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Praise for Wind and Shadow
 
 
“Wind and Shadow transports readers into the same vibrant story world that Tyers created for her popular ‘Firebird’ trilogy. Once again she blends high stakes adventure and heroic sacrifice with a seamless science fiction setting. Her rich characters capture our hearts as they grapple with faith questions along with dire dangers. Suspenseful and thought-provoking.”
 
—Sharon Hinck
Author of the award-winning Sword of Lyric series
 
“Wow! What a ride! Wind and Shadow,
Book 4 in Kathy Tyers’s ‘Firebird’ series, grabs you by the throat and doesn’t let go until the very last page. A continuation of the complex and highly imaginative world of the Interstellar Federacy and the evil, renegade Shuhr, Wind and Shadow is a seamless transition from the lives and adventures of Firebird Angelo and Brennen Caldwell to those of their children. You won’t want this thought-provoking tale of spiritual and political struggle to end and, luckily for us, there’s still one more book to come in this fantastic series.”
 
—Kathleen Morgan
Author of Giver of Roses
 
“I love everything Kathy Tyers writes, and her writing has grown more appealing over the years. Not only does she dig deeply into her imaginary world, showing great spiritual analogies, but she does so in a way that carries the reader through the introduction and into the meat of the story quickly, without confusion. That’s a difficult thing for a science fiction writer to do, and she always does so with great precision, never losing my interest. I always look forward to more books from Kathy Tyers!”
 
—Hannah Alexander
Author of Eye of the Storm
 
“Wind and Shadow is a masterful addition to the Firebird universe. It builds on themes and concepts introduced in the earlier novels, expanding them in wonderfully creative ways. Here we get to see the twins, Kinnor and Kiel, full-grown and struggling with adulthood. …There are some great new characters too. One of my favorites is Wind Haworth. As a young member of a previously despised race, her journey…will resonate with anyone who ever struggled to fit in, or fought to be seen as significant. Plus there are tons of intrigue and action, many technological and biological surprises, and a deep spiritual undercurrent. Once started, there is little slowing down until the end. Wind and Shadow reads like a rocket. I highly recommend it to fans and newcomers alike.”
 
—Kerry Nietz
Author of the award-winning DarkTrench Saga
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CHAPTER 1
Wind Haworth had risen early, eager to face this day.
She sat on a stone bench inside Haworth housing’s broad courtyard, calling up the day’s tasks on her handheld: Main Air, meet shuttle at Inport—
He’s finally arriving.
Overhead, past the courtyard’s transparent ceiling, the big outdoor day lights flickered on. For one moment, Wind could make out the higher, thicker dome skin of Baseline Settlement outside the clan’s housing blister—three layers protecting her from Mikuhr’s airlessness. Above the courtyard dangled dozens of ceiling streamers, the thinnest no more than mere gossamer ribbons.
Even the heavy narrative hangings helped young airflow techs study fluidic patterns inside Baseline Settlement. Wind liked sitting here simply to watch the thin streamers dance. Like flickering flames, they revealed unseen air currents, working together with the heavier hangings—just as she wished her own people would work with the occupying Federates.
He’s coming today. Maybe he can help with that.
Her broad green sleeve had gotten draped over her handheld. She pulled it away to eye her list once more: First, a fast check of Main Air’s master board. Report any anomaly to Occupation Governor Dardy as well as her clan great-aunt, Dowda Haworth. Second, in the time slot when she normally met with Governor Dardy—
He’s arriving today!
The handheld let out a blat, and Wind nearly dropped it. She touched the screen to receive the incoming message: Get in here, girl.
Wind gathered her robes, green and flowing so marvelously in this light, around her and hurried to Dowda Rava Haworth’s office.
Oddly, Dowda Haworth was not sitting behind her desk. The Dowda wasn’t tall, but she stood aggressively upright, as if she would like to challenge the Federate occupation force. Her hair, straight and black, dangled to her waist, and those eyes, always so keen and black, gleamed over cheeks that seemed narrow to Wind. Though selective breeding caused her to look thirty, or possibly forty, she was really 108.
Beneath another set of streamers in the office, a stranger lounged in the comfortable side chair. His face was long, and he had black hair and eyes, all traits typical of her people. She saw those features, in fact, each morning as she washed and dressed. But through her mind’s shields came an eerie, unfamiliar chill. Although his face looked unlined at first glance, fine wrinkles surrounded his eyes. He had to be even older than the Dowda, maybe the oldest person Wind had ever met.
That meant he’d been an adult before the world had fallen to Federate forces. He might even have been tube born in the Golden City. He would not call himself Mikuhran, therefore—but Shuhr.
“Come in and shut the door,” the Dowda snapped.
Wind cautiously strengthened her mental shields and walked into the office, sending the door closed behind her. On the chamber’s opposite side, shaded by a light filtering pane, hung a tapestry woven with bold geometric designs, a treasured artifact of the lost home world of Ehret.
Since the Dowda had spoken aloud, Wind took that as her cue. She should not subvocalize mind-to-mind in front of this stranger, who might take it as an insult. Early childhood memories made her want to run and hide. When she’d been a child growing up on green Thyrica, the Shuhr—City people, like this man—had stalked her nightmares. A female City scout had eyed her for several seconds one day before deciding, apparently, she was not worth the trouble to torture and kill in some hideous experiment.
Wind took her position at the Dowda’s left hand.  
“So you’re the one.” The stranger spoke with a sneer.
Wind stared back at him, still unauthorized to answer. The old caste rules came crashing back: When a powerful telepath spoke aloud, he meant it as a grave insult. Wind kept her emotions as passive as she could. If she provoked him, he might kill without a second thought.
He finally stood, and words slithered into Wind’s mind. A Caldwell. You’re bringing us a Caldwell. Chilly disdain overlaid those silent words.
So that was it. Several weeks ago, Wind had queried the Federacy about a local spiritual issue. To her delight, she’d learned that they were sending to this planet a Na’marr or priest in training to respond to her query. Better still, it was a man she already admired. Kiel Caldwell.
He’s arriving today!
This time, the stranger wanted an answer. Wind used submissive vocal speech. “Sir, I did not request him specifically, but I’m glad he’s coming. Surely you’ve heard the rumors. New wisdom, encoded in the ancient holy books—found by a Mikuhran. Can you imagine how that could raise our standing in Federate eyes?”
Who cares about Federate eyes? He kept staring, lips unmoving. In her mind’s eye he appeared as a blur of raw power. Anyone besides you, I mean? You abandoned us. You are not welcome back.
She gathered her courage. Here, in front of her clan aunt, the highest local leader in Baseline Settlement, it might be safe to argue. I abandoned no one. I was abducted as a five-year-old, stolen from my home, brought to a world where I was seen as an enemy. Catching herself, she suppressed the old anguish. Sir, we share the Sentinels’ ancestry. Those holy books are ours too—
A Caldwell! He closed a hand down at his side, as if gripping something invisible. Among Golden City Shuhr, that had been a threatening gesture. We danced with that family for ten generations. Such fun, dangling their own prophecies in front of them. He widened his lips in an awful smile. His teeth looked as if they’d been artfully stained blood red. Don’t say you weren’t warned. He turned his face toward the door.
Sir! Wind flung caution aside. I made no secret of that invitation. Governor Dardy thinks that some people at Federate Regional Command might even—
They’ll toss away Dardy and all the Sentinels, just like the rotten meat they are. Soon. The stranger raised a finger. A small cyclone emerged from its tip, whirling upward to tangle the streamers in a knotted mess. She’d never seen anyone do that. The stranger lowered his hand and subvocalized again. The Sentinels should have joined us when they had the chance. The knot of streamers briefly held still, then revolved the other direction. The man glared at the Dowda. The Federacy’s time is ending. At Qe’leb, the power is almost ready.
The Dowda cocked her head. “Qe’leb?”
Wind spread her hands. “Sir, there can be peace. Here on Mikuhr, we’re actually speaking with our Sentinel relatives. That’s unprecedented. It’s—”
And you believe it can last. The stranger smiled, showing his teeth again.
Disquieted, Wind raised her arms. “I have to, sir. We must work with the other Whorl worlds, or else none of us—the gifted, I mean—will survive. This world is…dying. There’s nothing to live for here, not anymore.”
“And this holy Path they follow.” He spoke the word explosively, as if it were vulgar. “You bought into it, didn’t you? That’s why you asked for a priest.”
“I do believe it,” she said softly.
“So I see. And those prophecies?” Again, he seemed to be cursing.
Wind spread her hands. “Naturally, parts of the holy books make me uneasy.”
He laughed shortly. “Prophecies. Boh-Dabar.” He wriggled one hand, and she felt invisible icy fingers rake her throat. “An immolation of eeee-vil. Of Mikuhr itself.”
Wind sucked down a deep breath and made her mental shields as strong as possible. “I’m hoping for some long talks with Na’marr Caldwell. He’s arriving today. I’m thinking there’s more to all that than the usual interpretations.”
He ducked his head and glared at her. The icy raking stopped. “It could be him, you know. He could be this conquering general. The priest-warrior. Boh-Dabar is supposed to be a Caldwell. And you called him here.” He looked from Wind to the Dowda and back again. “You both may live to regret it.”
Wind shook her head. “No. I’ve read some of Na’marr Caldwell’s writings. He’s a compassionate man. A man of peace.”
He pointed at her, and she saw that even his nails had been stained red. “Wind Haworth. Born Half-worthy, raised Federate. If my city still stood, you would be dead by now.” This time, he stood and stalked out of the room.
Wind sat, feeling limp. She whispered, “Who was that?”
The Dowda also seated herself. “Friend of…a friend. You’re lucky to be sitting here.”
Wind nodded. The Shuhr branch of the gene-altered families never had lived by Sentinel codes. They never tried to earn the Federacy’s trust by controlling their unusual powers. But the Sentinels, including Kiel Caldwell and the occupation force, had those powers. That was why the Federacy needed them. Only Sentinels could protect other Whorl worlds from men like the one who had just left the room.
“I already owe the Sentinels my life.” Wind rubbed her throat with one palm, soothing the prickling nerve ends. She would not forget Thyrica, the green world where the Federates had taken her as a child when Old Mikuhr fell.
The older woman raised an eyebrow.
A pair of young faces flashed through Wind’s memory, clan cousins who had vanished two decades ago when the City scouts had come culling. “Remember Diff and Keena? What happened to them?”
Dowda Haworth waved off the room lights. “Don’t stir a pot if you don’t want to know what’s at the bottom.”
The strongest light in the office now came from a treasure, stolen by City people from some other Whorl world and sitting at one end of the Dowda’s desk. The thick, transparent jar was filled with layers of colored oils and lit by wicks inside thin glass bubbles. They burned slowly, dimming as they rose through the colored layers, leaving eddies of mixed hue in their wake—and once they reached the top, they sank rapidly. Through some trick of specific gravity Wind didn’t understand, they burned even brighter as they sank, leaving dimples in the layers’ surfaces.
Wind stared at a wick light as it sank, trailing an oily comet tail. “What did he mean, Dowda? About the Federacy’s time?”
The Dowda furrowed her forehead. “I don’t have a clue. And I’d better get to the bottom of it. The whole world-grabbing Federacy is nothing but a crock, but I’m responsible for Baseline Settlement, and anything on this world that frightens the Feds is likely to get us all killed—even their Sentinel pets in the occupation force. Your average Fed on Tallis or Bishda is scared to death of Sentinels. Almost as scared as they are of us. Ironic, isn’t it?”
“And he came…?” Wind glanced out the door, making sure the stranger hadn’t returned. “To warn you?”
“No.” The Dowda raised her head. “To try and enlist me. I was…a friend of one of his age mates, years ago.”
Wind had learned not to press the Dowda for stories. The ones she’d heard were too grim. “I can ask Governor Dardy to look into it. She’ll—”
“No, you won’t. Come here, girl.”
Reluctant but obedient, Wind leaned closer.
The Dowda reached out a finger toward Wind’s forehead. Nausea rose at the back of Wind’s throat as the Dowda blocked those memories from casual prying. Dowda Haworth’s otherness had the musty, metallic scent of an air recycling membrane, but Wind had grown used to it. She’d chosen this life, after all. Part of her job was protecting secrets—keeping Mikuhran secrets from the Federate Sentinel occupation force, and even more difficult, protecting a few Sentinel issues from Dowda Haworth.
Wind was the only Mikuhran who’d been carried away as a child but who’d returned to her home. She meant to invest her life in the peacemaking effort. If standing between camps meant she would always be somewhat alone, so be it.
At least the Dowda seemed to have accepted her. Finally. It had taken five years.
The eerie sensation stopped. “All right, girl. Go. See if you can get us those parts for the blister’s main membrane.”
“On the list.” Wind raised her handheld. “Dowda, you never said you disapproved of my asking for a Path priest to talk to. Those are the oldest books known. If there really is hidden wisdom coded into them, that could be huge. We could be respected again.”
“Yes, or the gold-star families could simply close ranks on you, like they did before. And shut you out harder this time.”
One more painful memory stabbed her mind. On reflex, Wind fingered a small disk inside her right sleeve’s inner pocket.
“Go on, girl.”
Wind checked her wrist. Tiny time lights blinked up at her. “You’ll be at the Inport terminal, won’t you?
“Oh, yes.” The Dowda raised her own handheld. “And I won’t be alone.”
 
• • •
 
An hour later, Wind stood amid several clan Dowdas outside the Inport secure area, all of them robed in their official garb of brilliant green, black, purple, or orange. The Federate occupation force’s new tower was a shining glass ray, poking through Inport’s transparent blister skin and rising halfway to the big, white outer dome of Baseline Settlement. High above, a decelerating engine roared. A shadow passed overhead, and a few seconds later, the scream dropped to a roar and then ended.
He’d arrived!
When Wind scattered her ayin shields, she felt unspoken rumbles of hostility around and behind her. Past the other Dowdas, a double arc of Marruth laurel trees stood stiffly upright, with silvery bark and tiny spring flowers. Wind had planted them, remembering all the greenery on Thyrica. She’d longed to improve this bare, domed settlement with trees. The trees might improve air quality, even while showing her people how others lived. Maybe if they found themselves in a more beautiful home, they would learn to care about crafting a real peace.
Those had been her dreams five years ago. Today, the Dowdas still looked and felt suspicious, glancing toward each other to pass subvocal messages. She could guess who they were discussing. Na’marr Caldwell’s parents had led the attack that had devastated the Golden City and ended the Shuhr menace.  
But Na’marr Kiel was unlike the rest of his family. Ten years ago, back on Thyrica, Wind’s Thyrian “Aunt” Genni had pointed him out, speculating…maybe…could he be the one they were waiting for?
Her Dowda nudged her. Wind looked down into the familiar face. Keep it respectful, she heard at the back of her mind. Don’t down-talk the other Dowdas.
Never! Wind gave her head a slight shake.
Through a massive airlock, out of the secure hangar into the actual settlement, the orbital shuttle taxied on its repulsors, a blunted rectangle with its landing struts already extended.
Look, Wind sent her aunt. He’s going to offload out here, on our ground. I call that respectful.
Or pushy. The Dowda drew up taller, almost to Wind’s ear level.
The shuttle settled on smoothed black stone. A landing ramp stretched out of its side slot. There was a heavy clang as it touched down. A slit opened over the ramp.
The first man who emerged through the vertical hatch looked as tall as Wind herself, wearing a ministerial grey tunic over pale grey shipboards. Behind him came two heftier individuals wearing midnight blue Sentinel uniforms with gold shoulder stars, plainly—openly—armed.
Wind ignored them. She stepped toward the ramp and thinned her mind’s shields. She sensed the Dowda following, like a faint, familiar shadow.
Na’marr Kiel Caldwell had a face that seemed oddly square to Mikuhran eyes, and hair that was barely dark enough to be called brown. Slender, intelligent looking. But as he came closer, Wind sensed his nervousness. He gave the assembled group a respectful nod as he walked off the ramp. Wind glanced at the other Dowdas, all in their robes. Without trying to read the priest’s actual thoughts, which would have violated the Privacy and Priority Codes, she thought she could guess them: Any one of this gathered group might be a war survivor, wanting revenge on his family for what his father and mother had done.
Was that what the Dowda’s mysterious visitor had meant? If so, it was good to see him guarded by other Sentinels.
Within touching distance at last, Wind extended a hand. Na’marr Kiel clasped it and greeted her formally, using the ancient tongue. “Na’da Haworth, I come in the Name to serve you.”
On Thyrica, his people reserved that language for worship. Here, everyone spoke it. Wind tried not to smile, but she felt her lips twitch. She’d waited to meet this young priest for so long. “You can call me Wind. I won’t be offended.”
Now he did smile. “Then it’s an honor to meet you, Na’da Wind.”
He’s finally here! Somberly she passed his hand to the older woman and used his title in return for his use of hers. “Na’marr Caldwell, this is my clan aunt, Dowda Rava Haworth.”
The Dowda gripped Na’marr Caldwell’s fingers. Through those scattered shields, Wind felt the Dowda’s distaste. The Na’marr’s ayin abilities were reportedly weak, and the Dowda despised weakness. The man’s vulnerability probably explained the bodyguards. One was a tall, muscular woman who stayed always within an arm’s length of Na’marr Kiel. One of her hands hovered over her belt holster. The other guard stopped far up the ramp, eyeing the crowd from a high vantage.
She couldn’t blame them. This was no ordinary occasion.
Dowda Haworth turned aside, still clenching Na’marr Caldwell’s hand. “I will introduce you. These are our other Dowdas.” She tugged him toward those other robed Mikuhrans.
Nothing would happen, she assured herself. There hadn’t been a significant disturbance in five years, and he’d come on a peaceful mission. Governor Dardy and her military husband had stayed in the tower, not wanting to provoke an incident. Clearly, the Dardys didn’t want Federate Regional Command to pull out the Sentinel force and finish wiping Mikuhr clean of life—or to wipe it clean unannounced, Sentinels and all.
Behind the debarking group, four Federate peacekeepers stepped out of the Occupation’s Inport building. They also wore midnight blue Thyrian Sentinel uniforms, and they raked the crowd with their eyes, also keeping their hands close to open-holstered sidearms. Wind wondered whether Kiel, the only priestly Caldwell family member, found their presence comforting or alarming.. And what was that place the Dowda’s friend had mentioned? Qe-something. She must ask Na’marr Kiel about it.
An unusually loud tremor rattled the arches that held up the big Baseline dome. Temblors weren’t uncommon here, and Wind bent her knees, steadying herself. Mikuhr’s intermittent quakes bothered her far less than the grinding poverty of body and spirit that had spread over this world while she grew up elsewhere.
Maybe Na’marr Caldwell could help with that too. The tall young man had treated the Dowda with perfect courtesy. Hopeful, Wind turned back toward the shuttle’s ramp.
And saw…nothing. There was only empty space where Na’marr Caldwell had just been standing. Wind stared for a fraction of a second. Had she imagined it? But…but she’d seen him walk down. She’d shaken his hand. Maybe he’d sprinted back on board, when the tremor—
With a shout of alarm, both bodyguards whipped out their sidearms. The man high on the ramp dropped to a firing crouch. As they scanned the crowd, Wind realized something had gone terribly wrong.
The visitor in the Dowda’s office…had he done this? Appalled, Wind hurried forward. The big Sentinel woman swung her weapon around toward her. Wind shook both hands free of her robe and held them out to her sides. “What happened?” she cried.
Another clan Dowda stepped away from the ramp. “I don’t know. I looked north—”
Federate Sentinel forces sprinted in all directions. One ran right over a laurel sapling, flattening it. Another headed back toward the domed hangar, two toward the glass doors of Inport’s command tower, another group toward the enormous airlock she’d just watched the shuttle glide through. Na’marr Caldwell’s bodyguards and several other Sentinels herded eyewitnesses into groups for a round of fast mind-access questioning.
Thirty minutes later, all that turned up was the fact that out of nine Dowdas and a dozen Federate troops, not one had seen what had happened to the Na’marr. Peacekeepers’ infrared snoops showed his footsteps descending the ramp but going no farther. Inexplicably, everyone had looked away for one crucial moment, even both bodyguards.
In that instant, Wind’s distinguished young visitor had disappeared as if someone had lifted him straight up out of Baseline Settlement.



 
CHAPTER 2
Wind and her great-aunt stood with the group that had regathered near the shuttle ramp. The knot at the pit of her stomach wasn’t mind-access nausea. This couldn’t be real! Two other Dowdas hung back, staring into each others’ eyes, undoubtedly communicating.
“All right.” Na’marr Caldwell’s tall senior bodyguard slid her sidearm into its holster. Her cheeks looked pale, her cleft chin firm. “We’re shuttling back up to the Sunton. We need a higher vantage, to see off into the hills. Na’da Haworth,” she said, turning toward Wind, “would you and Dowda Haworth join us? We need your help.”
Wind inhaled quickly. Her Dowda never left Mikuhr’s surface. She alone hadn’t been questioned. In the name of peace, Wind thought desperately at her.
The Dowda pursed her lips and fired back a subvocalization, underlaying it with scorn. How stupid do you think I am? Of course I’ll go. Let’s see just how seriously they take those Codes of theirs. She raised an arm, signaling another Dowda. He hurried forward and stared at her eyes, frowning.
The Dowdas wouldn’t be plotting anything, not when they were watched this closely. They were just making contingency plans, Wind assured herself. Feeling more disoriented by the moment, she turned aside and followed the bodyguard back up the metal ramp, into a cramped cabin. It had seats for twenty, upholstered in midnight blue, but no viewports. She squeezed into a bulkhead spot that barely had room for her legs, buckled in, and clutched the cushioned grip rods recessed into her armrests.
Shortly, liftoff squeezed her back and shoulder against the padded seat. What am I supposed to do now? she wondered—or did that count as a prayer? I keep forgetting to do that. I’m sorry, Holy One.
As the orbital shuttle rose, her thoughts bounced crazily. She shielded them from her Dowda and from the Sentinels who’d taken seats behind them. Wind’s telepathic skills were sound, and among local people she’d seen other wild talents, such as the stranger’s fingertip cyclone. But no one vanished into thin air.
Something brushed her right hand. Startled, she opened her eyes. Dowda Haworth sat straightening her brilliant green sleeves, but Wind knew she had not imagined that touch. It had taken five dark, lonely years to gain the Dowda’s trust. She must not lose it now. Dowda Haworth was the only family who acknowledged her. Thanks, Wind subvocalized.
The pressure against her backside intensified. This shuttle’s pilot was losing no time, accelerating hard toward the orbiting fortress Sunton. The Sentinels, long time servants of the Federacy, really were becoming nervous about whether the Federates accepted them. Did they think the Na’marr’s disappearance could spark a pogrom? I never should have contacted his superiors!
The rest of the ride seemed long.
“Take handholds for deceleration.” The crewer’s voice in the cabin speaker sounded tense. Wind wrapped both hands around the grip rods again, and the Dowda imitated her gesture.
Another moment later, her stomach somersaulted. She glanced aside, ready to fish out a sickness bag from between the seats if the Dowda needed it. The older woman’s throat apple bobbed twice, but she shook her head. The Dowda had her pride.
The pilot braked twice more. There was a substantial clang and some more hard jostling. Wind’s hands trembled as she and her great-aunt rose and followed Na’marr Caldwell’s bodyguard off the shuttle into a boarding area.
She’d been on board Sunton once before. Again, the landing deck struck her as a hard metal place. Minimal lighting shone from the ceiling onto grey bulkheads, and their footsteps clanged as they hurried up a metal passway behind two more Sentinels, followed by yet another pair. Wind resisted a sudden temptation to think of herself as a hostage. These people just wanted their young priest back.
The passway took a sharp right turn. Their escort led left onto a wide deck that was just as dim as the passage. Much of its ambient light flickered down from a broad viewing wall. Wind hadn’t seen this viewing wall before: a montage of overlapping lava flows, pitted craters, and rayed shock zones that crisscrossed to create tumbled hills, major rilles and rents, the broad black cones of shield volcanoes, and lighter grey highlands.
Its beauty snatched her breath. Blinking lights represented domed Mikuhran settlements, the smaller independent clan blisters, and isolated groups known to be living underground. A triangle of dots, including a green dot that had to be her home settlement, surrounded the roughly circular crater at center screen—all that remained of the fabulous Golden City. The supposedly dormant caldera’s faint glow, like a reddish orange lamp showing beneath the black basalt, suggested this image was partially IR-enhanced.
Wind glanced at the Dowda and sent a quick thought. I’ll bet they keep the rest of the ship dark to make this look even brighter.
Yes. This is where they watch us. Wind sensed the Dowda’s bitterness.
Wing Colonel Jonnis Cowan, Sunton’s commander, stood with an aide behind three seated people, all of whom wore skull-net caps. He was a big man, tall and heavyset. As he turned around, the Sentinel bodyguards saluted him. He and his aide wore the same midnight blue as the guards, each with a small red and white Federate “slash” insignia on the breast and a gold Sentinel star on the right shoulder, but no rank markings.
He touched one bushy eyebrow, returning their salute, before addressing Wind and the Dowda. “Help?” he demanded. “Suggestions? Do you know of anyone, anywhere on this world, who might be responsible?”
Wind glanced at the observation seats, the consoles—some draped for security—and the techs with their tightly fitting open caps. This had to be their Remote Individual Amplification station, where RIA technology allowed them to superimpose their mental abilities onto a long distance carrier wave. The Federates had authorized the Sentinels to build just one RIA ship, here, to contain the surviving Mikuhrans. “Colonel,” she began, “I—”
The deck shuddered. Wind reached for the nearest metal console to steady herself, but the officer’s frown made her pull back her hand. He unbent enough to explain, “We’re moving Sunton to a slightly higher orbit. We want to cover more of the surface.”
Dowda Haworth marched forward, crossing her arms over her chest. “What exactly can you find with this thing?” The old woman’s dark eyes missed little. Wind had learned that the hard way.
“Any living presence on the ground, or down to…quite a few meters under it.” Colonel Cowan glanced at the Dowda, then back at Wind.
“No sign of Na’marr Caldwell?” Wind spoke softly, staring over his shoulder at the detailed map.
He shook his head.
Wind wilted inside. “You weren’t watching him when he…disappeared?”
The Colonel’s aide, who wore a neatly trimmed brown beard, straightened slightly. “Every tech here was assigned to watch one of you.”
“Even during the tremor?” she asked. And why did that happen precisely then? Whoever spirited away Kiel Caldwell had abilities far beyond anything she ever saw or suspected.
The bearded aide spread his hands. “We’ve examined the recordings forward and backward. There’s nothing to see.”
“He…vanished?”
“Something,” the aide said, “happened between one instant and the next.”
Wind glanced around the room. “Your satellite technology has to have some limitations. Even the old defenses had gaps. Can you see the far side?”
Colonel Cowan frowned. “We’re going to make one full orbit, take a fast scan. It will take a few hours to locate every registered individual. If he’s still alive and anywhere near the surface, we’ll find him.” He turned to the Dowda. “We are hoping you can help.”
Dowda Haworth sniffed and raised her chin.
This was Wind’s job, anyway. She stepped between them. “Absolutely, if possible.”
Colonel Cowan took a parade rest stance. A faintly nauseating sensation near the back of Wind’s head confirmed he was looking into her memory, whether or not she gave explicit permission. Obviously, Colonel Cowan was preparing to ask questions, and in mind-access contact he would know if she evaded any of them. This was part of her job, as a liaison between both groups of the gifted.
So she pulled in her mental static cloud, like holding a breath, and stared at his eyes to help him work quickly. As she had told her clan cousins, who occasionally were mind-accessed by the Governor’s people, It’s just as uncomfortable for them as for you. Dowda Haworth had just blocked certain memories from casual prying, but Wind found herself able to recall the stranger in Dowda Haworth’s office in vivid detail. Perhaps Colonel Cowan’s ayin abilities were stronger than she’d expected. She tried to repeat every bit of their conversation, and his eyes widened slightly at the end. He made a few jabs on a handheld and frowned again. “Na’da Haworth, do you know of any research toward instantaneous travel technology?”
Wind answered honestly. “No, sir.”
Plainly, he wasn’t going to stop with a new face or the name of a previously unknown place. “Anyone who might have the ability, technological or otherwise, to cause ground tremors?”
“It’s possible. Placing deep explosives along an old impact fault, or at the edge of a crystallized flow—did your techs see anything like that?”
“Look at the map, please, Na’da Haworth.” She hadn’t really expected him to give her any information. The queasy sensation didn’t end when she looked away from his eyes, so she knew he was maintaining the mental access. “About this new reported locale. Qe’leb. Is there any idea where it might lie? And are there any other places where people live, or commonly travel, that aren’t showing up? We urgently need to know about all deep rock settlements.”
Mikuhr’s largely basaltic crust foiled depth probing from orbit, or so she’d heard. There were dozens of ground-based prospecting enterprises underway. Still, she shook her head. “Sir, I haven’t been told.”
“Very well. Please scan the map slowly. Start at the bottom left image, if you would. Let us know if anything jogs your memory.”
Wind appreciated his politeness, but plainly this was going to be an uncomfortable hour unless someone found Kiel Caldwell first. She glanced around the room, spotted an unoccupied metal stool, and murmured, “Very good, sir. But may I sit down?”
Was that a flicker of resentment in the narrowing of his eyes? What had he hoped Na’marr Caldwell might achieve here? She formed distinct words in her mind. I am terribly sorry, sir. Please let me help.
“You’re not to blame,” he said coldly. He beckoned to his aide. “Bring that stool for the Na’da,” he ordered.
 
