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by Havoc

“Sorrow happens, hardship happens. To hell witHé&who never knew the price of happiness will not
be happy.”
- Yevgeny Yevtushenko

Jack was thrown, rather unceremoniously, from é&t &nd onto a hard, warm stone floor. He
cried out in pain as his shoulder hit the stoned,lee rolled to a stop against a sandy wall. Hgulin
himself up, he put his back against the wall, lagkiowards the door he had just been thrown through
The Ailians who had been “escorting” him lookedhe briefly, and then the door clanked shut,
leaving him in relative darkness.

Groaning, Jack rubbed his shoulder, a dull achiglstbbbing there as well as in his leg.
Though the Ailian medics on board the rescue saiptreated the injuries he'd sustained on the
uncharted planet, he still was not fully healedle&tst he wasn't dead. This seemed like the lorlggst
of his life, and it still wasn't over. When he tlgbt about what was likely to happen next, and vilaait
already happened, Jack could hardly believe it...

After being taken off of the Ailian ship, Jack Hagen transported away from the Mat'aar
Airbase in a wheeled ground transport, guarded $ipal squad of Ascendancy soldiers. They
wouldn't tell him where they were going, but Jaeiknembered what Li'ren had said to him back on the
ship several days ago. The most likely outcomdniior, since he couldn't tell them any useful
information, was that he would be made a slavemRrat Jack understood, this was the common
practice for human civilians who were captured.

The ride in the transport lasted for nearly an hdbere were no windows for Jack to see out
of, so he had no idea of what might be outsidekiav it was probably desert, especially since air
conditioning seemed to be a low priority for Ailiamlitary vehicles. The temperature inside the
transport was brutal, and Jack soon found himsisliwg for a drink of water. Thankfully, they ditn’
seem to want him to die. When one of the soldiets&ced how much the human was sweating, he
opened a compartment in the wall of the transpudtwaithdrew a small flask of water, which he
handed to Jack. That helped for a little while, ibutas still tough going. At least they'd takee th
restraints off of him, letting his arms free. Higsts had been getting a little sore.

When the vehicle came to a halt, Jack was full dr@se of uncertain terror. He had no idea



what exactly to expect, but he had a feeling tleatvbuldn't like it, no matter what it was. One loé t
soldiers with him opened the hatch to the vehehel sunlight flooded the interior, along with a new
wave of desert heat. Jack craned his neck, tryrsgé outside, and what he saw was a surprise. He'd
expected to see expanses of sand and barren lpedsca instead he was greeted by short, grees gras
and tall, thin trees that seemed similar to Eaadlimptrees. In the background he saw tall buildiregs]

he realized that they must be at the city, Hayikwiiat had been mentioned to him earlier. They
seemed to have stopped near the outskirts, in b somaplex of buildings that looked kind of like a
marketplace.

“Out,” the squad leader said to him. She rose fr@mseat, stepping out of the hatch and then
turning to reach back in. She grabbed Jack's aght jerking him out of his seat. He was startmg t
get tired of all this manhandling, and his frustnatfinally boiled over.

“Goddammit, stop treating me like an animal!” hdlge at the female. He lashed out with his
free left hand, clenching his fingers into as tiglitst as he could manage and socking the Ailigimt r
in the jaw. She lurched back from him, utterindaatied yowl of pain. One of the other soldiersfhal
rose from his seat, and Jack shot his elbow batkhig him square on the nose and rocking him
back.

“Se na po'krai!” the squad leader snarled. She grabbed Jack Imgtksand yanked him out of
the transport before he could do anything elsew®pg him around, she slammed him back against the
side of the vehicle one, two, three times, unéitsexploded in his eyes. The Ailian let him go aed
dropped to the ground, dazélek te pa'na!” She drew her leg back, preparing to kick him.

“Na la!”

The squad leader stopped, teetering a little onemebefore putting her foot down and turning
away. Jack looked up, trying to blink the spotsafuhis vision and doing his best not to pass Het.
saw a female Ailian walking towards them. She seksi®rter than most he had seen before, closer to
human height, and she was a lot fatter than arhaldeseen. Obviously she was not a soldier, and he
would have been surprised if she ever had beenw@keavearing what he took to be casual clothing, a
short sandy tan wrap skirt and a tan top that wed@yound her upper body, leaving much of her belly
and shoulders bare, and exposing a good deal afankirown fur. The clothes made sense for a
desert environment for a furred species, and weriegbly much more comfortable than the military
uniforms the soldiers were wearing.

