of putting all these aside, for the simple warmth of friendship. Let us remember that, friends. Let us work on that.”
“Amen,” the ambassador said.
“Indeed,” Clad For said. “Now, ambassador, I will leave you to the care of my delegation, which will show you and your staff your quarters here on Tlada, and work to provide you with everything you need. Let’s part friends, and meet us, all of you, this evening at the Tynf Haidi, one of your hours after sunset. Before the hard work ahead of us, let us enjoy one evening together.”
The ambassador nodded. “We will see you then, Clad For,” she said. “Should we bring anything besides ourselves?”
Clad For nodded to Lt. Greene. “You say you have some more chocolate on your ship, Lieutenant?”
“Absolutely, Clad For,” Lt. Greene said.
“I have heard of this thing called a ‘chocolate shake,’” Clad For said. “I’d like to try one.”
“If it would please you, Clad For,” Lt. Greene said, “I’ll make you one with my own hands.”
“Excellent,” Clad For said. “I think we’ll get these peace talks off on the right foot, after all.”

Chapter Four
Clad Wen snarled, twisted sideways, and brought up his bagtan full into his sparring partner’s chest. The Tladian fighting stick, a formidable enough weapon in and of itself, took on another level of lethality in Clad Wen’s grip. After all, Clad Wen was the Minister of War; one didn’t have a position of that magnitude without knowing one’s way around traditional Tladian weapons. Clad Wen was an acknowledged master of the bagtan’s physical demands.
Still, Clad Wen’s control was off. He hadn’t meant to physically disable his sparring partner. After all, this was merely exercise, not actual battle. But Clad Wen was distracted, and when he was distracted, he tended to hit harder than usual. Considering the usual was hard enough to stun a rampaging grunha (he did it once, during a jousting event), that was not good for Clad Wen’s sparring partner. The sparring partner exhaled violently as his lungs collapsed from the pressure of the bagtan. Then, anticlimactically, he slid gently to floor and curled up in a fetal position. His mouth made gasping movements but his lungs weren’t ready to fulfill the request.
Clad Wen looked around the gymnasium. Along one wall, several warriors were laid out, in varying levels of agony. Clad Wen’s control has been off all day. He had run out of sparring partners.
It was bad.
Clad Wen snarled again and flung his bagtan towards a far wall. It was the “peace process” that was causing him to be distracted, this ill-advised, badly-timed, foolish gesture of his brother’s, to end the war against the Nulgans when victory—finally—was within Tlada’s grasp.
Peace process!
Clad Wen remembered the day Clad For called him into his chambers and told him of his plan for capitulation to the Nulgans. This war has gone on too long, cost our planet too much, Clad For said.
This peace would cost us our pride, Clad Wen had snarled.
Our children cannot eat pride, Clad For said.
Then let us feed them Nulgans, Clad Wen replied. Clad For laughed. He thought his brother was telling a joke.
Clad Wen was not known for his sense of humor.
Clad Wen looked at his sparring partners, strewn on the ground. This was the problem, he thought. Tladians were already soft enough as it was. This peace process would make them softer, weaker, more ready for the luxurious yoke of enslavement that would come at the hands of Nulgan and its allies, the Terrans. An enslavement not of the body, but of the mind. Instead of hearing the call of battle and victory, the Tladians would hear the call of trade and....chocolate.
Clad Wen stomped out of the gymnasium, leaving his sparring partners writhing behind him.
In the pit of his stomach, Clad Wen knew that it was not just the idea of the peace process that burned sullenly within him. It was the fact that Clad Wen was close, so very close, to unlocking the secret that would assure victory against the Nulgans. The secret that only Clad Wen and his small group of conspirators knew. The secret, buried for centuries, and discovered only by accident (by research, of all things) and on the cusp of fruition when Clad For shared his plan for peace with his brother.
How close did Clad Wen come to telling Clad For of the secret, the key to eternal victory? It was on the tips of his fangs. Then Clad Wen realized that if his brother were to know, he might order the secret revealed and the research halted—and then any chance for victory would have slipped, forever, out of Tlada’s reach.
Clad Wen couldn’t let that happen.
And so the secret remained a secret. And another secret was born.
Clad For expected Clad Wen to support him in front of his ministers when the plan for peace (cleverly presented as coming from the Terrans) was laid upon the table. Clad Wen did what he was told, winning over the shocked and rebellious ministers with guile, with bribes, and (on one occasion) by challenging a dissenter to a duel of honor, which meant only one duelist would leave the ring alive. This was how Clad Wen found himself taking the life of his closest childhood friend, for a peace process that he knew, in his heart, exposed the soft belly of Tlada to its enemies.
All to protect his secrets.
Clad Wen turned a corner and strode down the hall to the Clad family apartments.
Clad Wen wondered what had happened to his brother, that he had become so soft. When Clad Wen was growing up, he adored his older brother. Clad For was handsome, strong, and utterly, utterly fearless—the perfect Tynf-in-training. As the second son, it could be expected that Clad Wen would be envious of his brother’s position. Clad Wen never was, so convinced was he that his brother would be the one who would lead Tlada to triumph over its enemies. Clad Wen relished the idea of being his brother’s Minister of War—the strong arm that Clad For would use to point the way to victory.
Now that he thought about it, however, Clad Wen realized he knew the exact moment Clad For began down the road to decline. It was when Clad Ser was born! Clad For took one look at his newborn son, and something inside him must have snapped. Instead of preparing his son for battle, Clad For began his musings on peace. Hardly the lesson for a young Tladian, especially one who would one day rule. Perhaps that is why Clad Wen spent so much of his time instructing and caring for Clad Ser—he was merely filling in the role that Clad For should have performed.
Well, it was too late for Clad For to do it now. And Clad Ser had become important to Clad Wen for other reasons.
Clad Wen stopped, somewhat surprised to find himself at the door of his nephew’s room. All this pondering on the cub must have caused him to find his way there. Clad Wen opened the door and found his nephew standing in front of a mirror, trying on robes for that evening’s dinner with the Terrans.
Clad Ser noticed his uncle in the mirror. “Hello, uncle,” he said. “Why are you here?”
“I was just on my way to my own apartments,” Clad Wen said. He nodded towards Clad Ser. “I see you’re wearing your formal cape. It looks regal on you.”
Clad Ser shrugged off the cape and let it fall to the ground. “I don’t like that cape,” Clad Ser said. “It’s too heavy. I’ll be hot.”
Clad Wen walked over, casually reached down, picked up the cape, and redeposited it on his nephew’s shoulders. “Your father, in his wisdom, has decided to open the Tynf Haidi to these barbarians, including a Naino,” he said, more calmly than the anger the words implied. “The least you can do, as the heir to the throne of Tlada, is honor your ancestors by wearing your formal Royal Cape. At least some traditions should survive the night.”
Clad Ser grumpily fumbled with the cape. “I don’t see why it matters if my father allows the humans into the Tynf Haidi,” he said. “There’s nothing in our history that disallows it.”
“But there is,” Clad Wen said. “When Clad Fiu, the first of the Clad rulers, wrested the title of Tynf from Hure Gyi generations ago, he ordered the construction of Tynf Haidi and swore that none but Tladians would pass through its doors until the conflict with Nulgans was finally settled.”
“Well, this is a peace negotiation,” Clad Ser said. “It could qualify.”
Clad Wen’s ears flattened. “I would suggest to you, nephew, that a peace party was not what Clad Fiu had in mind.”
“If you are so opposed to it, uncle, why didn’t you say something to father about it?” Clad Ser said. “He listens to you. He would have made alternate arrangements.”
They’re being made anyway, Clad Wen thought.
“It’s because your father is in a delicate situation.” Clad Wen turned to Clad Ser’s wardrobe and began rooting around in it. “Agree or disagree with your father though I might, I see no reason to allow his enemies to end the Clad dynasty.” This was true enough, Clad Wen thought to himself.
Clad Ser faced his uncle. “Is it as bad as that?”
Clad Wen resurfaced out of the wardrobe, holding Clad Ser’s formal circlet. “There are those among your father’s closest advisors who would challenge him in moments if they felt they had a clear opportunity. They are too high up for us to deny a formal challenge, nephew. The only thing that holds them back is our solidarity and allegiance: Mine to your father, yours to your father, and yours to me.” He walked over and placed the circlet on Clad Ser’s head. “Yet another reason, if you needed one, to dress in your formal clothing.”
Clad Ser glanced at the circlet in the mirror. “I don’t like this thing,” he said. “It looks foolish on me.”
“I’ll remember you said that when someone else is heir and wearing it,” Clad Wen said.
“I didn’t say I wouldn’t wear it, did I?” Clad Ser said. “I’ll obey your wishes, uncle.”
“I am gratified, my nephew,” Clad Wen said. “You understand, before you were born and became heir to the Tladian throne, I once wore that circlet—if something had happened to your father, I, as the second son, would now be Tynf. That is why I have taken such an interest in your education and training. You see, I know what is required of an heir to the throne.”
It was true, Clad Ser realized, looking at his uncle. Clad Wen had always been there for him, in many ways more than his own father—which was to be expected, of course. Clad For was Tynf of all Tladians, a role that did not allow him much time for his own son. Clad Wen was also busy, but he managed to be there, influencing Clad Ser at just the right moments. Clad Ser admired and loved his father, but he was close to his uncle—a subtle but important difference.
“You would have been a fine Tynf, uncle,” Clad Ser said.
Clad Wen stood up, surprised at the comment. “Thank you, nephew,” he said, after a minute. “But now the important thing is to make sure that you will make a fine Tynf. Now, come. You need to gather with the rest of our party for the processional.” Clad Wen motioned to the door.
As they walked through the long corridors of the Tynf Haidi, Clad Ser said to his uncle, “You called the humans ‘barbarians,’ Uncle. Do you really think that about them?”
Clad Wen smirked. “I wish they were barbarians, nephew,” he said. “We could use some barbarian allies—a good strong arm to back us up in our battles. No, the humans are something less than barbarians, if the truth be known. Peace is not a thing to be feared, but a peace that comes from a position of weakness—that might leave us more vulnerable in the future. A people that would press us into that situation is not to be lightly trusted as a friend.”
“Then why are we trying for peace now?” Clad Ser asked.
“Wheels within wheels, nephew,” Clad Wen said. “We will have a peace at the end of this—what kind of peace, however, is what is to be resolved.” And again, Clad Wen thought, this is true enough.
They stopped outside the gathering room.
“Nephew, tomorrow you will be with the human children and their Naino tutor as they tour the ruins of Dollecti,” Clad Wen said.