• • •
 
Kiel Caldwell had no idea how long he’d been standing on this eroded hilltop, no idea how he arrived, and no idea how he could be breathing. His chest expanded and contracted, though. As he tried to shake off his disorientation, his vision focused edge-inward. The brown blur became a landscape below him. However, he ought to be on a world where the hills were jagged and black. Whether reaching that understanding required two seconds or an hour, he couldn’t say.
He stared down into a bare brown valley between humped hills. A grey vehicle lumbered up to a dome, but the structure looked significantly smaller than Baseline Settlement on Mikuhr, so the architecture confirmed the geology: This was a different environment. How had he gotten here?
Far below, three figures jumped off the vehicle. When he saw their hard vacuum suits, soft helmets shimmering against the dully glowing hemisphere, he brushed his pant leg with one hand. This had to be an airless world, such as Mikuhr. Perhaps he’d somehow been transported into the wild country outside Baseline Settlement. Still, he wore no protective gear.
How was he breathing?
“Don’t get used to it.”
Startled, he turned toward the voice. A man stood next to him. He wore green robes, like the Haworth Dowda and Na’da. These robes were darker, though. The folds farthest from those distant dome lights looked almost black. The stranger was tall—Kiel looked straight into eyes as black as obsidian. Though his robes hung from broad shoulders over long arms and hands, hollows showed under his cheekbones. He looked gaunt.
“Please explain why our lungs are working, and how I can hear you speak.” Kiel was no scientist, but he’d spent time with psi healers. He knew that people talked by exhaling air across their vocal cords, and that sound waves carried through atmosphere. A sense of surreal calm washed through him. Perhaps he was dreaming. If that were the case, he did not no need to try and escape. Only to understand, to try and remember.
The suited figures were met by two more who stepped out of the dome, also wearing vacuum suits. A wedge of light appeared on one side of the dome. As the truck drove into it, Kiel spotted the inner wall of another enormous airlock, like the one his shuttle just taxied through. For a dream, this seemed oddly ordinary and realistic—all but standing here breathing vacuum.
“Why should you care?” the stranger asked. “You’re a man of the spirit. Not the flesh.”
Kiel shook his head. “A fully human person is both.”
“Not when he’s dead, my friend. Then he’s nothing but spirit.”
Was he dead, then? Surely not. This had to be a dream, or a stress-induced flashback to his College days.
“No,” the stranger said. “You’re awake. You are here. This is real.”
Kiel turned his back on the gleaming outpost and gave the stranger his full attention, only half believing. “What we are doing is impossible. So I must be dreaming.”
The stranger raised his arms, pressed his palms together, and touched the cleft in his chin. Behind him lay a dim brown land. “Your body is only a prison. At best, a vehicle. Like that truck down there.”
Kiel had heard this kind of pseudospiritual talk before. It grazed reality closely enough to tempt some people, even the faithful, into denying creation’s inherent goodness. He tilted his head. “Then how is this prison breathing?”
The other man’s laugh sounded scornful. “Don’t try to understand. You won’t be able to travel this way, or survive out here, without me—unless you let me teach you how to do it. We’ll leave it at that for now.”
“Who are you?”
“Are you interested in opening your mind’s shields and finding out?”
Confused, Kiel looked into those black eyes. The man also had Mikuhran features, including an oddly long face. Still slightly dizzy, Kiel didn’t feel ready to make a critical judgment call. He did sense, though—even with his modest skills—an almost painful pressure at the base of his skull. It intensified when he paid attention to it. Plainly, this person…was it even human?…had power enough to inhale him like he might accidentally gulp down a leaf gnat.
“Thank you, but no,” Kiel said. “Tell me how to address you, though. I must call you something.”
Another cold laugh. “Tamím. It will do.”
Kiel extended a hand. “Tamím, then. I’m—”
The stranger’s dark brows lowered into a V. “I know who you are. I know where you were born, and precisely when. I know what your family hopes you will become.”
Kiel glanced away, stung by those last words. Like the rest of his family, he had prayed that Boh-Dabar might be born in his own generation. He knew that not all Sentinels read the ancient writings as anything more than mythic history. He’d studied them as the very keys to creation, the works of an artist who still spoke and listened to his beloved artworks, and who promised to mend a shattered universe. He’d even caught some people, including his mother, casting glances in his direction when certain Scriptures were read aloud.
“Your real strength comes from beyond you, Kiel Caldwell.”
Kiel raised his head. That made sense, though he doubted Tamím meant it in the same way Kiel understood it.
“And that strength animates a body that you will toss aside like garbage. Kiel, I have things to show you. Glimpses of the worlds as they really work. There is strength in strange places, and there is weakness where you hoped to see wisdom. You will travel with me for a while.”
“I already travel a Path of faith—”
“I know what you call it,” the stranger snapped.
Kiel took a long, slow breath. He had no idea what was happening, but he mustn’t anger this person, whoever and whatever he was. He simply needed to keep breathing until the peacekeeping force located him. “Tamím, may I let my family know I am safe?”
“You are safe for the moment. And you will be found when and where I choose.”
Startled, Kiel realized the stranger could read his thoughts without creating the usual nauseous sense of mind-access. He added that fact to his mental list of the other’s abilities.
“I have set up a distraction, thanks to people on Mikuhr who could destroy all your friends. We shall be undisturbed.” Tamím pointed downhill. “Look at that dome.”
Destroy all his friends? That sounded like an empty boast. Still, Kiel’s mental shields were no stronger than his other abilities, so he must not think about planning an escape…yet. The stranger would be able to anticipate his every move.
Kiel turned on one boot heel. The truck, like the leaf gnat in his mental picture, had been gulped by the structure. One side of the translucent dome looked brighter than the other. “Where is this place?” He spread his hands.
“They call the world Ost.”
Kiel stared at the crumbling brown rock under his feet, and he shook his head. “This isn’t even Mikuhr?” Impossible!
“Your brother’s here, though he won’t be for long. There’s been a civilian science outpost here for several decades. Two years back, some bright technician on Tallis realized that this rock’s unique texture gives it remarkable military potential, in sufficient quantities and under certain conditions.”
Kiel stepped on a fist-sized stone with one boot. It crumbled into splinters, giving him no hint of the rock’s military significance. He wouldn’t have been interested in military matters anyway. He’d always left peacekeeping to the rest of his family. Someone, he’d told them, needed to fill that peace with meaning.
“Good,” the voice said behind him. “I want you thinking in exactly those terms.”
As Kiel glanced up, he diffused his mental shields for an instant. Had he glimpsed two people standing there? Now he saw just one. “Explain,” he said.
“Later, it will be important that you have seen Ost.”
“It’s a tragedy,” Kiel answered him, “that we classify every valuable object either as something to hoard or else something so powerful that we should stockpile it and use it to defend our hoard. Everything of worth tends to make us either greedy or callous.”
Tamím crossed his arms. “Ah, Kiel. You quote the philosophers. And until last month, Ost had not produced anything worth hoarding. Now, the Federate Regional Command on Tallis wants it stockpiled—wants it stripped, actually. Your brother Kinnor is here as part of a Sentinel investigation. That’s what Special Ops people do, isn’t it? Enforce Federate law, whether or not their Federate commanding officers trust them?”
“Down there?” Kiel pointed at the dome. Was that Kinnor he’d seen, wearing a hard vac suit? Kinnor might know how to escape this person—
“Don’t bother,” Tamím interrupted his thought. “Kinnor is about to be called away. When the Federates move from Ost, Sentinel Special Operations is going to be very unhappy. So is your father.”
Confused, Kiel raised an eyebrow. Was this stranger predicting the future? Prewar Mikuhrans had claimed to see alternate futures. It was one aspect of their culture that fascinated him. “Kinnor’s all right?” he asked aloud. He would take all the information he could get. However, the moment Tamím stopped listening to his mind, he must think about escape. He was needed on Mikuhr, and after he finished this mission he must hurry home. His three-year-old was about to undergo a medical procedure. He ought to be there for her.
Tamím waved a hand. “Kinnor will only get in trouble if he makes it himself. You know your brother.”
Kiel thought, without subvocalizing to send, Yes, but how do you? Not expecting an answer, he inhaled a deep breath of sweet air…wherever it came from…and sent out a silent prayer, not caring if Tamím eavesdropped. Eternal Speaker, I am out of my depth but never out of yours. If I am your hands here, be strong to use me. If I am your voice, speak clearly. If only your ears for now, help me understand. He tried a question. “Who are you?”
“As I said, you may call me Tamím.”
Irritated, he insisted, “Then what are you?”
This time, the stranger’s smile showed white teeth rimmed in red. “In time, perhaps. Have you seen enough to remember this place?”
Kiel eyed the dome in the sullen valley, then looked up over the hilly humps. Near the horizon, a small red sun shone dull through a dusty haze. He tried once more. “I would like to see Kinnor, if he’s here.”
Instead, colors swirled. The eyes appeared again. This time, they silently offered assistance—power to grasp, to make the trip easier. Kiel pulled away, into himself.
The next color was a rippling green.



 
CHAPTER 3
Serrated leaves trembled on bushes at waist level. Kiel found himself standing on another slope, red stone underfoot this time. Craggy mountains scraped the clouds in front of him. A breeze cooled his forehead. He smelled evergreens—not quite the scent of his home world Thyrica, but another smell he remembered.
But this could not be the Sanctuary world.
Oh? He plainly heard the subvocalization.
Downhill, he saw a familiar pattern of cultivated squares and triangles, a few small wooden sheds and upbuildings, an amphitheater and an orchard, and a scarred, grassy landing strip. He felt his eyes widen. This world was too well defended for an intruder to penetrate. Wasn’t it?
“You were thinking of your daughter,” the stranger said, as if that explained everything.
“You can’t be here,” Kiel said flatly.
Tamím chuckled. “I have come and gone since before you were born. Your preoccupation with physical labor amuses me. It suits me to let you people feel unwatched here.”
The notion chilled him. At Hesed House, they had felt safe from Mikuhran eyes. “How are you getting past the fielding net? How,” he asked again, “are we traveling?”
“You of all people shouldn’t need to ask. The material world is embedded in spiritual reality. We are traveling along the folds. And you know that Mikuhr always bred for new abilities.”
Kiel sensed no deception. Those might be the literal truths. He had imagined the Golden City’s terrible human research labs. Still, that didn’t feel like the whole truth. Choosing not to press the issue, he took a short step downhill. He was glad he’d been urged to wear stiff boots, though he disliked them as too military looking. “I’m going to let my family know I’m all right.”
“No,” Tamím said. Before Kiel could lift his other foot, his knees went stiff. Angry heat flashed across his cheeks. How dare this man use voice-command on a priest of the Path?
But he couldn’t expect Tamím to follow the Codes. Kiel shut his eyes, took a deep breath, and mastered his anger. “If I find out,” he said, “that you have anything to do with Annalah’s problems—”
“I have not harmed your daughter.” Tamím interrupted, clasping long, thin hands in front of his fluttering robes. “But you are outgrowing your old life. Those people, that genetic line, those Codes.”
“I have a child.” Kiel’s voice sounded sharp in his own ears. “That is something I will not outgrow.”
Again, the casual wave. “Yes, you will. Just as she will outgrow you. Your paths will separate. You waste your worry.”
Kiel tried to steady himself with an old calming exercise. What he felt for Annalah wasn’t worry, but a slithering fear that lived on his pillow and kept nudging him awake. Kiel’s mother had carried a dangerous and previously unknown gene line. Kiel now knew that he’d passed it to at least one of his daughters.
Turning his face to the breeze, he glanced up at the hurrying clouds. Maybe a Sentinel on fielding duty had seen them appear, or recorded the arrival of unexpected biomass. A reconnaissance patrol might arrive at any second.
The stranger shrugged. “On Old Mikuhr, back when it was Three Zed, other communities raised the sub-adults. If some died …” Another shrug. “Altered chromosomes always cause problems. It’s only wise to cull dangerous children. Don’t you think so?”
Kiel knew that the other was baiting him. He also knew that he must answer, as expected, “Absolutely not. Surgeries and medications can keep them from harming themselves or others.” His daughter’s diagnosis was seared in his memory.
Confirm Reversed Polarity epsilon carrier, inherited from paternal grandmother, although father does not display that characteristic. Hypothesis 1: RP gene can be carried by the male but is expressed only in the female. Hypothesis 2: in utero conditions occasionally cause RP gene to manifest in mutated form, regardless of gender. Hypothesis 3: expression of the gene skips a generation.
The recommendations page had been ominous.
Extraordinarily dangerous implications. In one documented and numerous undocumented cases, paternal grandmother killed gifted individuals via ayin contact. Extreme risk to family members. Recommend isolation until stat ayinectomy.
College analysts were still, in fact, trying to understand how the gene skipped his generation.
“I could tell you how.” Tamím’s toothy smile seemed calculated to infuriate him. Kiel ducked his chin and glared up at the stranger’s long face. “I saw it coming. I foresaw you as well.”
The prophecies! His people had tried for generations to keep some of those secret. Relieved, Kiel stepped sideways across the hillside and swept out his arms. “I have good news for you, Tamím. Your quest is over. You can go home. You have confused me with someone else.” Someone who would never lie awake, struggling with the terrible decision: What to do for his child? Really, he knew exactly what must be done. He and Hanusha had hesitated needlessly. These so-called ayin gifts were a burden of power and control. The Creator had withheld them from humanity for excellent reasons.
The answering voice was as cold as the North Ice. “‘Among the exiled, an unquenchable fire will burn away all that is not eternal,’” Tamím quoted.
Kiel laughed regretfully. All the secrecy had been for his family’s protection, but it turned out the Mikuhrans knew all along.
He had grown up a Caldwell, studied Sentinel skills with a marginally developed ayin, and started a family of his own. All this showed him how poorly he compared with the family’s prophesied scion, who would unmake, renew and sanctify all worlds, within and beyond the Whorl. Kiel didn’t know what Boh-Dabar might look like, or whether the term usually translated “worlds” referred to planets, cultures, or all human civilization. No one knew. Nearly half of his priestly order believed that these verses had been wrested out of context to suit a previous generation’s mindset. He was no triumphalist. Still, his own faith rested on promises he could not dismiss.
He also thought he knew what perfect purity—the one person qualified to make a sacrifice of all evil—might look like. It did not look like Kiel Caldwell.
Shaking his head, he spotted a plump cornjacker slipping under a crop fence and waddling toward the ripening yellow grain at the base of this hill. Some things had not changed, even if Tamím were doing the impossible. The sekiyrra would be assessing cornjacker damage tonight, and the air on this hillside remained fragrant with evergreen resin. Down in that valley, little Annalah was safely sequestered at the Sentinels’ underground sanctuary complex.
“Thank you for the magnificent compliment,” he said, “but if that’s who you’re looking for, you must look elsewhere. I am a traveler on the holy Path, who hopes to spend his life guiding other walkers—no more, but no less. Leave me here. I want to speak with Hanusha. Then I’ll shuttle straight back to Mikuhr. I won’t even say how I got here. But plainly, you have confused me with someone else.”
“I am rarely mistaken.” Tamím stared into Kiel’s eyes, as if he were issuing a challenge. “Your people know far too little about mine.”
Again, Kiel sensed that Tamím was concealing an unspoken truth, speaking literally but implying something else. He ignored it this time and stepped downhill. “Wait here,” he said. “One hour.”
“Stop.”
Kiel turned around, but he flexed his hands at his sides. This would be his last voluntary hesitation.
“You would like to help her without robbing her of her gifts. Her heritage.”
If Kiel had had stronger abilities, he might have immobilized the stranger with his own angry stare. “What do you mean?”
“Her flawed body is endangering her true self. I can help.” He shrugged. “It’s not difficult, but you must know exactly what to do. Ayinectomy surgery is rarely but occasionally fatal.”
Kiel wanted to punch that smug face, but he didn’t dare attack a creature that could instantaneously carry him across light years, oxygenate vacuum, and possibly even see alternate futures. “Psi healing,” Kiel said softly, “is a matter of training and patience. It uses the strong link of spirit and flesh, guided by the Codes.”
“You people,” Tamím growled, “have turned those Codes into an idol.”
Idol! “We worship One who guided their writers.” The One whose loving guidance had drawn Kiel into Shamarr Dickin’s small group of priesthood candidates, the One whose creative power still maintained the worlds and everything upon and between them. Kiel’s own value derived from the image in which he’d been made, not from his achievements. So he believed, and so he was learning to teach.
Tamím stepped downhill, so that Kiel had to look past him to see the sanctuary’s cluster of wooden upbuildings. “If events go forward without our help,” he said, “Annalah will die in surgery. That is no idle threat.”
Kiel’s hands clenched again. He’d never felt so close to striking someone, or so deeply afraid. Would this creature nudge the surgeon’s elbow if Kiel didn’t cooperate? He’d last seen his eldest daughter clinging to Hanusha’s neck, reddish curls flattened on one side of the little one’s heart-shaped face, both of them waving good-bye.
Tamím’s black eyes were empty of either compassion or hostility. He simply waited.
Had the Holy One let him meet this person so that his daughter could survive? Clearing his throat, Kiel composed himself. “What would it take to save her?”
Tamím swept out a hand, taking in the red stone valley. “You stand on this hill,” he said, “just as Renonna predicted. And Melauk prophesied, and Amar sang about. I have things to show you. Things that might affect your plans. Hidden knowledge.”
“I have no grand plans.” Kiel clutched the fraying edges of patience. This was ridiculous. “I have no desire for hidden knowledge. I am not who you think I am.”
“But I will show you why Annalah must die, unless you let me guide you.”
As the hillside vanished, Kiel stared at the valley until it became a blurred wash of greens. Out of the kaleidoscope’s center, black eyes watched steadily.
 
• • •
 
Again, Kiel struggled for a moment to orient himself. He seemed to be looking down out of a ceiling, unable to move or even feel his arms and legs. Apparently Tamím hadn’t come along this time. An odd sound hung in the air, two ominously deep musical notes that made the perspective even more unsettling.
Below him in what looked like a committee room sat three members of the Federacy’s Regional Council, which met on the Regional capitol world of Tallis, plus a younger man he did not recognize. This table was so glossy that Kiel half expected to see his own reflection. On the broad surface were eight inset data terminals, four of them illuminated. Outside a window at the top of his field of view, streams of small multicolored lights—tiny lights, far below—flowed past outdoors.
He couldn’t see the three Councilors’ faces from this angle, but lettering set into the tabletop identified their home worlds: Caroli, Deng, Oquassa. The younger man’s dark green jacket had a strikingly formal cut, with long sleeves and a high collar. Before Kiel even started to listen in on their conversation, he tucked a thought into the back of his mind: What kind of access does Tamím have to political circles? Can he influence their minds—and how can we cut him off?
The councilor from Caroli spoke. “We already have seventy percent of our military Sentinels stationed at Mikuhr. If there’s going to be any more infighting there,” she said, making a stabbing gesture with a well-groomed index finger, “it had better be soon.”
The Councilor from Deng had thin, snowy white hair. He sat calmly, hands clasped in his lap. “It’s a stalemate,” he said in a firm voice, “and we’re pouring resources into it. That’s not what we were told to expect.”
The brown-haired stranger swept out a hand. “We claim that the Federacy stands for freedom for all peoples,” he said, and his cultured tone reminded Kiel of his aristocratic Netaian cousins. “Therefore we must extend it to all peoples, even such as the Mikuhrans and their relatives, whom we would feel more secure without. I’ve examined these feasibility studies.” The stranger flicked the monitor inset in front of him. Kiel couldn’t read it from this distance. “Deportation. Entrapment. Open War. Councilors, it is too soon to move like this.”
“Even when they plainly pose a threat?” The portly Oquassan tapped his pen. “We were assured that Mikuhr would not be pacified. How much longer must we wait before we can consider that proved?”
Caroli’s representative shook her head. “And every time Sentinel troops are deployed, the budget people scream.”
The stranger tilted his head forward. “Our own worlds, our children, our manufacturing and supply lines must come first, of course, but Sentinels do earn their wage. I can think of several admirable individuals.”
It appalled Kiel to see how easily they linked his people with the Mikuhrans. The rest of this talk simply confused him. He did understand that his people were right to worry. The Federacy was ceasing to trust them…if what he was seeing was real, not an addled dream.
“Regardless,” said the man from Deng, “the new generation is less stable. I don’t know why, but very few of the best of them have entered the military option. That was where we needed the coolest heads. The best minds—”
Caroli interrupted. “Besides orbiting Mikuhr, where else have they built those RIA platforms? I don’t like the idea that they could use mind powers from orbit. I don’t believe they’re telling us everything.”
“Mikuhr is the best place to keep them busy.” The Oquassan—newly appointed, if Kiel remembered correctly—laced his fingers. “Mikuhr wanted power, remember. It won’t be long before the rest of them make the same grab.”
“No, wait, remember this also.” The stranger spoke a little too earnestly, so that Kiel wondered whether he was being sarcastic. “They internally enforce the death penalty on any who disobey their own regulations. We have scans of every code volume, even the latest.” He tapped his inset. “The Special Operations Oversight Committee has even authorized this committee to help police them.”
Oquassa unlaced his fingers and pointed at the stranger in his formal green coat. “When was the last time one of them actually died for misusing those powers?”
Into the silence that fell, Kiel wanted to shout a date. For one moment, he almost wished he had the notorious Mikuhran ability to slide one of his own ideas into someone else’s mind. Evidently the others, apparently sitting below him, hadn’t heard or chose to forget that it was less than five years ago. One of them should have remembered. We serve you! he wanted to shout.
“The point,” said the councilor from Caroli, “is that sooner or later, conflict must break out at Mikuhr. Both sides will be weakened. I only expect one group to survive.” Her head turned left, toward the newcomer. “The ones who cheat, of course. The moment there’s a clear victor, we’ll be justified in throwing everything we have against them, avenging our own people. The Sentinels came to us as refugees, after all. That’s why Thyrica let them settle within the Federacy. Thyrica could ask whoever’s left alive to move on.”
Kiel noticed, however, that no one from his home world of Thyrica sat on this committee. Only half convinced this was actually happening—he hoped to wake up soon, ready to counsel Na’da Wind Haworth—he listened closely. “Do we trust them,” someone was asking, deadly serious, “not to come back as aggressors?” Kiel couldn’t distinguish the voice.
The room faded. The kaleidoscope spun again, and the thrumming rhythmic drone accelerated. Greens, purples and oranges swirling in front of his eyes slowed and became short loops of fabric woven into a carpet under his knees. Gathering himself, he looked up.
Tamím sat over him, on a white armchair that had been intricately carved and gilded. They weren’t in the council room anymore. This looked like a cave. Tamím’s left hand lay along the top of a triangular picture frame—no, it was a musical instrument with gold filigree along its pale wooden edges. Smiling sardonically, he spread his right hand and plucked two pale brown strings seemingly at random. A jarring interval scraped through the air.
Tamím must have brought him back to the chamber in a kneeling position, facing that chair as if bowing to him. Kiel scrambled up and looked around. Grey stone walls enclosed them, and he saw no door or window. We probably still aren’t on Mikuhr, he concluded, or the stone would be black. This was starting to feel genuine. He wasn’t dreaming. He’d been taken prisoner by someone—something—with uncanny power. He still didn’t dare even to think about trying to escape.
But I must escape.