The female walked up to Jack and the squad leaddrshe knelt next to him, straightening him
up. When she spoke next, she spoke in English. haheyou badly?”

Still a little dizzy, but otherwise feeling alrightack shook his head. “No, I...I don't think $o...



“Good,” the Ailian said. She smiled at him. “Sherdsge my merchandise, | very upset.” The
brown female stood back up, and said somethinggsguad leader that sounded very angry. The other
Ailian stiffened, looking abashed, and she noddedk felt strong arms lift him up to his feet, dred
managed to keep his balance.

At a gesture from the short female, two soldiersaimed Jack towards one of the nearby
buildings. Inside, Jack saw what looked, ludicrgulike a livestock stable at a county fair. Thear
was one large room, divided by metal bars intovigial stalls. In each stall, though, instead ofrfa
animals, were people. Mostly humans, though theeengd to be a few Ailians scattered here and there
as well.

Jack had been taken to a slave market, just aslhiad foretold.

Jack was taken through the building, the group &g with making their way through the stalls
and towards the rear of the large room. He lookeuwhfside to side as he went, looking at all of the
slaves for sale. The humans stared back at himoosly curious about him, but they didn't say
anything. The Ailian slaves just ignored him. Bwgyarere walking here and there, going into stalls
occasionally to examine slaves more closely, exdigg how someone might examine a horse or a
cow for sale. It was all very disconcerting.

The brown-furred female, who was apparently theavai the market, led them to a separate
room, which was set up like an office. There thielisos parted ways with them, and the slave dealer
sat down behind a desk. Two other Ailians, presuynaimployees, showed Jack to a simple chair in
front of the desk and then took up guard positioeesr the door.

“So...,” the dealer said, leaning forward at hesldéWelcome to my market. | am Pe'lia, and
you now my property.”

Thoroughly confused and a little overwhelmed, Jaakn't sure what to say. “...Okay?” He
looked around the room, trying to see if there rlgha way out. But there were no windows, and no
doors other than the one he had come in by.

Pe'lia smiled at him. “There no reason to be scestd treat my slaves well, until they sold.
Not my problem after that.” She shuffled througlewa papers on her desk, then clasped her hands
together. “We start, yes? What kind of skills yavé?”

“Skills?” Jack blinked. “I'm a pilot. That's allréally know how to do.”

The Ailian clucked her tongue, shaking her heaittla.|“That not do at all...No slave allowed
to fly...” She stood up, looking him over and comaround her desk. She walked around Jack, her
eyes scanning up and down his body. “You seemnéitigh...Strip.”

Jack looked up at her, arching an eyebrow. “Excos@”



“Take you clothes off. Want good look at you.”

“Fuck off!” Jack snapped, not liking that idea dt ‘@&ou want me to strip, you're gonna have to
do it first, you crazy bitch!”

He was instantly reprimanded by a strong smackddace from Pe'lia. She came around to
stand in front of him, leaning back against hekkd®sd crossing her arms. Her expression had
darkened considerably.

“Not like beating slaves, but not above doing stye warned him, waving a finger at him. “This
much easier if you just do what | say, yes?”

“Well, tough shit, I'm not taking off my clothesrfanybody!” Jack rubbed his face where she'd
smacked him, feeling the heat from the blood rughinthe surface of his skin.

Pe'lia sighed, then she nodded to her two employsdere Jack could react, one of them
grabbed his arms and held them behind his backerastrong grip. As Jack struggled fruitlesshe t
other quickly and efficiently stripped his clothaf$ of him. When he was completely naked, they dtoo
him up, keeping a firm hold of him. Pe'lia then &egnspecting him very closely, muttering in hemow
language as she did so. Not having much of a chdak was forced to tolerate her inspection, his
face reddening.

When she cupped a hand over his groin, howevenaas a little too much for him, and he tore
one arm out of a guard's grip to swat at Pe'liarslh“Hey, keep your fucking hands to yourself!” he
yelled. That earned him a second rough smack téattee

“You learn respect,” Pe'lia cautioned him. She stjtshaking her head. “Too spirited...Not like
that. But maybe you valuable for breeding...” Saebsck down behind her desk, nodding to the
guards:Le ke'li te maz'te a'nala.”

One of the guards handed Jack his clothes. Hetsthtbem away, furious, and got dressed as
quickly as he could. When he was dressed agaisatieack down, staring daggers at Pe'lia. He wanted
nothing more than to jump across that desk andgigaher with his bare hands, but he was wary ef th
two guards, and the memory of how the soldier detkiad dealt with his rebellion was fresh in his
mind. The last thing he wanted was to get his heemthed in for his troubles.