“I know,” Clad Ser said. “I wish I didn’t have to. I can already tell that they are going to be irritating.”
“You’ve just put your claw on the fundamental quality of humanity, nephew,” Clad Wen said. “For all that, some good can come out of your time with the human children. They are the children of the human ambassador, after all. During your trip, listen carefully to their chatter—they may drop an important piece of information that your father or I should know about. You might also attempt to draw them out with questions. Pretend you’re interested in them. Find out what they know. This is one thing that you can do that no one else can do. Do you understand?”
Clad Ser swelled with pride. “Of course, uncle. I will do as you ask.”
“Excellent,” Clad Wen said. “Start with this evening. The earlier you befriend them, the more they will trust you.”
“I was hoping to sit near you, Uncle,” Clad Ser said.
“Perhaps some other time,” Clad Wen said. “But now you must do your duty, however unpleasant it must be for you. Think of it as training to be Tynf.”
Clad Ser sighed. “I guess so,” he said. Clad Wen clapped an arm around his shoulder led his nephew to the gathering room, before taking his leave to prepare himself for the evening’s festivities.
And to prepare himself for what would follow, soon enough.

Chapter Five
“What is this?” Ariel said, picking up what looked like an ice pick, which had been set in front of her food trough.
“It’s a pelo,” Fayn said. “It’s the main utensil the Tladians use with their food.”
“You could poke your eye out with this thing,” Ariel said.
“Only if you’ve aimed for your mouth very poorly,” Fayn said. “Now put it down. It’s considered impolite to fiddle with the utensils before your hosts arrive.”
“What, here on Tlada?” Ariel asked.
“No, everywhere,” Fayn said. “Do it.”
Ariel put the pelo back and glanced down the long, U-shaped table. Near the head of the table, her mother was engaged in conversation with Lt. Greene and one of the Tladian scholars in the TC delegation. Closer to her was Will, who was busy studying the carvings that adorned the walls and ceilings of the banquet.
“Learning anything?” she asked, sarcastically.
“Now that you mention it, yes,” Will said, ignoring his sister’s tone. He pointed to the left. “Look at the carvings up there. It looks like the Tladians and the Nulgans having a battle.”
Ariel looked up again. Carved out of the stone, athletic and handsome Tladians were engaging in fierce hand-to-hand combat with decidedly wimpy looking Nulgans, most of whom were either in the process of dying or running away.
“That can’t have actually happened,” Ariel said. “All the battles between Tlada and Nulgan have taken place in space.”
“I’m guessing that it’s a representation of the sports brawl that started the whole thing,” Will said. “Done up to make the Tladians look more heroic.”
“What’s so heroic about beating a big crab to death with a bat?” Ariel said.
“Ariel, keep it down,” Fayn said. “Save the editorial comments for somewhere less public.”
“Well, it’s true,” Ariel said.
“Look up over there, on the right, now,” Will said. “The image with all the Tladians running and the columns falling. That’s got to be the Nulgan attack on Dollecti.”
“They don’t look so heroic running from missile attacks, do they?” Ariel said.
“Ariel.”
“Sorry, Fayn.”
Finally Will pointed straight up from their position, to the carving that sprawled across the ceiling, which featured a Tladian scowling fiercely down at the viewer, a crushed and defeated Nulgan gesticulating feebly beneath its clawed foot. “Now, I have no idea what that’s about,” Will said.
Fayn looked upwards. “That’s Clad Fiu,” he said. “He was the first Tynf of the Clad line. He’s the one that ordered this Tynf Haidi built.”
“And did he win a battle against the Nulgans or something?” Ariel asked.
“Well, no,” Fayn said. “But his military campaign against the Nulgans was not as much of a defeat as some of the others.”
“Guess that’s something,” Ariel said.
The huge door of the banquet room began to open.
“The Tladian delegation is arriving,” Fayn said. “Stand up, Ariel, Will.”
The door flung open to the sound of trumpets. Any members of the Terran Commonwealth delegation who were still seated hastily rose from their chairs. From behind the trumpeters, Clad For stood, dressed in a brightly multicolored robe and an elaborate crown. Will leaned forward for a better look.
“Move back,” Ariel said. “I can’t see anything.”
The matter was rendered academic in the next several seconds, as the Tladian delegation processed through the room and everyone—and everyone’s clothing—came into full view. Under her breath, Ariel let out a low whistle. As far as she could see, the royal family of Tlada was wearing all of its wealth to the party.
At the side of the Tynf stood his wife, Rayt Fed, arrayed in a multihued robe that matched her husband’s for sheer color variety, if slightly muted—pastels rather than primary colors. Behind Clad For and Rayt Fed was Clad Wen, unaccompanied due to his widowerhood; His wife had died years before and he had never bothered to remarry. Behind him followed Clad Ser, holding Clad Gyh, his young sister, who would be handed off to caretakers after the procession. Ariel thought Clad Gyh was just about the most darling thing she ever saw—she looked a little like a puppy in a clown outfit. She was about to mention it to Fayn but thought better of it at the last minute.
The Tladian delegation split and the two lines found their way around the table. The Tladians interspersed themselves among the members of the Terran delegation, as it was Clad For’s desire that the two sides mix and mingle. After handing his sister to caretakers, Clad Ser found his seat, which was between Ariel and Will. Will glanced at Clad Ser as he stood by his chair, waiting for the signal to sit; Clad Ser had an expression on his face that indicated that he was performing some unpleasant task, like cleaning toilets or something. Will decided that tomorrow’s trip to the Dollecti ruins was bound to be a bust.
Everyone had now found his or her seat, and stood by it. Ambassador Durant stood to the left of the Tynf, in the traditionally honored position; Lt. Greene was standing to the right of Rayt Fed, who was positioned next to her husband, and Clad Wen was positioned to the right of Lt. Greene. Will caught his sister’s eye and discreetly pointed out that particular seating arrangement. Her significant glance a second later indicated that she was thinking what he was—namely, that Lt. Greene and Clad Wen were either going to have some very heated discussions, or absolutely none at all.
Silence fell over the room, as Clad For raised his hand. “My friends,” he began, “In the name of all of Tlada, I welcome you to Tynf Haidi, the Seat of Rulers. The Tynf Haidi was raised by my great ancestor, Clad Fiu, who declared that none but Tladians would enter until our struggle with the Nulgans was resolved. Your presence here is premature, for we have not reached a successful conclusion to that struggle. But let us say, not that we are breaking the letter of that law, but rather we are honoring its spirit—for I feel peace will come from our efforts here. Please, now, sit, and let’s enjoy this feast together.”
Everyone sat. 
“Welcome, Clad Ser,” Will said to his neighbor. “Ariel and I are very glad to see you again.”
“Thank you, Will Durant,” Clad Ser said, stiffly. “I am pleased that you are pleased.”
God, Will thought. This is just going nowhere.
“So, what’s to eat?” Ariel said. “I’m starving.”
Clad Ser turned to face Ariel. “I believe we’re having fruhji stew as the main course.”
“Fruhji?” Ariel said. “What’s that?”
“It’s our main farm animal,” Clad Ser said. 
“So,” Ariel said. “It’s like beef.”
“What?” Clad Ser said.
“Beef is our main farm animal,” Will said. “Only it’s not called beef, it’s called a cow. I mean, the animal is called a cow. The meat of the animal is called beef.”
“Why?” Clad Ser asked.
“I’m not really sure,” Will admitted. “I’ve kind of always wondered that myself. Seems like a lot of effort to give something two different names, depending on whether it’s alive or not.”
“Cows become beef, pigs become pork, sheep become mutton,” Ariel said, waving her pelo between her fingers. “And yet, chicken stays chicken.”
Clad Ser’s eyes narrowed slightly, as if he suspected that the twins were taking advantage of him. “Is that so,” he said, tightly.
“Oh yes,” Ariel said. “It must be a mammal thing. And get this—if you have young beef, it’s veal, and if you have young mutton, it’s lamb.”
“And what about young chicken?” Clad Ser said.
“It’s still chicken, of course.”
“Yes, well, here on Tlada, fruhji is fruhji whether it is young or old, alive or dead. I think we can all agree that that is sensible.”
“Absolutely,” Will said, glancing over to his sister, as if to say stop antagonizing him.
Ariel ignored him and him and held up the pelo. “If we’re having stew, how are we going to eat it with this?”
The answer came seconds later as servants swarmed out of side doors, carrying baskets and tureens. The baskets carried small hard breads shaped like scoops. Ariel reached into the basket set in front of her and took a bite out of one. It tasted like a corn chip with cinnamon baked in.
Immediately following the placement of the breadbaskets, servants used a huge ladle to pour the stew into eating troughs. The stew was thick and filled with chunks; Will had a hard time figuring out which ones were supposed to be vegetables and which ones were fruhji. Whichever was whichever, it smelled wonderful. Will looked around the table, to see if he should wait for grace or some other ritual. But he saw others eating, so he shrugged and dug in.
“This tastes like something,” Ariel said, having thoroughly chewed her first bite.
“It tastes like fuhji,” Clad Ser said. Will thought this might be an attempt at a joke until he realized that the young Tladian was dead serious.
“No, I know that,” Ariel said. “What I’m saying is that it tastes like something I’m familiar with.”
“If you say it tastes like chicken, I’m going to have to hit you,” Will warned.
“Just try, buddy boy,” Ariel said, and took another bite. “I have it now. It tastes like salmon.”
Will took another bite of his stew. “You’re right,” he said. “It does.”
“Is ‘salmon’ something that is alive or dead?” Clad Ser asked.
“Both,” Ariel said, “Though it’s generally easier to eat dead.”
Fayn picked this moment to direct the conversation to more familiar ground. “Clad Ser, if I understand Tladian eating customs correctly, what we’re eating now is the main course, which will be followed by two other courses,” he said. “And in formal situations, as this one is, there is usually a brief entertainment between courses. Is that correct?”
“It is correct,” Clad Ser said. “After this course, my father has arranged for a concert from the Royal Chorale. Then we will have a fruit dish, which will be followed by a bagtan duel. Then we have dessert.”
“Bagtan duel?” Ariel said. “What’s a bagtan?”
“It’s a fighting stick, with a small weight at both ends,” Clad Ser said. “They’re not useful anymore for true fighting, but they are the ceremonial weapon of Tlada, and skill with a bagtan is highly prized. You have a similar sport, I understand, with swords.”
“Humans do,” Fayn said. “I’m rather more interested in the chorale concert, however. Do you know what selection will be sung tonight?”
“It will be the Tynf Clad Scadt,” Clad Ser said. “But I’m sure you haven’t heard it.”