 
CHAPTER 4
Behind Tamím’s ornate chair sat a rich wooden table, its long surface rippled by auburn wood grain. A smile tugged Tamím’s gaunt cheeks as he touched a goblet of blood-red liquid that sat on the table in front of him. “I suppose you’d rather have kass than this. Clear your senses. This could be a long night for you.”
Now Kiel saw a plain stoneware mug on the table. Still standing, he picked it up and sipped gingerly. The bitter taste of kass cleared his head.
“Clever, don’t you think?” Tamím asked. “Embedding you in the ceiling. Took you a while to figure that out, didn’t it?” He reached for the harp again, and the music modulated out of that ominous drone into desolate sweeps of two minor chords. “All those Privacy and Priority Codes you follow,” he murmured, “all those restrictions you’ve lived under, were just written to put off this moment for as long as possible. You people have walked carefully for decades. Now, the Sentinel College has to admit that the mutation your daughter carries is dangerous. If word gets out, some Federates are going to start thinking seriously about eliminating anyone who has an ayin at all.” He eyed Kiel somberly. “If the Boh-Dabar isn’t born within your generation, I don’t think there’s going to be such a person.”
Truly, all the altered carried dangerous genes. But be careful, Kiel told himself, shielding the thought as well as he could. If you panic, he wins. He can’t have infinite wisdom or power. He might deceive you by showing you only part of what he does know, and that music— The tumbling chords strangled hope and opened his mind to deadly despair.
Tamím seemed focused on speaking his own mind. He did not respond to Kiel’s thoughts. “Looking for power and piety, I find you the likely candidate.”
Kiel laughed softly, wiping his cheeks with his palms. “Power? That’s Kinnor. And I have no pretensions of moral perfection.” His sister Tiala, on the other hand, had been almost frighteningly devout from the day she started to talk. At five, when their father had said that he felt the ayin’s creation was questionably moral, she’d promptly requested the ayinectomy operation.
Three years and one week after that conversation, he’d wept at her Shekkah service. They’d denied her the surgery, but she would never again leave the prayer encampment she had entered. He wouldn’t sully her memory by thinking about her any longer in this man’s presence.
“I can see ways to add power to piety,” Tamím said. “I am thinking that you might be holding back, deliberately deceiving the rest of us. The other possibility is also intriguing, of course. Perhaps you simply don’t yet know what you truly are. Maybe—and I like this idea best of all—maybe some of your future power will come to you from me.”
This is no Mikuhran. The thought arrived with such force that Kiel felt his back straighten. What sat beside him at this table?
He looked into the other’s eyes, keeping his epsilon shields as strong as he could. “Why would you choose to suggest this, if I were—potentially—a person who’d been born to make a sacrifice of all evil? I’m not going to accuse you of selfless motives.”
“Ah.” Tamím purred, all wounded innocence. “Don’t call me selfish. Like you, I am spirit and light. I have spent too long on the outside of the eternal plans, and I want to be part of them. Your family,” he said, straightening a fold of his dark green robes, “does need someone to rise up and save them.”
If only I could! But— “I am not who you think I am,” Kiel repeated. Nor are you what I thought you were. Plainly not. He paced behind the chair to the end of the grey chamber and rounded the table, praying, Speaker of eternal truth, this is not how you operate. Give me wisdom and strength. Let me not be afraid. Grant me discernment…
In that moment, his vision blurred again. Just as he’d glimpsed at Ost, he clearly saw two human forms superimposed over each other. One image vanished so quickly that he might have dismissed it as imaginary, if he hadn’t felt sure it was an answer. Mikuhrans could camouflage their faces, so he’d been told, by projecting another image into a susceptible mind. This hadn’t been camouflage, though. He’d seen two distinct faces.
Is Tamím really Mikuhran? he formed the question, not really expecting another answer. And is some demonic shadow creature using his body, with its ayin abilities, and adding its own powers?
He’d been taught that the Eternal Speaker was the only spiritual entity who could directly know a person’s thoughts, secrets, prayers. When it came to mind-access, all humans—even Sentinels and Mikuhrans—were supposedly safe from the spiritual shadows, who couldn’t read minds.
But if a genetic telepath were shadow possessed, that assurance ended. Some of the Shamarrs had expressed doubt as to whether there were such things as “shadow” spirits or such a phenomenon as full possession. Could this explain how his mind and will had been violated by Tamím? How he’d been conveyed through “enfolded” physical space?
Kiel took a shallow breath and shut his mouth. If what he suspected were true, the entity sitting at that rich wooden table, using human fingers to pluck out a harp melody, would not give him all the information he needed to make wise choices. We don’t even know how Boh-Dabar will sacrifice evil. Surely, neither does Tamím’s shadow… but, my family! My people!
That, he heard like an echo out of deep space, is why you are here.
What? What do you mean? Had he just heard the Eternal Speaker—again? Stunned by the sense of a larger reality breaking through to him, he caught his breath. He’d had a similar sensation decades ago, taking his first lessons in the ancient tongue. The very title Boh-Dabar literally meant Word to Come, the “future” reflection that time-bound mortals perceived when they contemplated an eternal Presence. That’s how he understood it, anyway.
Kiel heard no further answer, only the suggestive echo of Tamím’s words: Someone to rise up and save them.
Leaving the mental posture of prayer and feeling somewhat shaken, he felt the faintest foul corruption return at the edge of his mind. Once again, the shadow was using Tamím’s ayin abilities to listen in on his thoughts.
But his prayers seemed inviolable. He hastily rewrapped himself in that apparently supernatural protection. How powerful is it, he pleaded, this shadow, this enemy? They taught me that even the shadows can’t do all they want. If they could, all human freedom would cease. So you must be constraining them.
He steeled himself not to feel genuine relief, since he’d found a way to hide some of his thoughts. If he relaxed, Tamím might realize what he was doing and try to stop him from praying. Thank you, he added. He paced to the chamber’s other end and pivoted on one boot heel. “Stop that music,” he ordered.
“As you wish.” Tamím laid his instrument on the tabletop.
Kiel walked back down the table’s length, only half seeing the rough grey walls. He believed that his people’s destiny lay here in the Whorl of Federate star systems, serving the Federacy that united them—but that they always would be a people apart. “No future is predetermined by human actions,” he reminded Tamím. “Even your people can only foresee possibilities.” Wasn’t that what he’d heard? That these people used their powers to counterfeit a legitimate, long extinct spiritual gift?
“I can think of one event that might change their minds about Sentinels.” Tamím reached aside for the instrument’s strings. “All of the glorious promises coming true. Literally. Majestically.”
“Stop that,” Kiel snapped.
Tamím stared into Kiel’s eyes, picked the harp back up, and defiantly plucked the opening notes of a triumphal hymn. “Can you imagine? With a few more Federate gilds spent on DeepScan technology, you could personally be seen all over the Whorl. Put down the Shuhr menace yourself, Kiel. Immolate them all. Make a magnificent sacrifice. Win back the Federacy’s gratitude.”
Kiel had too much respect for the prophecies, and the Shamarrs who had spoken them, to fall into that militant fantasy. “I serve one who prefers faith over certainty,” he said. “He graciously offers every soul the choice of belief or disbelief, instead of overwhelming us with incontrovertible proofs. If Boh-Dabar comes in mortal flesh, I doubt that even He will use DeepScan technology. But let me ask you something.”
“I will be glad to teach you, Kiel.”
He took a deep breath. “Someone called me to Mikuhr to investigate a new prophet who had supposedly found hidden wisdom coded into the old holy books. Am I now in his presence?”
Tamím half bowed over the table. “You are. Let me explain. Like holy Scripture, music can be perceived at two levels. Either you feel it with your senses, devotionally—in which case it directly controls your emotions—or else you analyze it, using your mind. In either case, underlying mathematical possibilities might reveal entirely different levels of meaning.”
“I’m not sure what you’re saying.”
“Ah, Kiel.” Tamím reached across the instrument’s surface. He plucked three strings. “That is because you are still far too firmly anchored in that body of yours. This is a major triad, and your auditory system finds it calming. Encouraging. Am I correct?”
His mother had played a similar stringed instrument, years ago. “Yes. And?”
Tamím glanced down at the instrument, lying between them on the table. “The mathematical proportion between one string’s harmonic frequency and the others’ sympathetic vibration is perfectly balanced. The effect upon your emotions is physically pleasant. Whereas,” he said, picking up the instrument again. “In this,” he said, letting two fingers dance back and forth upon a different pair of strings, filling the chamber with discord, “you hear, but you cannot directly perceive—without analyzing the mathematical complexities—that something is terribly wrong. You sense only the emotional effect. You are unaware of what causes it.”
“This has nothing to do with hidden wisdom.”
“You’re wrong.” Tamím set it back down and raised his goblet, letting the glass sparkle in front of his dark green robes. “The infinite mind is perfectly capable of mathematically overlaying the blatant and obvious, such as your books Dabar and Mattah, with messages far more subtle and important. Only wise spirits, already starting to disengage from foul, frail physicality, can rise above them.”
That was one of the oldest heresies in the universe, much like the so-called wisdom that allowed Mikuhrans to keep altering human genes, creating and destroying embryonic children by the thousands, blaspheming the holy image they carried. Truly, the human spirit connected more closely with the Holy One than flesh could do. But the created body was not unimportant—its actions constantly affected the spirit—and mathematics had little to do with either. “The ancients,” Kiel said, “used certain numbers metaphorically, to signify completion, perfection, or weakness. There’s nothing hidden about that.”
“I see that you don’t believe me.”
Kiel had wrestled with belief. He remembered nights spent on his knees, staring up at the altar’s red, blue, and green hangings, and the oil flame that gleamed over its small golden bowl. He’d probed the depth of his own uncertainty. In the end, he had chosen disciplined hope over self-assurance. “You can’t expect me to believe anything radical without researching it through other sources, praying for wisdom and thinking it through.”
“Traditionalist. Keep thinking in those ways, and you always will be tied to those ways.” Tamím sipped from the goblet and set it back down.
“Those ways are good.”
“Those ways have enslaved thirteen generations of a potentially great people.”
And the ancients had called thirteen a number of imperfection. Amused, Kiel quoted, “‘The highest greatness shows the greatest mercy.’”
“‘Wield your children in justice, the flaming stars in your truth,’” Tamím quoted back. The goblet had filled itself. He took a sip. “Other writings show the glories of the infinite mind’s power. We share that power, you and I. At heart, we are shining energy, unbounded by organic molecules.”
That was the second time Tamím had used an unfamiliar term, and by “infinite mind,” Kiel felt sure he did not mean the Eternal Speaker. “We’re talking at cross purposes.” Then he remembered the man in the short green coat. “Who was the young stranger at Tallis? He seemed less hostile.”
Tamím smiled and raised an eyebrow. “Piper Gambrel, the new Chancellor of philosophy at Tallis Collegium. As you saw, people in high places already think well of him. He understands the deep goodness of all intelligent sentience. He could make you an excellent lieutenant. Perhaps I will take you to hear one of his lectures.”
“No. Take me home.” Kiel rested both hands on a wooden chair back and leaned heavily against it. His feet hurt inside the stiff boots. “I want to tell my family I’m safe. I also want to speak with the Mikuhrans. I know more now about the issues I went there to discuss with them.”
“Particularly since you now guess that I used the remarkable non-altered power of rumor to lure you out?”
Kiel raised an eyebrow.
“If you pursue your chosen career, you will soon be the priest for a Chapter group somewhere in the Whorl. As the years unfold, they’ll face unexpected dangers. The stronger you become now, the more you know about past, present, and future…” He trailed off, extending one hand as if offering a gift. “The better you will be able to serve them.”
Kiel couldn’t deny his desire to serve well.
Tamím plucked a handful of high strings. The gesture looked casual, but Kiel heard a chord full of longing and desire. “You’re going to pick up more power, I think. I did.”
Kiel raised his head.
“And are you ready to talk about your daughter Annalah?”
Kiel shut his eyes, seeing a face surrounded by reddish curls. Annalah did need that medical procedure. It was now known that the Netaian ayin revealed itself early. Vivacious little Annalah—living among the mentally gifted—had somehow inherited that dangerous ayin. She was scheduled to be surgically reverted to normal humanity. The idea tugged Kiel’s heart in two directions. They all might have been happier without these powers. But he also believed that both Ehretan remnants had survived for a divine purpose.
“No,” he finally answered, “I do not want to talk about Annalah, not on your terms.”
Didn’t he love his own child?
Where had that thought come from? He knew better! Narrowing his eyes at the stranger, he thought in slow, deliberate words, Stay out of my mind.
Too late, he realized he’d also shown Tamím what he suspected.
Tamím shrugged. “We had best hurry back to your sanctuary world, then.”
“Mikuhr first, please. I have unfinished business.”
“Yes, you do.” Tamím smiled coldly. “In time, Kiel. But Annalah hasn’t much time.”
 
 



 
CHAPTER 5
Wind Haworth spent the next hour of that terrible day examining maps with Colonel Cowan’s mental presence pressing uncomfortably against the edge of her awareness. It seemed plain that between Sunton’s remote scanning ability and the Sentinel Occupation’s web of surveillance satellites, they already had hunted down everyone she knew about, whether up in the settlements or down deep in the volcanic understructure.
She avoided glancing at Dowda Haworth, who might know precisely where her visitor’s lair was located—as well as more of the off-settlement loners—but who could not be mind-accessed except under catastrophic circumstances. As Wind and Colonel Cowan finished scanning the big map, an aide brought him a large stool, as well as a chair and a cup of steaming kass for the Dowda.
Wind rubbed her neck. She hadn’t known such a long mind-access was possible. Even the faint, bitter scent of the Dowda’s kass made her stomach roil. She gulped down bile.
The Colonel muttered, “Sorry. One more question, and we’ll finish.” His strained voice showed that the prolonged probe was tiring him too. “It’s known that some of you Mikuhrans had particularly strong mental shielding abilities, including the ability to alter your perceived appearance. It’s been suggested that someone could have been working on the ability to bend light waves and appear invisible. Obviously, you know how closely you’re watched. Have you heard of such a project?”
She wished she had. Kiel Caldwell could have been snatched by someone “invisible” and hidden inside just such a personal shield. Alive. “Sir, if something like that were going on, I’m the last person they’d tell. They wouldn’t even think about it in my presence.”
He nodded. Such was the telepathic intelligence craft, she recalled. It evolved in zigs and zags, as creative minds on both sides tried to beat the others’ new defenses. “Sunton’s RIA technology is what…twenty years old?” she asked.
“About that.” He stared at the map, where a red dot symbolizing Sunton’s current overflight drifted southwest over the Equatorial Flow. None of the known deep settlements lay under those ancient magmatic oceans. Everyone lived in the tumbled hill regions.
In an instant, as if she’d suddenly shaken off an intestinal virus, the nausea cleared away and the back of her neck stopped prickling. Colonel Cowan had broken the mental access. Relieved, Wind restored her epsilon static shields. Now came a moment she’d dreaded. He rotated his stool toward Dowda Haworth. “Madam,” he said, “can you offer us any more information on that gentleman who recently visited you—or regarding the site he mentioned? Would you?”
“You’ve got the map.” The older woman glared, and Wind wondered what memories he had stirred. “You’ve also got free access to my Na’da. That’s more than your people have any right to hope for.”
Wind strengthened her shields, partly to preserve her dignity and partly to keep from distracting either of them.
“We need your help,” Colonel Cowan said. Wind sensed no overlay of the subtle, unvoiced pressures that their peoples knew how to apply. “Respectfully, Dowda, this could turn into a desperate situation.”
“You think I don’t know that?”
“I know you do.” He towered over the Dowda and probably outweighed her three times, but she stared him down. Glancing once more at the luminous map, he stood up. “We’ll send you both back on the next scheduled shuttle, in a few hours. Perhaps you could make queries on Na’marr Caldwell’s behalf. It would be appreciated.”
Wind’s tension rushed out of her. The Dowda had to be impressed. Instead of interrogating her too, the Sentinels had given her observation rights. “May we stay in the viewing area a little longer, sir?” Wind asked, just to make sure.
Colonel Cowan raised an eyebrow, as if wondering whether to order them out. Wind kept her emotions strictly passive.
Colonel Cowan turned to one of his aides. “A more comfortable chair for the Na’da, please, and see if she’d like something to drink.” Apparently finished with Wind and Dowda, he hustled to the viewing wall’s other end and joined another group of Sentinels.
Five minutes later, Wind sat sipping bitter kass next to her great-aunt. From the console area came low murmurs in Old Colonial, a trans-Whorl trade language she’d learned to speak offworld. She envied those men and women their camaraderie, their comparative wealth, and especially—though she knew this was changing, out in the Federacy—she envied the stability of their lives.
“What do you think about the tremor?” Wind asked the Dowda softly in their own speech. “And what about your visitor?”
Dowda Haworth shrugged. “If that quake was artificially created, it would imply a widespread plot. But I tell you, girl, I hear things from the other Dowdas they’d never tell you. And I’ve heard nothing of the sort. And no,” she added. “Most likely he’s gone back where he came from. But he’d heard something, somewhere, from someone. He knew,” she muttered. “He knew.”
Confused, Wind groaned inwardly. This wasn’t helping. Somewhere down there, a good man might be dead.
“The Federates did respect me.” Dowda Haworth glanced up at the board, then aside at the big Colonel. “And so far, they’ve given me a lot more information than I think they’ve gotten from you.”
“They follow the Codes, Dowda. Their observance is very strict.”
“So far.”
 
• • •
 
Three hours later, Colonel Cowan stood below the viewing wall, cupping his chin in one hand, fingering beard stubble. Under flickering map lights, the RIA techs had started to slump. One woman rested her headset cap against the back of her chair.
They’d found nothing. Dowda, can’t you help them? Wind sent subvocally, using a minimum of energy, the equivalent of whispering. Is there a chance? Might they get…anything from you that might help them?
Dowda Haworth folded her hands in her lap and appeared to study her thumbs. Wind guessed she was doing more than that.
At a whoosh behind her, Wind turned around. To her surprise, the ground-based military governor, Field General Ellet Dardy, strode into the chamber. Governor Dardy also wore the midnight blue of Sentinel forces, but she was as slender as Cowan was broad. The Governor’s narrow face accentuated her aquiline nose, and her intelligent eyes moved constantly. Wind knew her for a proud woman, meticulously detail oriented, fascinated by Mikuhr’s history. Her bond-mate Damalcon Dardy, also a Field General, commanded the occupation forces.
Governor Dardy must have shuttled up outside the normal launch window, at considerable fuel expenditure. Wind stood hastily, keeping one hand on Dowda Haworth’s chair, wordlessly reminding the willowy Governor that her clan elder was not required to rise—and Dowda Haworth stayed seated.
Governor Dardy walked over to the big Colonel, several steps out of Wind’s hearing range. Half expecting to be sent back to her chair, Wind strode around the bank of consoles and joined the officers. “Did you call Tallis for help?” Governor Dardy asked in Old-Col, her tone even sharper than Wind expected.
“No!” Wind protested, also speaking the Federates’ trade language. On this subject, she and the Sentinels shared the same fears. Governor Dardy turned toward her. “Madam,” Wind said, “if things fall apart here, Regional Command will come down just as hard on your people as on us.”
“Us.” Governor Dardy raised a dark eyebrow. “Us?”
Wind spread her hands and spoke softly, ignoring the deep old hurts. “We can’t change our birthplaces, madam.”
A RIA tech murmured to the woman sitting next to him. Wind held her breath for several seconds, hoping…then uselessly wishing they’d found Na’marr Caldwell.
Colonel Cowan shot Wind a glance, then asked the Governor, “Isn’t the nearest Federate Special Ops team—”
“They’re on Ost.” Governor Dardy frowned. “Science outpost. Trouble …” She shot Wind a glance and finished obliquely, “of sorts.”
Wind nodded. She was used to feeling excluded when Sentinels discussed security issues. Once again, it was a matter of both sides shielding their secrets. She hadn’t heard of Ost.
The Colonel’s eyes looked puffy. “We can’t legitimately force access on your Dowda. She’s had three hours. If she won’t tell you—”
“I honestly don’t think she knows any more,” Wind said. “I just watched her search her memory. I think you’ve impressed her.”
Governor Ellet Dardy raised an eyebrow and sent the Colonel a long look that Wind interpreted as Well done.
“Send her back downside,” Wind said, “but don’t push her. Let her work things out in her own way.”
Colonel Cowan stared back at the Governor. He nodded crisply. “I’ll speak with you in my briefing room, Governor. Give me five minutes.”
Wind wilted inside. The Mikuhrans had narrowly escaped annihilation once before. This incident could provoke the purge she’d long dreaded, an excuse for the Federates to finally order all life blasted off her blockaded home world.
Colonel Cowan saluted and strode out, passing behind the RIA operators’ backs—headed for communications, Wind guessed. He and his aide filled the hallway as they passed through.
The Governor lingered, laying one of her hands on the back of a tech’s chair and staring up at the map, creating a strong-nosed silhouette. Governor Dardy was twice Wind’s age but half of the Dowda’s 108. Wind had sat beside her at Chapter, once even sharing a hymnbook. During the last five years, Ellet Dardy’s passion for history had somewhat tempered the woman’s obvious dislike for this posting.
Now, Governor Dardy gave a short sigh. She stepped away from the row of RIA operators and pushed straight hair out of her face. The gesture made her look uncharacteristically vulnerable. Wind dispersed her mental shields. Not the usual grim determination, but a flicker of unguarded anguish slipped around the Governor’s emotional guard. Stress lines appeared between her eyes as she said, “You may have heard that Na’marr Kiel has a twin brother.”
“Yes. I saw Kinnor at College occasionally.” Second Captain Kinnor Caldwell—the twins were three years younger than Wind—was now vaulting up the Sentinels’ military ranks as their father had done. Neither brother had left the Sentinel College wearing a Master’s star on his shoulder, though, which seemed odd. Surely they both inherited prodigious potential. “Is the Captain anything like Na’marr Kiel?” she asked.
Governor Dardy stared at a grey bulkhead. “Actually, I’ve never met twins who were less alike. Kiel and Kinnor were born different. They’re night and day. Both good men,” she added staunchly.
“I see,” Wind said. Then her poise slipped. Struck by a startling thought, she stared at the Governor. Somewhere, she’d heard that Second Captain Kinnor Caldwell was serving with the military Sentinel group, Special Operations—the Federacy’s Sentinel equivalent to the non-gifted Covert Ops group. Night and day indeed! She sent no further response in the Governor’s direction, but as the older woman pressed her lips together, Wind made an educated guess: Second Captain Caldwell had been sent with that nearest Special Operations team to the Ost system.
“See if your Dowda can find the Na’marr, before…anyone else arrives,” Governor Dardy said. The Governor raised a hand, and a bulky young Sentinel stepped away from the RIA deck’s main hatch. “It’s awhile until the next shuttle. Please escort these women to mess and see that they get something to eat.” She nodded to Wind. “Call my aides instantly if you get any more information.”
“Of course, Governor.” Wind nodded back. “Thank you.”
As the Governor strode up the passway, Wind remained standing. She gripped the back of a chair, wishing she could sit down in it, curl up, and disappear like Na’marr Kiel had done.
Not hungry, she heard the Dowda’s subvocalized thought. Couldn’t eat if I wanted to.
“Me neither. But they want us to leave this deck now.”
Dowda Haworth snorted softly as she rocked forward in the deep chair. The bulky Sentinel offered a hand, which the Dowda eyed, frowning.
Dowda!
No point in provoking—
Just making sure he has washed. She clasped the hand and let herself be pulled to her feet.
Something thrummed under the passway’s metal floor, and Wind guessed the ship’s crew was charging its massive DeepScan communication capacitor. She walked beside the Dowda past several closed hatches. Through one opening, she spied a curved corridor. She guessed they were close to the ship’s topside axis.
Their guide led them into another large chamber, which was roughly circular with a domed ceiling. She glanced up, guessing it was designed to create psychological space. Military personnel often served shipboard for months. As they walked to a metal table, she kept her head down, knowing their green formal robes stood out like flash bombs against the mess deck’s pale blue bulkheads and the personnel in midnight blue. The mess was largely empty, but even here, the deck vibrated under her feet. Once more, she felt utterly alone.
Their escort sat down nearby, silently pulled out a handheld to study, and made a few jabs at it. A woman in civilian clothing brought them slabs of nondescript meat and vegetable loaf with peppery gravy—military food, probably produced in the downside cloning and hydro vats.
The Dowda pulled out a cloth band to tie back her hair.
Wind picked at her meal. Three people sitting at a table near the hatch stood up and cleared their own service items. The Dowda stared aside, toward a table where two more uniformed Sentinels and two others, possibly off duty, sat talking over steaming white mugs. Wind wondered whether the old woman were trying to catch some of their thoughts or emotional state. From this distance, even the Golden City elite would have had difficulty doing that—but when Dowda Haworth got bored, mischief was likely.
Wind stirred her kass. When footsteps approached, she raised her head. A red-haired woman in midnight blue strode toward them, carrying a sheaf of papers. “Here’s the DeepScan we’re sending, requesting assistance.” She laid the sheaf on the table. “Governor Dardy asked me to give you a copy.”
Dowda Haworth seized the sheaf with both hands, laid it down, and started reading.
Wind nodded. “Thank you.”
“Sure.” The courier strode away.
Wind drummed her fingers on the tabletop. That was kind. Wasn’t it, Dowda?
Oh? Remember what they called us in the old days.
Wind blinked. The old word for “enemy,” now considered offensive, sounded exactly like the courier’s parting word.
Shuhr.
Dowda Haworth offered Wind the top sheet of hardcopy. Remember who you are, girl. Your heritage is just as worthy as theirs. They’re keeping us in an iron cage, but we’re pretty good at bending bars.



