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Dynan Telaerin pulled back on the reins of his black Frielian stallion, slowing the 

animal from a trot to a walk as he listened through the whispering hiss of the wind across 
the snow for the telltale hum of the transport pod. The horse snorted in the silence that 
held the mountain like a warm blanket that was decidedly not warm. The sound was 
muffled almost instantly.  

“He’s taking his time, isn’t he?” Dynan asked Galarin, who threw his head up, 
tossing the black, flowing mane. He was a big animal, and this time of year wore a thick 
coat of fur that made a saddle unnecessary. He had a riding blanket on at the moment. 
That was in the hopes that no one would notice the horse had on anything but a regular 
blanket when he made it back to the barn without his rider. It was all part of the planning 
to give them extra time before their absence was noticed. 

And when it was noticed... 



Dynan questioned the wisdom employed in this case of truancy. Today was an 
independent study day, which meant they had between them five projects due to various 
classes, along with the usual regimen of course work they were expected to complete – 
and get the best marks above everyone else. So, taking this day to test drive the new 
transport pod without permission and even against an explicit order to not do it, was 
probably not going to go over well with just about everyone. Not with their father in 
particular. 

The forthcoming lecture about being irresponsible and immature was almost 
memorized. Dynan had heard it a time or two over the last two years, ever since their 
grandfather died. The number of deliveries had increased exponentially in that time, due 
entirely to the new job position his father now occupied. It didn’t seem that they could do 
anything right any more. 

Off in the distance, the hum of an activated anti-gravity field mingled with the wind, 
noticeable only because of the alien nature of it out here among the normal sounds of 
nature. They were pretty far up the side of the mountain range where sounds carried 
differently than they did down among the commotion and rush of the city where those 
noises blended in.  

Galarin hopped between all four feet when the pod appeared, cresting a steep rise at 
a slow speed.  

Dynan knew the latter wouldn’t last. The pod was fast, which was why they wanted 
to drive it in the first place. There were other issues to contend with, but they were 
careful pilots for the most part, and had the skill-set to handle the craft. They knew how 
to pilot a transport and an X-38. A pod meant for the average citizen could not be more 
complicated. 

The horse jumped again when the clear, top hatch popped open. Dynan held the reins 
a little tighter in anticipation of the stallion’s reaction to the craft’s pilot. The animal had 
made it clear on more than one occasion that he didn’t like the occupant. 

Maybe it was the identical appearance that confounded the horse. Dynan didn’t 
know, except to know that he had to keep the stallion in check long enough to get off of 
him. At that point, Galarin was free to make his way home. Dynan didn’t doubt he would 
since he’d managed it on more than a few occasions after leaving his rider tossed in a 
snow bank or flat on the ground. It was getting to be normal for Galarin to arrive back at 
the barn alone, to the point if he didn’t turn up right away, no one thought too much of it. 

Dynan’s identical twin brother, Dain put the controls into neutral and hopped out of 
the craft, an oblong, torpedo looking thing that bobbed up and down before settling. 
Galarin rose off his front two legs, pawing the air, and Dain froze in the act of 
straightening. 

“Is he going to flip out again?” 
Dynan didn’t have an immediate response to that, except the answer seemed 

apparent. He was too busy trying to hold on, though falling off would probably solve a 
couple problems.  Dain was getting ready to make a run for it. Galarin reared again, 
almost vertical this time and that was the end of trying to stay on. 

It was a soft landing, but the snow pile made it difficult to roll out of the way. The 
huge, flailing hooves coming down practically on top of him proved enough incentive to 
find a way, and Dynan scrambled up. He had the presence of mind to grab the dangling 
rein, pulling the stallion’s head around to keep him from launching at Dain. 



“Hide or something, would you?” Dynan yelled at him, while he kept the horse 
moving in a tight circle. 