“On the contrary,” Fayn said. “I have enjoyed the piece many times before. Tladian chorales are famed well beyond your own planet, Clad Ser. The Tynf Clad Scadt is the story of how Clad Fiu came to power, is it not?”
“It is,” Clad Ser. “I apologize, sir. I did not realize that our chorales were known off our own planet.”
“No apology is needed, Clad Ser,” Fayn said. “Indeed, it’s an honor to be able to hear it live, finally.”
Ariel, between Fayn and Clad Ser, caught the look the Tladian had on his face as he turned away from Fayn. He looked slightly shaken—something that he had taken for granted had proved false. Ariel suspected Clad Ser’s opinion of humans (and this particular Naino) wasn’t very high.
The singers assembled as soon as the last of the eating truncheons had been whisked away. The recital was magical: Tladian lungs and voiceboxes, designed by evolution to bellow over long distances, were also capable of subtle, amazing things. Will and Ariel were transfixed; Fayn sat with his eyes closed, one tentacle swaying in time, discreetly. Clad Ser sat, unmoved; to his ears, the singers were a little flat.
The fruit dish appeared shortly thereafter.
“This thing is bigger than my head,” Ariel said, poking at her fruit with her pelo.
“It is a dugi,” Clad Ser said. “They are my father’s favorite. You open it and eat the seeds.”
“Do you eat the whole thing?” Ariel asked.
“Usually,” Clad Ser said.
“I shouldn’t have eaten so much stew,” Ariel said, glancing back down to her dugi.
“Clad Ser,” Will said. “You mentioned that you’ve been to the Dollecti ruins before. What are they like?”
“They are impressive,” Clad Ser said. “Dollecti was one of our greatest cities before it was destroyed by the Nulgans, a center for art and sciences. It was actually the capital city of our planet for a time, before the Clads came to be Tynfs. When Clad Fiu became Tynf, he had the capital moved here, to the outskirts of Dollecti.”
“Dollecti is that close by?” Will asked. “I didn’t know that.”
“Of course,” Clad Ser said. “Clad Fiu said that we should always have the ruins of Dollecti fresh in our minds, so that we never forget the fate of that city and those that lived in it.”
“Do Tladians often come to Dollecti?” Will asked.
“There are pilgrims,” Clad Ser said. “But most stay at the pilgrim houses on the far edge of the city from here. Most of the city is off-limits. We have some scientists there, and guards.”
“Scientists? What, like archeologists?” Ariel said.
“Archeologists?” Clad Ser said.
“Yeah,” Ariel said. She had cracked open her dugi and speared one of the fleshy, grape-sized seedpods with her pelo. “You know, scientists who study ruins of other earlier cultures.”
“Dollecti isn’t from an earlier culture, as you say,” Clad Ser said. “The way we live today is very much like it was when Dollecti still stood. And no, they aren’t archeologists. They are real scientists.”
Ariel stared at Clad Ser mildly. She’d always had been the more forward of the twins, but that didn’t mean she was oblivious to when she was being scorned. She bit into her dugi seed. “Mmmmm...yummy,” she said.
Out in the center of the banquet hall, two bare-chested Tladians had appeared, holding long staffs, with padded, colored weights on either end. Ariel was reminded of a huge cotton swab. On the floor, another Tladian was drawing a large circle in chalk. Off to one side, another Tladian was setting a drum into a stand.
“Bagtans, I presume,” Fayn said, pointing to the swab.
“Yes,” Clad Ser said. “My uncle is one of the great champions of the bagtan. Perhaps he will honor us with an exhibition.”
Ariel glanced towards the head of the table, where, in fact, Clad Wen was standing up. Clad For also stood, and called for attention.
“Honored guests,” he began. “My brother, Clad Wen, has taken it upon himself to insure that your viewing of a bagtan duel is one that you won’t soon forget. His skill with the bagtan has made him renowned around our globe. He has requested the honor of dueling tonight, and I, for one, would not refuse him or you the opportunity. This will be, I assure you, Tladian warcraft at its finest.”
The members of the TC delegation clapped. The Tladians, clearly excited, roared. The noise was loud enough to make members of the TC delegation jump.
Clad Wen came to the chalk circle, removed his robe and shirt and stood, like the other duelists, bare-chested. One of the duelists came forward and handed Clad Wen a bagtan. Clad Wen took it, hefted it for weight and balance, and began to spin it around his wrist and body. Some of the humans began to clap again.
“Why are they clapping?” Clad Ser asked Will. “My uncle hasn’t done anything yet.”
“Well, the twirling he’s doing right now is pretty impressive,” Will said.
“He is merely warming up,” Clad Ser said. “You humans are easily impressed.”
Behind Clad Ser’s head, Will saw his sister roll her eyes.
Warmed up, Clad Ser and one of the duelists stepped inside the ring, performed a ceremonial bow, and then held out their bagtans so that they touched and crossed at the tips. The Tladian positioned at the drum raised his arms, held them in the air for a moment, and then slammed them down on the drum.
The bagtans moved in a whirl as Clad Wen and the duelist thrust, parried and counter-thrust their fighting sticks. The bagtans connected with clacks so sharp and frequent that the noise reminded Ariel, incongruously, of tap dancing. She could barely make out the bagtans themselves as blurs; the duelists moved their bodies in a manner that appeared both freeform and in step with the drumming. 
Suddenly the duelist swung the bagtan viciously at Clad Wen’s head, overextending his reach. Clad Wen bent backward at the knees, allowing his opponent’s weapon to slide over his face by the slimmest of margins. Still angling backwards, Clad Wen swung his bagtan under his body, letting go of the weapon in a spin that took it on a course for his feet. As it swung towards his ankles, Clad Wen kicked up his feet and twisted his entire body, lifting the bagtan and shifting its momentum from parallel to the floor to perpendicular. 
The bagtan struck Clad Wen’s opponent squarely in the side of the head, snapping the Tladian’s neck back and hurling him out of the ring. Clad Wen, springing up with his hands, was standing, bagtan in hand, before his opponent had completely settled on the ground.
The Tladians roared. The TC delegation stared, stunned. Then some of them remembered to applaud.
“Holy cow,” said Will.
“I think he killed that guy,” Ariel said.
“No,” Clad Ser said. “This is a ceremonial match. The duelists take care not to harm each other.”
“That’s taking care?” Ariel said. “You uncle nearly took off that guy’s head.”
Clad Ser shrugged. “He had to remove him from the fighting circle,” he said.
“By air mail?” Ariel said.
The second duelist stepped into the chalk circle with Clad Wen, bowed, and held up his bagtan. Clad Wen disposed of the second duelist as efficiently as he had the first. The Tladians again roared their approval.
“Geez. Remind me not to get your uncle angry with me,” Will said, to Clad Ser, after all the roaring went down. Clad Ser glanced over to Will, as if evaluating him, and then looked back towards his uncle.
Clad Wen stood, bagtan in hand, sweating but not out of breath. He turned to Margaret Durant. “Ambassador Durant,” he said. “I hope you have found our sport amusing.”
“Amusing is hardly the word for it, Clad Wen,” Ambassador Durant said. “Your performance was magnificent.”
“I thank you for your kind words,” Clad Wen said. “Your people have shared so much with my people. I was hoping to return the favor, poorly as I may. I would be honored to set myself against a member of your delegation in the bagtan ring.”
This elicited a noticeable gasp among the members of the TC delegation. The idea of going into a ring with the Tladian minister of war was not what these diplomats and academics had had in mind when they signed on. Will looked up and down the room and saw the glimmer of fear in the delegation members’ eyes.
“Clad Wen, the honor would be entirely ours,” Ambassador Durant said. “But I fear that none of my delegation has your immense skill with the bagtan. It would hardly be a challenge for you.”
“Madam Ambassador, you already honor me with your words. But surely there is one among your host whose skills are a match for a poor Tladian’s?”
He’s trying to pick a fight, Ariel thought. Or at the very least trying to show us up.
“Perhaps you, sir,” Clad Wen said, pointing his bagtan at Fayn. “The Naino ancestor was a great predator. No doubt your people still have the fighting spirit.”
Will turned towards his tutor, who faced Clad Wen. His face was impassive, which was more than Will could have managed if he were in Fayn’s shoes right now.
“I thank you for the opportunity, Clad Wen,” Fayn said, mildly. “But I am merely the tutor of children. There would not be much challenge in our battle.” 
Will noted that Fayn did not say for whom the battle would be unchallenging.
Before Clad Wen could respond, Lieutenant Greene stood. “Clad Wen,” he said. “Perhaps you will consider me a worthy opponent.”
“Indeed,” Clad Wen said. “Do you think you could handle the bagtan?”
“On my homeworld of Minerva, there is a similar sport involving bamboo stalks,” Lt. Greene said. “It might be close enough in spirit.”
Clad Wen bowed, and signaled one of the duelists, who by now had managed to get to his feet. The duelist picked up his bagtan and gave it to Lt. Greene. Lt. Greene held it in his hand, nodded, and made his way towards the chalk circle.
“So, what are the rules to this thing, anyway?” Ariel asked Clad Ser.
“The object is to remove your opponent from the ring using the bagtan,” Clad Ser said. “Only the bagtan may touch your opponent. You cannot touch your opponent yourself. If you step outside of the ring, you are disqualified.”
“What if you knock your opponent unconscious, and he falls inside the ring?” Will asked.
“Then you use your bagtan to push him outside the ring. It doesn’t matter when he leaves the ring, just so long as he does.”
“Pleasant pastime,” Ariel said.
“It is,” Clad Ser agreed.
At ringside, one of the duelists was speaking to Lt. Greene, presumably going over the same rules that Will and Ariel had just had explained to them. Lt. Greene nodded again, then stripped down from his ceremonial suit jacket and shirt until he, like Clad Ser, stood bare-chested. He stepped into the ring, positioned his bagtan, and waited for the drumbeat.
Man, he’s going to get creamed, Will thought.
The drummer’s arms went down. Clad Wen slashed his bagtan down, towards Lt. Greene’s legs. There was a report like a rifle crack as Lt. Greene’s own bagtan met Clad Wen’s and stopped it short.
Clad Wen registered the briefest of surprised looks. Lt. Greene cracked the smallest of smiles. Then everything was a blur.
Ariel decided that Lt. Greene had been holding out on them all this time. Ambassador Durant’s attaché was known to be a master of several skills, including diplomacy and xenomorphic relations, but this athletic streak was something new to Ariel. She wondered if her mother was as surprised by her attaché’s ability as she was. She glanced over. Ambassador Durant’s expression was impassive and unsurprised. Ariel guessed her mom had held out on her, too.