 
CHAPTER 6
Second Captain Kinnor Caldwell flailed through a haze of dreams, in which Ost’s scientific community had been taken hostage by tentacled creatures. Something evil was stirring the situation. Something dark and old and nightmarish gripped the key in a desiccated hand—
Actually, the air around him was stirring. Close by, someone made stealthy noises. Wrapped in military grey bedcovers, Kinnor held still and barely opened an eye.
He and his Sentinel Special Ops partner had created a temporary base in an abandoned miner’s shed. Airtight after a once-over with flexid and other sealants, it had bare metal walls and a sloped ceiling, high enough on one side to stand beneath, with this hard cot on the low side. A pale green light beside the airlock shed enough light to silhouette Kinnor’s SO partner, Second Captain Allon Mercell.
You’re back. Kinnor sent before moving. It was best to let a fellow SO confirm that it really was him, on the bunk, via subvocalizing. He sat up slowly, throwing off drowsiness with the blanket. Another dead end?
Worse. Captain Mercell peeled out of his hard vac suit, hung it on the single hook next to the airlock, and answered. Covert Ops. Two of them. Leaving the baggy black garment dangling on the wall, he strode to the middle of the room. He sat down, straddling the single decrepit chair. It sat in front of the table where they’d set up a comm station.
A thick-necked widower in his forties, Mercell barely ranked Kinnor. They’d worked together long enough to signal each other with subtle mental cues and a few gestures. Other than that, they consistently shielded thoughts and feelings from each other. It was standard SO procedure.
Kinnor rubbed the back of his neck. “They didn’t follow you?”
At the back of his mind, he felt a burst of scorn just strong enough to recognize as foreign, the fastest possible answer. Kinnor smiled. He didn’t think much of Covert Ops, SO’s non-gifted shadow force, either. Captain Mercell followed the burst with a message. Mission
accomplished, I think. The Federacy’s doing some serious industrial work here. They don’t want SO in on it. The sooner we’re offworld, the better.
Kinnor wasn’t much for newsnet broadcasts. Still, he’d seen enough lately to know that out in the Federacy, there was an upswell of suspicion against everyone whose ancestors were created by genetic criminals. He recalled better treatment when he traveled as a youngster.
And what did the Feds want here with export barges?
Behind Captain Mercell on the tabletop, the comm console emitted a soft tone. Mercell turned quickly. “DeepScan.”
Kinnor stood. DeepScan gravity packet transmissions always meant something critical: New orders from Regional Command, he guessed. From any of the five locales with DeepScan II transmitters, it now was possible to send instantaneous messages within the local Whorl of star systems. Ducking his head, Kinnor shuffled toward the high side. Captain Mercell reached up and switched on the shed’s single overhead lamp.
A code appeared onscreen: Sunton, orbiting Mikuhr. “Mikuhr,” Captain Mercell muttered.
Kinnor was also surprised, but not for long. There always was trouble on that black planet. He’d been too young to do anything but squall when his parents carried him and his brother off Thyrica, escaping an attack that originated on Mikuhr. That attack had blasted the city of Sunton off Thyrica’s east coast.
He leaned over Captain Mercell’s shoulder, reading rapidly. Something about local trouble—a neospiritual movement—
That’s amusing, given the number of Mikuhrans who ever turn to the Path.
Local authorities had called for spiritual aid—
Oh, let me guess …
Sure enough, his brother Kiel’s name appeared next. Kiel had barely arrived when—
Vanished? Kinnor skimmed faster. His brother’s disappearance was being investigated. There was some hope Kiel was being held incommunicado on Mikuhr. So far, no one was able to explain how the locals snatched him—but the locals plainly needed Special Ops, and he and Mercell were the closest detachable operatives.
Rubbing his face again, he cursed silently. Something disturbing was going on here at Ost. He and Mercell had been sent secretly by Special Operations, specifically outside the Covert Ops’s knowledge. They were ordered to report back only to SO, and only via a secured messenger ship.
Captain Mercell pushed away from the transceiver. “Sit,” he said. “I’ll make kass.”
Kinnor had barely settled on the tottering chair when a light flashed at the console’s edge. Another transmission was incoming. Kinnor flicked the receive panel.
The white and green crest of High Command on Elysia, where the entire Federate Whorl was governed, lit the room.
Kinnor rolled his eyes. That was fast! Did Sunton DeepScan my father before they called me?
His father’s face appeared. It felt odd, seeing the General—everyone still called him that—without feeling the unique subvocal link that always connected them. The General wore his midnight blues, so evidently, the news had reached him on duty. He sat looking slightly down at the scanner, the posture of a man long used to giving orders.
“Kinnor,” he said. Vast distances blurred fine details and overlaid the voice with a slight hiss. “Governor Dardy tells me she requested you, so I won’t waste DeepScan time. SOOC Regional will send Ost replacements for you and your partner. If I could get to Mikuhr, I would. But you’re closer. By the time I could arrive, your brother could be dead.”
If he isn’t already, Kinnor thought, or worse, knowing those people. His gut twisted.
“Ost is…a system of concern,” his father continued. “I hate to see you reassigned. That’s unofficial. So is this, Kin. There used to be a Sh—a Mikuhran clan with a vendetta against our family. We had thought they all lived in the Golden City. Apparently not. Showing mercy sometimes causes trouble, and sometimes it lands hardest on the people who tried to be merciful. Or worse, on their children.”
He rubbed a faint white mark on his cheek, a gesture Kinnor remembered seeing all his life. That scar reminded people of agonies their old Mikuhran enemies inflicted on him. Privately, Kinnor guessed that the Federacy finally promoted General Caldwell to the High Command hoping he would encourage revenge. The non-gifted rarely gave military Sentinels that much authority.
“I’d countermand having you ordered off Ost,” his father said, “but we’re walking a wire on both worlds.” The General turned his head slightly, creating dark blurs under his eyes. Kinnor knew the man well enough to catch grief and strain in his carefully modulated voice. “You’re trained to handle any situation. We trust you, Kin. Your mother sends greetings,” he added with a faint smile, “and her love.”
Kinnor grimaced, brimming with questions he couldn’t ask, since his father had sent a one-way transmission and this place wasn’t transmission-capable.
“What’s going on?”
He turned away from the monitor. Captain Mercell stood at the table’s end. Over his shoulder, the airlock’s pale light glimmered. “Good question. He didn’t even want to explain via DeepScan.”
“Your brother’s been snatched.”
Kinnor nodded. “Poor Hanusha.” Accidentally he elbowed a fresh cup of kass. Nothing spilled, but he berated himself for letting anyone—even a friendly—slip in past his guard. He took a scalding gulp and pushed back the chair.
“And we’re ordered to Mikuhr?”
“Looks that way.” My brother! Suppressing fear, Kinnor gulped more kass. “Governor Dardy’s an old friend.”
“Sunton doesn’t have DeepScan, does she?”
Kinnor shook his head. Only Tallis, Elysia, and three of the Forces’ biggest ships had the new DeepScan sending capability. Mercell should know that.
Or maybe he suspected secrets. Anyway— “We’ll reply conventionally, en route,” he told Mercell. Then he addressed his father’s vanished image. You were a Master Sentinel by my age,
but I’ve done all the College would let me do. According to his mother, he’d inherited the impatience and strong-willed pride that smirched her character rating. He already had a serious disciplinary action in his file. His mother didn’t have to tell him that she wished he were more like Kiel, little Tiala, and their father. Less like her.
Well, she still was impatient. And proud. And strong-willed Sentinels might be needed at higher ranks if the kindred were to survive. If Mikuhr dropped off the threat list, non-gifted Federates and people pushing for military downsizing might grumble about keeping specialists like Kinnor Caldwell on the Federate payroll. They’re afraid of us, he reflected. Before that happens, some of us need to stop placating. We’re born leaders, not servants. Without us, the Federacy might have already fallen apart.
His priestly brother would have been pure enough to trust with Master’s training. Big-deal-Kiel, now possibly—probably—taken down by the same people who savagely murdered their uncle Tarance. A vision of his brother’s limp body turned Kin’s stomach. I never even said good-bye, did I?
Ending the Shuhr menace twenty years ago had been the General’s job. Keeping them down would be Kinnor’s job, and this time they attacked the wrong man’s brother.
Something landed on his left shoulder, startling him again. It took a split second to register Captain Mercell’s hand. “Mikuhr won’t be like Bishda,” Mercell said. “Only on Mikuhr would they send Special Ops to look for a casualty.”
“That’s why they still need us.” Shoving emotion down one more time, Kinnor turned back toward the monitor and his father’s afterimage. “We’ll find him. If the locals interfere, well—there’ll be fewer Mikuhrans to threaten the next Federate generation.” He turned back to Captain Mercell. “Whatever’s coming down on Ost.”
 
• • •
 
Kinnor used his brief transship on board Sunton for a fast report to Colonel Cowan. He’d trained to go days without sleep if necessary, and it might be evening by local time, but he was ready to work through the night. He and Captain Mercell had used most of their four days in flight to rest in self-induced tardema sleep, refreshing body and brain. The idea that his irritating brother could be dead was starting to sink in. His mission to Ost had involved cautious questions and surreptitious listening. This might be a mission of justice.
Eyeing one of Sunton’s status boards, Kinnor pulled his left sleeve down over his crystace in its wrist sheath. He wouldn’t mind dispensing justice. Neither, he knew, would Captain Mercell. They’d walked the wire for too long. The Federacy claimed to want Mikuhr taken off the threat list. Maybe it was time to start threatening back. And the only people who could do that were the Federacy’s telepathic forces, Sentinel Special Ops.
Captain Mercell matched his strides as they walked alongside Colonel Cowan in s corridor near the big ship Sunton’s surveillance deck. “I thought Sunton could find anyone, anywhere on world. You’ve got a RIA unit,” Mercell said.
Colonel Cowan shook his head sharply. “RIA has limits. This world’s core was still active when the surface cooled. Some tunnels go very deep.”
“Found some new ones?” Kinnor’s briefing data was mere hours old.
“Some. But still no sign of the site our liaison suggested. Qe’leb.”
Kinnor frowned. They passed Sunton’s RIA chamber, an open arc that focused all attention on the glowing map wall. It reminded him of his days on sanctuary fielding duty at Hesed House. Except that here, instead of watching space for intruders, the satellites focused down at a stony surface.
That surface looked all too familiar. He’d watched several dozen fictional and documentary tri-Dramas about Mikuhr. For years, he’d had nightmares about gold-lined lava tubes haunted by his father’s ruthless enemies. This blockade protected every Federate citizen, from the High Command on Elysia right down to the prayer encampment at sanctuary.
“Lieutenant,” Cowan ordered, “reload the scan we got after the Dowda’s meeting.”
A young man sitting at a console murmured, “Setting up, sir.” Shortly after he bent over his touchboard, an image appeared at one edge of the tracking wall. Gleaming lines spidered out from a point near the big crater.
“The red ones.” Cowan waved an arm. “New to us. We knew about the others. And more than one individual remained at Baseline Settlement after that meeting.”
“Any effort to check them?” Kinnor asked.
“We saved them for you.”
Mercell studied the wall, nodding slowly as he memorized the image. Kinnor already had it locked. His memory wasn’t perfect, but it was unusually good, and he was looking forward to chasing these people down.
Colonel Cowan raised an eyebrow. “Any…sense?” the Colonel asked. “Is he living?”
Kinnor frowned. “We aren’t linked that way.”
“Some twins—”
“Some are. We aren’t,” he repeated. It was a good thing too. “I’ll need a copy of that scan.”
Mercell folded his arms. “You haven’t heard from Hesed House, have you?”
Colonel Cowan pointed at the Lieutenant’s keyboard, where the young man bent forward again. The Colonel asked, “Hesed?”
“I assume you contacted Hanusha Caldwell,” Mercell explained.
Colonel Cowan nodded. “Governor Dardy messaged Sanctuary, briefly.”
“Good. We’ll know for sure if he’s dead, if Hanusha…” Mercell spread his hands. Most Sentinels would rather discuss death than bereavement shock. Mercell’s profound loss, five years ago, was one good reason Kinnor kept his shields strong around his partner.
But if Hanusha did go into bereavement shock, they would know Kiel was dead. And if the elderly sanctuary master did have to send that awful news, it would arrive via a messenger ship that couldn’t arrive for two more days. They couldn’t wait that long to start looking.
Colonel Cowan switched to subvocal speech. What are they really doing at Ost?
Kinnor shot Mercell a glance and felt his partner nudge him to answer. In two years, they’ve scraped off seven percent of the planetary surface and uploaded five Titan class barge loads of dust. And there’s one more nearly full.
Six barges! For what?
Since Kinnor had cleared his mental shields, he sensed Mercell’s answer. Queries are being routed to General Diamant, on Tallis.
Colonel Cowan raised a grey eyebrow. Diamant. Covert Ops.
Mercell nodded and sent Kinnor a sidelong glance. And he’s from Bishda. Not fond of Sentinels.
We all follow Federate orders. When Diamant needs Special Ops, the Colonel continued, also glancing in Kinnor’s direction, he’ll call us.
Kinnor knew about need-to-know. Still, he’d overstepped badly on Bishda. Two civilians had gotten in the crossfire and were killed. Still, General Diamant was making the Special Operations Oversight Committee nervous with his secretive projects, and SOOC had even authorized Kinnor and Mercell’s inquiry. Whatever the Federacy was doing at Ost, it was too big to hide for long.
And nothing, Cowan added, stays hidden from us. We have work to do here.
Kinnor touched his eyebrow in a careful salute.
Less than half an hour later, he rode the Sunton’s local shuttle down toward Baseline Settlement. There were no viewports, but that didn’t matter. He had that map in his mind. He’d always known he would someday walk on this cratered surface.
But…for Kiel…
As the shuttle thumped on solid ground and rolled into the secure hanger, Kinnor Caldwell realized how much he really did love his brother.



 
CHAPTER 7
Four days had passed since the Na’marr’s disappearance. Wind had slept fitfully when she slept at all, waiting for good news that Governor Dardy did not send. Shortly after dinner on the fourth evening, they finally called her to Inport.
First, she walked from her rooms in Haworth’s blister to stop at the Dowda’s office on the main floor. She lingered just a few seconds under the courtyard’s spun streamers. Pastel ribbons fluttered as a pair of filter membrane specialists passed by, headed for Main Air.
Then she hurried into the Dowda’s office. The outside lights still were bright, and the narrow, floor-to-ceiling window lit the square chamber, while the lights in the wick jar burned hypnotically.
“On your way to the Governor’s, I suppose.” Dowda Haworth had pulled her hair up severely this evening, knotting it at the crown of her head. Earlier in the morning, her face had looked ashen. Now her eye movements were quick, and her glances intense.
“It was a good afternoon?” Wind asked lightly.
Dowda Haworth rocked back her chair. “You don’t need to know, considering where you’re going now. Close the door.”
Heartsick, Wind turned around and shut it. Many Mikuhrans still maintained their physical ayin functions using lab procedures that Wind abhorred. Ayin treatments were prepared from one’s own monoclonal laboratory offspring. Those treatments had been a flash point between Wind and the Dowda for years. Wind understood the temptation, though. Loss of ayin function left a significant number of aging Sentinels shieldless and only marginally sane.
She bowed her head. “Let me rephrase that. What can you tell me about what’s going on?”
The older woman leaned forward, resting her forearms on the desk. “I put out the word that we probably have Special Ops on the way, possibly even the Na’marr’s very angry brother. I told them, ‘If you people don’t want this rock sterilized, find him. Find him alive, and you’ve got a good chance of being left alone to keep dreaming your little glory dreams. Find him dead, and we’ve got a chance to beg for mercy. Find this place called Qe’leb and at least we can offer the Feds information they’ll be grateful for. But if we can’t produce any of those things, it’s going to get ugly.’
“We,” the Dowda continued firmly, “in the honored tradition of this world, are going to protect ourselves. In the opinion of everyone I spoke with last night, the best way is to find the Na’marr alive and unharmed.”
Relieved, Wind brushed black dust off her sleeve. “Next time you’re in touch, tell them I wish they trusted me.”
“Show them they can. But don’t expect them to make mistakes. They know you were raised Federate, and you’d rather let your ayin shrivel than start sensible therapy. Don’t ever forget that a lot could be said for the City’s way of doing things. What they would have done for the Whorl wouldn’t be any worse than what most governments want. Better than many.”
“After they killed everyone who got in their way.”
The Dowda shrugged. At that moment, one wick sphere burst through the oil jar’s surface and lit like a tiny beacon, casting the Dowda’s shadow onto her tapestry. “Go on, girl,” she said. “Governor’s waiting.”
Wind hustled across the courtyard and out of the housing building, crossed Haworth Blister’s short entry avenue, and passed the blocky Main Air building on her right. The blister’s old airlock, a metal double door leading through a translucent tunnel, hung open—unlike the old days, when her people had lived day-to-day at wartime alert. Outside the airlock, drought tolerant grasses—Wind had had them spray seeded, along with bacterial cultures that hurried soil formation—gave several triangular open spaces a green blush. In another field, leggy saplings grew atop a carefully randomized pattern of drainage wells. Wind had cajoled prospectors to bore those wells into volcanic stone. They’d scavenged drip lines from old hydroponics tanks.
Mikuhr would never be Thyrica, with its enormous ocean and forested seacoasts. Still, Mikuhr might become a more human-friendly world. This landscaping was Wind’s gift to her people. New generations might learn to care for it. She and the Governor had argued about adding small herbivores, but Governor Dardy had scowled and crossed her arms, claiming people would only eat them. Wind had answered, “We are dependent upon the cloning vats. We eat nothing that looks like it used to live and breathe.”
The only animal-like objects along this path were abandoned machines, stolen decades ago from other worlds and slowly breaking down. Unskilled employment had little appeal for most settlementers, born as slaves to the City people and now robbed of even that fearful motivation. Formerly bullied by the City, now they were blamed for the City’s piracies.
Ahead, the Federates’ new tower reflected the overhead lights. Wondering whether the City elites really would have been better than many governments, Wind strode past two uniformed guards at Inport’s open gate. Another pair guarded an entrance tunnel three meters long. A uniformed Sentinel sat on the other side of a long clear panel, checking scanner displays as Wind rode the slow walkway through.
She gripped both handrails for a body scan. Her ID, everything she wore or carried, and even her emotional state was recorded for posterity each time she entered.
At the walkway’s end, she waited in front of a stone door until the guard’s voice said, “Clear, Na’da Haworth. Pass in.”
She stepped into a personnel lift and rode to the tower’s fifth floor, staring down at black scuff marks on its shining walls until the upper door opened.
The occupation Governor’s anteroom had been tiled in fine-grained basalt in a chevron pattern, grouted with cement dyed a pale turquoise. A young Sentinel aide sat at the clearing desk. An older man—tall and broad, with curly grey hair—walked out past the desk, picking up a silvery message roll.
Wind touched her eyebrow in an informal salute, civilian to military personnel.
Field General Damalcon Dardy returned the gesture as he strode past. Wind had never seen him look so grim. For four days, according to her daily conference with his wife, his groundside forces had searched for the missing man, constantly in touch with reconnaissance crews onboard the Sunton, possibly even sending messenger ships to other Federate worlds. At the back of her mind, she felt his tension as a disquieting hum.
At eye level in the Governor’s black metal door, a gold star had been embossed. Wind stared at it. Shortly she would be dealing with a military Sentinel who had every reason to despise her people and a personal grudge against whoever had snatched his brother. She vaguely remembered Kinnor as a precocious new student, rarely seen even on campus, during the few months between his arrival and her departure.
The Codes protected her too. Still, the invisible wall between her and the Sentinel kindred felt impermeable this evening. She did understand why non-gifted people added silent prayers that they never might meet one of the altered in a professional role. Your very mind could be violated, manipulated—
She choked off the speculation. City people had been the worst offenders. Her own people, not theirs.
“Go on in,” the clearing room aide said. “You’re expected.”
Governor Ellet Kinsman Dardy’s corner suite was walled in plain black spraystone and decorated with a blue-on-blue tapestry, a sparse room otherwise. A few tri-D pictures sat on the Governor’s corner shelf. From behind, Wind saw only the blurred extensions of hair color, clothing, or limbs at the images’ borders. For the high ranking Dardys, Mikuhr was a logical posting. Thyrica didn’t like to separate pair-bonded Sentinels for long assignments.
Two men stood near the spraystone inner wall. One plainly was Kinnor Caldwell, half a head shorter and more compact than the priestly brother she’d barely met, with darker brown hair and cheeks that angled toward a sharply pointed chin. The other Sentinel was probably fifteen years older, built like a weightlifter. She didn’t recognize his face.
Those were all the observations she had time for. Protocol required her to ignore SO Sentinels until they were introduced.
“Greetings from the Dowda,” Wind began formally. Governor Dardy waved her to a chair, and both women sat down. The men remained standing. Guessing the Governor would have an extremely long day, Wind spoke quickly. “She went out last night, met with some people, evidently got some promises of help.”
The Governor’s stress lines were out in full force, her frown unusually intense. Wind took a fast taste of her emotional state, which was allowed by the Codes. On that level too, the Governor was running at full crisis mode. “Yes, we know. Thank her for me,” Governor Dardy added, “if she won’t take that as an insult.”
“I’ll try.”
The Governor clasped her hands on the satiny metal desktop, covering an inset data screen. “Tell us more about the Dowda’s meeting.” Trying not to glance aside, Wind relayed what she’d been told. Governor Dardy nodded. “Sunton tracked sixteen individuals traveling overland, meeting at a spot northeast of here. Obviously, one was your Dowda. She had three other Baseline Dowdas shipboard. One craft carried a male individual we’ve never seen, however, not even on RIA. He wasn’t here out of charity. I want to know who he is and where he’s been living.”
The visitor? Distracted, Wind said, “No one is here out of charity, Governor. I want my people to find new and better dreams. And if your people keep the rest of the Whorl safe, you’ll be honored.”
The Governor tipped back her head and eyed Wind down her long nose.
Wind realized she’d misspoken. An extraordinary act of charity had spared Wind and all the surviving Mikuhrans. The Dardys would probably rather be living on a more hospitable world too. Sentinels were making great sacrifices to keep this peace. Wind lowered her voice and said, “I suspect he’s been living down very deep, ma’am.”
“Obviously. Wherever he is, we want to talk with him and his clan, if there is a clan. Please extend an invitation through whatever channels he’ll open for you.”
“I’ll do what I can,” Wind said, but even through her shields, she felt Governor Dardy’s hostility focus. Maybe the older woman felt her reluctance. Meeting that man again could be deadly.
“These are our new Special Operatives,” the Governor said at last. “Captain Allon Mercell. Captain Kinnor Caldwell.”
Knowing how strong the Caldwell family was reported to be, it didn’t surprise Wind that the visibly older Sentinel outranked Captain Caldwell just enough to be introduced first. Wind stood and clasped hands with the senior officer. Kinnor Caldwell reached out a hand and eyed her sourly. He stuck close to his partner, two midnight blue shadows against the black wall.
Bracing herself mentally, Wind clasped his broad hand. “Captain Caldwell, I’m extremely sorry about your brother. My resources are at your disposal.” She had to say that. In effect, she was offering him the right to look into her mind. She had taken religious training on Thyrica. Now, she guessed, she could imagine how a kipret might have felt as they led it down to their ancient altar. She glanced at the tiled floor, raised her head and added, “I truly mean that about Na’marr Caldwell, sir. I’m the one who contacted his superiors, hoping to deal with some of our local mysteries. I’m a bit of an admirer.”
“Everyone’s an admirer.” To her surprise, a scent of envy came through with his words. “We’re agreed there’s no chance of conducting an infiltration. So you’ll take us to Dowda Haworth. We’re going to pay her a courtesy call.”
Wind frowned. “Please remember that Dowda Haworth is protected under the Codes, Captain.”
“I do mean courtesy,” he said. “Diplomacy first.”
And then? she wondered without sending the thought. If they’d already decided against stealth, how quickly would they turn to intimidation? “Hunting down the Dowda’s contacts could be counterproductive.”
“Access, please,” Captain Caldwell said bluntly.
She swallowed. “At your service.” Looking into his brown eyes, she tightened her abdominal muscles, anticipating the familiar nausea.
Instead of lurching toward her stomach, her heart accelerated. A tingle like menthe liqueur filled her head. The contact lasted less than three seconds, but for those few breathtaking heartbeats, his belligerent mask fell away. This man had struggled all his life to cope with an explosively mixed heritage. He’d been denied Master-level training for a competitive, aggressive personality that would have helped him excel at any other college. Like her, he felt inadequately recognized for his service. A complex story hid behind his pure brown eyes, and for one moment, she longed to read it—
No! She stepped backward, stricken, shielding her thoughts. No, this man was Special Ops. He hated her kind! After all these years alone, this was no time to stumble across another potentially connatural Sentinel.
Still, that one mental touch had shown her—and him, as she saw in his widened eyes, the arch of his dark eyebrow—that they must absolutely avoid mind-access while this mission lasted. From the startling involuntary sensations of that moment, it was clear that their very souls had touched, the depths of mind-body beckoning to each other.
Under other circumstances, they might have withdrawn to a private room, briefly and cautiously explored each others’ sensations and memories, and then—if that confirmed the suspected connaturality—taken Sanctuary leave to seal a pair bond where it was safe to do so. After bonding shock wore off, she might have become one woman with one man, bonded for life like Governor and General Dardy. Like the Caldwell twins’ parents.
No Mikuhran, especially not the Golden City elite, had ever pair bonded during Mikuhr’s glory years.
Captain Caldwell shook his head as if tossing off an insect.
Wind clutched at her composure, cringing inside but agreeing with Captain Caldwell’s unsent but agonizingly obvious thought: Never! This moment would not be mentioned until after they found the Na’marr. Even then, she guessed that Kinnor Caldwell would pretend it had never happened.
I’d best do the same. These Sentinels still thought of her people as vile, dangerous offenders. Her best hope, her only realistic hope, was to help them protect this fragile peace. Still, she would not forget that for three blessed seconds, she had drunk at the well of belonging—and been sent away once more. The universe was blatantly unfair.
Captain Mercell eyed him for a moment, shot Wind a glance and stepped between them, showing Wind his broad back.
Governor Dardy sat up straight in her chair and spoke calmly, as if she hadn’t seen what had just transpired. “Get us as much information as you can, Na’da Haworth, but tell the Dowda no more than you have to.”
Dry mouthed, Wind looked down at the tall Governor and dispersed her shields. Governor Dardy felt both alarmed and irritated. She’d seen it, all right.
Wind had worked with worse hostility, though. Swallowing the sweet menthe liqueur’s bitter aftertaste, she turned toward Captain Mercell’s back and spoke evenly. “Gentlemen, when you’re ready, I’ll escort you to Haworth Blister.”