“I am not hiding—” 
“I’m letting him go.” 
Dain swore and used the pod and the snow to get out of sight. 
Dynan held on still, trying to talk the horse into a calmer disposition, but Dain kept 

yelling about it. Dynan managed to get the bridle off – a necessary part of the plan – and 
with that, Galarin bucked his way free. He planted all fours, head up, snorting like a bull 
about to charge, aimed right for the pod and Dain. Dynan clapped his hands together as 
loud as he could, which was enough of a distraction. 

“Go home,” he said when Galarin pranced around to face him. Dynan waved him 
off. “Go on. You win.” 

With that, the horse wheeled away and disappeared down the side of the mountain. 
“Stupid horse is psychotic.” 
“All you had to do was wear a hood.” 
“I’m not hiding from that dumb animal.” 
“I’m not stopping him next time.” 
Dain sneered at him and dragged himself up from the snow. “If you don’t stop him, 

Pop will put a laser stick into its brainpan and put it out of our misery.” 
“Maybe he ought to do the same thing to you. Might be an improvement, since 

you’re too stupid to figure out how to avoid getting charged!” 
Dain smacked the hull of the pod. “Are you going to drive this thing or stand here 

arguing with me about that crazy horse of yours? Times wasting.” 
That was true. The sun was already sinking steadily toward the top ridge of the 

mountains. “I’m driving. Get out of the way.” 
Dain stepped aside and Dynan climbed in. “Take it easy until you get the hang of it, 

and make sure you slow down when you’re going that way-” He pointed toward the cliff 
side of the mountain. “-and don’t run into anything...or off anything.” 

Dynan laughed at that even when flying off the cliff was a real hazard and not funny. 
“I’ll be careful, Mother.” 

“Shut up.” 
“How did it handle on the way up?” 
“Better than your horse,” Dain said and smirked at him. He started pointing out 

controls and trim characteristics until Dynan felt like he had it. “The throttle is touchy.” 
“All right. I got it. Thanks.” 
Dynan tightened the straps down, activated the hatch closure and pushed the yoke 

forward. The pod accelerated far faster than he expected, but he quickly eased back and 
settled to a comfortable speed. Barren trees, dark furs and the grey wall of the mountain 
smeared, blending with the monochrome of the sky above the cliff wall. He went around 
again, passing Dain in a swift blur. Dynan watched the controls for any sign of trouble as 
he pulled the yoke hard over to make the turn.  

Dynan wondered why the pods had been recalled when it handled as well as it did. It 
was the latest in a long line of unsuccessful personal transport craft produced by the 
guild. Apparently, the people of Cobalt couldn’t drive or fly worth a damn. Everyone 
thought this new ship would be the one they could handle. He noticed this one had a 
slight hesitation in the throttle controls. One of the navigation jets was a moment or so 



more sluggish than it should have been. Nothing that couldn’t be corrected with even a 
small degree of flight experience. And yet, a couple hundred recent owners had crashed. 
Through trees. Into fences. In and around a house or two. Four died. Right after that, the 
pods were taken off the production line and the ones already released were recalled to 
their places of origin. The promise that Dynan and Dain would get a chance to drive them 
was retracted, which prompted the effort to steal one and get it up into the hills behind 
their home where they could drive it anyway. 

It was Dain’s turn again. Dynan commanded the pod to halt next to him on the next 
lap. “Fast isn’t it,” Dain said while he waited for Dynan to clamber out. 

“It’s incredible,” he agreed and held the craft steady while Dain jumped in. “Did you 
feel any hesitation with it before?” 

“No, not at all.” 
Dynan shrugged. “It’s probably nothing then.” 
Dain grinned up at him as the clear hatch started to close. “Back in a few.” 
He hit the controls, boosting the engine to near maximum before releasing the 

stabilizer lock, blowing up a plume of snow as he rocketed off, yelling at the top of his 
lungs. 