“Now, you too wild to put on display...,” Pe'liaidaleaning back in her seat. “But | add you to
catalog anyway. Meantime, you go down below. Feysda confinement soften you up, | think.” She
waved a hand to her employees. One of them prodaicetlar, placing it around Jack's neck and
fastening it securely. The collar seemed to be nothdeme sort of leathery material, and it had albm
metallic stud on the front of it that he guessed s@me kind of tracking device. Then the guards
grabbed Jack, hauling him off his feet. They draggien out of the room, back out of the buildingdan



to a smaller building next door, where a long s&se led below ground...

Now that he'd been down in the darkened room fati@while, Jack's eyes started to adjust to
the gloom. He could very slowly start to see arolima, though it was still too dim to really maketou
any details. He didn't even want to stand up, spisterested his head against the stone wall. Binslh
came up to finger the collar around his neck. Tinegt wasn't tight, but it was sufficiently strange
enough to him that it was uncomfortable. He wamire exactly how it had been fastened, but running
his fingers around it he couldn't feel a seam,esartagined there wasn't any way to easily remave it
Jack tried not to think about it. Whenever he thdwbout his situation, it just depressed him even
more. Especially since, he now figured, he was@t going to get see Aria again.

“Hello?”

Jack nearly jumped out of his skin when he heagdstiice. He looked around, but couldn't see
much further than a few feet away because of haw i@ room was. He half thought he might have
imagined the voice, but it had sounded very real, iasounded human. “Is...someone else there?”

“Yes...” A shuffling sound was heard, and a figarawled out of the darkness into Jack's field
of vision.

It was a girl, a human girl. Jack couldn't see vanch detail, but she looked younger than him.
She might have been fifteen years old, he couldngure. He hadn't seen another human in person
since before he left Earth almost a month ago.gitierawled close to Jack, and sat on the flo@rne
his feet. He wasn't able to make out her face.

“My name's Brooke,” the girl said. She had a venal voice, quiet but high pitched. “What's
yours?”

“Uh...Jack...,” he responded. “My name's Jack.”

“I haven't seen another person in ages...,” Braake. “Where are you from?”

“Earth,” Jack said.

“Earth? What's that? I've never heard of that pldsg¢hat a town?”

Jack was completely taken aback by that. “No,.it's.a planet. Don't you know? That's where
humans...we...come from.”

“Oh,” Brooke said, sounding apologetic. “I'm sorky,| didn't know that.”

“No, it's okay,” Jack assured her, not wanting ppset the girl. He paused for a moment.
“Er...so...Where are you from?”

Brooke's voice sounded a little distressed. “In:tlknow. | can't remember that far back...The

only place I've ever known I lived was here, omhirl've always been a slave, so far as | can



remember.”

“Really?”

Jack felt a wave of pity wash over him. If Broolauldn't even remember where she had been
born, she must be a lot younger than he thoughapsras young as twelve or thirteen. The war had
only lasted for about ten years, so far. Since Bedwad never heard of Earth, she must have been tak
as a slave from a colony world before she was ontdigh to remember much of anything. This poor
girl had been a slave for almost her entire life.

Jack changed the subject a little. “Why are youmbere, Brooke? They put me here because |
hit one of the Ailians...What did you do?”

“Oh...Well...I tried to run away.” Brooke sighedidashe seemed to draw herself into a tight ball
where she sat. “My master kept beating me so | kgpig to leave. He didn't like that...Finallytdn
away so many times that he didn't want to bothén wie anymore. So he sold me. And then | tried to
run away from this place, so they put me down here.

“That sucks,” Jack said. “How long have you beewnldere?”

“I'm not sure...A month, maybe? Whenever they takeout, | just try to run away again. So |
think they're going to keep me here for a long tirhbate them. They're all terrible people.”

“l see.” Jack straightened his legs out, shiftingtaincomfortably where he sat. He knew that
Brooke's feelings were understandable, but he aduteélp but get a little annoyed by what she was
saying. Sure, it was a little difficult to come wjth a defense for Ailians now that he'd seen thees
market, but Aria was proof that they wereailtbad.

Brooke didn't make any more conversation for a @vhfter that. Jack was starting to think she
was finished talking to him, but then she spokagain. “How did you get here?”

“That's...kind of a long story,” Jack muttered.

“Tell me, please,” Brooke pleaded with him. “ltissj...It's been so long since | got to talk to
another person...”