 
CHAPTER 8
Dowda Haworth gave the text map a push that sent it fluttering back across her desk. “Good to know,” she said curtly.
Captain Caldwell had seated himself near the oil jar, where the slowly rising wick bubbles made light and shadow shift on his face. “We need to find out which of these groups might be willing to help us directly, in case another group proves hostile.”
“They wouldn’t be out there if they weren’t hostile to your kind, Captain Caldwell. And I see you’re smart enough not to try to sneak up on them.” As the Dowda spoke, Wind felt a whisper at the back of her mind. Keep clear of that one. He’s trouble.
Wind looked away from the offworlders. Trouble in more ways than one, she sent back, remembering the incensed parents of her one almost-suitor, Ric Hoston. She had no desire to repeat that experience.
Oh. You caught it. Good. Aloud, the Dowda kept talking to the Sentinels. “If I tell you the one clan is willing to help, it’s the other you’ll visit. I don’t want you trying to turn my people against each other. And any information I give you will be suspect. Am I right?”
“Do you think I couldn’t tell if you lied, Dowda Haworth?”
Dowda Haworth showed the first tiny grin Wind had seen this evening. Framed by her loose hair, the effect was almost flirtatious. “Actually,” the Dowda said, “courtesy is appreciated, Captain Caldwell, but trying to interrogate me might not get you anywhere.”
Captain Caldwell straightened in his chair, shifting back into brighter light, and Wind knew he’d taken it as a challenge. Actually, the Dowda had just given him information, and he probably was smart enough to figure it out. She held her breath.
He rubbed the side of his neck. “I’ve been ordered not to show you that disrespect.”
Smile lines gathered around the Dowda’s eyes. “I’m glad to hear you say that. You have a reputation.”
Loose cannon. Wind had read his service file. The civilian fatality incident back at Bishda was probably one reason he was no longer sent out alone.
Captain Caldwell flushed. “You people are also working against a reputation. I’d particularly like to speak with someone who attended your recent meeting but didn’t leave Baseline Settlement.”
“I’ll tell him.”
“He’ll contact me through your office,” Captain Caldwell said.
“He’ll laugh.”
They glared at each other over Dowda Haworth’s desk. Finally, the Dowda said, “Gold-star boy, if trouble escalates and your mission goes sour, Sunton up there and its destroyer class friends are going to start blasting craters into my world. Don’t think we don’t know its capabilities or why you named it that.”
Wind caught a glimmer of wick light reflecting off the insignia on his right shoulder. The Codes required them to wear this medallion, warning other people what they were. “If you Mikuhrans didn’t know,” he said, “it would have no threat value. Sunton was a beautiful city.”
“You’re too young to have seen it.”
“I’ve seen the crater where it used to be.”
“Point taken.”
Seated farther from the oil jar, Captain Mercell was more of a silhouette than Captain Caldwell. “We would appreciate any help you can give us.”
Dowda Haworth sent him a softer glance. “Then I’m going to suggest you start here.” She pointed to a red dot at the end of one straight trace. “They said to send you over. Safe passage if you come today.”
Captain Caldwell leaned forward—straining, Wind thought, to read the Dowda without breaking his codes. “Who are they?”
“I don’t know what they want. They’ll introduce themselves.”
“Is it a trap?”
She twirled a strand of black hair between her fingers. “Caldwell, the moment you poke that pretty chin out the Inport airlock, you’ll be at risk. You know that.”
“This isn’t a covert operation,” he said.
Wind couldn’t resist letting her shields slip a little. Evidently Captain Caldwell had done the same, maybe to show Dowda Haworth that his curt words were sincere. Again, Wind tasted breath-stealing menthe at the back of her mind.
Dowda Haworth’s glance flicked in Wind’s direction. “Take the Na’da with you. She’s never been there either. It’s time they met their go-between.”
Wind compressed her lips. Dowda Haworth’s subvocalization arrived instantly. Connatural or not, this calls for face time. Go meet your relatives.
Nodding, Wind got her focus back. After all, she was Governor Kinsman’s liaison with Clan Haworth—with all the clans at Baseline Settlement, really. “Gentlemen,” she said, “Captain Caldwell’s brother arrived with two bodyguards. We should bring one. Even under a promise of truce, the remnants will respect the intelligence to show strength.”
Captain Kinnor Caldwell eyed the Dowda and asked, “Good advice?”
Dowda Haworth reclined her chair, lacing her fingers in front of her chest. When she tipped her head back this way, the shadows made her look shrewd. “Listen to the Na’da, Captain. She’s on your side, for the moment.”
 
• • •
 
Less than half an hour later, they were flying low in a four-seat armed hovercraft, crossing a starlit wasteland. They seated Wind in back next to the vanished Na’marr’s senior bodyguard, the tall woman who now seemed to be constantly frowning. Wind hadn’t realized just how tall Major Mattason was, nor how much grey showed in her dark blond hair. Another biological disadvantage of carrying an ayin in your head was that you couldn’t use conventional anti-aging implants, which would slowly destroy it.
A sensor panel gleamed in front of Wind’s seat, but the flickering numbers and shapes on its surface told her nothing useful. As soon as the craft had cleared Inport’s main lock, the others had fallen silent—updating each other subvocally, excluding her—so she stared out a side window at the black dust plains and spectacular upthrusts of this region.
Face time was always risky on an occupied world, and fuel was mostly allocated to military vehicles, so it was a treat to travel in person. Wind wondered, though, why the Dowda had told them she was on their side “for the moment.” Did the Dowda believe something out here might change her loyalties? Only the settlementers had officially surrendered. In caves and crannies, smaller groups clung to the lost City’s fantasies. Power itself was their fatal addiction, or so the Sentinels claimed. Secret knowledge, immoral control.
Wind had dreamed of coexistence for as long as she could remember. Even if the remnants demanded high fees for their services, they might work for the Federacy in tandem. Each group had different strengths, different gifts.
Different weaknesses too. As the others conversed silently and starlight glimmered off an obsidian boulder that quickly vanished behind, she fingered Ric Hoston’s crystal disk in her sleeve pocket. A few of the Sentinels who raised her had almost accepted her. This little disk was a vivid reminder of that bitter word, almost.
She wished she’d gotten a chance to speak with Na’marr Kiel about Ric and his parents. Kiel Caldwell’s essays in the cultural journals bespoke a compassionate man. She prayed he was out here somewhere, making someone understand that this time, Sentinels and Mikuhrans must cooperate or go down together.
Up front, Captain Mercell spoke into a cheek mike. “Sunton and Inport, this is seven-one-three, confirming course.”
Wind strained to hear a reply, but Sunton’s communications people evidently answered privately. “Copy that,” he said. “Seven-one-three, returning to comm silence.”
Naturally, Sunton was tracking them. But as Wind knew—as the Dowda had warned Captain Caldwell—Colonel Cowan and General Dardy could do nothing but retaliate if some Mikuhran shot down this hovercraft. That wouldn’t save their lives.
So she steeled herself not to worry as stony landmarks slid into view and slipped away behind. Hills and craters looked vast from low altitude. A silent hour later, a blue light blinked at one corner of her sensor panel. “There they are,” Captain Caldwell announced. “Guidance beacon acquired.”
Wind heard the faint flick of a switch. The hovercraft lurched. “Confirm course dictation.” Caldwell craned his neck and spoke to Major Mattason. “We’re catchfielded. Double shields.”
“They’re up.” Major Mattason, the bodyguard, rested her right hand on the edge of her sensor board.
Wind looked out at the broken hills and decided she’d better speak. “When we get there, please don’t carry any hand weapons off the hovercraft.” Surely they all were wearing wrist crystaces, if not deadlier weaponry. “And I wouldn’t spend too much thought time evaluating their defenses. They’ll watch for that.”
Captain Caldwell spoke through clenched jaws. “I appreciate local input,” he said, “but Special Ops run our own missions.”
Captain Mercell cleared his throat, but Major Mattason was quicker to speak. “We’re trusting your Dowda’s judgment,” she said.
“I don’t think she’d send us into a trap.” Even as Wind responded, though, she heard her great-aunt’s challenge again—On your side, for the moment—and remembered that the Dowda never directly answered the “trap?” question.
The hovercraft banked sharply to starboard, pushing Wind forward as it decelerated. They floated beneath a stony overhang and immediately started dropping. Briefly weightless, she gripped the edges of her seat. This settlement had to be far underground. After all, Sunton hadn’t confirmed its existence until yesterday. Was it three klicks down? Four? How many more places like this were out here?
The hovercraft’s pale blue interior lights gave Captain Caldwell’s jaw line and lowered brows a sinister look.
“Easy,” Wind murmured. “These are the closest we’ve got to new allies. I will speak first.”
“We’re counting on that.” Major Mattason’s voice sounded calm.
Wind’s stomach told her when they stopped dropping. They lurched forward for another half minute and finally stopped. Outside, their surroundings remained dark. They might be in a vast cavern or wedged inside a lava tube.
Captain Caldwell probably had more information from his sensors. He shut off the generator, and the blue interior glimmer died. Wind counted to twenty, waiting for her eyes to adjust. Finally, still sitting in oppressive darkness, she said, “I think we’re expected to debark. Ready?”
She heard a soft click in response. Air moved against her cheek. To her surprise, it carried a symphony of floral scents.
Lights came up outside the window. The cavern’s walls rose so far that Wind had to crane her neck. Enormous red, blue, and purple crystals grew at various heights, some glowing brilliantly enough at their stony hearts to throw light into the room. Cascading down its walls, like flowering rivers between those crystal outcrops, sculpted vines en masse ended in trailers that wafted in barely perceptible air currents. Below the hovercraft lay a tangled mat of darker broadleaf vines. Delighted and somewhat envious, Wind guessed the crushed greenery was the source of the strongest scent.
But no one appeared. Again she waited a slow count of twenty. “Let’s go,” she said softly, and she released her flight harness. She caught a stronger breath of warm spice and exotic sweet florals.
Captain Caldwell dropped out the open hatch. Wind waited for her turn.
“Go on,” Captain Mercell said. “I stay aboard.”
“Oh.” Wind rocked forward. “It…would be better if you didn’t.”
“Go,” Mercell repeated, so Wind squeezed onto Captain Caldwell’s empty seat. Swinging her legs aside, she eyed the greenery. She’d rather step down onto an uncrushable stone than those gorgeous vines, but since she saw no other option, she dropped into foliage up to her ankles. What luxury! Shuffling noises made her glance back. The tall bodyguard followed her.
Wind took a few more steps away from the hovercraft, knelt down, and ran a hand across one leaf. The desperately sweet scent made her long for some world she had not yet visited. What water and energy tech kept such lush growth alive underground? What were they growing deeper inside, where they actually lived—and could she snip a few vine ends to take back to Baseline?
At one side of the chamber, a leafy curtain parted. Wind stood up quickly. Five people walked through, all dressed in loose black shipboards, all looking to be in their twenties or thirties, but since they probably fled the Golden City catastrophe as full adults with enough seniority to commandeer transport, at least one had to be well over forty. Two long-faced men led the group. Two women walked on one side, with thin waists and black hair that flowed over their shoulders. One of them also wore a brilliant orange object atop her head. Wind guessed it wasn’t purely ornamental, but it didn’t look like a weapon. A third man followed them.
She shook off her disappointment. She didn’t recognize any of them as the Dowda’s visitor. Still, this could be a break in the investigation. Wind straightened her robes, which looked embarrassingly artificial against the extravagant blue-green vines underfoot, and strode forward.



 
CHAPTER 9
The depth of our thanks is deepest night, Wind greeted the others subvocally, using the ancient tongue, as she would have made an obeisance to dreaded Scouts as a child. Governor Dardy extends thanks and greetings, and—
“Don’t bother.” The man in back spoke harshly, using Old Colonial. He walked through the group to stand facing Captain Caldwell. “My name is Chak Asar,” he said. “You may not return to this cave at any time. And your partner might as well come down. He can’t fire any of your shipboard weapons, and there’s nothing in sensor range for him to see.”
“You have nothing to fear, either from him, Inport, or the Sunton,” Captain Caldwell said crisply, “so long as you don’t provoke the Federate presence.” Though visibly smaller than the bodyguard, he carried himself with assurance. Wind guessed he was rarely intimidated.
To her surprise, Chak Asar laughed.
Another man spoke. “Fear? We could wipe the planet with them.” With his long face, helmet of hair, and crossed arms, he was Chak Asar’s mirror image. Wind guessed they were twins—clones, perhaps, if they came from the City.
“You can’t touch us.” Chak Asar stepped closer, digging one foot into the vines with a grinding gesture. Wind looked into his face, finally daring to thin out her ayin-static shield in his direction. Instantly, she thickened it again. His presence had a putrid, sweetly decayed savor that beckoned her deeper. He turned to her with a smile that was almost a leer, showing jewels embedded in his front teeth. “Cousin,” he said, “welcome.”
Wind made a slight bow to him, stepping back on her left foot and drawing her right foot along as she straightened. Vine stems grabbed her ankle, but she managed to end up half a meter farther away.
“I know the markers,” he said. “I’d guess twenty, maybe twenty-five percent of the breeding genes separate us. That, and three decades.”
Wind managed not to grimace.
The woman wearing the orange headpiece spoke next. “We have a request, in exchange for information.”
Both Sentinels’ heads turned. Next to the ageless, sculpted Mikuhran women, Major Mattason looked both too old and too heavy for her line of work. By comparison, Captain Caldwell was a tightly coiled spring.
The Mikuhran woman who had spoken seemed to glide through the greenery. Wind stared at the orange lump on her head, and when she saw it clearly, she nearly gagged. It was an opaque, gelid mass digging tentacular protrusions down into the woman’s hair. “A request,” she repeated. “A skin scraping. Our gene pool is decimated. We have master sequences for every part of the genome, and we can alter most of them—not here, but at other locations,” she added. Wind caught the Captains’ exchange of glances. “But genuine biological stock still sometimes surprises us. We find new genes to select. New sequences.”
“No,” Captain Caldwell snapped.
Since Wind was protecting her mind less strongly in his direction, she was momentarily startled to sense dread pouring off him. Plainly, he knew about the illicit ayin treatments…or was this some other fear? The ancients’ gene technology hadn’t survived Ehret’s destruction. Everyone knew Mikuhr had been trying to get it back.
The woman smirked. “No, Caldwell, not yours. We already sampled your father and one of your aunts.”
This time, the Captain’s reaction was instantaneous: He virtually vanished from Wind’s perception. What was he shielding?
The woman turned back to the bodyguard. “Mattason, your family is small, and you have no children. The ancient lines should be preserved.”
Incensed, Wind stepped forward. “That’s inappropriate. They don’t realize—”
“Wait.” Major Mattason spread her hands. “If it might make a difference for Kiel.”
“I can’t promise that,” the gene tech answered. “But it wouldn’t hurt your cause with us.”
Wind eyed the stranger, wondering whether this might be the place where those hideous ayin extracts were prepped, despite the woman’s claim that gene work wasn’t done here. Wind decided that settling today’s crisis was more urgent. Some other time, they could dig for ugly secrets.
Major Mattason stretched down, raised one foot, and drew a short dagger out of her boot. “I can spare a few skin cells,” she said. To Wind’s relief, none of the others reacted defensively to the weapon.
“Wait.” The Mikuhran woman reached up with long, elegant fingers for her gelid headpiece. She yanked off an orange tentacle. “Just touch it,” she said. “Very civilized. No damage at all.”
“Shel,” Captain Caldwell said. “Don’t.”
Major Mattason still gripped the little boot knife. She stared at Captain Caldwell, at the Mikuhran woman, and then eyed Wind. “Is it safe?” she asked. “You objected.”
Wind huffed out a breath, glaring at the gene tech. “Oh, it’s safe. It’s just considered extremely rude, like asking a stranger to copulate in public.” It also meant, she observed without sending, that some day they might tempt Major Mattason with an appalling way to keep her brain young and her powers from waning.
“The giving of gametes.” Shrugging, the gene tech rolled the tentacle sensuously between her palms. “This way is cleaner.”
Captain Caldwell’s chin was all but quivering. “Shel. No.”
Major Mattason reached out a hand. “I rank you, Captain. And I have great respect for your half sister Saried. May I remind you that these people created her using your father’s skin cells.” She stroked the thing with a fingertip. Instantly, it contracted into a dense red bulb.
The gene tech closed her fingers around the bulb. City Mikuhrans like these were all tech bred. And Wind had heard about Saried Caldwell. Twenty years ago, the City people had used a threat against Saried—still in utero—to try and entrap the Captain’s military father.
Was Na’marr Caldwell’s disappearance a trap for the Captain?
“You offered information,” Caldwell said sharply. Wind clamped down on her grave sense of concern. Surely he’d had the same thought. He would take precautions.
The man who’d hung back stepped into the discussion. “One more question first. Where is Tamím Bar’Baror?”
“Who?” Caldwell demanded, his tone scornful. All three of the Mikuhran men stepped toward him. One flexed a hand down at his side, ready to voice-command. Major Mattason tightened her grip on the little knife.
“Wait!” Wind jumped between groups. “Captain, it’s an honest question, and they think you’re evading it.”
Asar turned his head, raising one eyebrow at a mocking angle.
Wind subvocalized respectfully. We have no idea who you’re referring to. We are only authorized to ask for information about Na’marr Caldwell. Aloud, she added, “Governor Dardy would be glad to speak with you directly. Offer of truce, another exchange of information.”
Asar—or was it his clone twin, and had they switched places?—bore down on her. “Aren’t you the one who called the Feds, requesting spiritual advice? Obviously, they sent someone to take Tamím away.”
“He’s…the new prophet, the teacher?” she asked. “There were no plans to abduct him. I swear.”
“Did Kiel Caldwell inherit the Netaian ayin after all? Obviously he didn’t.” Asar jerked a hand toward Captain Caldwell.
What are you talking about? Wind asked Chak Asar, letting him feel her sincerity.
Captain Caldwell’s right hand twitched. Wind wondered whether he too carried a boot weapon. He said, “I’m not going to give you any additional information on that topic, especially if you people are holding Kiel somewhere.”
“We’re not.” Chak Asar leered at Wind, and the sickly sweet stench touched her mind again. “How pathetic,” he said. “They don’t trust you with information we already know.”
Confused, Wind reminded herself that she had a low-level security clearance precisely because neither group trusted the others not to interrogate her. She held her tongue.
Silence fell. Suddenly weary, Wind tried not to glance at the hovercraft. She wanted to go home, back to her rooms in Clan housing. How late was it getting?
“Fair exchange,” the gene tech said, rolling the darkening red bulb between her hands. “Finish it and be done with them.”
Chak Asar—or his twin—backed away, raising both hands. “A certain group of us has asked to be alerted if you visited, Captain.” He lowered his head toward Kinnor Caldwell.
“Is this the information you promised?” Caldwell’s left hand twitched. It occurred to Wind that he might be signaling his partner back on the hovercraft. “Their location?”
Wind held her breath. The strangers laughed. It had a cold, crystalline sound. Asar said, “We—my friends right here—want one more thing. They want to leave this world unchallenged. Whatever you people did to the Golden City, we want a promise: If you do it again, here, we’ll have a safe conduct offworld. Just like we gave you today.”
Wind thought she caught the slightest fearful twitch in Asar’s eyes. Supposedly, the City fell in a triple cataclysm of military attack, geological fluke, and divine retribution. These people scorned the supernatural, though. They assumed there were physical explanations for everything from pre-conception until death. “I assure you,” Wind said, “this…cavern, and you, will be respected.”
“You assure us? We have no reason to trust you.” The gene tech jerked her head sideways, indicating Caldwell and the hovercraft. The gelid mass quivered. “They haven’t switched sides.”
Major Mattason raised her voice. “Please. We all want the same things tonight. To save one life, and maybe Mikuhr itself.”
Chak Asar hooted. “And yourselves! If we no longer existed, the Feds would send you straight out of the Whorl. You’d be glad to have a broad gene pool yourselves, if that happened.”
The bodyguard folded her arms, making muscles bulge under her sleeves. “I think the Federacy’d hunt us down right here among them. Men, women, children. Why would they trust us to leave and not come back?”
Wind’s respect for the bodyguard soared. That simple admission, the risk of becoming unneeded and anathematized, gave their peoples more common ground than anything after the ayin itself.
One twin-clone raised a thin black eyebrow. “You Sentinels have been their ears and their eyes, and their trigger finger, all pointed straight at us. These changes in their attitudes are pure politics. Infantile.”
“We need to find Kiel Caldwell,” Major Mattason insisted. “Fair exchange.”
Asar, or his twin, faced Captain Caldwell from less than an arm’s length away and said, “Your bodyguard gave us extra information. I’m going to do the same thing. The people where Tamím lives are angry. They want to talk with you. Personally.”
Caldwell stood unmoving. “You still haven’t told us where, and I want to get moving.”
“Do you really want to walk into that?” Chak Asar smiled with his eyes.
“No. But I will, if I think they might be holding my brother.”
“Free advice,” Asar said. “Don’t.”
“I follow orders, Asar.”
“And maybe you have a death wish like mine.” Asar flicked a finger toward the hovercraft. “We call the place Qe’leb, and I just loaded its local coordinates.”
Wind put all her strength into her mental shields, not daring to broadcast the triumph she felt.
“Now they’re backed into a corner with nowhere to go but outsystem, and they’ve been getting ready for twenty years. All your Federate capitols should go on full alert if they launch ships.”
As he paused, Wind considered that kind of Whorl-wide destruction. She told herself, Yes, but now Sunton can scan deeper and actually find them… I hope.
“And I know—officially—that they have no idea where your brother is. But I don’t trust them. I’ve been unwelcome at Qe’leb for some years. I offended the wrong ego.”
Wind saw the clone twin’s head turn toward one of the women. She wondered what that was about.
“So tell me,” Asar continued. “If they can’t produce him, does Sunton start slinging rocks?”
Captain Caldwell frowned. “Maybe it’d better.”
“I wouldn’t advise that.”
“And is that where my brother is?” Captain Caldwell asked, reddening. “Are they developing a matter transmitter, and did they test it on my brother?”
The gene tech snorted, jiggling her orange headpiece. “That’s what sub-adults are for. They wouldn’t risk a valuable resource.”
“We don’t know of any such technology.” Asar nodded. “That’s my response to your daydreaming Governor. Don’t start the war over suppositions. Of course—if you do go there, Caldwell, at least they’d have a chance to convince you. I’m less certain they’d let you leave.” He showed Captain Caldwell his jeweled teeth. “Simply by telling you they exist, they’re almost declaring war. They must feel ready.”
That sounded too much like what Wind already heard. Yes, but we still know nothing about them. She stepped forward, over a knot of vines. She couldn’t let the interview end without injecting one more word of hope. “It doesn’t have to be war. You heard Major Mattason, sir. More and more, we’re going to need each other. We have to stop infighting. There are economic advantages to working with the Federates, instead of—”
The other Mikuhran woman finally spoke. “People are bitter here, Wind Haworth. We scratched out a living on bare rock for 160 years, while Sentinels enjoyed all the pleasures of urban life.”
Shaking her head, Wind answered, “For 160 years, we stole other civilizations’ resources. That wasn’t right. And we still aren’t fully self-supporting.”
“Maybe you Half-worths aren’t. Out here, we don’t need Federate producers.”
“Then we could work alongside the Federates as equals. That would benefit everyone. At least, we should leave the non-altered in peace.”
“Peace?” Asar  practically spat the word. “The dim-brains declared us a mistake, right back at the beginning. They tried to wipe us out. There’s no peace, only truce. And when someone wants what the other side has, it ends.” He made a slicing gesture. “When Qe’leb’s ready to launch, they won’t leave anyone who can hunt them down.” He glared at the Sentinels. “Because when people have been wronged, there might not be peace, but there is such a thing as revenge.”
“That’s a horrible threat,” Wind murmured.
“It is.” Chak Asar’s voice took on a bizarre tone, full of longing and incongruous anger. “And I don’t want to see it. You have no idea how desperate some of us have gotten, even those who’ve created acceptable living spaces. Myself, I don’t trust Qe’leb’s promises. So now, Wind Haworth, having given these people more information than I was authorized to convey, I am a traitor like you. Qe’leb will come for me. That,” he added mockingly, “would be right. But I’m not waiting around. Let me show you what peace really costs.” He nodded to his twin.
The other man raised a hand, and a brilliant blur spurted out of it before Wind realized he held a weapon. Major Mattason sprang forward. Chak Asar collapsed onto the green vines with a deadly looking black spot over the bridge of his nose.
Wind gasped. The four other Mikuhrans turned and strode out of the chamber. “Look,” Major Mattason muttered, pushing back to her feet.
Still stunned, Wind glanced down. Vine tendrils groped up over Chak Asar’s body, rapidly twining around it, bleeding a malodorous juice onto his skin and clothing.
Wind fled back toward the hovercraft, taking long leaps over the ankle-grabbing greenery.
 