Will, the more analytical of the twins, was watching the action in the ring. Like his sister, he was surprised by Lt. Greene’s fighting ability, but got over that quickly enough when he realized what Lt. Greene was doing in the ring. Lt. Greene was defending himself superbly, blocking every thrust by Clad Wen seemingly before it came. But that was all he was doing. Lt. Greene was spending all his time blocking.
He’s not even trying to win, Will thought. Why?
Suddenly it made sense. Lt. Greene couldn’t win and humiliate the Tladian minister of war; it would be an insult to the Tladians. The negotiations would be doomed. But he couldn’t let Clad Wen whack him off his feet, either. For one thing, he was going to be needed for negotiations with his skull unbroken. For another, the other Tladians might see it as a sign that the Terrans were weak, which could compromise the Terrans’ mission  -- just the thing, Will now realized, that Clad Wen had planned to do by luring one of the delegation into the ring. This contest would be a disaster for the Terrans no matter if Lt. Greene won or lost.
Will glanced around to see who else had figured out what was going on in the ring. He counted three: His mother, Clad For and Fayn. Each of them seemed to have realized the pickle Lt. Greene was in; Will wondered, along with the rest, how Lt. Greene was going get himself out of it.
Lt. Greene blocked, and then he blocked, and then he blocked some more. By now it was obvious to everyone in the room that Clad Wen was unable to penetrate Lt. Greene’s defenses. Lt. Greene was clearly wearing down the over-confident minister of war. Clad Wen would be likely be too tired to adequately defend himself for Lt. Greene’s inevitable offensive attack. In the ring, Clad Wen seemed to register the turn of events on his face; he realized that the advantage had passed from him to the Terran Lieutenant.
Lt. Greene realized it as well, because he suddenly moved back, changed his posture from defensive to offensive, swung his bagtan to attack—
--- And dropped a foot outside the ring.
The drumming stopped. It was over.
Will blinked, amazed. Lt. Greene had got himself out of it. 
Officially, it was a victory for Clad Wen—stepping outside the ring disqualified Lt. Greene. But Will knew that Clad Wen wouldn’t consider it a true victory—nor would the other Tladians. Clad Wen’s plan to discredit the Terrans had failed.
Of course, Lt. Greene could have stepped outside the ring on accident. Will looked over to his mother, who wore a small, tight smile, and to Clad For, who also had a cryptic expression.
Will doubted it was an accident.
“That’s it?” Ariel said. “It’s over? What a bust.”
Lt. Greene bowed to Clad Wen. “My congratulations to you on your great victory, Clad Wen.”
Clad Wen bellowed, a sound that vibrated every glass in the room. Then he stormed out. The room began to mutter. Clad Ser’s eyes followed his uncle out of the room; his expression was one of confusion.
Will turned back at his mother and Clad For. Their expressions had not changed. 
“Hey,” said Ariel. “Aren’t we supposed to get dessert now?”

Chapter Six
In the annals of warfare, the Nulgan attack on Dollecti ranked as one of the most unusual—because it was one of the most polite.
The Tladians were first aware of the Nulgan fleet when it suddenly popped into existence in close orbit over Tlada. The Tladians were stunned; they had invested a considerable portion of their planet’s wealth on a planetary detection system that would spot incoming starships billions of kilometers out, which would give the Tlada time to mount an insurmountable defense against its attackers. 
Unfortunately, the Tladians forgot, as they so often did, that their technology was not the most advanced technology in the universe. Detection systems don’t work particularly well if the starships they are supposed to detect are cloaked. The main Tladian war fleet was out on maneuvers beyond the Tladian star system; by the time it could have gotten back to defend the home planet, the Nulgan battle fleet could have turned a sizable percentage of Tlada’s surface area into blistered glass.
But it didn’t. Instead, the Nulgans cut into the Tladian video broadcasts and announced that in a little less than a day (not coincidentally, just under the amount of time it would take the Tladian fleet to return), they would level the city of Dollecti. The Tladians living within the destruction zone were encouraged to move within that day. The Nulgans then broadcast a map that described, to the meter, the area planned for demolition. They also broadcast a timer.
The Tladians mounted an attack against the Nulgan fleet as best they could, using surface-to-space missiles and particle beams. The missiles were destroyed long before they reached their targets; the particle beams either bounced off or were absorbed by Nulgan shields. A squadron of Tladian space tugs was loaded up with nuclear explosives and launched on suicide runs at the Nulgans. One of the tug pilots became a little too enthusiastic and detonated his ship early, causing moderate damage to one Nulgan ship (it was the one that would later stop in Naino space for repairs) but also vaporizing himself and two other tugs. The Nulgans then trained tractor beams on the remaining tugs and froze them in place, more for the tugs’ protection than the Nulgans. After about a half-day of this sort of impotent hammering on the Nulgan fleet, the Tladians living in Dollecti forgot about their bravado and streamed out of the city.
Thus it was that the first and only Nulgan attack on Tlada claimed no civilian lives and almost no military lives at all. When the Nulgans began to rain fire on Dollecti, the only people remaining were a few stubborn Tladian warriors, shooting back at the Nulgan space fleet with sidearms, and a cadre of military scientists that refused to leave an experiment they were working on. The warriors were generally crushed by fallen masonry. The same fate was assumed to have befallen the scientists—their remains were never found.
After the Nulgans destroyed Dollecti, they turned around, cloaked their warships, and left as suddenly as they had arrived. The returning Tladian war fleet gave chase, of course, but the Nulgans were too far ahead, and the Tladians, warlike as they were, were not so rash as to head into Nulgan space without massive preparations. Instead, the fleet returned to Tlada, and its commanding admiral, Clad Fiu, overthrew the reigning Tynf with the full support of the military caste. 
A decade later, Clad Fiu would lead the largest single warfleet in Tladian history to Nulgan in a revenge invasion. The defeat in this battle would not be as total as it had been in previous battles; for this relative good showing against the Nulgans, Clad Fiu would become one of the most revered Tynfs in Tladian history.
What no one ever managed to find out was why the Nulgans attacked Dollecti in the first place. The Tladians steadfastly denied that they had done anything to provoke the attack. The Nulgans, who certainly knew why they had done it, chose to politely ignore the question every time it was put to them. Whoever or whatever caused them to pummel the city remained a mystery, likely buried deep beneath the rubble of Dollecti.

“So this is what a polite attack looks like,” Ariel said. “I’d hate to see these guys when they’re rude.”
Ariel, Will, Fayn and Clad Ser were standing on a high hill in the remains of Lanag Gran. The phrase translated out, more or less, as “Victory Square.” Ariel imagined the irony would be lost on her Tladian hosts.
Everywhere the eye could see, the remains of Dollecti sprawled: crumbled towers, skyscrapers shattered by the violence of assault, buildings uprooted, their remains scattered on the streets. 
Will turned to Clad Ser, who was staring grimly into the distance. “The Nulgan attack did all this.”
“Yes,” Clad Ser said, tightly. “Clad Fiu ordered that Dollecti remain untouched, so that future generations would remember the atrocities that our enemy would perform on us.” 
“Perhaps when the peace treaty is signed with the Nulgans, your people might be able to rebuild here,” Will said. “Maybe make it a living city again.”
Clad Ser looked surprised at the suggestion. “Why would we do that?”
“Well, you would be at peace with the Nulgans,” Will said. “You wouldn’t have to worry about another attack on your planet. At least from them. You’d be allies.”
Clad Ser’s ears flattened; Will recognized this as a sign he crossed a line with that last statement.
“We may find ourselves at peace with the Nulgans, but that does not mean that they will be our allies,” Clad Ser said, and swept his arm around to encompass the wreckage. “How could we be allies with a race who could do this?”
Ariel, who had walked up to her brother and Clad Ser, chimed in. “Okay,” she said. “If someone did this to my home planet, I wouldn’t be so fast to forgive them, either. But what do you make of the Nulgans giving you guys time to clear out the city?”
“What about it?” Clad Ser said.
“It’s just strange, that’s all,” Ariel said. “If the Nulgans were truly bloodthirsty, they could have simply opened fire on the city while everyone was still in it. Doesn’t it say something that they allowed your people the time to get out of harm’s way?”
“A Tladian should be willing to die standing his ground, facing the enemy,” Clad Ser said. “The Nulgans did my people no favors by allowing them the time to flee. It is to the shame of my people that so few of us died—it meant those in the city were weak. They were unwilling to die fighting for their city.” Clad Ser stalked off, leaving Will and Ariel to stare after him.
“You two are going a long way to proving that diplomacy isn’t genetic,” Fayn said. He had been listening to the conversation from a few meters away.
“Every time we try to be diplomatic, Clad Ser throws it back in our face,” Will said. “We can’t say anything right.”
“No kidding,” Ariel said. “If he’s the future ruler of Tlada, I don’t see why we’re even bothering with the peace process. As soon as he steps on the throne, he’s going to send warships to Nulgan.”
“He’s young yet,” Fayn said. “He’s still forming opinions.”
“Well, I’m young yet,” Ariel said, “And I’m pretty well convinced he’s made up his mind.”
“You probably don’t realize this, Ariel,” Fayn said, “But you’ve just proved my point.”
“I’m not following you,” Ariel said.
“Give it a few years,” suggested Fayn.
Ariel rolled her eyes and stomped off into the ruins. Will watched her go, but rather than follow her, she turned and walked the direction Clad Ser had gone. He found the young Tladian a few hundred meters away, staring up at an impressively damaged structure.
“What is that?” Will asked, coming up to Clad Ser.
Clad Ser glanced back at the human boy. “It’s the Tynf Haidi of Hure Gyi, who was Tynf before my great ancestor, Clad Fiu,” Clad Ser said. “While it was whole, it was said to be even more impressive than our own Haidi. There,” Clad Ser pointed to a section of the rubble, several stories up, “Is where Clad Fiu and Hure Gyi battled for the right to be Tynf. It was the last time anyone has been there.”
“Why?” Will asked.
“The whole city is sealed,” Clad Ser said. “We are allowed to walk its edges, to see the devastation that Nulgans brought on the city. But most of the city is sealed off. Because so few chose to defend it, Clad Fiu decreed that no feet should fall on Dollecti’s floors. Especially in Hure Gyi’s Haidi, since it was where the ruler lived. It is only because your mother is my father’s guest that we have been allowed to be this deep into the city at all. We would never be allowed in to the Haidi,” Clad Ser said. “It is a pity. I have always wanted to see the place where Clad Fiu became Tynf. It is a part of our planet’s history, and mine. But this is as close as I can come.”
“Maybe not,” Will said.
Clad Ser turned to face Will. “What did you say?”
