
Sythe sat quietly in the ambassadorial debrief room, legs tucked beneath the chair with 

the neatness of a cat’s tucked tail. 

‘At the central system there is a disconnect’ the teacher smiled, anticipating their 

interest. ‘This is where logic ends.’

Sythe was staring at the young man in front of her. Too young to be an ambassador. He 

should never have been sent by his homeland. Her heart was beating hard, shaking her 

whole body. She used her focussed breathing, as she had been taught. She closed her 

fingers around the stylus until it dug into her palm, focussing her anger into one tiny 

point. It was simply a matter of control.

The white light flickered as a drain came upon the power. Her concentration broke. 

Sythe gasped. She looked around swiftly. No one had noticed the torn little noise. This 

was a safe place. She must stay still. She stared at the back of his head. Control.

‘And so …’ smiled the teacher. ‘Where logic ends - what can we do?’

Sythe was trembling. He had spoken so lightly. ‘If Gast can only be bothered to send 

his daughter …’. She had almost sprang up then, before the whole assembly. Eyes had 

turned to her, as if expecting it. But Lew had grasped her arm, and he was right. She was 

controlled. The hours since had been torture because she had been thrown into a 

dilemma. She could respect the Safe Place status, or she could take the required action to 

erase the insult. Both courses of action would deprive her father of honour. It was a 

disaster. And all because of one foolish sentence.

Pain dug into Sythe’s stomach. She recognised it as the pain that came with resistance. 

Resistance to what was required. He had insulted her. He had insulted her father. He had 

insulted the cause. She had been trained to act as soon as a decision was made. Delay was 

for the weak. She launched herself across the desk. She seized his hair and drew his head 

back.

‘Coward!’ she hissed. He was gasping for breath, eye rolled toward her. ‘Why don’t 

you challenge me openly?’ Even in the midst of her fury, she scanned the room for 

counter-attack but there was no attack. The students stayed at their desks, watching like a 



herd of animals at the slaughterhouse. The convenor had her hands outstretched, 

conciliatory. 

‘This is a Safe Place!’ she cried, but made no effort to come closer.

Sythe knew it was so, but the rage was so strong upon her. The rightful rage that 

demanded action. She was shaking hard and her blood was rushing in her ears. Her 

fingers dug deeper, deeper, until there was a burst of warm blood on her face. A rush of 

relief came over her. She laughed and fell back. The man coughed and fell onto his knees. 

She stood up and wiped her hands upon her note paper. She shook herself off like a wet 

animal and stepped into the passageway. No one tried to prevent her. She was only faintly  

aware that the convenor hurried beside her, click, click, click. 

‘This is unfortunate! I’m not sure what to do in this circumstance.’ There was 

something under the clipped tones of her voice that Sythe couldn’t quite place. Anger? 

Confusion? Fear?

She moved away from her a little, to avoid the fear contagion. Not that she was 

susceptible. She paused in the passageway, lifted her wet face to the blazing false lights 

and trembled, her whole body rigid with the remnants of deadly purpose. It was ebbing 

from her now. But it was a pleasurable ebbing. As if a rough tide was drawing out of her, 

taking her fury with it. Leaving the stillness of a deep ocean. The convenor’s voice was a 

weak blur.

‘You understand that this is a Safe Place? You understand that you have contravened 

the Law?’ Her voice cracked and lifted strangely. It was grief, Sythe realised. And 

perhaps a kind of horror. 

She shut her eyes for a moment. She felt hands firm on either side of her face. Power 

was flowing into her. She opened her eyes, looked straight into his eyes. Lew was 

anchoring her. Perhaps he had tried to stop her in the assembly. But he must know that 

what she had done was correct. The best possible outcome.

‘What has happened?’ It was Lin’s voice in the background, polite.

The convener seemed unable to speak.



‘I killed the ambassador of Rewin,’ she answered still staring at Lew. He would know 

if she had honoured the cause.

He gazed at her, full of magnetic belief. ‘He is immaterial,’ he said. ‘You did what was 

required.’

She was transfixed by his certainty, his dedication to the cause. Sythe was only faintly 

aware that Lin was there. 