• • •
 
Kinnor stood back while the women scrambled aboard, though he too wanted to hurry. Adrenaline made his limbs ache. “Mercell,” he called through the hatch as he set one foot on the landing rail. “See what they gave us.” He gripped the hatch’s edge and leaned slightly inside. In the back seat, Shel paused in the act of buckling her harness. She shot him a warning glance and sent, You’re not going in after them.
That sounded an awful lot like “No, Kinnor,” which he’d heard too much as a youngster. We’ve got better things to do, he returned.
That’s not good news, she sent, that they’ve still got a gene bank. And Netaian-strain genes.
No kidding.
Mercell activated the generator. As the women harnessed in, the hovercraft thrummed but remained on the ground. Mercell brought up the nav directory and tapped the display. “Yes,” he said, “we have three new locations. One’s marked with the name he gave us. Qe’leb.”
Na’da Haworth spoke up. “That’s—”
“Map them all.” Kinnor hung half in, half out the hatch. All over the Whorl, SO agents were still trying to ferret out Old Mikuhran spies. This was a major find. On his partner’s visual nav panel, three black dots within 100 klicks of each other made a rough triangle, almost fifty degrees around the planet from Baseline Settlement, forty degrees north of Sunton’s usual orbital sweep.
Mentally he compared them with the map Colonel Cowan had shown them. The Qe’leb locale coincided with a sizeable upwelling, not a volcano like the one that had held the Golden City, but another common geological feature here. Interesting, he sent the other Sentinels, ignoring Na’da Haworth. Has Colonel Cowan been too busy over Baseline to find this?
They could be very deep. Mercell pulled a service blazer out of its holster, glanced at the charge panel, and shoved it back down.
Na’da Haworth cleared her throat. “We should move out.” As if punctuating her suggestion, the chamber’s interior lighting dimmed down to a glimmer, except for a beacon in the entry tunnel. Vines, corpse, and all, the chamber vanished from view.
Kinnor peered down at her face. She looked shocky, her cheeks pale. Obviously, she was unused to violence. “Was he telling the truth about that place?”
“I saw no evasion.”
And he saw none in her. She looked straight back at him, kept her voice steady, and made no defensive hand gestures. “What do you know about it?” he asked.
She shrugged. “This is the first I’ve heard of it.”
He had no intention of tasting her emotional state, not after that first shocking moment. Her desperate longing for peace, her wrenching loneliness, and her love for this hideous planet had burst in on him like the smell of offworld food. He wondered how much she’d glimpsed of his own frame of reference.
He would not be distracted by a Mikuhran woman. “Shel,” he said. “Check that.”
The women spent about six seconds eye-to-eye, and then the bodyguard nodded. “New information, still processing. She did not expect what had amounted to assisted suicide.”
Kinnor didn’t understand what just happened either. He did understand what he needed to do next, though. Finally, clues were lining up. He glanced down once more at the greenery and climbed the rest of the way into the hovercraft. “All right,” he said. “Back to Inport.”
As the craft rose on its thrusters, the chamber’s dimmed lights winked out. Mercell rotated the craft. He pointed it toward the lit tunnel and set it in motion.
“Inport?” Wind’s voice came from the back seat. “We’re not going on to Qe’leb?” He wasn’t surprised to hear her tone of relief. Like his brother, she was a negotiator, not a risk taker.
Avoiding risks hadn’t kept Kiel out of enemy hands, though. “You’re wanted with Governor Dardy,” he told her. Actually, he wanted—he needed—to get out of her presence so he could think undistracted. He hated this hyperawareness of all that he did, while wondering how she saw it. “And I’m not going into Qe’leb with just one hovercraft,” he added. Regional Command hadn’t assigned the occupation here enough deepspace-capable ships for his taste.
“That’s wise,” she said. “May I ask what he meant about a Netaian ayin?”
Startled and irritated, he feathered the throttle rod, steering the craft’s rounded nose up the dark lava tube. She must have sensed his instantaneous reaction to that claim. His family’s connections—at College, on Thyrica, and in Federate circles—had kept the mutation unbelievably quiet. They’d told him only after his first year at College. The Netaian ayin could kill people.
And according to Chak Asar, Qe’leb now possessed those genes. If they’d bred up a fighting force that could actually use that deadly power—while nervous Sentinels suppressed every report of reversed polarity epsilon waves—things were going to get ugly.
The hovercraft popped out under the rocky overhang, and stars filled Kinnor’s fore screen. Shoving the throttle rod forward, he told Na’da Haworth, “Ask Governor Dardy about the Netaian ayin. But ask her very politely.”



 
CHAPTER 10
On the return flight to Inport, Wind tried arguing. “Captains, I could take a stimulant tablet and get through the night. Things could go very wrong at Qe’leb if you go without a translator.”
“We all know the language,” Captain Caldwell said tightly.
Wind pressed her back against the thinly padded seat. Chak Asar’s last speech had shaken her deeply, especially his hopelessness. There had to be a way forward for their peoples, a way to settle their differences and cooperate for survival’s sake. A line of black pinnacles blurred past outside. “But you don’t know the local customs,” she said. “Or the people. Do you feel I was no help at Chak Asar’s cavern?” These military Sentinels had undoubtedly seen death before, but for her, it was a horrible new sight. What had Chak Asar known, what terrible future had he expected, and why hadn’t he trusted Qe’leb?
“Na’da Haworth,” Major Mattason said, “no other native has been willing to come back to this world in an official capacity. We value your help, and we feel that our best use of your services will be with Governor Dardy, in case negotiations do prove necessary.”
“They’re less likely to break down if I go to Qe’leb with you.”
“Objection noted.” Captain Mercell looked straight ahead as he spoke. “Thank you for your help, Na’da Haworth.”
They passed the rest of the flight in silence. Wind wasn’t even sure they were communicating with each other, although she guessed that General Dardy’s forces back at Inport were exchanging frantic messages with Sunton and its scanning crew regarding the Qe’leb site. She dispersed her shields, felt no flow of thought passing among the others on board, and then—on impulse—completely opened her senses to focus on each Sentinel in turn.
Major Mattason: poised, determined, tired. Underlying that was a mixture of attentive fear and a deep, almost maternal, love for young Captain Caldwell. Family friend, perhaps—or family employee. Wind had seen how deeply the Sentinels valued those families.
Captain Mercell was eager, almost spoiling for a fight. In his thrumming of rapid thought, Wind guessed he was rolling over all possible actions, all previous dealings with Mikuhrans, maybe even his memories of briefings for other missions. Beneath all that, his emotions were strongly shielded.
Abruptly shy, she let her attention rest on Kinnor Caldwell.
Because of the complementarities in their inner minds, whether or not those went deeply enough for pair bonding, she felt a more complex awareness. Though she’d seen him use little of his trained ability, she sensed it now. The sensation was like an incongruously blazing warmth, full of urgency and focus but somehow constrained. She also saw that even as he stared forward, a good deal of his attention remained on his Special Ops partner, and in that peripheral attention, there was a scent of watchful suspicion.
He turned and glanced at Captain Mercell, and Wind sensed the distrust as one part pride and one part keen awareness. Startled and concerned, she pulled back into herself and hoped her rudeness had gone unnoticed. Those partners needed to work together. Why, she wondered, if she sensed the man’s suspicion so plainly, had no one else seen it?
Maybe, besides the connaturality (possible connaturality, she carefully corrected her thought), her own memories resonated with feelings that he hid from the world. She was not fully accepted by either Mikuhrans or Sentinels, just as he would never be royal Netaian like his mother or a trusted Master Sentinel like his father (how strange it felt to know that). She too had spent most of her life surrounded by suspicious glances, a misfit wherever she served. He lived with that personality disqualification from higher rank, as she lived with a reduced security clearance.
She fingered the crystal disk in her pocket. If he’d seen or sensed something dangerous in his partner, and if that achingly deep pride kept him from speaking about it, perhaps she’d better mention it to him—or the Governor. She hated this part of peacemaking, but Captain Caldwell lived with danger. How could any human being make every judgment call clearly and wisely?
Inside Inport’s main docking bay, the hovercraft settled to ground under brilliant lights. Dusty air swirled into the craft as the men sprang out onto the black spraystone. Wind hurried after them. “Captain Caldwell.” She touched his left shoulder. “A word with you privately, please?”
As he flicked one hand toward Captain Mercell, she avoided looking at those clear brown eyes. Three crewers hurried toward the hovercraft, carrying objects she didn’t recognize. “I’m not going to argue,” he said. “You’re staying here.”
“No, this is—”
Someone standing close to a blocky piece of machinery shouted at him. He strode away.
Wind spun around and searched the docking bay for the tall bodyguard, but Major Mattason had already vanished. Three black metal doors pierced the bay’s inner walls. Two were marked Authorized Personnel Only.
Infuriated, she clenched both hands and marched toward the left door, which was stenciled Tower. If I’m imagining things, she thought privately, I’m going to be embarrassed. A crewer dragging a hose bumped into her, and she backed out of the way. But there could be lives at stake, she insisted, among both of our peoples. More lives than just his.
She dashed through the black metal door and stepped into the tower’s main lift.
 
• • •
 
Using a rough, quick access probe, the Governor observed what Wind had seen pass between Captain Caldwell and his partner. She dropped her hand from Wind’s shoulder. “I’d like to ask him about that, all right. Wait in my clearing room.”
Relieved, Wind hurried out the door. An aide closed it firmly behind her. It seemed ironic that she’d been able to speak with Occupation Governor Dardy but not Captain Caldwell, and she felt chagrined, as if she’d reported him for some minor offense. For his own good, a Dowda might say, and the thought made Wind grimace. She wondered whether she would have acted so hastily if there weren’t so many people at risk. She’d probably just locked out her last hope of ever befriending him. Picking at a rough spot in the blue-green wall grout with one fingernail, she wished she might have met him—instead of Ric Hoston—on Thyrica.
With her next breath, she knew she must not wish such a thing. The super-elite Caldwell family probably would have closed ranks against her even more firmly than the Hostons had done, and she was needed here, where she still might make a difference, though she couldn’t guess how. She glanced back at the governor’s office. Every door that shut in her face, every avenue blocked by someone’s suspicion, simply pointed elsewhere. She had to keep thinking this way.
Five minutes later, the clearing room aide said, “Go back in, Na’da Haworth.”
Wind sprang back into the corner office. “Yes, Governor?”
Three information panels gleamed on Governor Dardy’s desktop, but Wind couldn’t read them from near the door. Governor Dardy sat stiffly, as if she’d been told something alarming. “I spoke with Kinnor on a private link,” the Governor said calmly. “He wants the passenger seat on the lead hovercraft for another armed backup person. I’m not sending them alone, rest assured. The base is going to full alert, as is Sunton. Please remain in the building.”
What else had Captain Caldwell told Governor Dardy? The woman sat so stiffly that Wind would have liked to back out of the room. Was it the connaturality issue? “It almost sounds like war,” Wind said.
“Not quite. But we’re very close. Sunton’s going to alter its orbit for a good look at Qe’leb.” The older woman frowned and gave Wind a long, somber look. Wind kept her shields strong. Her connaturality with Captain Caldwell wasn’t Governor Dardy’s business, and under the Codes, the Governor couldn’t demand access for a private matter.
Wind remembered that Captain Caldwell had told her to inquire, very politely…“Governor Dardy, the Captain suggested that I ask you about something that plainly disturbed him. What,” she asked, using her most diplomatic tone of voice, “is a Netaian ayin?”
Governor Dardy’s eyes narrowed. “He should not have told you to ask me that.”
“I’m sorry,” Wind said hastily. She mustn’t risk her relationship with the Governor. “It was mentioned in passing. I trust you to tell me what I need to know to do my job.”
The hard lines between Governor Dardy’s eyebrows softened. “Yes,” she said. “And we’re all exhausted. We’ll assign you a bunk. Keep your handheld close, but sleep if you can.”
 
• • •
 
An hour later, Kinnor stood on Inport’s top floor, in Field General Damalcon Dardy’s comm/control center. Four window walls commanded a bleak view over the outer dome’s pillowy surface into the dark world outside. Status reports flashed across a five-sided column at its center, each of its four levels displaying the same information to all 360 degrees of the room. Peripheral threat boards were embedded inside thick window glass, duplicate status displays sloped under those windows, and another comm tech monitored the range of Federate frequencies that would come alive the moment Kinnor’s strike force—Embassy Group—left Baseline.
Near Kinnor’s right side, General Dardy leaned over the shoulder of a comm tech who sat close to the five-sided pillar. “First transmission,” Dardy ordered. “Go.”
Having made his report and received orders, Kinnor absorbed information that glowed on the pillar’s surface: A new report from Sunton’s geology officer showed existing depth data at the Qe’leb site, Baseline Settlement personnel were being recalled from other duties, and early route/risk information appeared on an overland map of Qe’leb’s northerly sector. General Dardy had upped the entire system’s alert to stage three, battle status. Other displays showed more surface maps and scans of surrounding space.
Captain Mercell stood on his left. Governor Ellet’s terse warning to watch Mercell had irritated him for about half a minute. He’d decided that if the Governor were truly concerned, she would’ve ordered Mercell to sit for deep access.
She’d also surprised him by warning him to avoid Na’da Haworth. Governor Dardy rarely discussed personal issues, but for years, Ellet Dardy had been one person who’d shown Kinnor some sympathy whenever his mother irked or unnerved him. Governor Dardy had confessed, one day, that she disapproved in principle of mixed-heritage pair bonds. He’d reassured her just now, using as few words as possible—but after she signed off, he’d relived that enticing moment: the Na’da’s intelligent eyes, her appealing shape, her cravings for peace and certainty—
Enough! He cut off the thought. Standing here, waiting for General Dardy to challenge Qe’leb, he wondered whether Wind Haworth knew all the reasons the Dardys cared so passionately about his brother. Probably not.
A deep voice filled the room. General Damalcon Dardy was sending a recorded multi-band message on the northerly Qe’leb vector and also up to Sunton. “Attention, Mikuhran presence at the Qe’leb settlement. This is the Federate presence at Inport. We wish to send a negotiating party and request assurance of their safety. You are not being threatened, although they will be armed for their own safety. Please respond on SSW frequency one-four-eight-eight-point-nil.”
The comm tech strained to sit taller, cocking one ear toward the sonic membrane embedded in the ceiling. Kinnor smiled wryly. Listening with her whole body wouldn’t give her a faster response. He understood, though. If finding his brother meant opening the gates of the last Old Mikuhran stronghold, he was ready to lure them out and give Sunton a clear shot. The Dardys would probably evacuate Baseline Settlement.
Thinking back to the Ost investigation, he frowned. Would it occur—had it already occurred—to certain people on Bishda that unloading a cargo of Ostian dust here at Mikuhr might lock everyone inside a death trap? He’d just figured that out himself. General Dardy assured him he hadn’t told Regional Command about Qe’leb or its alleged threat, not yet. No sense making Regional nervous.
“Think they’re even listening?” Mercell muttered from his left side.
Kinnor murmured back, “They’ve probably been listening to Inport for twenty years.”
General Dardy’s head turned. “We continually scramble transmissions between here and Sunton,” he said softly. “I still think there’s a matter transmitter. We’re probably just a few years from having something similar, with the new DeepScan—”
“No reply, sir,” the tech interrupted.
“Second transmission. Go.”
“Sending, sir.” When the tech touched her panel again, Kinnor heard the next prerecorded message. “Attention, Mikuhran presence at the Qe’leb settlement. This is the Federate presence at Inport. We wish to send a negotiating party in an attempt to locate Na’marr Kiel Labbah Caldwell. Request you inform us of his whereabouts. We would gladly retain the negotiating party here, rather than compromise your internal security. Your cooperation is urgently requested. Please respond on SSW frequency one-four-eight-eight-point-nil.”
Kinnor glanced at the pillar again. Judging by the reports coming in, aboard Sunton up in orbit every RIA station was staffed, engineers withdrawing power from redundant systems. Colonel Cowan’s situation commanders were locking down shields and scrambling its small squad of strike fighters to fly high cover, plus bringing a destroyer around from its normal orbit. What would they DeepScan to Tallis if Qe’leb couldn’t be contained? They might have just moments to broadcast a Whorl-wide alert. Still, so far they’d seen nothing to confirm Chak Asar’s claims. The place might not even exist.
Kinnor hated waiting. He centered his weight over both feet. “Not that we expected an invitation,” he muttered. If he were in charge, they would’ve sent Qe’leb just one message, not the set of three General Dardy’s aide had recorded.
His partner nodded, stony faced. Kinnor frowned again, recalling Governor Dardy’s hasty warning to watch Captain Mercell. He did resent being barred from solo missions after Bishda. Still, Mercell was an experienced SO man, cool under fire, exactly the person Kinnor wanted watching his back tonight—or later this morning. He wasn’t about to challenge his partner because of a Mikuhran woman’s suppositions. He was almost tempted to place a Special Ops memory block around his own recall of that moment in Governor Dardy’s office. Affective control was safer than scarring his memory, though.
“Third transmission,” General Dardy ordered. “Go.”
Kinnor turned back to the column of status screens and stood listening. “Attention, Mikuhran presence at the Qe’leb settlement. This is Inport. We are now releasing a negotiating party in an attempt to locate Na’marr Kiel Labbah Caldwell. Qe’leb will be held responsible for the safety of every individual in Embassy Group, now departing Baseline Settlement. You may communicate with them on SSW frequency one-four-eight-eight-point-nil.”
Kinnor noted that they did not yet send the ultimatum—the threat of planet-pounding stone drops and tunneling warheads—for the safety of his strike force. If Qe’leb didn’t produce Kiel, though, General Dardy and Colonel Cowan had to assume the worst and take military action. He wouldn’t dare go in as a negotiator after General Dardy issued a plain challenge. He didn’t object to dying under fire, but he did object to being held as a hostage.
What, he wondered privately, would they do if they had both Kiel and me?
“All right.” General Dardy pushed away from the tech’s seat back and extended a hand. Kinnor clasped it. “Wait in the hangar until I release you. When you arrive, if they even twitch, get out of there.”
 
• • •
 
Wind’s bunk was comfortable enough, and she ached with exhaustion, but she couldn’t sleep. When she shut her eyes, she remembered thick vines coiling like snakes around a man who had claimed to be one of her cousins. Once, just as she drifted into a doze, the dead body wore Captain Kinnor Caldwell’s face, and sleep fled.
She flung off the bedcover, shuffled across the bunkroom, and made her way to a water station lit by a dim blue striplight. After filling a cup, she felt her way back to her assigned bunk. She sat sipping silently, though she guessed she was alone in a bunkroom that had been emptied by the stage three alert.
At any moment, Governor Dardy’s people might call her in to be accessed again. She knew the presumed value of “mindset resources.” After watching Chak Asar die, though—after hearing his claims about this place called Qe’leb—she wondered how valuable she really was. Maybe she really didn’t know her own people at all.
The thought crushed her. She walked the sacred Path, and she attended Inport’s Chapter meetings when she could, but it had become hard to pray. Help, she tried, and then she felt ashamed. Not many years ago, she would have gone on much longer, adding lines of praise lifted directly out of Dabar. Mattah, with its refugee chronicles and contemporary-sounding prophecies, did make her uneasy. Many of the infamous “nest of evil” predictions, which sounded so much like the Golden City’s destruction, appeared in Mattah.
She slid her cup under the bunk. She smashed her bed pillow into a better shape and lay down.
Finally, her handheld buzzed. She eyed the time lights along one of its edges and saw that it was five hours past midnight. She sat up straight and turned toward the wall, holding the handheld near her chin. “I’m here,” she said softly. “Where do you need me?”
She recognized the clearing room aide’s voice. “Na’da, please go over to Haworth Blister with an urgent request that Dowda Haworth join us up here.”
Her heart flipped. Only under catastrophic circumstances… Finally, she guessed, the Sentinels meant to force Dowda Haworth to cooperate. All her hopes, even that achingly brief one, were crashing down in ruin.
“I’m on my way,” she told the voice.
 
• • •
 
The big overhead lights inside Baseline Settlement hadn’t started to brighten toward daytime levels. Along the rock path to Haworth Blister, small everburners shone here and there. Wind strained to make out a particular cluster of slender fruit trees between her path and the next one southward. On that planting day, to her delight, Governor Dardy had pulled on a pair of shoveling gloves and lent a hand. That hopeful afternoon had brought back her happiest memories of Thyrica, gardening with Aunt Genni and Uncle Dods.
She walked through Haworth Blister’s airlock and spotted light behind Dowda Haworth’s windows. At least I won’t have to wake her up. She hurried across the courtyard and knocked for admittance. As diplomatically as she could manage, she relayed the summons and explained that Inport would be sending a force to Qe’leb.
Dowda Haworth’s cheeks might have turned a slightly paler shade, dimly lit by flickers inside the oil jar, but she held her chin up. “And you think this surprises me?”
Wind mumbled something about catastrophic circumstances.
The Dowda snorted. “Yes, and they’d rather I came willingly, but in ten minutes or less, if we aren’t walking across to Inport, there’ll be armed blue-suiters in here. I’m not staying around for that.”
Wind eyed the door. “You’ll come?”
Dowda Haworth slicked both sides of her hair with her palms, pulling her skin tight. “Girl,” she said sharply, “life as you knew it has ended. I’ve got to get to Qe’leb. I don’t know what’s going on, but if I don’t find out, my people are going to start dying. If a renegade group hits Inport, they’ll scorch us with the Feds. Collateral damage.”
“But how—”
“Will I get there? Think, girl. When I ask the right questions, I get answers.” Wind heard frustration in the Dowda’s voice, though. Plainly she would have liked those answers much sooner.
The Dowda drummed her fingers on her desk. “I want the occupation to end, but I don’t want it to end with this settlement’s destruction—and I’m not taking Chak Asar’s way out of the Whorl.”
Wind gripped the chair’s edge. “Out of the Whorl? Do you think that’s what they’re doing at Qe’leb—getting ready to leave Mikuhr?”
“How do I know?” The old woman smiled crookedly. “That’s just what I suspect, based on what Bar’Baror told me. And you do realize I’m going to have to put you under a much stronger command this time. You can’t leak it. Not to them, anyway.”
“I understand.” Wind stared into the slitted eyes, letting her Dowda do what she must. She knew her clan aunt too well to worry about any deeper manipulation. Even so, her head prickled oddly as the Dowda worked.
Her own thoughts made her dizzy. Was a handful of Mikuhrans getting ready to make a deadly prison break? Why? The Sentinels’ occupation had been humane. Did these others hope to plant a new colony out of Federate reach? Did they hope to build up the old strengths, the old dreams…the old deadly power? Did it have something to do with the “Netaian ayin” that Chak Asar mentioned so casually and Governor Dardy refused to explain? But Netaians weren’t telepaths. This made no sense.
The old woman relaxed in her chair and closed her eyes, resting from the effort she had expended.
“I guess,” Wind said, “the one thing we can’t do is ignore this.”
“Nobody’s going to be able to ignore it, thanks to your friend the Na’marr.”
“He didn’t do anything! He came here to help, Dowda—”
“Enough.” The old woman’s voice had surprising strength. “Even if they were almost ready to move, I think your Fed friends just pushed up the schedule. I’ve got to do whatever I can to save Baseline. Are you staying here, or are you going with me? You wanted to show people how good the Feds are, didn’t you?”
Wind’s loneliness rushed back, like stars cascading into a black hole. She might never see Captain Kinnor Caldwell again. For one moment, she saw a sharp-chinned face and felt menthe tingle in her veins. “But Inport’s watching our blister. They’ll see you if you leave, and they’re sitting right on top of all the hovercrafts.”
“Oh, think, girl.” Dowda Haworth wrinkled her nose. “There’s a bolt hole. The family used it for years. Are you with me or are you staying?”
Bolt hole? Wind searched her memory but came up empty. Really, she had worse worries, and not just for Baseline Settlement. What were the implications for all of Mikuhr if Qe’leb had kidnapped a High Commander’s son? Plainly, the only way forward was going to be catastrophic. “Do you think Qe’leb…would let me live, if I went with you?” Her early childhood friends had told appalling stories about the Golden City, late nights in the dormitories. Scientific tortures of settlementer children ... “Could I accomplish anything there?”
Dowda Haworth barely smiled, raising one eyebrow. “You might try convincing them that your Fed Sentinels aren’t hiding the Na’marr themselves. I’ll bet a few of them remember how to laugh. But if they’re really ready to strike, I suspect most of them will be laughing as they vaporize Sunton and everything else on their way to deep space.”
Wind looked frantically around the office. High above her, the ceiling streamers dangled as if taunting. Is this your home or is it not? The Dowda was obviously just as perplexed by the situation, but she carried her responsibilities as Dowda with her whole heart and mind. She didn’t live by rules nor memorize Codes, and she took medical treatments that Wind found appalling, but even now, she would charge into danger to try and protect her settlement.
Wind wanted to believe, as the Sentinels did, that some greater force than human loyalty lay behind the concepts of right and wrong, spinning the galaxy and determining events. Had she been brought back to Mikuhr expressly to show a renegade group that it was possible to coexist? They might not be in war mode yet.
But the Dardys wanted her here. Needed her, they said. She’d been assigned to assist Governor Dardy.
She clenched her hands in her lap. Might she borrow a moto from some prospector and run away?
And where would she go? What would that accomplish? No, the choice she made here, sitting on this very chair at this very moment, would determine the rest of her life. And possibly its length.
That was a paralyzing thought. Maybe this was the despair that had killed Chak Asar.
“Hurry up, Wind.”
Startled—the Dowda never used her name—she looked into her clan aunt’s familiar face, and the balance tipped. For the Dowda, who was risking everything to try and diminish a potential catastrophe, there might still be a hope of redemption. “I’m going with you,” she said, surprised that her voice didn’t shake. “I can’t be any more help to Governor Dardy, not really. Maybe I can do something for you.”
Dowda Haworth slowly looked her up and down. Wind felt again the musty mind-prickle. “I am who I am, girl. Don’t hope to change me.”
Wind’s cheeks flushed. Obviously, the old woman didn’t need deep mind-access to track her thoughts. “Who you are,” Wind said softly, “is my family.”
“You are Mikuhran,” the Dowda said. “To the gold-star boys and girls, you are Shuhr. Enemy.”
“I was raised on Thyrica and repatriated to Mikuhr. Who knows what I am now?”
The old woman pushed up out of her chair. “Well, then. Main Air.”
Wind clutched a fold of her brilliant green robe. When she’d slipped into it just a few hours ago, she’d still hoped for a lasting peace. It smelled faintly sweaty. “What should I pack?”
“Idiot child. Do you want to look like you’re leaving?” Dowda Haworth paused in her doorway and gazed up at the spun streamers as if she were saying good-bye. Then she strode straight across the building’s courtyard to its open airlock.
Wind walked alongside her. Perhaps for the last time, the familiar, metal-scented air of her home tugged and billowed her green formal robes out behind her shoulders.