Will smiled. “I have an idea. Come with me, Clad Ser.”
The two clambered back to Will’s backpack, which he had left with Fayn. As he reached his backpack, Will reached in and rummaged through it, eventually pulling out a small, egg-like object, and what appeared to be a control panel. Will handed the egg to Clad Ser, who examined it, critically.
“What is this?” he asked.
“Well, on the Odysseus, I’ve been working on a couple of projects,” Will said. “One of them was this. It’s a self-propelled camera. You can control it with this.” He held up the control panel. “I sort of developed it to examine starship hulls. You know, for stress fractures or micrometorite impacts, anything that could endanger the crew.”
“We are not anywhere near a starship,” Clad Ser said, in a tone that implied he was about to be bored.
“No, I know that,” Will said. “When we learned that we’d be visiting Dollecti, I figured that I could use it to get a look into places that were too dangerous to get into, or just hard to reach. I didn’t know we were forbidden to actually enter anything. But this can go where we can’t. We can use it to look into Hure Gyi’s place, if you like.”
Clad Ser looked doubtful. “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know whether it’s allowed.”
“You said it yourself, Clad Ser,” Will said. “No feet are to fall on Dollecti’s floors. The camera doesn’t have feet. And it doesn’t even touch the floor.” Will positioned the control panel. “Throw the camera into the air,” he said.
Clad Ser did. The camera began to hover at the apex of the throw. Slowly Will brought it down to eye level, and looked over to Clad Ser. Will could tell he was tempted, but still worried.
“I think Clad Ser is as worried about the spirit of the law as the letter of the law,” Fayn, who had ambled over, suggested to Will.
“If Ariel were here, she’d say that the letter of the law is the spirit of the law,” Will said. “But I would never want to put you in an uncomfortable position, Clad Ser. We can forget it, if you prefer.”
Clad Ser thought about it a while longer, than looked up at Will. “No. I think in this case, your sister would be correct. As long as the camera doesn’t touch the floors, we can use it. Whenever you are ready, of course.” Clad Ser turned and headed for the Haidi.
“Of course,” Will said, and headed after him, but not before glancing back at Fayn with an unmistakable grin of victory. Finally, a crack in Clad Ser’s armor!

Ariel glanced around the corner, down another street. “What a surprise,” she muttered. “Rubble as far as the eye can see.”
Ariel was not in the best of moods. The trip to Dollecti was supposed to be a highlight of their Tladian stay, but as far as she was concerned, if this was a highlight, it would make better sense to stay indoors for the rest of the trip. She’d seen rubble before, and several different worlds. Tladian rubble had nothing unique to recommend it. And as for the educational value of the trip, it could be summed up in one sentence: Don’t annoy aliens with superior firepower.
Ariel picked up a piece of rubble and examined. It was concrete, nothing more. It was indistinguishable from concrete from Earth, or Minerva, or anywhere else intelligent folks had poured gravely sludge into forms and left it out to dry. She chucked it down the deserted street and trudged after it.
Dollecti wasn’t just dead, it was entirely dead. The commander of the local military garrison had cleared out all the pilgrims who would usually be visiting the city, because he felt that with the son of the Tynf out in the open, one couldn’t be too careful. Unstated, but nonetheless obvious, was the additional fact that the presence of two humans and a Naino in one of Tlada’s most sacred sites was bound to cause agitation among even the more peaceable pilgrims. 
That’s what being a race with a grudge will get you, Ariel thought to herself. Will, Ariel, Fayn, Clad Ser and his two bodyguards were the only inhabitants of a city that once housed six or seven million. 
Which is why Ariel was mildly surprised, turning down another street, to see what looked like a Tladian soldier walking in the distance, about 75 meters in front of her.
More out of surprise than anything else, Ariel quickly ducked into a ruined building before the soldier could spot her. After a few seconds she glanced out again. The soldier, who had been walking away from Ariel, apparently hadn’t heard or noticed her. He had continued walking forward without stopping, eventually reaching the doorway of what looked like a small shed. The soldier entered the shed, and disappeared down a slope. Then he was gone.
Where’d he go? Ariel thought, and then remembered her lessons from a few days ago, when Fayn was prepping them for their mother’s quiz. Dollecti was at a latitude on Tlada that experienced severe winter storms, which often made ground movement difficult due to snow and ice. Rather than shut down the city entirely, the city planners of Dollecti had built what amounted to a second city in underground tunnels, complete with stores, office buildings and, homes. When the outside world was blanketed with snow, city life still hummed underground.
Be that as it may, the underground tunnels were just as surely destroyed by the Nulgans as the above ground city; on the short ‘thopter flight in, Ariel saw the caved-in tunnels paralleling the boulevards of the city. But then again, even with the total destruction of the city, there had still been some buildings left standing. Maybe the Nulgans hadn’t gotten all the tunnels either.
Interesting. Ariel grinned to herself. Now, this was more like it. She reached for her communicator to ring up Will. Wouldn’t do to keep all this fun to herself. 

Will handed the camera controls to Clad Ser and stepped discreetly out of voice range to take his sister’s call. “What is it?” He asked.
“Just wondering,” Ariel said. “Do you happen to know where Clad Ser’s bodyguards are?”
Will looked up, looking for the bodyguards. They’d been keeping themselves scarce, presumably at Clad Ser’s request, so they weren’t in clear sight. Eventually, however, Will spotted them both. One was hanging back about fifty meters from where Will and Clad Ser had set up their vantage point to maneuver the remote camera; the other was catty corner from the first, nestled in a shadowed nook of one of the ruined buildings. Apparently the rule that you couldn’t enter Dollecti’s buildings didn’t apply when you were the crown prince’s bodyguard. Both bodyguards had weapons drawn, a fact that bothered Will just a little.
“I can see them both,” Will said. “Why?”
“Well, because I just saw a Tladian solder walk down into one of the underground tunnels, that’s why.”
“That can’t be,” Will said. “They cleared out the city before we got here.”
“Guess they missed a spot,” Ariel said. 
“What was he doing?” Will asked.
“As far as I could tell, nothing,” Ariel said. “But I’m thinking I want to find out. Want to come along?”
Will smirked to himself. “Ariel, has it occurred to you that following an armed Tladian is probably not such a smart move?”
“Yeah,” Ariel admitted. “But I’m bored, and whatever he’s doing is probably more interesting than what I’m doing now. Come on, Will.”
“I can’t,” Will said. “I’ve got Clad Ser with me.”
“You actually got him to do something with you?” Ariel said. “Wow.”
Will grinned again. Actually, once Will showed Clad Ser how to operate the remote camera, Clad Ser’s reserve had melted considerably, especially when the camera wended its way through the rubble of Hure Gyi’s Haidi and hovered over the room where Clad Fiu had battled to become Tynf. Clad Ser was enraptured. Will didn’t blame him one bit.
“He’s not so bad once you get to know him,” Will said to his sister.
“Well, bring him along, then,” Ariel said. “And bring your camera, too. That way we can look down the tunnel without having to go in there ourselves.”
“If I bring him, the bodyguards won’t be far behind,” Will said.
“That’s all right,” Ariel said. “If nothing happens, it’ll look just like we’re doing what you’re doing now. And if something does happen, I think we’ll be glad to have them around. Now start walking. I’ll click on my locator. Just follow the beeps.” Ariel clicked off.
Will sighed and walked back over to where Clad Ser was still piloting the remote camera. “How’s it going?” he asked.
“It’s fascinating,” Clad Ser said, not looking up from the small screen that displayed the building. “Look here,” Clad Ser turned the camera, and Will saw a purple, iridescent mosaic tile of a circle, inlaid into a floor of marble. Even now, after centuries of wear and destruction, it was still beautiful. “This is where the bagtan duel took place.”
“Why did the duel take place here, Clad Ser?” Will asked. “The city had already been attacked. This room would have already been covered in rubble.’
“A challenge to a sitting Tynf have to take place at his Haidi,” Clad Ser said, looking up at Will. “If it does not, it’s not a legal challenge. It’s done this way because any Tladian has the right to challenge the Tynf for his position. If there weren’t rules about where and when such challenges could take place, a Tynf would spend all his time with challenges.”
“Not very efficient for the purposes of leading, I suppose,” Will said.
 “Indeed not,” agreed Clad Ser. “My ancestor Clad Fiu needed to make sure there would be no dispute of his right to be Tynf, so he ordered his soldiers to clear this bagtan circle of rubble. It was the last time anyone had been in there.” He turned back to the screen.
“Listen, Clad Ser,” Will said. “My sister Ariel has found something she thinks might be interesting. She was hoping that we might come explore it with her. You want to come?”
“There’s more to be explored here,” Clad Ser said.
“We can always come back,” Will said. 
Clad Ser looked back up from the screen. Will, who by now had been near the young Tladian long enough to read some of his expressions, figured that Clad Ser was deciding whether to fall back to his accustomed, imperious manner of a Tynf-in-training, or to be nice and accommodate someone who might become a friend.
“Of course,” Clad Ser. “You’re right, Will. Let’s go to your sister. But I would like to come back after we’re done, if you don’t mind.” He handed the camera controls back to the human boy.
“Sure, we can do that,” Will said, taking the controls. He smiled. Progress was certainly being made today.

On a rise in what remained of a public park, Fayn Awquid Ben-Iue, tutor, friend and protector of Will and Ariel Durant, studied the wreckage of the broken city before him. Something about it bothered him.
Esthetically, of course, the entire display of destruction bothered him. The bombardment of a city by alien spacecraft in close orbit was never a pretty thing to look at; the crumbing remains of buildings and structures still bore carbon streaks, marking the paths of the particle beams that sliced through them. The damage extended far as the eye could see, in swaths and terrible arcs, blunted by age but still visible. The path of wreckage appeared as terrifyingly random now as it must have been to the Tladians fleeing the destruction, so many centuries ago.
Fayn knew that the wreckage was not random. It couldn’t be.
Now as then, the Tladians steadfastly maintained that the Nulgan attack on Dollecti was unprovoked, a capricious act of an aggressive species. The assertion would have been laughable, if it hadn’t have been diplomatically incorrect to laugh. The first recorded contact with the Nulgans by any other intelligent species occurred 15,000 years ago, when the boisterous Gaahu landed one of their skimmers on Nulgan and performed a dance of joy on discovering the Nulgans lurking in the seas. In all that time, there had been only one recorded instance of the Nulgans attacking anyone. It was here, at Dollecti. 