‘Your father will protect you,’ she said.

Sythe let her breath out in a sigh as Lew released her and turned to the convenor. A 

new energy came with the three of them together. Power.

‘You know she will be spoken for,’ said Lew.

The convenor backed away. She felt the energy too. She groped behind her and struck 

the red button on the wall. ‘Of course, yes. But I think I must ...’

Her fear clearly required an answer. Lin took a graceful step toward her, but the 

passage was crowded by men and the click and voomph of charging weapons. Still, Sythe 

was an ambassador and they stood back a little from her and from Lew’s warning eyes. A 

medical team rushed past, giving a wide berth to the group of three. Sythe and Lin in 

their fighting clothes, sleek and black and ungrippably slippery. No man was admiring 

them now, she thought, with satisfaction. Now there was respect. 

A tall man strode up to them, designated Captain by his pale epaulets. The convenor’s 

shoulders slumped with relief. 

The Captain spoke with relative calm. ‘I’m afraid we need to discuss this …’ he 

paused as a stretcher was carried past, doctors pushing on the darkening throat of the 

man. ‘Situation,’ he finished, looking at her with distaste.

Sythe walked past him. She walked into the cavernous grey hall, pursued by the 

captain and the guards. 

‘You must carry the responsibility for this. He should not have been permitted to 

speak. If my action was in any way inappropriate,’ she allowed, her gliding step 

hesitating momentarily. ‘My father will speak for me.’



‘Inappropriate?’ whispered the convenor, apparently shocked, drawing a hungry look 

from Lin.

‘Your actions directly contravened the third law of the Assembly regarding the Six 

Safe Places. A transgression of the third level.’

Sythe stopped and looked the Captain full in the face. He had very steady blue eyes 

and did not flinch at the smear of blood across her jaw. She looked around at the growing 

circle of men, weapons charged.

‘My father will speak for me.’

He nodded, thought the convenor made a noise of disgust. ‘If so, we will amend level 

three to level two. Exile from all Safe Places, rather than immediate execution.’

‘I will open the line to my father.’

The Captain interrupted. ‘We already have the line. If you will follow me.’

Sythe walked into the communications room, touching the wall with the fastidious 

care of a cat stepping onto uncertain ground. She exchanged a glance with Lew. This 

room was problematic. There was only one door and that was now behind her. Before her 

stretched a window, black with the night sky. She supposed it was properly reinforced, 

but who knew? She was confident she would not have to test it.

She saw the shimmer where the line had been opened, stepped into it, felt her father’s 

presence. She composed herself. He detested uncertainty, and she had none.

‘I have committed a level three transgression to right a wrong. They require you to 

speak for me.’

There was a long silence on the other end of the line. She could sense her father’s 

mind slowly working. A cold feeling started in her stomach. Disgusted by her own 

weakness, she was forced to recognise it as fear.

Then her father’s voice came. ‘No,’ he said. The line snapped and was gone.

There was confusion around her as she cleared the room in five long strides, aware of 

Lew lashing out at the nearest guard. Her hand hit the glass in a perfect focus of power 

that shattered the entire pane. Flash of contempt at their lax security. She felt the cool air 

flow over her as she jumped, was landing in a crouch on the sand, a little sooner than she 



expected. Behind her the shards still fell, twenty metres of crumbling glass. She sprang 

forward into the desert.

Betrayed. She was well clear of the metal dome and into the darkness. She must keep 

running now. Create distance. She was channelling the big cats that stalked the city of her 

home, moving like water, flowing. The guards did not seem to be following her. They 

assumed going out to the desert was the equivalent of death, or they were slow-thinking. 

But she was surprised. Usually they did everything to protect their prisoners, giving them 

the best of care before their execution. It was a practice in keeping with their twisted 

minds. A prisoner’s body must be as healthy as possible so it could be redistributed after 

execution. 

Perhaps they were busy with Lew, perhaps he was slashing his way through the grey 

uniforms. Well, that was his job after all. Only it wasn’t his job. His job had been to 

protect her father’s interests. She faltered in her smooth, cat stride. Did honour call for 

her to return and fight beside him? She was confused and she had always been taught that 

confusion was death. Her code was so tied in with the hierarchy of the Kingdom. Now 

that she was suddenly outside it, she was aware that she had lost all her bearings.