Jack rubbed the back of his neck. “Alright, wetlall started with my job back on Earth...”

A few hours later, Jack had told Brooke the whaodeys save for a few of the more salacious
details that he didn't think were appropriate fahdd. He'd also left out the exact nature of his
relationship with Aria. He didn't think she wouleiact very well to that, and he didn't want to upiset
girl. As he finished up, he could tell she wadrsjftup straight, rapt with attention.

“You mean you're actually friends with one of thérife girl asked, not sounding as though

she was capable of believing something like that.



“Yeah...pretty much,” Jack replied, evasively. Hendered if Brooke suspected he was lying a
little, but he didn't think so. She seemed dishétig enough of the possibility of a human and an
Ailian having anything but hatred for each other.

Brooke shifted her position on the floor, crosday legs. “But...she was mean to you when
you met her. Why would you want to be friends aftext?”

“It's not that Iwantedto be friends with her,” Jack said. He didn't kethow how to explain it
to Brooke. “It just...You don't really decide to fsends with someone. It's just something that
happens. We had to survive, so we had to work begeso we grew to like each other.”

“Oh...” Brooke seemed to think about that for a fmements. “I've never really had any
friends, so | guess | don't know how it works. Blé sounds like a good person, | guess.”

“She took some getting used to,” Jack admittedt,'Beah...Yeah, | think she really is a good
person. It's just that Ailians and humans are hffie It's not bad to be different.” He thought abo
what he'd just said for a minute. He really halike&d Aria when he'd first met her. She's been so
abrasive, so abusive, and such a slave driver. Menvke realized now that her behavior had been
because she'd been just as scared as he'd beehn&rex spent much time in the company of humans
before, as he understood it, so she'd behavea ibast way she'd thought to protect herself, aad th
way that she'd been trained.

“So...You've never had any friends?” Jack askedBegocurious. “Not a single one?”

“No.”

“What about family? What about your mother and éa#i

The girl was quiet for a while, and then Jack hdwadgive a little sniffle. “I...I don't know...I
can barely remember them at all. | don't know éiythe dead, or if they got sold, or what...” Sheidxul
her face in her hands, her shoulders shaking asrgtequietly.

“l...Sorry!” Jack said quickly. He reflected that really wasn't good with kids at all. “I didn't
mean to make you cry. | shouldn't have said angthin

He watched Brooke as she cried for a few minutessare what to do. He was afraid of
making it worse, so he held his tongue, feelinglitr and awkward and wishing she would stop.
Finally, after perhaps ten minutes, she calmed dewiffing and wiping her face.

“It's...It's okay...,” the girl said, sniffling lally. “I cry sometimes. That was one reason why
master beat me so much. So | try not to cry alkithe, but sometimes | can't help it.”

“Oh, it's...don't worry about it,” Jack assured. he reached out hesitantly, then patted her on
the shoulder. “You said you tried to run away...\"éhwould you run to? It's all desert out here.”

“I dunno,” Brooke said, shrugging. “Anything is batthan being a slave, | guess. And there are



rumors. They say there's a place out there whier escaped slaves have gathered. That therdys a ci
or a town of all slaves, living together and hidfngm the masters. Maybe someday I'll get away, and
find that place.”

Jack smiled a little, even though she wouldn'tlide o see it. The girl just seemed so sincere, it
was impossible not to believe that she'd succeedtaally. “I'm sure you will...”

Suddenly, Jack's ears perked up. Faintly, he thdugleould hear voices through the door,
getting gradually closer. The speech sounded aditaingry, and it was growing louder by the second.
Though he still couldn't tell a whole lot of difearce between Ailian voices, Jack though he could
detect the speech of the slave dealer, Pe'lia. 8aashe was saying, she didn't seem to be vegyhap
with the person she was talking to. And the pesdenwas talking to sounded even less pleased,
though that voice was more forceful. When the v@iwere loud enough that he was certain they were
right outside the door, he heard a dull clunk asléick disengaged.

The door opened, allowing light to flood into tlemm. His eyes hurting a little from the new
light, Jack blinked a few times, then took the apyaity to get a look at Brooke. He had been right
about how old she was. Jack would have been vepyisead if she was much older than twelve or
thirteen. She was short, and had dark, dark sken.hdir was midnight black, long enough to reaeh th
small of her back, with traces of gray that weralgttess from the stress of being a slave her whole
life. Brooke looked back at him with large, piergigreen eyes. Jack was struck with the idea that if
she lived through being a slave, she would growioupe a gorgeous woman.