Dynan laughed and dusted himself off. He pulled his cloak a little closer, rubbing his 
arms and stomping his feet to keep warm, looking around himself while he waited for 
another turn. He and Dain, and less often their father, came up here from time to time and 
went camping in the caves that opened on one face of the cliffs. Up here it was mostly 
rock and stunted trees. There was an area closer to the cliff face where they’d found some 
old ruins that the scientists wanted to study. Dynan hoped to be part of the team that came 
to look at them. 

The engine sounds of the pod changed; lowering slightly before going right back up 
to a high-pitched whirl. Dynan heard it stutter for a second, that same hesitation he’d felt 
when he was driving. Dain was out of sight at the moment, speeding along the edge of 
the cliff side of the meadow, which was really a large crevasse of a clearing, nestled 
between two arms of the mountain.  

Dain sped by on the way back, laughing as he went, blowing up more snow as he 
passed. He came to the turn where the two mountains met...and didn’t turn.  

It was another second before the pod smashed into the tangle of trees that lined the 
base of the cliff. Dynan watched the canopy pop off and flip another direction. The pod 
kept going until the wall of the mountain stopped it. 

Dynan chased after it before it stopped moving, racing up to the smoking wreckage, 
certain Dain couldn’t have survived ripping through all those trees, or the abrupt halt. For 
a moment, an eternity, the usual sense of presence was gone.  

The hiss of circuitry overloading echoed against the mountain wall. Periodic sparks 
flew up and out of the pod that were then extinguished in the snow. The top canopy, clear 
acrylon to allow the driver plenty of visibility, stood canted up against a nearby fir. 

“Dain!” 
Dynan skidded to a halt beside the pod. Dain was alive it turned out, his left arm and 

leg both broken, along with his ribs too, and hovering between consciousness and a black 
wall. That was Dynan’s immediate impression anyway. He didn’t happen to have a medic 
biomonitor on hand to know for certain, but he could feel it well enough. It was one of 



the major drawbacks of being telepathic with him, these moments when there was the 
pain of an injury to be shared instead of thoughts. 

The first thing Dynan saw after that was the smashed compboard he could have used 
to communicate with home to get help. Dain almost never carried one and Dynan had left 
his in the pod. He held it in hand a moment, pushing lifeless keypads. He started 
wondering how he would get them down off this mountain. 

Darkness veiled the eastern horizon already. Dynan realized it might take him hours 
to get them back home. It was going to be colder than it already was very soon. For a 
moment, the enormity of it, the thought that Dain could die from what was supposed to 
be a prank, shook through Dynan. He couldn’t think. He looked around himself, trying 
not to panic. 

His eyes fell on the canopy, tilted up against the fir and that gave him an idea. “It’s 
going to be all right, Dain,” he said more for his own benefit. “I’m going to get us out of 
here.” 

Using strands of optic wiring and the safety straps from the pod for something to 
drag it by, Dynan rigged a kind of sled from the canopy. Luckily he found a laser cutter 
in the pod’s tool kit, making it less of an ordeal. Still, he cut his hands in a few places 
because of sharp edges. 

Getting Dain into the canopy wasn’t so easy, and unfortunately for them both, 
horrifically painful. Dynan felt every bump. He had to stop dragging Dain through the 
snow for a moment, hardly able to ignore the searing pain racing up his leg. It got easier 
when Dain passed out. Dynan managed to get him in the canopy finally. He gave Dain 
the cloak and the coat he wore. Dynan picked up the strap, pulling Dain behind him and 
started down the mountain. It was dark by the time he started. 

*** 
“I don’t care if you have to put a guard on every door, Melgan. I want them found 

and found now.” 
Melgan Lon nodded, though with submerged anger, not toward the King of course 

but for Ambrose Telaerin’s sons. “And what do I get to do to them when they’re caught, 
Your Majesty?” 

Melgan was taller than Ambrose, who was considered a tall man in his own right. He 
was broad and muscled. He was the King’s personal guard, as well as his best friend, and 
went everywhere with him. He was in charge of Palace security and frequently had issues 
with the King’s youngest sons who didn’t always follow Palace rules. 