There was nothing random about the fact the Nulgans chose to attack Dollecti. Only the Nulgan refusal to discuss the matter allowed the Tladians to continue to claim victim status in the matter; Nulgans were not warlike, but neither were they overly concerned what other races thought of them. Over the centuries, scholars and historians speculated on the reasons for the Nulgan attack, but there were never any satisfactory conclusions. No one could figure out what had motivated the Nulgans to attack.
Fayn had one small advantage over almost all of those scholars and researchers: He was actually in the city of Dollecti itself. Most of these scholars had concerned themselves with trying to unearth the political reasons for the attack. Fayn tried another tack and followed the patterns of the attack itself.
It was difficult, even after factoring out the long decades in which the original destruction had been shifted and added to by decay. Eventually, however, patterns began to emerge. The largest amount of damage was in the center of the city proper; from there, it snaked out in a pattern that resembled a spider’s web, or the pattern of cracks in a shattered window. 
While no area of the city was spared from violence, there were definite areas that were comparatively less ravaged. Fayn suspected that if he could go back in time, he’d find that these areas were late hits, almost afterthoughts to the actual intended targets – or cover to hide from the Tladians what the intended targets actually were. 
It was a pretty puzzle, and one that Fayn would have looked forward to solving, were it not for the fact that both Will and Ariel’s heartrates had suddenly shot through the roof. Simultaneously, which wasn’t a good sign. Fayn shelved the destruction of Dollecti for now, and set off in the direction he had seen Will and Clad Ser head towards some moments before.
Fayn was not psychic, he was merely sneaky. He knew that in order to keep his two charges intellectually engaged with the world, he had to give them a considerable amount of breathing room to discover things and, more than occasionally, get themselves into trouble. Be that as it may, it was also his job to keep them safe. He reconciled the two missions by tapping into the twins’ communicators, which they wore at all times. 
The twins were smart enough to know if Fayn were listening in to their conversations using the communicators, of course. Fayn wouldn’t have dreamed of doing any such thing. But twins never bothered to check if the communicators were also monitoring their heart rates and respiration. Why would they? It’s not something that would have occurred to them as carrying vital information. Fayn knew otherwise; a sudden change in heart rate and breathing was a good indicator that the twins had either gotten themselves into trouble, or were about to. 
Over the years, using this method, Fayn had managed to show up just in time to save Will and Ariel’s bacon dozens of times. If either of them had thought about it, they’d have known that Fayn was tracking them somehow. Neither of them had thought about it. After all, saving their bacon was part of his job description. As with allowing Will to discover one of his passwords so the others would remain secret, Fayn’s subtle misdirection in this kept him free to do what he needed to do.
Still, Fayn was always impressed by the amount of trouble Will and Ariel could get themselves into, if they were just given a chance. For example, right now. As Fayn rounded the final corner, he could see Will, Ariel and Clad Ser staring down the barrels of rifles held by three Tladian soldiers. These soldiers were in turn being targeted by Clad Ser’s bodyguards. Claws were on all of the triggers. No one was backing down.
Well, Fayn thought. This is new.
Out of the corner of her eye, Ariel spotted Fayn heading their way.
“Uh-oh,” She said, to Will. “Now we’re in for it.”

Chapter Seven
Clad Ser, heir to the throne of Tlada, was not surprised to find he did not appreciate having a gun pointed directly at his face.
It had never happened before, of course. As son of Clad For, ruler of the planet, Clad Ser had never been placed in a situation in which harm would have come to him – or, if there had been situations where harm were to have come to him, he was never made aware of them. Potential assassins would have been dealt with long before they ever got a chance at the young ruler-to-be.
So it was, when the three soldiers swarmed out of the tunnel entrance that the human children had just sent their camera into, Clad Ser found himself having a new and most dangerous experience. To his delight, he learned that his first response was not fear or confusion. It was calm assessment.
His first action was to halt the actions of his bodyguards, some meters behind him and the humans. From the markings on the soldiers’ uniforms, he knew that they were Trydian Rangers – the elite of the Tladian military, named for Trydi Kur, the mythical first Tynf of Tlada. If the rangers had truly wanted to kill Clad Ser and the humans, they would have already been dead. 
Clad Ser had no doubt his bodyguards could handle the rangers; the royal bodyguards were selected from the cream of the ranger corps themselves. But his uncle had always told him the mark of a good leader was not one who not only knew when action was necessary, but also when it was not. Too much could go wrong here: One of the bodyguards, or the human children, could be wounded or die. Besides, if his bodyguards killed these soldiers, Clad Ser would never know what they were doing in Dollecti in the first place.
Clad Ser gave the hand sign for his bodyguards to hold fire. He knew that if the soldiers in front of him gave any indication they would move to fire, the bodyguards would shoot anyway – Clad Ser’s safety ultimately ranked over his orders. But the rangers, having established their positions, we not moving from them. Everyone was relatively safe at the moment.
Clad Ser turned to Will and Ariel, who stood less than a meter from him, camera controls in hand.
“Don’t move,” he said the humans.
“No kidding,” Ariel, the female, said. Will stood silently, staring transfixed at the soldiers.
Clad Ser turned to the closest soldier and addressed him, switching to Tladian from the Standard English he had been using with the humans.
“Identify yourself,” he said.
The soldier stood silent, his rifle aiming at a spot between Clad Ser’s eyes.
“I am Clad Ser, son of Clad For and heir to the throne of Tlada,” Clad Ser said. “I compel you to answer me.”
“You will leave this place, Clad Ser,” the ranger said. His rifle did not move.
Clad Ser blinked, surprised. “I am…” He began.
“I know who you are, young sire,” the soldier said. “But you still must leave.”
“You cannot order me from this place,” Clad Ser said. “You have no authority over me.”
“Young sire, until you are Tynf or join the military, you are a civilian, and you are under my authority,” the soldier said. “And I say again, you must leave here. My orders are explicit. If those who trespass do not leave, they will be shot.”
“You would shoot your future Tynf? Are you aware of what you are saying?”
“I wouldn’t kill you, young sire,” the soldier said. “But if you will not leave, I will wound you. Every Tynf has been wounded, one way or another. This will be your way.”
“I will not leave,” Clad Ser said, “And I seriously doubt you will shoot me.”
“I have my orders, young sire,” the soldier said.
“My uncle will have the head of the one who gave that order,” said Clad Ser, baring his teeth.
“I think not,” the soldier said, returning the teeth-baring grin. “it is his order.”

Will had no idea what Clad Ser was saying to the soldier, but whatever it was, it didn’t sound good. The two rumbled at each other in the bone-rattling Tladian language in an exchange that ended in the pair baring their fangs at each other. Will hoped it was a just polite Tladian custom. Somehow he doubted it.
The soldiers had emerged just a couple seconds after Will had sent the camera floating into the tunnel Ariel said she had seen the soldier enter. After the first few feet, the tunnel was pitch black; Will adjusted the iris setting and saw three soldiers marching up the tunnel, passing under the camera. He had time for one woefully inadequate warning to Ariel and Clad Ser (“Uh-oh”), and then the three soldiers were upon them. 
Strangely enough, they didn’t die. Each soldier had a rifle on a member of their little party, and Clad Ser’s two bodyguards had immediately covered the soldiers. That meant that at least one of the soldiers had a clear shot; Will suspected it wasn’t the one with the gun trained on Clad Ser. It was hard to imagine things getting much worse.
Down the street, Fayn strode into view.
Scratch that, Will thought. Next to him, Ariel muttered something, but Will was too distracted to hear.
The soldier who had his rifle on Will swung the rifle towards Fayn and bellowed something. Fayn began walking towards the soldier. This didn’t strike Will as a smart thing to do.
“Clad Ser,” Fayn said, still walking, “Would you tell me what this gentleman just said to me?”
Clad Ser turned to to Fayn. “He was ordering you not to move.”
“Tell him that I am going to walk to Will and Ariel, and that he should not be alarmed,” Fayn said. “I’ll keep my tentacles where he can see them.”
Clad Ser growled something. Fayn stretched out his tentacles and held them away from his body, never losing a step. The soldier tracked him as completed his journey to the twins, but held his fire. 
Fayn stood next to the twins and put a tentacle on each of their shoulders. Will felt an almost delirious sense of relief at the touch; he hadn’t realized just how tense he was until Fayn’s presence helped him relax a little.
“Now,” Fayn said. “What seems to be the problem?”
“These soldiers are demanding that we leave this area,” Clad Ser said.
“Inasmuch as these soldiers seem prepared to shoot one or more of us to enforce this demand, why are we arguing?” Fayn asked.
“They have no right to tell us where we can go,” Clad Ser said. “They are the trespassers here. No one is supposed to be in the city today.” 
“You maybe correct about this, Clad Ser,” Fayn said. “But I have to ask whether this issue is so important that it requires someone being shot.”
Will spoke up here. “This isn’t Clad Ser’s fault, Fayn….” He began.
Fayn cut him off. “I’m not interested in assigning blame, Will,” he said. “I think we should be avoiding trouble, rather than looking for it.”
Clad Ser turned back to the soldiers. “They are insolent. They even dare to say that my uncle has given the orders to shoot! I’ll make sure he hears of this.”
“An excellent idea,” Fayn said. “The sooner we get out of here, the sooner your uncle can deal with this issue, Clad Ser. For now, let’s accommodate these soldiers. The twins need to head back, anyway – it’s time for their tutoring.”
“It is not,” Ariel muttered to her brother. Ever so gently, one of Fayn’s tentacles whacked her upside the head.
“Clad Ser,” Fayn said. “We should go.”
Clad Ser continued to glare towards the soldiers. Suddenly he growled something, and made a hand gesture to his bodyguards. Without a word, he and the bodyguards stomped off, in the direction of the ‘thopters that brought them in. Will, Ariel and Fayn were left standing where they were. The soldier who had been aiming at Clad Ser retrained his weapon on them.
“Nice,” Ariel said. “Now we get to die.”
The soldier who had been arguing with Clad Ser gestured with his rifle, as if to say, get along now.
“That’s our cue,” Fayn said. “Will, Ariel. Let’s go.”
“But, Fayn…” Will began. For the second time that day, Fayn cut him off short.
“Whatever it is, Will, it can wait.”
“But…”
“Will, shut up and move,” Fayn said. “Please.”
Will and Ariel took a minute to pack up their things and then headed off dejectedly towards the ‘thopers, Fayn trailing not far behind. From time to time, Will or Ariel would glance back towards the soldiers. Their guns remained on Will, Ariel and Fayn until the three of them turned a corner and the rubble of a skyscraper blocked the line of sight.