Tearing his gaze away from the girl, he looked badke doorway. Standing there, as he'd
suspected, was Pe'lia. Beside her stood an AlianJack hadn't seen before. A very tall female, sh
was dressed in a red military uniform exactly like one Aria had worn, though it was in much better
shape than the clothes Aria had been wearing. &télack fur spotted with white, and seemed much
older than Aria.

“You have been claimed,” Pe'lia said through gditteeth. She shot a sideways glance at the
soldier next to her, her expression suggesting erous fury. The black Ailian didn't meet her look,
instead gazing intently at Jack.

“Oh,” he said blankly. “Really.” A cold knot formed the pit of his stomach. The black Ailian,
whom he presumed had bought him, looked like alqegson. He didn't have a good feeling about
being taken by her.

“Not just sit there!” Pe'lia snapped at him. Shetgeed at him. “Not waste my time. Get up and
come!”

Carefully, with just enough delay to demonstratedefiance, Jack stood up. He paused,



looking down at Brooke, not wanting to leave the gione again but not seeing much alternative.
“Good luck, Brooke. Maybe I'll see you again.”

Brooke waved at him, her expression clearly showieigdoubt at the likelihood of that
prospect. “Okay. Bye...” She waved at him with dla@d, then shuffled her way back to the corner
she'd been sitting in when he arrived, huddling little ball there.

Turning away, Jack walked to the door and leftrtam, and Pe'lia closed and locked the door
after him. The black Ailian placed a hand on higustier, gently but firmly urging him towards the
stairs to take him up. He let himself be pushed@lthough he was reluctant to leave the buildiony n
that he was certain that a life of slavery was vavedited him.

When they got up the stairs and back out in théigtaty Jack was greeted by the sight of two
wheeled vehicles parked a short distance from doevaay. One of them was a military vehicle, though
smaller than the one he had been brought to tlre starket in. The other was sleeker, black, and
looked remarkably like some kind of luxury car, dlgb of course it was designed for Ailians and was
much larger than a human car might have been. Bigbéside this vehicle was a slightly built Ailian
of average height, dressed in similar clothing t@tPe'lia was wearing, though her clothes wedta s
green color. Her fur was a bright tiger orange withck stripes. She looked young to Jack, perhaps
only just out of adolescence, though he couldallyeell. When she saw Jack and the other Ailians
step out of the building, she opened the dooreovthicle.

At an urging push from the black-furred Ailian, Haealked to that vehicle. The orange-furred
female gestured to the door. “Inside,” she saidpmiack looked at her, his eyes narrowed, buethe
wasn't really anywhere to run to. Like he'd told&ke, there was desert in three directions antya ci
full of enemies in the fourth. So he stepped ih®tehicle, which seemed to be set up on the inside
rather like a human-style limousine. There was th segparating the passenger compartment from the
front of the vehicle, where Jack assumed some@gevehs working as a driver.

Jack expected the black Ailian to step inside dfter, but when he looked over his shoulder he
saw her walking to the military vehicle. The tiggriped Ailian stepped in instead, and shut ther.doo
He was a little taken aback. “Hey, what's going-"

His voice was immediately cut off as something nvasplowed right into him, knocking him
off his feet and into one of the long couch selads lined the perimeter of the inside of the vehicl
Before Jack could shout in alarm a pair of armgpyeal tightly around his body, and a pair of soft,
familiar lips pressed against his.

“A-A-Aria?” Jack gasped, when his mouth was findHge.

“Jack...,” Aria said, leaning back and looking ahlwith sparkling eyes. Then she drew him



close to her once more, kissing him again.

“Oh, god, Aria...” Jack gladly returned the gestdimally putting his arms around her and
hugging as tight as he could. She wrapped hepoaessively around his waist, a thunderous purr
vibrating through her chest.

“I think | never see you again...,” Aria breathedtleir kiss broke. She clutched his head
against her breasts, nuzzling the top of his head.

“You thought you'd never seme? Jack asked, incredulous. “I was certain you waead by
now. What are you doing here?”

“Is long story...,” Aria said, looking down at hifandly. “I explain later, yes?”

Tearing his gaze away from her, Jack glanced avireaother Ailian in the vehicle, who was
watching the entire exchange with wide eyes. Bdlgide realized that, though his ability to
distinguish between different Ailians was limitesthe looked remarkably like Aria. Her eyes were
almost identical, flecked with gold, though of dirds egg blue color instead of the bright yelldw o
Aria's. Also belatedly, he realized it might notthe best thing for anyone else to see these gspla
affection. He started to pull away from Aria, bbesheld him still. Then, to his surprise, the cosraf
the other female's mouth turned out, and she se@tseilaughing quietly.