Ambrose was like Melgan, a physically strong man, tall, muscular and fit. His blonde 
hair was starting to darken with age, though at forty-seven, there wasn’t any sign of silver 
yet. The crystalline blue eyes, a Telaerin trait, were focused on the ballroom windows, 
staring out into the dark while behind him the chatter and hum of five hundred people 
enjoying themselves filled the vast hall.  

When the King was in a particular mood there weren’t many people who could face 
him. Otherwise, he was considered more approachable than any monarch in recent 
history, though now probably wasn’t one of those times.  

They were in the ballroom for the annual Recognition Reception, which as the name 
suggested, acknowledged Cobalt’s Governors, Lords, Ladies and Guildmasters for their 
philanthropic contributions to society in whatever form those offerings came in. 



“You can bring them here, Captain,” the King was saying. “Get them presentable 
and get them into this room. We’ll discuss what form of punishment they’re going to get 
later.” 

Melgan smiled at the icy tone, making Ambrose roll his eyes and turn from him. 
Melgan turned too, though the Captain didn’t go far. Other than finding the King’s 
missing sons, this night’s particular assignment was to watch over the growing crowd. 
Ambrose was seldom left alone. In the ballroom with its gleaming white marble floor and 
massive windows, there were a lot of people to greet and talk to. 

Lord Chancellor Xavier Illothian joined the King, watching with him as light faded 
from the sky. “Where do you suppose they are?” the King asked, trying not to sound too 
worried. 

“Doing an admirable job of keeping out of sight,” Xavier said with a smile when 
Ambrose glanced at him. 

“Melgan has a point. I’m running out of things to do to them.” 
Xavier laughed at that. “I’m sure the stable hands will appreciate the extra help 

tomorrow. Or you can always resort to your latest tactic of making Dynan pay for 
everything Dain gets them into.” 

“You know I really thought I’d gotten the message across the last time.” 
“They haven’t gotten into any serious trouble in quite a while. We should have 

known something was brewing.” 
“It’s been three months.” 
“Before that it was only a few days and before that it was a week. Three months is a 

record. Don’t forget they are first and second in all their classes. They work hard—” 
“Xavier—” 
“I also have a distinct memory of you going on sixteen and something that involved 

several—” 
“Why is it whenever they’re about to get into trouble you feel the need to bring that 

up?” 
“They’re testing the boundaries, as you did. There are a lot of them, rules they’re 

expected to follow. It’s a difficult age. They’re growing into fine young men. A credit to 
you and the job you’ve done raising them.” 

Ambrose looked at him, a dry smirk on his face. “I promise you I won’t kill them on 
the spot.” 

“You’ve been in a less forgiving mood lately.” 
Ambrose seemed likely to deny that assertion, but then he nodded. That was one 

thing that made him completely different from his father; Ambrose could be reasoned 
with. Dionin wasn’t known for that particular trait, along with more than a few of his 
other ancestors.  

“I suppose I have been,” Ambrose said easily. “You know it seemed so effortless for 
my father, dealing with High Council, the Murians, the Governors, these endless 
receptions. Even after two years, there are times I don’t think I can stand another minute 
of it.” 

“Two years, in the greater scheme of things, is hardly a blink of an eye. Your father 
was less at ease than he ever let you know, even after he’d had the job thirty years. He 
felt the same way.” 



“I’m not sure that’s supposed to make me feel better,” the King said, glancing back 
at all the people he had to contend with. They were still coming in.  

Xavier’s compboard sounded, which he carried in his breast pocket on the inside of 
his formal suit coat. 

“Maybe that’s some news now,” Xavier said as he pulled it out. There weren’t that 
many people who had the code for his comboard. As Lord Chancellor, access was 
restricted to a select few. Xavier frowned as he read the note from Cobalt’s First 
Minister, blinking a few times when it wasn’t what he expected.  