The walk back to the ‘thopters took several minutes. When they arrived, they discovered that Clad Ser had already boarded the first with his bodyguards and departed, presumably to take up the issue of the near-shooting with his uncle. They boarded the remaining ‘thopter; Fayn took one of the front seats, directly behind the pilots, while the twins retreated to the back couch.
“I think we should enjoy this ‘thopter ride while it lasts,” Ariel said to her brother. “After what happened today, we’ll be lucky if mom lets us stay on Tlada at all. We’ll probably be packed up and sent back to the Odysseus.”
“It was your idea to follow the soldier,” Will said. 
“I’m not interested in assigning blame,” Ariel said, imitating Fayn.
Will stared out the window as the remains of Dollecti grew smaller. “Clad Ser was right, you know,” he said. “There wasn’t supposed to be anyone else in the city. Those soldiers weren’t supposed to be there.”
“Well, if they weren’t supposed to be there, what were they doing there?” Ariel asked.
“You’re asking me?” Will said. “I have no idea. But whatever it is, it’s something that we weren’t supposed to know about. That anyone was supposed to know about.”
“Clad Ser said something about his uncle giving orders to shoot,” Ariel said. “Do you think Clad Wen planned to ambush us? Or his nephew?”
“I don’t think so,” Will said. “It wouldn’t make any sense, anyway. I don’t think he’d want to shoot his nephew, and I know he wouldn’t want to shoot us – shooting the children of the Terran ambassador isn’t a really good way to make this peace treaty go well.”
“Clad Wen doesn’t strike me as being entirely in favor of the peace treaty,” Ariel remarked dryly.
“No, but he’s not stupid, either,” Will said.  “Tlada couldn’t realistically win a war against the TC. We outnumber them about 80 to 1. Anyway, I don’t think the shooting thing was meant for us personally. Maybe the soldiers had orders to shoot anyone who wandered into the area. That makes a lot more sense to me. We just happened to be the unlucky people who wandered by.”
“That just gets us back to the question of what’s going on in the first place,” Ariel said. “If the soldiers have orders to shoot, they have to be protecting something.”
“I think we need to find out,” Will said. “If something’s going on down there, it might have something to do with the treaty negotiations.”
“Or not,” Ariel said. “Maybe it’s just a power station or something.”
“In the middle of a city that’s been dead for centuries? I don’t think so. We have to find out what the big secret is.”
“I don’t know how to break this to you, Will, but the chances of us being allowed back into Dollecti are slim and fast approaching none,” Ariel said.
Will leaned over conspiratorially. “We don’t need to go back,” he whispered.
“Okay, whoosh,” Ariel said, bringing her hand over her head. “You’ve lost me here.”
“Fayn made us pack up so quickly that I didn’t have time to retrieve my camera,” Will said. “It’s still hovering there in the tunnel. It was so dark in the tunnel, I don’t think those soldiers even saw it. I’m betting that it’ll still be there when we get back to the embassy.”

Chapter Eight
Clad Ser stormed into his uncle’s offices, almost colliding with Clad Wen’s aide de camp, who was going over treaty documents with a group of Tladian generals. “One of your soldiers dared to raise his weapon at me!” Clad Ser said.
Clad Wen glanced over to his aide de camp; his aide quickly gathered up the assembled generals and hustled them to a waiting room, leaving treaty documents, refreshments and computers in their haste to depart. In seconds, Clad Ser and Clad Wen were alone.
“Nephew,” Clad Wen began. “In the future, I would appreciate you not announcing such provocative statements in a room filled with generals. Not everyone here were trusted allies.”
“But, uncle,” Clad Ser said. “I thought you should know as soon as possible about the treasonous actions of your soldiers.”
“Of course,” Clad Wan, “Just not so loudly.”
Clad Ser shifted on his feet, in embarrassment. “I’m sorry, uncle.”
“Think nothing more of it,” Clad Wen said. “Now tell me what happened.”
Clad Ser recounted the events of the day, culminating in the standoff between Clad Wen, the twins, and the soldiers. Clad Ser grew angry again in the retelling; clearly, he believed that the soldiers who had participated in the standoff should have their heads delivered to their families without the bodies attached.
Clad Wen was inclined to agree, for entirely different reasons, but he shelved that for the moment. “So you did not learn what the soldiers were protecting,” he asked his nephew.
“No,” Clad Ser said. “And that’s something else I wanted to ask you about.”
Clad Wen sat down behind his desk, and appeared to consider Clad Ser for a moment. “All right, nephew,” he said, finally. “I will tell you. But you must understand that what I am about to tell you is extremely sensitive – you can tell no one, even your father.”
“Why can’t I tell father?” Clad Ser asked.
“Swear to me,” Clad Wen said. “Your silence.”
Clad Ser swallowed. “I swear,” he said.
“We have found the cause of the Nulgan attack on Dollecti,” Clad Wen said.
Clad Ser’s ears stood straight up in amazement. “Then you must tell father!” he said.
“No!” barked Clad Wen, loud enough to make his nephew jump. Then, more quietly, he continued. “What we find, if we are interpreting it correctly, could change the entire tenor of the negotiations. But we must be sure. That is why we cannot tell the Tynf yet – if our information is correct, he must act. But if he acts, and we are in error…” he trailed off, allowing his nephew to imagine the worst.
Clad Ser stood there, imagining just that. “What is it that you’ve found? Is it a weapon?”
“The details are complicated,” Clad Wen said, waving as if to dismiss them. “Suffice to say that it is important enough that I have posted guards at the tunnels to protect it. And, yes, Clad Ser, they would have indeed have shot you if you had tried to force the issue, heir or no. I am pleased to hear that you handled the situation well.”
His nephew swelled with pride. “I remembered your teachings, uncle,” he said.
“Then remember your promise to me as well,” Clad Wen said. “Not a word of this to anyone – not your father, or your family. And most certainly not to the human children. You’re sure that they did not learn anything?”
“I was with the boy, Will, almost all of the time,” Clad Ser said. “His sister had gone off on her own, but she had waited for us before trying to explore the tunnel.”
Clad Wen grunted in affirmation. “Good,” he said. “If they had found out, it would have been disastrous. They must be watched from now on.”
“They were interesting,” Clad Ser said. “The girl was impudent and annoying, but Will was very nice.” He was about to explain about the human’s flying camera, and how they used it to explore the ruined Haidi, but Clad Ser held up a hand.
“I’m sorry, nephew,” he said. “We can discuss this another time. Now I must return to my work with the treaty negotiations. As you might imagine, the conditions that the humans have brought to the table are unacceptable. Please excuse me now.”
“Of course, uncle,” Clad Ser bowed to his uncle and excused himself.
Clad Wen waited until his nephew was well down the hall before fiercely bellowing for his aide. The aide slipped through the door to the waiting room and hovered near it, as if expecting to need to duck for cover at some moment.
“Prepare my ‘thopter,” he said. “I have to go to Dollecti and execute some soldiers.”
“Sir, it wouldn’t be advisable to leave now,” the aide said, more calmly than one might have expected, considering. “There are more details that need to be worked out with the generals, and your absence will be noted and commented upon.”
Clad Wen snarled. His aide was right, but it didn’t make Clad Wen feel any better. Clad Wen was working on a carefully designed timetable; it had relied upon raising objection after objection to the peace process in order to buy him the time he needed to complete his project. Now that the human children – and his nephew – had stumbled upon his secrets, his carefully designed timetable was about to be tossed out the window. He could keep his nephew silent, but the human children were another matter. 
Sooner or later someone was bound to come by, asking what those soldiers were doing in Dollecti, where they weren’t supposed to be. Clad Wen assumed it would sooner. Between now and then, things would have to be completed.
“Very well,” Clad Wen said. “When is the first available time that I can go that will not be the subject of gossip?”
“After nightfall,” his aide replied. “The Tynf has scheduled a sky painting at dusk; negotiation sessions will finish just prior so that the humans will have time to assemble and enjoy the festivities. By the way, negotiations are to resume momentarily; it would be best if you continued your meeting with the generals now, in order to solidify your list of demands.”
“Bring them back in,” Clad Wen said. “But have my ‘thopter prepared. The moment negotiations are over for the day, I am to be on my way. See to it.” The aide nodded, and slipped back out of the room to retrieve the generals.
Clad Wen got up and paced impatiently. He might be overreacting, he considered to himself. Perhaps the human children would not be curious about the incident with the soldiers. Perhaps they would forget all about it, and Clad Wen could allow his plans to unfold as scheduled.
Somehow, he doubted it.


“Is this something I’m going to want to hear?” Ambassador Durant asked Fayn, as he entered her office.
“Almost certainly not,” Fayn said, nodding briefly to Lt. Greene, who was in a chair, massaging his feet. “It is only going to add to what I have been lead to understand has been a most irritating day.”
“Irritating” was not the word for it, the ambassador thought to herself. “Infuriating” might be better. No sooner has the negotiations begun than the Tladian military tried to torpedo them with their demands.
We have concerns, Clad Wen had said, from a military point of view. After careful reflection, the ambassador decided, the concerns the military had were that the Nulgans had not been exterminated forever, preferably by Tladian hands. The list of demands the Tladian military had was a nightmare.
First demand: Compensation for the centuries-old destruction of Dollecti, the compensation being a sum equal to the gross planetary product of Nulgan for the last decade. Second, heavily discounted access to the metal resources found in the Nulgan asteroid belt, an unusually dense field packed with metallic asteroids. Third, “scientific exchange” between Nulgan and Tlada, with particular attention paid to the science behind Nulgan starship engines, cloaking devices and weaponry. Finally, the Tladian military demanded Nulgan “stand down” 80% of its defense fleet; since Nulgan and Tlada would no longer be at war, after all, there would be no need for all those pesky warships.
In effect, the Tladian military was asking Nulgan to provide the knife with which its throat would be cut. It was as breathtakingly audacious as it was insulting. Ridiculous. Absolutely unacceptable.
Ambassador Durant thanked the Tladian military for their input, and promised to give it the careful and serious consideration it clearly deserved. Through it all, Clad For sat at the head of the negotiating table, quietly listening; he knew as well as the ambassador that the military’s demands were unreasonable. But after such a close scrape with the military to get them to accept the peace process, he couldn’t very well shut them out of the process. If he had, not even Clad Wen’s intercession would have been likely to staunch a coup.
The military’s demands would be whittled down into something that wasn’t so obviously a blueprint for interstellar war. Unfortunately, it meant the negotiations were going to take far more time than Ambassador Durant had originally hoped they would. The military and Clad Wen were going to fight her every step of the way. On the whole, the ambassador thought, dental surgery would probably be less painful.
Fayn’s presence in her office told her that her children had somehow yet again managed to find trouble where none had been previously known to exist. If they could only take that ability and use it to find, say, diamonds or gold, the ambassador could have retired rich at an early age.