 
CHAPTER 11
Kiel recognized the scene below him: A fortyish woman, wearing the traditional yellow tunic of medical service, bent over a patient in a narrow bed. Between the bed’s head and a counter stacked with warming blankets and clear pods containing sterile instruments, a younger man in a pale blue tunic—a sekiyr, Sentinel in training—stood waiting. There were white stone walls close to the bed, and water rushed faintly in the near distance.
Psi medicine, marvelous though it was, also used physical instruments to cure human illnesses, so even the Sentinels’ sanctuary had a surgical center. In this same room, Kiel had helped Sanctuary Master Dabarrah prep a sekiyr for emergency abdominal surgery.
The woman in yellow held out a handful of reddish curls toward the young sekiyr, who met her halfway with a disposal bag. The woman gently dropped the curls. Below her extended arm, Kiel glimpsed the small patient’s face.
Annalah! He struggled to escape whatever bond or illusion anchored him inside the ceiling, but the effort only exhausted him. Desperate, ignoring the hated prohibition that he’d been given when his daughter’s problem appeared, he stretched into her mind with his inner sense. She rested deep in a tranquil dream, or perhaps her most recent memory—her mother, his beloved Hanusha, held her in a warm grasp as the medical woman did something itchy-prickly to her left arm.
Through his thinned mental shield, he sensed Tamím hovering beside him. Kiel’s anger flared. They can’t do this without my consent.
Stop them!
Tamím’s response was maddeningly dismissive. Hanusha felt sure you would have consented, when Sanctuary Master Dabarrah ordered it done.
The medical woman dropped another handful of curls into the sekiyr’s disposal bag. “Ordered?” Kiel demanded, trying to speak aloud instead of subvocalizing. Perhaps the people below him might hear. They continued undistracted, though.
He couldn’t be sure whether he heard Tamím through his ears or in his mind. “The order was sent by the College on Thyrica, actually. Before you went missing. You have been gadding about, getting ready to hunt me down, while certain political parties have been maneuvering against your people—even on Thyrica. All the Federates are worried about RIA technology. Many people don’t even like the changes in DeepScan. The Sentinel College is desperate to prevent any action against itself, based on the danger this Netaian ayin could create. Was Hanusha wrong? Was your Master Dabarrah?”
“You said I could save her from this!” Again, Kiel tried stretching down out of the ceiling. If only he had stronger abilities, he might disrupt the current flowing through the med’s depilator—shut off the underground lights—do something, distract someone.
Tamím’s voice rose and fell dismissively. “This is part of physical existence, friend Kiel. You are stuck in the forward flow of space-time. If you had cooperated with me immediately, you could have swayed Dabarrah’s decision. Now,” he said, his tone hardening, “I offer you just one choice. Either save that little girl’s life, or let her slip free from that flawed, sickly prison.”
“How could anything go wrong? This is a routine procedure.”
“Not this time.”
Kiel abruptly felt as if his eyes were turning into some other sort of sensory organs. Riding on Tamím’s—or the shadow’s—abilities, he saw a bizarre shift of colors as matter became disconcertingly transparent. Through his daughter’s pale green skull, the fissures and folds of her cerebrum showed a delicate pink, also transparent. Deep inside it, five nodules and their connecting nerve bundles—the ayin complex—glimmered intense yellow-orange. Two of the nodules looked almost like upraised hands, perched at the ends of nerve-bundle arms over the central organ. Shortly, in an ayinectomy procedure, they would be severed from the rest of the complex by tightly focused energy pulses.
The idea of scarring his child’s brain turned his stomach. “Scans have been taken from all angles, of course,” Tamím’s voice murmured at the back of his mind. “They work from three-dimensional imaging.”
“Stop them. Stop them now.” His heart burned. Based on what he’d known when he left for Mikuhr, Tamím was right: He would have consented. He had not forgotten his sister’s disgusted reaction to their people’s history. He’d admired Tiala’s single-heartedness and agreed with her in principle. But if this would kill Annalah, that changed everything.
“Here,” Tamím said, “is what they’re not seeing.”
A faint grey smudge appeared in the image, connecting the two upper nodules. Its downswept arch almost touched the ayin center.
“What is it?”
“Medical scientists,” Tamím said, still plainly taking his time, “will admit they don’t know everything, particularly about the physical body’s electromagnetic fields. Not even your psi meds have a term for that particular…smudge, as you want to call it. But in Sentinels with a normally polarized epsilon wave, it is repelled instead of attracted by the ayin center. That is why this surgery is usually safe. They haven’t ever happened upon this line of energy—and I helped them to miss it when they operated on your little cousin Rinnah. But I will not interfere today. When inorganic energy disrupts that smudge, every neuron in the midbrain will fire.” He added dryly, “What a sad waste. That energy line could be safely nudged aside by someone with strong ayin abilities. Your father could do it. Your brother could do it.”
Kiel almost begged Tamím to do it, but he instantly rejected the idea. “Show Master Dabarrah. He’s an ES 95.” Kiel heard a pulse thudding, probably his own. The elderly Master Dabarrah’s Ehretan Scale rating was one reason for his superb medical skills. Another was his genuine compassion.
“No.” Tamím plainly lacked any kind of compassion. “You have one chance to save her life, Kiel. Actually, it would be a healing of sorts.”
“Stop hinting. Tell me. Quickly.”
“I can give you full ayin skills, like your father’s and brother’s.” He said it casually, as if he did this every day. “Then you can save her yourself. You have perhaps five minutes before they begin.” Below, a door opened. Another med pushed a stretcher unit into the prep room. They gently transferred Annalah onto it. Kiel felt himself flow through the ceiling, above the door arch, following them into the surgical theater.
Help me! He retreated into the prayer posture where he’d hidden before. Speaker, speak now! I know the Codes. There’s nothing in them that guides a choice like this. I don’t want these gifts from a shadow creature, but I cannot watch Annalah die!
He had sat through countless lectures and discussions of the dubious moral and ethical ground they stood upon any time they used epsilon-energy powers. Only the Eternal Speaker had the inherent right to trespass upon another sovereign being’s heart and mind. Telepathy had originated in humankind’s desperate isolation, but it had isolated them more than ever—and it demanded constant vigilance, or else it extracted a terrible moral cost. Only the One had enough wisdom and love to rightfully use this power. Tiala had seen that instantly.
Hearing no answer, he fell back on first principles: to serve others, not himself, based on what he knew for certain. He needed to serve his daughter—to save her. Besides, the Holy One had allowed his people these gifts, even though the gifts originated in an offense against humankind. In that very thought, he recognized his own spiritual pride—a sense of superiority he’d hidden behind, a secret defense against having been seen as his family’s weakest member—the “least flawed.” Also, the Codes commanded Sentinels to risk themselves in loving service to those who were weaker. Therefore, what Tamím suggested was not entirely wrong.
One could accept bread from an enemy. He didn’t like it, though.
Two meters below, the medical workers rested Annalah’s head on a padded cradle. The sekiyr touched a control on a projection unit next to the head of the surgical table, and a three-dimensional image of her brain appeared over the unit. The med took a stylus in each hand and reached into the image with both pointers, touching a spot precisely above the ayin’s center, exactly where Tamím had shown him that smudge.
Hooded and gowned, Master Dabarrah sat down on a stool and rested a second ring of padding over Annalah’s bared head, just missing her flower-petal ear. Kiel caught Dabarrah’s emotional sense: sorrowing but focused, assured of his own abilities.
In that instant, Kiel guessed what Annalah’s accidental death might do to the kindred’s finest medical Master—and to Hanusha, who surely waited out in the  commons. Master Dabarrah! Kiel tried to shout one last time. Again, the effort only exhausted him.
He swallowed hard and made his decision. “Yes. Do whatever you can. Save her.” And if he ever goads me to harm anyone, he vowed to the silent Speaker, I will throw myself on your mercy and let him destroy me. But I cannot hang back and watch her die.
A strange warmth rested on his skull. An instant later, a cacophony of thoughts, emotions, and sensations blasted him. Annalah’s peaceful memory—Dabarrah’s focused assurance—the floral savor of Hanusha’s desperate prayers, somewhere nearby—a pair of freshly pair-bonded and deeply infatuated sekiyrra, walking out in the commons—they tossed him helplessly, obliterating all sense of self. Too much! he wanted to shout. I can’t control this!
No?
Kiel flung out a shielding cloud of epsilon static, and the others’ thoughts and feelings snapped off so suddenly that the emotional silence left him bereft and panicking. What do I do? Tamím, show me what to do for Annalah!
Stretch out. The other’s directions felt like smoky thunder in his mind. Nudge that energy flow. Upward. Up over her midbrain, away from her brainstem.
Relieved—Kiel realized he’d half expected Tamím to vanish, having given the unwanted gift—he wondered whether he’d misjudged the creature. Maybe it was not entirely evil. Could it be redeemed?
Below, Master Dabarrah turned aside and spoke to one of the others. Hesitantly Kiel stretched out from his mental stance. His first test of Sentinel skill, instead of nudging an electrical circuit, would be deep in his daughter’s—
“Wait!” he cried. “Is this safe?” His Netaian mother’s reversed-polarity carrier wave had allegedly killed several of the gifted. “It could kill her. It could kill us both!”
Tamím’s laughter made the smoky savor even more acrid. “You’re safe. I’ll explain later. The irony is delicious. But you have less than a minute now.”
Ignoring Master Dabarrah, Kiel focused a flicker of epsilon energy—just as he would have done back in school, trying to fire an electrical current. This time, his effort produced something he perceived as a fingertip stretching through Annalah’s skull, toward the spot that was highlighted on the projected image. The instant he made contact, he felt the smudged line. It sizzled like an ember against his hypersensitized awareness. He made a beckoning gesture and gave it the slightest bump. It floated upward and rebounded down to rest, sizzling, against the epsilon tendril. He bumped it again. And again. Each time, it settled at a higher position.
“Enough,” Tamím said. “Well done.”
“Let me stay, let me make sure it goes well.”
Dry laughter crackled. “Brace yourself. Traveling will be just a bit harder than it was before.”
“No! I want to—”
The kaleidoscope roared this time, deafening and blinding him with sounds and images like a madman’s memories. He tried to shield himself, but that effort simply lit the insanity with phantasmagoric splashes of unfocused light. Time itself stretched into a torrent. He gasped as the colors ran together into a muddy brown, then separated into threads of the mandala carpet under his chin. He lay on his belly, extending his arms toward Tamím’s throne chair. Kiel rolled onto his back. I will not willingly bow to you, no matter how you bring me back to this place!
“Take your time.” Tamím’s goblet clanked on the tabletop. “We’ll talk when you’re ready.”
Have I destroyed myself? he prayed. Have I utterly fallen? Have mercy—tell me! With Tamím looking for unsullied piety, Kiel feared that he’d just committed a crime. If he really had been Boh-Dabar, he might have just delivered himself to the Adversary. But he was not Boh-Dabar, and he already knew himself for a flawed, imperfect man. “Don’t waste precious time,” he’d been taught, “on self-reproach. That is self-focus. Move beyond to self-giving love.” I beg your forgiveness, he pleaded. If that was a wrong choice, it was not a choice that I wanted. Nor was it expressly forbidden. And it was for my child’s sake. In the holy books, you commended people who lied to save a life. Wasn’t this the same kind of situation?
The silence that answered was deep and profound, so he battered his memory. In the most ancient stories, sometimes power fell on some Shamarr or another warrior for a limited service. Maybe later, he could give back the unwanted gift.
He hoped so. Maintaining this shield was exhausting. “Tamím?” he said softly.
“Then stop shielding.” Tamím spoke in a wry voice. “You couldn’t keep me out if you tried. Not even now.”
Startled, realizing he’d left his protected posture, Kiel dispersed the powerful new cloud of epsilon energy. Nothing else seemed to change, except that perhaps his vision sharpened slightly: The colored swirls of the mandala carpet were made up of tightly twisted fabric loops, and the grey rock around him had threadlike irregular veins that were darker than the matrix stone. He pushed up to sit, hugging his knees. “They have to learn to do that constantly,” he said, deeply impressed and not a little afraid, “in College. The strong ones do.” And now he must learn it too. He suspected he ought to feel unclean, but he didn’t feel any more or less holy—or human—than he’d been before.
“The need to shield is one reason they get called so young. It takes awhile.”
Kiel nodded. They’d taken Kinnor to college at fifteen, leaving him behind.
“Your father was even younger. They called him before they took his brother, who was three years older. This is also why shielding is the first skill that fails, so that you have insane elderly at the Sanctuary—”
“What did you mean,” Kiel demanded, “about irony?” As self-doubt faded and his energy came back, he remembered what he’d just seen.
Tamím chuckled. “Your mother’s reversed-polarity carrier killed a number of gifted individuals, it’s true. But only when she was attacked. She never was dangerous to anyone who wasn’t trying to kill someone. She was like a mirror, turning deadly intent back on itself.”
“That’s always been one of the theories. Master Dabarrah believed it. But she still had to learn to control herself.”
“And after her ayin was destroyed,” Tamím said, “there was no need and no chance to see how it could be safely used.”
“Until my niece, but she was ayinectomized. And now, so is Annalah.” He couldn’t help regretting that now he would never share that special bond with his firstborn.
“Yes. The forces that call themselves ‘conservative’ have triumphed again. You traditionalists call it ‘defending ourselves.’ You refuse to develop new skills so that you won’t threaten your Federate friends. And you’re just as cautious whenever the Federacy feels threatened by someone else. You always try to weaken its enemies, before they can even prove they are dangerous.”
Or else we seize illicit power. Everything was different now. New, and strange. “We would rather prevent murders than avenge them,” he said, trying to sound confident. Must he re-think that notion too? Exhausted and thirsty, he looked around for the expected stoneware mug.
“Oh. Sorry.” Tamím did nothing Kiel could see, but the mug appeared near an orange spiral arm of the mandala carpet. “Did you know,” Tamím said smoothly, “since we’re discussing new abilities, that Mikuhrans have been working with the same genes that created your daughter?”
Reaching toward the mug, Kiel froze. “Mikuhrans,” he repeated. “With Netaian genes? How is that possible?”
“Your mother’s late sister Phoena went to Mikuhr, as you may recall. And her other sister Carradee had two little daughters before Rinnah, both of whom vanished. One of the little girls carried the RP gene. I’ve seen evidence.”
Kiel didn’t follow. “The Old Mikuhran gene banks were destroyed with the Golden City.”
Tamím laughed softly, and the tone of his voice made Kiel shudder. “Do you honestly think such a resource would be kept in just one place, not in duplicate? Your people don’t know about every settlement on the planet.” Tamím touched his chest with a bony finger. “I saw what was coming. My previous…another acquaintance of mine escaped from the City before the attack, having robbed the gene bank of a few critical items.”
Dizziness made Kiel’s vision blur. He rested his chin on his knees. Mikuhrans with the killing power his mother had found in herself could destroy a RIA user who attacked them, or anyone else who made combative mental contact—even enemies who were simply defending themselves. When a Sentinel carefully reached out and touched a reversed-polarity carrier wave, that fusion released virtually uncontrollable energy.
All his life, there’d been some sensible way of peaceful conciliation. Now he wondered if confrontation were inevitable. Maybe Kinnor had taken the better road. “What are they doing, then? Why are they holding back?”
“You’d like to know what will happen, wouldn’t you?” Tamím’s cheeks pulled back and his eyes widened, creating a smile that would have suited a naked skull. “Do you see, now, why you are needed? I will train you before we go to Qe’leb. Otherwise you will be a kipret at the altar, awaiting the knife.”
Go where? “Let me rest, first. I’m spent.” He turned his head sideways, laying it on his knees. No, Mighty One! I can’t take training from this creature! What have I done?
Annalah would live. He must think about that, only that.
“Ah, the body fails you. Rest it, by all means.” Beside Kiel on the looped carpet, a thick pillow and a tufted coverlet appeared.
Help me, he pleaded, resisting despair and the urge to escape into drowsiness. Protect me. Don’t let him harm me if I sleep. He reached for the pillow, which seemed to have the same gravity as collapsed matter, then snatched back his hand and looked up at the table.
Tamím had disappeared.



 
CHAPTER 12
Haworth Blister contained the main air fresher for Baseline Settlement. The blocky building housed several enormous living membranes, which were periodically recloned from fresh prokaryotic stock to refresh and reoxygenate the settlement’s atmosphere. Inside Main Air’s entryway, the metallic odor that was noticeable anywhere inside Haworth Blister was strong enough to make Wind’s eyes water. No techs were in view. The night crew had to be deep in the building.
Wind couldn’t remember the last time she’d entered Main Air after midnight. Dowda Haworth led her past the master board through a room full of humming machinery, and then into a steel tunnel where the odor seemed comparatively faint.
The Dowda paused just inside the tunnel. “Go back if you’re going,” she said. “Last chance.”
“No. I’m coming.”
“Then stay close.” The metal tunnel narrowed rapidly, and the airlock at its end looked functional, though its panels were deeply scratched, as if something had been dragged past them. Dowda Haworth rummaged in a pile of well-worn hard vacuum suits, picking a black one-piece with loose boots attached and a short green stripe on its chest that marked its air supply as fully charged.
Wind generally left the Settlement via shuttle or hovercraft, all of which carried well maintained emergency gear. By comparison, this was a junk pile. She picked up a suit, looking first for the green stripe and then for tiny tears.
The Dowda paused in the middle of sealing her suit front. She reached down and flung a black bundle at Wind. “This one,” she said. “It’s your size.”
Wind frowned. Out in hard vacuum, if a suit were torn, she could die in minutes. Surely, the Dowda didn’t mean her any harm.
Could she be sure? A qualm of fear punched through her. She glanced from the suit to her great-aunt and back again. Dowda Haworth lowered her chin, and all Wind felt from her was the sparkling hiss of thick epsilon-static shields. I mean no offense, Wind thought deliberately, carefully, as she slipped into the suit. I’m just…nervous. She pulled a transparent hood off another shelf and awkwardly donned it.
“Turn around.” Dowda Haworth’s suit was already inflated, so her voice sounded muffled.
Wind complied. Air whooshed in her ears, and most of the suit’s heavy folds lifted off her arms and shoulders. Simultaneously, the transparent hood peeled off her clammy cheeks. She stood motionless and took two deep breaths. Hearing no burbles or hisses, she nodded.
Dowda Haworth stepped to the room’s far end and touched a control surface. A door slid shut behind them, grinding home with a muted squeal. Big fans droned. Wind stared at the black arm of her vac suit. It expanded visibly as air was pumped out of the lock.
The other hatch slid open, and Wind looked out onto starlight and pitted black stone. Quietly now, she heard at the back of her mind. No subvocalizing, and shield yourself. RIA can see you, but you’ll be dim, and you’ll only be visible a few seconds. Follow me.
The old woman darted away. Surprised by her speed, Wind hurried after her into a dark crack between rocky shadows, where she had to feel her way. Emerging into starlight, she spotted a pale glimmer: the Dowda’s hood, rising by short jerks as if she were climbing. Wind shuffled forward. She found two handrails to grab. Up a ladder and through a narrow hatch, she heard, Leave the boarding ladder. I’ll retract it.
She stood in darkness.
Turn left. You’ll feel a seat. Buckle in.
Wind patted the blackness ahead of her, found an acceleration seat, and sat down. It’s all right to subvocalize now?
Now that we’re on board.
Buckling in, Wind asked, What is this, a hovercraft?
Wait and see.
Wind’s seat bumped underneath her, and pressure nudged the small of her back. Liftoff, she guessed. She heard a muffled voice. “Take off your hood if you want. There’s air.”
It felt good to shake out her hair. “I don’t understand,” she said. “Sunton tracked you on your way to that meeting.”
“You think I was actually hiding that trip?” Wind heard a sniff in the darkness. “Your Thyrian friends aren’t the only ones who kept back a trick or two for catastrophic circumstances.”
“Then this is a different shuttle.”
“Some friends of mine flew it over. Reach out your hand.”
Wind complied, felt something small and soft drop into it—two small pellets, she realized. She brought them close to her face and sniffed. The acrid scent of kass’s stimulant essence made her tired eyes water. She chewed her tongue for a few seconds, enough to make a saliva puddle under it, and gulped one pill. “Are your visitors still at Baseline?” she asked. That would be unsettling news for the Dardys.
“That’s another one I won’t answer.”
Two stim capsules might make her shaky. She tucked the other one away for later, next to the crystal disk in her sleeve pocket. Expecting to see stars moving, she blinked. “Why can’t I see?”
“We have minimal sensors and no transparent surfaces,” the Dowda said.
“Oh.” If this craft—and everyone on board—were invisible to RIA, then she wondered whether it had RIA-like abilities, and whether Dowda Haworth now wore a netted cap, amplifying her static shields around them. Chak Asar’s warning echoed in her mind: Federate capitols were in jeopardy if Qe’leb launched.
A hissing voice close at hand made her jump against her seat harness. “Inport, this is Sunton. Fourth capture now stabilized.”
“Sunton, Inport. Confirm fourth capture. Embassy Group standing by for departure.”
Wind didn’t recognize either voice, but she knew what she had to be hearing. “I don’t believe this,” she murmured. This shuttle was equipped to spy on the Federates!
“You thought Old Mikuhr was just lying down and letting them take charge, didn’t you?”
“What was Sunton talking about?” Wind asked, starting to feel more alert but otherwise sensory deprived.
“The Feds are catchfielding asteroids out of our old defense orbits.”
“But they blasted most of them away decades ago.”
“Oh, they left a few up there to drop on us if necessary.”
Wind shuddered. The Sentinels plainly thought their military channels were secure. “You can’t let me go back to Baseline now, can you?”
“I told you at Main Air, girl. That was your chance to turn around.”
What have I gotten into? Wind trembled, wondering what the people at Qe’leb might do to her. Surely they were just as cruel as their Golden City predecessors, and she was going to them as a potential information source. At the very least, they would find her decision to follow the Thyrians’ spiritual Path, and evaluate all her relationships…including that tenuous, unfulfillable potential with Sentinel Captain Kinnor Caldwell.
She drew a deep breath and reminded herself that she’d wanted to serve as an ambassador. Here was her opportunity, painful though it might be. She stared ahead, clenching her fists and praying for courage.
 
• • •
 
Governor Ellet Dardy felt her bond mate’s emotions flow through her like echoes of her own. They stood watching a tracking screen together. It had been more than two decades since they established the emotional stereo of pair bonding. Her thoughts and volition still belonged to her, but whenever she was anywhere near the man who now stood at her shoulder, she felt his emotions clearly.
I wouldn’t have believed it. As she sent Damalcon that amused subvocal observation, she felt his grave concern lift somewhat. Three years ago, he’d covertly ordered techs to surround Baseline Settlement with old-fashioned visual and infrared monitors. Today, finally, the precaution paid off. On this tracking screen, a hovercraft receded from sight. It had no visible wings, just a stubby fuselage—the slightest shadow, briefly blotting out stars as it passed.
And no infrared signature, her husband observed. Somebody here has a cold drive.
Like the ancients. Ellet exhaled. Centuries ago, before the Six-alpha radiation catastrophe had grounded all spacefaring civilization and destroyed electronic data storage, human civilization had been far more advanced. Obviously, you were right about Wind Haworth. It took the threat of interrogating the Dowda to drive her away. But she does think she’s betraying us.
Damalcon’s shoulder made a warm spot against her own, and techs around them stayed busy at their stations. Her own aides were downlevel, administering the Settlement. They could contact her via her handheld. We had to make her think that, Damalcon returned. She was ready to do anything for us, short of delivering the Dowda. That’s impressive loyalty. She’s our only real hope to communicate our ideals to Qe’leb, if it’s there. But I wish we could thank and protect her.
Ellet frowned. For years, Damalcon had been sending Sentinels into danger. Only Ellet knew how much he hated it. On her right, outside the southern window wall, a more conventional suborbital shuttle’s engines glowed as it streaked away, couriering a report to Colonel Cowan aboard the Sunton. Ellet had no doubt, now, that all their energy band transmissions were being monitored. Fortunately, Inport’s tower had a secure spun fiber backup system.
As a historian, she was amused to see new technologies making slightly older ones obsolete, technologies she personally remembered as cutting-edge. Spun optical fibers dated back to the radiation era. Outside the dome, observers were now falling back on even older scanning devices: their eyes.
When Ellet looked back at the visual screen, the shuttle had vanished.
She frowned and sent a prayer after Wind Haworth, that any real treachery would be thwarted. From what Ellet knew of local history, any ambassador that Inport sent to this new locale—Qe’leb—would have been destroyed without hesitation. Now, Qe’leb might look carefully at Wind’s mind and motives. They could be cruel—Ellet had seen records of alleged Old Mikuhran interrogations—but recovery was possible. Dowda Haworth would protect her niece if possible.
And the Federacy might lose a few small secrets through Wind Haworth’s memory, but she had been restricted to a low security clearance with exactly this kind of mission in mind. In exchange for Wind’s secrets, Qe’leb might glimpse the larger issues of compassion and mercy that Wind plainly understood. She’d just proved her compassion again, trying to protect the ever-volatile Kinnor Caldwell from himself.
But no Mikuhran woman would have Kinnor. Ellet’s thoughts circled back toward his brother, Kiel, and she sent off a second agonized prayer that he would be rescued. Otherwise, her own Hanusha would be wracked with bereavement shock, and Ellet’s firstborn granddaughter—already a focus of serious concern—would be fatherless besides her other troubles.
We aren’t promised the Path will be easy. Damalcon’s silent reply came like a caress, and as always, its savor carried the evergreen spice of Thyrica’s coastal kirka trees. He was home and life to her, half of her awareness and all her love. Warmth flooded the pair bond, momentarily thawing their icy dread for Kiel, Hanusha, and Annalah…and now for Wind Haworth, one more soul on a commander’s list of potential casualties.
You were right too, he sent, and his emotional sense took a downward turn, all those years ago. The Netaian woman was trouble for us all. If Qe’leb has bred fighters from Netaian genes—
Ellet laid a hand on his solid shoulder. The Federacy doesn’t know—technically, we don’t know they still have a gene bank.
Putting Regional Command on alert fulfilled the Codes. And now we know why we are called to stand here, between Qe’leb and the Whorl. It maddened him, she knew, not to be able to confer with Colonel Cowan, or discuss how they might deal with gene-altered Mikuhrans. The courier ship en route to Tallis carried a warning for RIA techs against using one-on-one attack probes, if Qe’leb launched …
What might they launch? Fighters? The Old Mikuhrans never built ships. They stole.
Damalcon straightened beneath her hand, then turned to a subordinate. “See if Embassy Group monitored that image.”
Kinnor’s voice spoke in her left ear via the secure fiber link. He waited downlevel, shipboard in the main hangar. “Inport, this is Embassy One,” Kinnor said, “affirmative on the stealth ship. Any doubt left that Qe’leb’s got Kiel?”
Ellet touched a beloved memory: her shy, sandy-haired eldest daughter’s first meeting with the Caldwell twins, chasing each other through a grove of trees in a park near Regional HQ on Tallis, all of them shrieking with laughter. Hanusha and Kiel had confirmed their connaturality when she was only sixteen. They had been beautiful children, full of promise and dreams, and now they too fought for their lives—and to protect the non-gifted—alongside their parents. How quickly the time passed.
She drew strength from Damalcon’s presence. “If they’ve got that kind of technology,” she muttered into a pickup mike, “the Mikuhrans have moved ahead of us.”
Damalcon held his own mike close to his lips. “Embassy Group, this is Inport. Mark,” he said, ordering launch. “Eyes open.”
Though Kinnor wouldn’t see her, Ellet touched her right eyebrow in a silent salute.
 