Ambrose read over his shoulder. “A transport pod is missing?” 
“Apparently,” Xavier said. 
Ambrose pulled in a breath. “You don’t think...They wouldn’t have. After all the 

reports of how many people have been killed in the things? They know the pods have 
been recalled. They wouldn’t. I told them they couldn’t!” 

“I’ll tell Melgan to send some guards after the pod,” Xavier said. “Maybe there’s 
some sort of trail to follow.” 

Ambrose didn’t think that much of a possibility and turned to look out at the 
darkening sky. “I take it back. I am going to kill them.” 

“I’m sure they’re all right. Dain’s a good pilot.” 
Ambrose just shook his head, his hand flexing into a fist, which he then relaxed. He 

didn’t generally show emotion in public.  
This news wouldn’t be kept quiet for long. Even the Lord Chancellor having an 

extended private talk with the King caused whispers to ripple through the crowd.  
“You may want to consider how you’re going to break the inevitable to your citizens, 

Your Majesty,” Xavier said raising an eyebrow when Ambrose glared at him. 
“I’d really like to know how they managed to get one of those pods out of storage. 

Do you know how many people they had to walk by on the way in? And no one saw 
them? How is that possible?” 

“The transport underground is extremely busy,” Xavier said, nodding to the people 
milling around the ballroom, who had all come in on transfers that were now stored with 
all the rest of the modes of getting around  - transports, carriages, transfers and pods in an 
underground maze of cubicles. Ambrose growled under his breath. Xavier only smiled. 
“Just remember the land cruiser.” 

*** 
Ralion Blaise and Colin Fryn found the rear hatch of the transport underground, 

guessing that the missing pod had to have been taken out that way after seeing how 
overcrowded and swamped the main entrance was, what with all the coming and going of 
Palace attendees. Certainly someone would have noticed the twin Princes stealing a pod 
if they’d tried to go out the front. 

The rear hatch, dug into a raised knoll had snow banked up along the edges. It was 
sheltered from the wind that usually blew in off the Wythe Sea, so the marks left by the 
thieves were still clear. There was only one set of boot prints though, when they expected 
two, walking along side the telltale signs of an activated anti-grav field - a rounded and 
perfectly smooth indentation in the snow - that led off into the night. 

“One of them took it up into the hills,” Colin said, looking to the darkened peaks of 
the Tarameik Mountains.  

“I’m going to guess it was Dain.” 



“Probably.” 
“And Dynan?” Ralion said. 
“He was supposed to have gone riding earlier today, up to the forest track where he 

always goes.” 
“And no one noticed he didn’t come back from that?” 
Colin checked his comboard, reading the daily report from the stable – there was a 

report on everything that happened at the Palace, sometimes, depending on events, every 
single hour that the guards were required to update. “Stable Master Wilbur reports that 
his stallion is in the barn, fed and bedded down for the night. So they thought Dynan was 
in too.” 

“How did that get missed?” 
“Because they planned it that way,” Colin said and put the comboard away. “Dynan 

met Dain up in the hills because they knew it would be easier for one of them to get in 
and get the pod.” 

“Apparently, it was. Do we know if the one they have runs at higher elevations?” 
“I don’t think so. This could be bad,” Colin said as he followed the track. It was fully 

dark now, so the small lamp he held wasn’t very effective. 
“Meaning you hope we’re not the ones to find them dead up in the mountains 

somewhere? I’m with you on that one. They seem pretty reckless.” 
“They’re just kids, Ralion,” Colin said. “Look at the playground they’ve got. If you 

had horses, transfers, X38s, or the dreaded pod practically lying around in your backyard, 
you’d do the same thing. I’d like to try one myself.” 

“You won’t get the chance,” Ralion said easily, and decided he needed to switch to 
night vision. He pulled out the special glasses, lenses that he could activate by the remote 
he wore on his wrist and turned off his lamp. Colin nodded in agreement. 

The ground immediately turned from white to a mottled off-grey. The thermal 
signature of the pod stood out as a dark smear on the snow, making the path much easier 
to follow. The trail went on for as far as they could see, up into the mountains.  