“Tell me,” the ambassador said. “Let’s get it over with.”
“The twins were held at gunpoint today in Dollecti by a trio of Tladian soldiers,” Fayn said.
“My God,” the ambassador said. “Are they all right?”
“They’re fine,” Fayn said. “It was apparently a misunderstanding. The twins and Clad Ser were poking around where shouldn’t have been, and the soldiers were using the guns to convince them to go elsewhere. It worked.”
“There weren’t supposed to be any people in the city at all, from what I understand, much less soldiers,” Lt. Greene said, from his chair. “They were cleared out for Clad Ser’s safety.” 
“That was my understanding as well,” Fayn said. “The soldiers’ appearance was certainly not expected. They appeared to be guarding the entrance to something.”
“Do you have any idea what?” the ambassador asked.
“No,” Fayn said. “Clad Ser engaged one of the soldiers in conversation, but it was in Tladian, which I don’t speak or understand. The only thing Clad Ser said – and which I think might be of interest to you – is that the soldier said that Clad Wen apparently gave orders to shoot anyone who wandered into the tunnel.”
“Clad Wen?” Lt. Greene finished rubbing one foot and began on the other. “He’s the supreme commander of all of Tlada’s military forces. He shouldn’t be giving orders to individual soldiers. That’s what officers are for.”
“That same thought had occurred to me,” Fayn said. “Either the soldier was lying to Clad Ser, which would be a pretty dangerous game to play with the future ruler of Tlada, or Clad Wen is involved in something he doesn’t want even his generals to know about.”
Ambassador Durant drummed her fingers on her desk. “Clad Wen is beginning to truly bother me,” she said. “It’s one thing if he has legitimate issues with the peace process. But I’m beginning to think his objections are something more than purely philosophical. You don’t hand over a list of demands like he did today without malicious intent. He knows that there’s no way the Nulgans would accept those demands.”
“Clad For didn’t object,” Lt. Greene noted.
“He wasn’t exactly rooting for them, either,” Ambassador Durant said. “There’s something going on here, and I think what happened with the twins today has something to do with it. I think we may have inadvertently stepped into a mess.”
“Diplomacy is messy,” Fayn said.
“Yes, but this is someone else’s mess,” the ambassador said. “I want it scraped off my shoes if possible.”
“Do you want me to start looking into Clad Wen’s business?” Lt. Greene asked the ambassador.
“Yes, but I can’t have you do it,” Ambassador Durant said. “It would be very bad if you were thought to be snooping around. And I trust Clad For more than I distrust Clad Wen. The peace process will still go forward even if Clad Wen is digging in his heels. No, we can’t, and shouldn’t, do anything at this point.”
She turned back to Fayn. “The twins, however, are another matter. Fayn, do you think Will and Ariel saw what the soldiers were hiding?”
“I doubt it,” Fayn said. “It seems that the soldiers showed up before they could uncover anything.”
“When you left, how did they react?”
“Well,” Fayn said. “They sat in the back of the ‘thopter, muttering to each other.”
“Does that mean something?” Lt. Greene asked.
“Most likely, they’re planning something,” Fayn said. “Whatever it is they were kept from, they aim to find out what it is.”
“I never thought I’d say this, but their curiosity could come in handy,” the ambassador said. “Fayn, keep tabs on what they do next, and what they find. Discreetly, if you please.”
“Madam Ambassador,” Fayn said, bowing, “When it comes to the twins, I am always the soul of discretion.”


“Hand me that augmenter,” Will said to his sister.
“What, this?” Ariel held up a thin, caliper-like object.
“No, Ariel,” Will said, pointing. “That.”
Ariel grabbed the tool Will was pointing at and handed it over. “Don’t get testy,” Ariel said, “just because I don’t have your geek-like knowledge of a toolbox.”
“It’s not geek-like,” Will said. “One of us has to know these things. In fact, since I’m doing all the work here, I’m wondering just what you bring to this little partnership at the moment.”
“Why, an indomitable spirit, of course,” Ariel said, flouncing backwards onto her bed. “That, and a belief in the moral rectitude of our mission.”
“That’s swell,” Will said, “But I’d prefer if you’d hand me that screwdriver instead.”
Ariel got back up and got the requested tool from Will’s toolbox. Will himself was crouched over the controls of the flying camera, reconfiguring the machine in an attempt to boost the machine’s range.
‘I don’t know why you didn’t originally design it to work over longer distances,” Ariel said, dropping the screwdriver into Will’s waiting hand. “Then I wouldn’t have to do all this heavy lifting.’
“Listen, smartypants, I designed the thing to examine starship hulls,” Will said. “We don’t have very many starships that are 30 kilometers long, now, do we? We’re asking this camera to do something it wasn’t designed to do.”
“It’s not the machine’s fault, is what you’re saying,” Ariel said. “Instead, we should chalk it up to a lack of imagination on the part of the designer.”
“Whatever,” Will said. “The next time, you can invent something and I’ll make the critical comments.”
“Who, me?” Ariel said, playing dumb. “I don’t know an augmenter from a hole in the ground.”
“That’s the first worthwhile thing you’ve said all day,” Will said. He set the screwdriver down, snapped the cover back onto the control, and then flipped it right-side-up. “All right, then. Let’s see if I got it right this time.”
Will pressed the power button and waited for the viewscreen to activate. Previously, the screen had shown nothing but static. This time, the screen still showed static, but there was a distinct pattern behind it. Will fiddled with the resolution and suddenly the picture sprang into sharp focus: the tunnel the camera had been left in, hours before.
“We’re in business,” Will said to his sister.
Ariel pulled up a chair and sat down. “I’m sort of surprised it’s still there,” she said. “I thought that the soldiers would have seen it by now.”
“It was dark in that tunnel, remember,” Will said. “Tladian eyes aren’t very different from ours. If it’s dark for us, it’s dark for them. Besides, the camera is small, and it’s hovering above head level.”
“Well, I can’t imagine that they just wandered around in the dark,” Ariel said. “There’s got to be a doorway or something near the tunnel entrance. See if you can find it.”
Will maneuvered the camera forward, increasing the iris size to let in more light, and adding an infrared filter to register heat. It was the IR filter that revealed the door his sister thought would be there. It was about 20 meters down, and to the left. Will directed the camera to the door and examined the portal critically.
“How are you going to open that door?” Ariel asked.
“Got me,” Will said. “This camera doesn’t have hands. I guess we might have to wait until another soldier comes out.”
“That’s one idea,” Ariel said. “Or, you can use that oh-so-impressive brain of yours and think of something I just thought of.”
“There’s no way I’d want to think any thoughts you might have, dear sister.”
“Ha, ha. All right, fine. My thought was, whatever this place was originally, I don’t think it was an airtight military instillation.”
“So?”
“So, you bonehead, I’m betting that if you look up towards the ceiling, you might find circulation venting,” Ariel said. “You can use that not only to get inside, but to move the camera around without anyone seeing it.”
“Wow,” Will said. “That was good thinking. We’ll have mark this day on the calendar.”
“If I were you, I’d be looking for that vent,” Ariel said. “Before I take that controller and stuff it down your throat.”
Will rotated the camera towards the ceiling and looked for anything that might conceivably be a vent. “There,” he said, and pointed to a small circular grate on the screen, just above the door. The circular grate was comprised of small circular vents, arranged around a slightly larger, central vent. Covering all the vents was a fine, rusted mesh; Will gently maneuvered the camera into the mesh. It dissolved into rusty power. Will guided the camera inside the vent, and aimed it forward; in the distance, he could see the dim glow of light coming into the venting tube from other outlets.
“We’re in,” Will said to his sister.
“Fabulous,” Ariel said. “Now let’s see what we can see.”
Will moved the camera forward, towards the closest available light source. He then nudged the nose of the camera out of the air vent just enough for the camera to be able to look around. Back in the embassy, the viewscreen showed the twins an empty, dusty corridor, terminating on one end with the door that they had just gotten around, and on the other with another corridor, running perpendicular. In the corridor, lights flickered intermittently, and the debris of centuries of disuse lay on the ground; whoever was using this installation was keeping the creature comforts to a bare minimum.
Will sent the camera back into the vent and propelled it forward until it came to an intersection corresponding to the corridor below. “Left or right?” he asked.
“Left feels right,” Ariel said.
“You’re the boss,” Will said.
“I’m going to hold you to that, one day,” Ariel said.
It was another several stops and turns before the camera poked out of a vent and caught something besides corridor; Will caught a Tladian soldier standing watch in front of a door. Will was surprised enough that he slammed the camera into reverse; it zipped back into the vent and made a ringing clang as it hit the metal walls behind it.
“Whoops,” Will said.
“I thought the idea here was to be discreet,” Ariel said.
“I was surprised,” Will said, slightly defensively. After a few minutes, he poked the camera back out of the vent. The Tladian soldier hadn’t moved an inch; if he had heard the clang, he had decided it wasn’t worth the effort to check. As Will and Ariel watched, the soldier slumped against the door he was guarding, extended a claw, and began to pick his teeth.
“No wonder they get creamed in every war they’re in,” Ariel said.
“What do you think is behind that door?” Will asked.
“Whatever it is, it’s worth shooting us for,” Ariel said. “This vent keeps going; I’ll bet the next vent we get to takes us into the room.”
Will glanced at the clock on the wall. “Hey, aren’t we supposed to be somewhere right now?”
Ariel shrugged “There’s that sky painting thing that’s going on. So what?”
“I wanted to see that,” Will said.
Ariel gave her brother a blank stare. “We’re one vent away from finding out what was worth killing us over, and you want to stop to go watch pretty pictures? Has insanity has finally taken hold?”
“It’s not that,” Will said. “But considering the amount of trouble we’ve already gotten into today, we might want to at least make a token appearance at the place we’re supposed to be.”
“All right, fine,” Ariel said. “Drop the camera into the next room. If we don’t see something interesting immediately, we’ll close up shop and head over to the sky painting display.”
“Okay,” Will said, and sent the camera through the vent into the next room.
The room was unoccupied and entirely dark except for a large, lighted tank in a corner of the room. The tank glowed with sickish green tint. Inside the tank, bubbles rose slowly through a thick, gelatinous liquid. A large, indistinct object lie suspended in the liquid, its form indistinct because of the liquid, and from being lit from below. Will nudged the camera forward for a better look.
It was a Nulgan in the tank.
“Oh my God,” Will said.
Ariel peered at the viewscreen, and then looked at Will, eyes wide. 
“So much for the sky painting,” she said. 