“Is alright,” Aria explained. She held a hand cawards “Is Sami. My sister.”

“Your...oh...,” Jack said, though he was still utam. “Okay, but...is it still such a good idea
to...You know...In front of her?”

“She already know,” Aria assured him. “No secradsaeen sisters. Nothing to worry about.”

“Right...Well, if you say so.” Jack extended a ham&ami. “Pleasure to meet you, Sami. I'm
Jack Squier. It's nice to finally meet some of Arfamily.”

Sami smiled at him, waving her tail in a friendlyammer, but she glanced at Aria with an
expression that suggested a bit of discomfort avidvardness. Quickly, Aria said something to her in
her own language, and she seemed to relax. Theexttreded her own hand, grasping Jack's with a
light grip.

“Sami not speak much human,” Aria told Jack. “Idte&er a little, when | home on leave
sometimes, but she still learning.”

“Oh, well,” Jack said, “maybe | can help out wittat a little.”

“She like that, I think.” Aria leaned back in hexas, keeping one arm around Jack's waist
te cha'kra ni ben, sami.”

Sami nodded, and rapped on the front portion optesenger compartment they were in. Jack

felt the vehicle begin to move, and he tried tkloat the darkened windows, but they were too dinte



for him to see much other than vague movement. Rvbat he could feel, though, they were moving
at a very high speed. The ground rumbled underribath, as they were presumably traveling over the
grassy and sandy ground, but that sensation wasreptaced by the smooth travel of a paved surface.

“Where are we going?” Jack asked. He was stilinsédy curious about the circumstances
surrounding how Aria was able to take him like thist he also sensed that she didn't want to talk
about it right now.

“My family home,” Aria replied. “Will be staying #re for a while. You like. Is nice little
home.”

They rode in silence for the rest of the trip. Jankl Aria were perfectly content to just sit next
to each other, her arm around him while he resgathat her side. He noticed that she was still ingar
her worn red flight suit. Jack thought about thatlués that Sami was wearing, and of course he
couldn't help but imagine Aria wearing the same gbthing. That thought was certainly a diverting
one, and got him thinking about the sleeping aramgnts while he was staying at Aria's family's
home.

Speaking of sleep, Jack realized that he was remafiged of some. He hadn't had a good night's
sleep since before he and Aria had been rescuedlsdavas incredibly hungry. The last meal he'd
eaten had been the day before on the Ailian shighyau couldn't really call prison fare a meal. He
wondered what sorts of things Ailians ate for dmite assumed, since Aria had been able to eat
human food without any difficulty, that Ailian fooslould similarly be edible to him, but would it be
appetizing or too different for him to deal with?

After a while, the vehicle slowed and then cama stop. Sami moved from her seat and
opened the door, stepping out. Aria took a momegivte Jack one more soft, tender kiss, and then sh
helped him out of the vehicle. When Jack got out laad a look at where they were, he felt his jaw
drop.

In front of him was what he could only compare t8pmnish-style villa. A number of central
buildings were organized in tiers, with verdantegrggardens and ornamental trees filling the spaces
between them. An artificial stream flowed down fréme top to the bottom, splitting into branching
waterfalls as the water flowed over each tier. Bagdings themselves were gorgeous, constructed
with what looked like some sort of sandy stone @acbrated on the outside with red and blue tiles.
Large windows of crystal clear glass went fromgheund to the roof in many places on the buildings.
This wasn't just a home, it was a palace!

“Thisis your family's home?” Jack gasped, his eyesids as saucers.

“Yes,” Aria said. She seemed a little surpriseteatreaction. “I tell you before, | have large



family, yes? And | also tell you my father is meaxoh”

“Yeah, but you didn't tell me he was successfulugiofor a place lik¢his,” Jack breathed. He
was starting to feel a little intimidated by theesbf the place. Even in his wildest dreams, Jack h
never imagined being rich enough to have a honeethils.

Aria blinked at him, then she laughed lightly. “lWelome. We go inside.” She was looking a
little anxious now. “I want to see father. Not $a&& in months.”

Sami was already halfway up a walkway leading #ltlwest tier of buildings. Still slightly
weak in the knees, Jack let Aria lead him alonthay followed her. His head was spinning a bit. The
only thing that he could think right now was thaistwas probably not the last surprise he was giming
face on Lirna.