The two guards trudged after it. Before too long, they were well beyond the 
maintained grounds of the Palace, beyond the hedge, into the trees that marched up the 
slopes of the Tarameik Mountains and edged up to sheer walls of rock. They road their 
horses back in here, Dynan more than Dain, as often as they had time, or hiked through 
the forest. There were tracks, riding paths cut through the wood. 

Ralion rubbed his hands together, wishing they had horses as he caught sight of 
another thermal signature a little way ahead. After an hour, these were starting to be few 
and far between as the temperature dropped. It hadn’t started snowing yet, but it would 
soon. “Damn, it’s cold.” 

“We’re going to lose the trail soon,” Colin said. 
“I’m guessing they took the thing up into the meadows. It ought to be hot still even if 

they shut it down hours ago. Hopefully, they’ll have stayed with it. Either that or they 
flew off a cliff and we’ll never hear from them again.” 

Colin gave him a look, but then held up his hand for silence. Above the creak and 
groan of tree limbs rubbing together in the wind the sound of something crunching 
through the woods carried toward them. Someone was talking under his breath and there 
was the sound of something being dragged, slowly, laboriously, a few steps at a time. 



Colin pointed. Through the trees, Ralion saw them, one standing and dragging the other 
behind. 

“Your Highness,” Ralion called. He switched back to regular vision and turned on a 
lamp. The noise of movement stopped. 

“It’s Colin Fryn, Your Highness,” Colin said, jogging around the last few trees to 
reach them. 

The one standing, Ralion didn’t know which was which because they looked so 
much alike, was shaking from the cold, teeth chattering. He was wearing just a thin shirt, 
having given his injured brother his coat, cloak and sweater. The one in the pod didn’t 
look conscious and in the harsh light of the lamp seemed very pale. 

“I’m sorry, which...” Ralion pointed back and forth between them. “Which one—” 
“D-D-Dynan,” the one standing stammered out, which Ralion should have guessed. 

Dain was always the one getting into trouble.  
Ralion pulled out a mylar blanket from a pocket, a thin, heat enabled covering that 

would help keep Dain warm, tucking it in around him while Colin got out the biomonitor 
to find out what the damage was. He whistled. 

“Well he’s pretty well banged up,” Colin said, pulling his cloak off and wrapping it 
around Dynan, who was still shaking. “A few broken bones but no internals. That’s good. 
It’ll be faster if we just pick this up and run him out of here. They won’t be able to get to 
us by transport here. They can meet us at the wood line.” 

Ralion nodded to that, pulling out a compboard. He couldn’t resist waving it at 
Dynan before he sent word to the Palace that the King’s sons had been found and to send 
a transport to pick them up. “You know, having one of these solves a world of problems.” 

Dynan had the famous Telaerin blue eyes, piercing and unflinching for a fifteen-
year-old. He was definitely a Prince. The future King of the Cobalt System, Ralion 
reminded himself. 

He turned back into a kid the next instant, one who had to face his father who was 
King and probably wouldn’t be too happy with either of his sons. The unconscious one 
might get off a little easier. 

They rigged up the back of the canopy with a rope so it would be easier to carry. 
Ralion nodded to Dynan, who looked a little haggard. 

“We’re going to be moving as fast as we can,” he said, and Dynan nodded to that. “If 
you would please, lead the way.” 

*** 

Carryn Adaeryn opened her eyes, blinking as her vision cleared and her breathing 
slowed. Her brother, Maralt was waiting for her as always. The High Bishop of Cobalt 
stood over them both. 

“They’re up in the hills behind the Palace,” Carryn said. “They stole a pod, one of 
the new transport pods. Dain crashed it. He’s hurt.” 

“And Dynan?” their Master asked. 
“He seemed all right. There are two guards—” 
“That’s enough, Carryn. Knowing where they are is enough. The rest is in the hands 

of the Gods. I’ll send the message.” 
 