Even while she thought, she picked up her pace. It was more likely that he was dead, 

and if she slowed, she would never make the shelter of the caves. She knew there were 

caves, had seen them as they flew low on their way to the Assembly. Besides, if Lew had 

decided to turn against her father, he was outside the world of honour. She supposed that 

she was too. In which case she could never hope to act honourably again.

She stopped abruptly as the realisation of her exile came down on her. For the first 

time she noticed the star-filled and glittering sky. The stars useless in their unfamiliar 

constellations.

Time to plan. Time to make a decision. But she must move. Hesitation was disaster. 

She had never hesitated until today. Still she stood.

Lew had fought as if he had dedicated himself to her, had assigned his own 

responsibility. As if he had not been for the cause at all. She shivered. It was 

incomprehensible. The longer she thought of it, the colder she got. The fervor that she 



thought came from dedication to her father but in fact came from something else. It was a 

betrayal of all their ideals. She sprang up and ran, thinking of nothing but making one 

smooth stride after another. 

After hours running on the dunes she was gasping and badly winded. A lightening was 

all round her. The sun was coming. It was only now, in the face of her own death that she 

saw it clearly. Lew’s prehistoric gaze was the desert sky, stretching from horizon to 

horizon, until the foundations of her life were made tiny and the previously minuscule 

whispers of disbelief swelled and engulfed her. As she stood, the first glare of dawn stung 

her eyes. The world around her was gradually revealed, white sand, fine as ash, blasted 

by a million days of white heat. 

He had not hesitated. As her execution was pronounced, Lin had turned, cold faced 

and walked away from her, her childhood companion, a model of self control. Admirable. 

Yet barely had the line gone quiet when Lew’s arm arced toward the throat of the nearest 

guard. He must have taken a stylus from the debrief room. Sythe did not even see it reach 

its target. She had understood what his action would mean in a room of only one door, a 

room of charged weapons. She had sprinted for the window. 

Walk! Do not stop! She ordered herself. The sun inched higher. It was a full globe 

now. She could see a blue line ahead. The line of mountains. There would be shelter 

there. Many, many miles away. She refused to acknowledge that the distance was 

impossible. She walked smooth as a cat, disciplining her body but all her new thoughts 

were obliterated in the wash of heat. Too late to go back anyway. Breathe in, breathe out. 

Left leg, right leg. She had quickly grasped that honour did not function in this desert. 

Economy of movement must now be her cause.

The sun pulsed with it’s own heart beat. One hour passed. Her suit was blistering. 

Muscles torn from sinking through deep sand. She walked on, detaching her mind from 

the pain until it was only left leg, right leg, smooth as a machine. She recognised that she 

was in her spirit now, walking beside her shamefully failing body.

Despite her determination to detach, it seemed her spirit would not let her be, kept 

drifting back to the room of one door. If she had not left. If she had fought them. If she 



had comprehended his look for what it really was. Dedication to her, as if she could be a 

cause in herself. The revelation was much too late. That a cause could exist between two. 

She was beginning to see how her new cause had sprung forward the instant the old one 

had died. And she had instantly deserted.

The whipping air swirled letters at her feet. Delusion. Heat exhaustion. She disciplined 

herself not to read. But the letters were so persistent she began to put them together. Do 

not run. Do not run. She stopped, staring down at the shifting particles. There was a low 

hum in the air. She turned her aching, disbelieving eyes to the sky.

The pilot holding the craft low so that the fine sand swirled in a mist. Two men before 

her, quailing, hands gripping their weapons.

‘We are taking you into the protection of the Prison Complex,’ said one, leveling his 

weapon at her.

She laughed aloud in pure joy. A parched sound that cracked her lips painfully. For her 

it was the work of moments. And then she was flying, the bodies already vanishing to 

slowly blister and liquefy in the sun-blasted dust below her. She lifted the plane higher 

and sped back towards the silver curve of the Assembly. No doubts now. Like all new 

converts, she ached to fight for her cause.