• • •
 
Hesed House, the Sentinels’ sanctuary, was not the only human settlement on its pastoral world. West of the Hesed and Tuva valleys, on the far side of a sheer, glacially carved mountain wall, eleven people lived at the sanctuary’s prayer encampment. On this late summer afternoon, Tiala Caldwell was seventeen years old and nine years cloistered. She had known that the task she now faced would test her emotional control. She hadn’t guessed, though, that she would have tears on her cheeks even before she’d chosen her furry victim.
On a rocky slope edging the dark waters of the encampment’s lake, two dozen kipreta grazed blissfully, making ripping and crunching noises as they stepped from one grassy tuft to another. Tightly curled fur covered each beast from nose to tail, well grown in since the spring shearing. Along the shore on her left, elderly Aryeh pushed his cart loaded with well-aged droppings toward the garden, where summer-nubs were ripening like long green fingers.
Tiala smeared a tear across her right cheek with the back of her hand. In four months, Aryeh would need to butcher a wether. Tiala, youngest of five spiritual sisters living alongside the six brothers here at Tekkumah, had been spared this task until today, when Em’gadol—the camp’s Senior Mother—had called her in after Third Prayers. Tiala had guessed, from the compassionate way Emma had sat on her wooden tabletop and clasped her hands over one knee, that there would be a difficult order. Usually, that meant a special prayer vigil. Tiala’s knees were constantly red and swollen. She didn’t mind. She loved this life.
An idiot yearling thrust its neck toward Tiala’s leather shoe and lipped her laces. She backstepped and brushed auburn hair out of her eyes, muttering, “Small friend, that would have been a very good way to be chosen.”
She needed a bigger one, though. To save time for spiritual battle, Tekkumah’s brothers and sisters lived simply. They often ate calorie-rich meat, and young kipreta were delicious. They thrived on weeds and grasses.
Tiala twisted her rope and looked for a two-year wether, glad that her ancestors had bred all intelligence out of these creatures. For four months, the wether she chose today would fatten on sumptuous garden greens and kitchen scraps.
Eleven people of Sentinel descent, ranging in age from Tiala’s seventeen to ninety-year-old Packer Hoston, prayed clock-around by pairs in this valley for embattled humanity: Sentinel and non-gifted, Federate and independent, and even those who lived beyond the Whorl. Bright Ones kept Tekkumah better informed than most Sentinels out in the Federacy. Tiala had been selected to serve as an elite kind of Special Operative, and daily, she reported for battle in a way that her priestly and military brothers never imagined. She had said her last good-byes nine years ago, but she regularly heard about all her family.
Staring into the herd, Tiala tried not to think about Aryeh’s butchering shed near the fattening pen. For the next four months, she would walk past the chosen kipret on her way to the dining hall. She would bring him table scraps and choice trimmings, break the ice in his water tank when autumn came, and every day, she would know she was the one who had chosen him. All winter, she would remember its huge, brown, stupid eyes.
“Hurry up,” she muttered to herself. “It makes no difference. Just pick one.” She lingered, though. They were nearly identical, but some wethers were bold and some were skittish, just as some of the does ignored their sucklings, while others butted them toward the edge of the pen every evening. She detested the bucks. As far as Tiala could tell, they hated her back. They hated everything, unless they could mate with it. At this time of the year, they lived in separate pens on the lake’s far side.
A good-sized wether had wandered uphill, behind a clump of evergreen bushes. Tiala sighed, knowing that someone would need to shoo him back into the herd eventually. Big cats lived in the woods, keeping the wild brownbuck population in check but occasionally wandering too close to Tekkumah’s herd. “You’ll do,” Tiala murmured, but the farther uphill she walked, the more beautiful this gelded male looked to her, with its bulbous eyes, erect ears, and swishing tail.
She had almost reached it when the ground seemed to shake. Spreading her legs and arms, she kept her balance…and realized that the kipret kept grazing, apparently unaware. They didn’t spook easily. Still, it should have noticed that.
Dropping the rope, she looked around eagerly. The simple reason people never left this encampment, and guarded the secret of its very existence, was that the Bright Ones did visit, conveying the needs and news of scattered Sentinels. Tiala Caldwell still hadn’t spoken with one. For the last year, she’d worried that maybe, somehow, she’d been mistakenly chosen.
The kipret took a few steps uphill and stretched its neck toward a clump of weeds, but she saw nothing else. Sighing, she picked up the rope and tied a slipknot, shaping it into a leash.
Tiala.
The voice bellowed in her mind like a low brass horn. The Gifts were not used at this encampment, and Tiala had not been trained, except in spiritual disciplines. She heard this clearly, though. Dropping the rope, she looked left, saw a patch of ground that was free of droppings, and lowered herself onto it. She curled forward and gripped her knees as if praying, then formed words in her mind: May I hear you speak, Blessed One?
The horn bellowed, like nothing she had expected. An uncanny awareness blasted into her mind, as if between one breath and the next she’d read five chapters of Qol Galaha. She sensed that she had been heard, guided, loved every day of her life by the Bright One who now and at every moment occupied the same area in space and time that she did. We have seen you in obedience and reluctance, dear one. Like a river flowing beneath those words, images flooded her mind: scenes from her own life, observed from beyond it.
Truly, she reflected, I’ve been nourished and protected. Thank you! Squeezing her eyes shut, she caught her breath. No wonder no one ever left this place! No wonder Shekkah services were held, as if they had died to existence beyond these wood and stone buildings. She might have spent the rest of her life trying to describe this experience—just as the Sisters and Brothers here tried to describe it to her. It couldn’t be done.
She formed words in her mind. Thank you, Bright One. I am deeply honored to hear you.
Tiala. A second note sounded. This Presence was incredibly ancient. He…she?…there seemed to be both kinds of awareness behind this voice…We have watched over your family since long before the Six-alpha catastrophe. Another river of images came—ancient ones, as vivid as the hillside under her feet. Before the first people traveled out into the Whorl, we watched them tend their worlds, fight their wars, raise their children.
Tiala saw a young woman—even younger than herself—bring an enormous water jar down off her head and fall to her knees. In the forgotten past, she was asked to dare something terrible, to open herself to exquisite heartbreak and sublime adoration, scorn and bereavement, for the sake of flawed humanity.
Her heart broke for the girl. Seeing through the Bright One’s eyes, Tiala realized that accepting this request would bring almost certain expulsion from the girl’s covenant community. She begged the Bright One to choose someone else. And we honored her choice, the voice said. Choice is the perilous gift of the One.
But so this did not happen. A cluster of massive stones hurtled out of space—sky watchers here would have called them planet-crossing asteroids. We had drawn them near to that world, to be a sign for the glorious birth. In her mind’s eye, closely spaced streaks crossed the starry sky, a rivulet of light as the asteroids bounced back out into space.
Tiala heard heartbreak in the speaker’s voice. And instead …
Tiala gasped. Over a molten gash in the planet’s rocky crust, an inland ocean boiled up into a cloud that darkened the sun and sent civilization back to a previous age. The river of images flowed again. Humanity survived. The Eternal Speaker’s promises could not be broken, although His beloved creatures could thwart even His sweetest desires.
Do you understand, dear one?
“No,” Tiala whispered. “No, I don’t. But I trust you. Go on.”
Another deep note sounded. Centuries later on another world, a second young woman trembled at the thought of letting infinite creative power rest on her finite body. She too hesitated and declined, for the sake of a husband who would not understand. Tiala stared at the girl: dark hair, intense eyes, and slender shoulders, like the first one. We could all be related, she thought.
With her next breath, she realized that they were. Once again, the Holy One had chosen one of her ancestry to carry his covenant promise. Again she was reminded: This kind of promise could not be broken. ”Our family is that old?” she murmured.
High, tinkling notes sounded like laughter. She understood the joke: Every human alive in the Whorl traced his or her ancestry back to that one common world. Yes, her family was that old.
And this kind of promise cannot be broken, though a second world was savaged.
Ehret! she realized, where the Gifts were created. She stared blindly up into the trees. The request was refused a second time? “Those were terrible consequences,” she said. Millions died in those planetary disasters.
The deep chord modulated. It was almost enough to break an impassible heart. Judgment itself is tragic, Tiala. And yet ... Like a river pouring into a vessel, image after image came to her. She saw that when humankind lived in difficult times, it was easier to know what to teach children. They might not survive long. A severe mercy had spared much of the historic human race from struggling in high, sterile times. Life was too easy then, and the chief temptation was to become less than human.
“I would rather not live in difficult times,” she admitted, staring uphill at the kipret, clenching her hands on her knees, confessing this as if to a friend, not a Bright One. “I love life, and beauty, and good things.”
As do we, dear one. Life in any time is a blessed gift. She heard it like a whisper, and then all the notes sang in chorus. Will you give life, Tiala?
The request was made of her too? She trembled. Judging by what she’d just seen, the Holy Speaker’s love would be undiminished if she refused this magnificent violation. Her life would be easier, softer, better. Her choice would be honored. “But would that mean another cosmic catastrophe?”
The Bright One did not answer.
All her life, Tiala had longed for the deepest imaginable spiritual intimacy. Now that she knew how long this Bright One had watched over her people, she barely could breathe.
Then her visitor showed her one more thing: From her too, saying “yes” would exact a cost. The Adversary was distracted for the moment, attacking her brothers, but years from now…
Overwhelmed by horror, she crumpled forward. Stones dug into her palms. I don’t have the strength to fight that battle! she protested. To love so deeply and lose so much! She collected herself, though, and whispered aloud. “But, beloved, I will do anything for you. Yes, even that.”
And then she was alone. The kipret’s head swung around. Stunned, Tiala Caldwell struggled to her feet, dusting soil off her palms and knees. Then she plodded toward the chosen creature, loosening the loop in her rope.
 



 
CHAPTER 13
An hour after leaving Baseline, Kinnor decelerated his hovercraft far to the north. Tiny lights at his wrist showed 0640. At such an hour on a peaceful world, and even back on Ost, civilian workers might be waking up. Behind him, showing on the aft sensor as a massive heat source, a second heavy fighter was followed by half a dozen armed hovercraft, the first rank of Embassy Group. His dorsal monitor showed Sunton vectoring into position overhead. His grav unit had enough power to hold this position for forty hours, but he doubted they’d need even one hour. Cautiously dispersing his epsilon shields, he stretched his senses downward as far as possible.
He felt only emptiness, like the ragged wasteland around him. He tried to make out the long, curved edge of the low-density “upwelling” that Sunton’s geology team had reported, but one black ridge looked like every other black ridge on Mikuhr—or should they go back to calling it by its historic name of Three Zed, now that battle was imminent? Seated on his right, Mercell was another dark emptiness of guarded emotions.
Kinnor fingered the comm switch at the side of his control rod. “Inport, Embassy One,” he said. “Rank Blue in position.”
“Embassy One, this is Inport.” General Dardy spoke in his earpiece. “Confirm arrival. First arrival transmission, go.”
Kinnor inhaled, narrowing his eyes. For Wind Haworth, entering this snake’s den had probably been easier than this. He hoped he did not meet her inside.
Unless the Dowda had forced her…was that possible?
Optimist, he told himself. Frowning, he touched the comm switch again and selected multiband. Kiel, he sent subvocally, needing to try it although he knew it would do no good. Are you there? Aloud, he spoke slowly. “Qe’leb installation, this is Embassy Group on your doorstep. We have two requests. First, release Na’marr Caldwell alive and unharmed, with full life support. This group will pick him up and withdraw immediately. Second, agree to assemble with our representatives on some future date, at a neutral location, to discuss your participation in peaceful coexistence.” Really, even if they cooperated—which he did not expect—nothing short of surrender would do. He couldn’t imagine anything less than a mass deportation of these rebels, with a small army of psi medics standing ready to make sure that no Mikuhran left this planet with his or her ayin intact. Not even Na’da Haworth. If history were any indication, Qe’leb would never surrender.
Neither would he, offered that choice. He thumbed off the comm and was turning toward Mercell when a voice blasted through his earpiece.
“Embassy Group, this is Qe’leb. We are not holding Na’marr Caldwell. Repeat, we are not holding Na’marr Caldwell. We consider your presence an act of war. Withdraw immediately.”
So you do exist! Kinnor leaned forward and played along, hoping to tease some additional information out of them. “Qe’leb, we read you. Your apparent possession of transports invisible to RIA observers leads us to believe otherwise.”
He listened closely to the answering voice, this time—it sounded female—and he tried to discern deceptive undertones. “We don’t have what you’re looking for, Captain Caldwell, unless you’re looking for an excuse to attack. If you do, you will live just long enough to regret it.”
He wanted to answer, Spare me the melodrama. Her tone sounded deceitless. Still, with RIA-invisible hovercraft, they could have hidden Kiel anywhere. Qe’leb would know where he was.
A different voice spoke, slightly higher pitched, definitely more hostile. “Listen, Embassy Group. We don’t take prisoners. But that’s something you would never consider proved. You could walk through from top to bottom and not find him, but that would not convince you. Be warned, Captain Caldwell. And you, Colonel Cowan—General Dardy. If you start the shooting, you will go down. We will not.”
Kinnor smiled grimly. If you start the shooting—in other words, he concluded, if the Federate fleet didn’t destroy Qe’leb with its first volley, Qe’leb believed itself capable of taking down both Sunton and Inport. Well, that shouldn’t be a problem. It was time to strike first and strike hard.
Movement at his right hand startled him. Mercell hadn’t been ordered to speak. “Would you let one craft go in, pledging to hold fire, and attempt to confirm you aren’t holding him?”
Kinnor stared at his partner and sent, What are you doing?
Mercell barely shook his head, and Kinnor sensed no emotion coming through his shields.
And they call me a loose cannon! Kinnor rubbed his face. It took less than a second to decide that he liked the idea. With his own epsilon strength and SO training, he might be the one person who could survive this situation long enough to get the intelligence they needed. With Mercell as backup, his odds improved.
Qe’leb’s second, higher voice answered. “Captain Caldwell and his crew may enter. Any other transport that approaches will be shot down.” Simultaneously, General Dardy’s voice barked in his earpiece. “Embassy One. This is Inport. Captain Mercell. Maintain your position.”
Kinnor glanced over his shoulder. This time, no inquiry board would accuse him of exceeding orders. “Shel? Korda? Eject. They’ll pick you up.” With his shields dispersed, he felt the backseaters’ bewilderment and the buzz of hasty decisions.
“Priming ejection pod.” Young Lieutenant Korda’s voice shook. Kinnor didn’t blame him.
Shel’s answer was steadier. “Negative. If you’re trying this, I’m staying on board.”
Actually, he’d be glad to have the big bodyguard along, keeping both her eyes open. Watching her in action was always good for an adrenaline rush, and already he felt his battle readiness kicking in. The heavy fighter bumped groundward, compensating as the ejection pod streaked into the black sky. Embassy Group’s other ships would pick it up.
He nudged his throttle rod forward. “Direct us in,” he said.
“Relinquish controls,” ordered the first unfamiliar voice. The craft trembled as Qe’leb’s defenses caught it in a catchfield.
Kinnor opened his hand and released the rod. “Controls are yours,” Mercell said softly.
“Embassy One.” That was General Dardy’s voice again. “You are in violation of orders and will be shot down. Embassy Two, switch to combat mode.”
Outside, the stars moved a little faster.
Kinnor craned his neck to look at Shel in the back seat. At the corner of his eye, Mercell’s hand moved so subtly that he almost missed it. He had just enough time to realize that his partner had drawn a stun pistol, and to wonder, When did he start carrying one of those?
The bolt struck him squarely in the chest.
 
• • •
 
At the bottom of the long, long drop, Wind exhaled a sigh of nervous tension. The shuttle’s engine died. They’d stripped out of vacuum suits and done their best to straighten rumpled robes. For the last fifteen minutes, they’d run on an automatic landing cycle and minimal sensors in total darkness. Wind’s imagination created all kinds of images of what waited outside the hatch, far underground: vindictive guards, corpse-eating plants—
“Good luck, girl.” Dowda Haworth’s voice sounded husky. “You did the right thing. Guessing they’ll separate us for a while.”
Wind nodded. As she unclasped her harness, light appeared through the hatch, and she caught a sharp chemical odor. The Dowda had warned her about the smell, a mixture of disinfectant and central nervous system stimulant. “Good luck to you too.” She grasped the older woman’s forearm.
The hatch swung open. “I’ll go first,” the Dowda said. “Count ten and follow. And you might as well leave your handheld on board.”
“Right.” Wind gripped her hand rests. At the hatch’s edge, the Dowda’s silhouette expanded as air currents caught her robes. She swung around and dropped onto the ladder.
It’d been so long since Wind prayed anything much longer than Help that it felt like cheating to ask for more now. This is what I want to do, she reminded herself. Learning to talk to each other could be our only chance to survive what the Federates could do to us all—even if it’s not real peace. She ran through a fast ten count, stepped up to the hatch and looked around.
An overhead circle of implanted lights lit the ceiling, faceted walls, and satiny floor of a black stone hangar. There weren’t any other hovercraft or large machines in sight. Down at the ladder’s foot, Dowda Haworth stood talking with a man and a woman, both of them wearing such close-fitting purple caps that no hair showed. She looked back up at Wind. Come on, then.
Wind grasped both rails, swung around, and started down. As her foot found the hangar floor, she took another deep breath of the chemical-laden air to steady herself. Then she turned.
Dowda Haworth’s companions were agelessly young-looking with lively blue eyes, fine cheekbones, and sharp chins, plainly bred from a very small gene pool. They both wore short-sleeved black shirts, as if it were a uniform. Hastily, she lowered her chin and dropped epsilon shields in a respectful gesture.
“We’ll speak aloud,” the man said. “Be aware, there are others observing.”
Wind glanced around, guessing the hangar was dotted with monitors—auditory, visual, and psi. “I am Na’da Wind Haworth,” she said. “It is my hope that I can be of service to Qe’leb, as well as to our sisters and brothers who are aligned with the Federacy.”
The man raised one eyebrow. Dowda Haworth kept a bland expression on her face. Extending a hand toward the unfamiliar woman, Wind added, “Why should we destroy each other? I have chosen to come here with the Dowda.”
The woman ignored her hand. “I am Zilla, your Dowda’s escort. Go with Zeph.”
The man dipped his chin. “We will be communicating at length. Immediately.”
Wind nodded. She expected nothing less than a full interrogation. Looking into brilliant blue eyes, she said, “Then let’s get this over with.”
Zeph twisted one side of his mouth. “Good. If you’ll follow me.” He took a few steps toward a metallic door arch.
Wind nodded good-bye to the Dowda, turned and followed the stranger up a straight corridor lit by a single ceiling strip. She felt a last touch of the Dowda’s presence as her escort slowed to let her catch up. The passage curved ahead, rougher black stone that seemed to fade toward grey in the distance. The scent was also fading somewhat. “You’ll forgive us for not sending more people to greet you,” Zeph said. “As it happens, we’ve just brought in another rather important property.”
“Oh?” Wind frowned. She was human, not property, but until she proved otherwise, he probably didn’t think settlementers were fully human. Plainly, Golden City ways survived here.
“That’s why you’ll be dealing with me instead of someone higher up,” he said.
She didn’t want to say anything either insulting or obsequious, so she kept her mouth shut. Under the terror of the City, she’d had to know exactly whose epsilon rating was higher than whose, what rank they had achieved, and how great a threat they posed to someone young and expendable. Scouts could have taken her away. Elites could have tortured her to death simply because they were bored.
Perhaps she was less expendable now. Still, after they took her memories, did they owe her food and air? For one instant, she panicked. She planted her feet, hunched forward, and did her best to stifle a mental shriek of grief and despair. She must not weaken now! She’d made up her mind to do this!
Deep breath. Another.
She got control, opened her eyes, and took one more deep breath. Zeph stood against a black wall, cocking an eyebrow. I’m not going to need voice-command, am I?
Of course not, she sent back. No one looks forward to this. I am human.
This way.
She stepped past a dark side corridor, trying to get her dignity back. Oddly, the face that came to mind was Kinnor Caldwell’s. Military Sentinels claimed to stand ready to sacrifice themselves for peace. Everyone died eventually. Maybe tonight, she walked the same path as Captain Caldwell and his Special Operations brethren. Really, she reflected as they turned another corner, the Dardys should have sent her here—but they would have seen that as inappropriate. Wind, on the other hand, understood that the Golden City mentality knew only one way to take information. She wanted to show them the shared knowledge she carried, the truths that underlay all their realities. Together they might build a peace and share their powers with the rest of the Whorl.
Zeph touched her arm and sent, Left. Here. They turned at a second cross corridor, where there was a vaguely antiseptic smell.
 
• • •
 
So, Rava. As Wind strode bravely off across the stone hangar, Zilla’s subvocalization rumbled at the back of Dowda Rava Haworth’s mind. It took her a moment to react. No one had called her by that name for years. Do you think she’s turning her coat? Zilla asked.
Rava Haworth glimpsed a final flutter of her niece’s green robes. She sent a silent farewell, briefly wishing she had Wind’s belief, weak though it was, in an invisible presence guiding everyone’s destiny. By calling in the priest, the Na’marr, Wind had precipitated all that was happening now.
No, she told Zilla, crossing her forearms under her heavy sleeves. She isn’t turning. She honestly hopes for coexistence. All I want is to—
No use talking to me. Zilla had elegant cheekbones and narrow shoulders, and she moved with a dancer’s grace that made her purple cap look like part of a costume.
Rava guessed she’d better respond to Zilla’s form of address. What happened to “Dowda”?
Another shrug. When Baseline Settlement is gone, so is your authority there. Follow.
Baseline wasn’t gone yet, but that sounded ominous. Rava walked with Zilla up another corridor. She hadn’t survived the old days by arguing or indulging in idle speculation. Still, the air seemed colder as she subvocalized, And your rank endures with Qe’leb.
Jahana made us what we are. If she is gone, everything is gone.
Rava considered that statement. Jahana was obviously the person to talk to.
At a drop chamber cut into stone, Zilla stepped toward the wall onto seemingly nothing, and she sank straight down out of sight, purple cap vanishing last. Drop shaft technology had been commonplace in the City. Jahana and her people had plainly refined their technical skills. Somewhere in this warren, soon they would be stripping Wind’s memory. Rava focused on the landing spot beneath her, hoping—for one more moment—that the girl landed on her feet.
She must do the same. Three Settlements might depend on her ability to talk this Jahana into a bit of accommodating. She bent her knees, pushed back out into gravity, and came to attention for two more young guards, who stepped forward to perform a fast mental and physical inspection. I’m a friend, she wanted to protest.
She kept her thoughts to herself and walked out into a roughly oval space. On her left side, two people wearing face-covering helmets sat at sloping consoles that were studded with odd purple beads. These people probably were Exterior Sensors monitors, since they faced a black stone wall.
On a raised chair at the room’s center, a tall woman sat staring at her. She had a face strikingly broad at the temples and narrow at the chin, and a strong, slim body, plainly bred from the best City stock. Instead of hair she wore a shiny black headpiece that barely missed her ears and bulged at the back. It looked as if she’d had both breasts cosmetically removed.
For a fraction of a second, Rava wondered whether she’d better fully drop her shields in submission. If they ordered it, she would—but not yet. She’d give physical submission first. Standing below the raised chair, she brought her feet together and bent her neck, staring down at the tall woman’s brilliantly polished shoes.
Jahana spoke aloud, as the escorts had done. “So you found Qe’leb, the Whorl’s new spiritual center. We’ve been twenty years here alone, and today, we get two sets of visitors. If Chak Asar were alive now, he would wish he could die quickly.”
Rava held her peace.
“Zilla was asked not to inform you about the other group. I want to see you react. Put your shields down.”
Other group? Rava complied, appreciating the subtle difference between letting Jahana see a response and an indiscriminate prostration. As she did, the room came alive with foreign presences, each one as distinct as a body odor. Most of them had to be standing in shadowed corners. Rava muttered, “Spiritual center, eh? So you’ve got Na’marr Caldwell here after all?”
A subvocal hiss washed around her. She glanced side to side and spotted several more observers by the offensive mental scent of their otherness. Two moved into place between Jahana and her seated ExSens monitors, including a man she hadn’t seen before. Most of the observers were as hairless as Jahana, but this one still wore red hair slicked back against his scalp.
Jahana raised a hand in a peremptory gesture. Short purple stems showed over her fingertips, possibly implanted in her nails. “We don’t have time for joking. Where are the Federates hiding him—and our true spiritual advisor, Tamím?”
“He’s with Tamím Bar’Baror?” Rava let them all feel her dismay. That man hadn’t given her any signs of spiritual leadership, but he’d shown extraordinary abilities. “I honestly think,” she answered, “from the way the Feds are acting, that they don’t have either of them. But naturally, the Settlements would be glad to help extend your search. Equip us, and we’ll be at your service.” For now sprinted across her mind before she could hold it back. “Who are your other incomers?”
Jahana’s lips drew back and showed teeth, but Rava wouldn’t call it a smile. “The brother.”
So they’d already caught him. “The Special Ops? This quickly?”
The red-haired man nodded. “Evidently, his partner decided he wanted inside Qe’leb. He offered both Caldwell and himself as hostages. I didn’t exactly follow his reasoning.”
Aware that she still was shieldless, Rava couldn’t keep from making a guess. “So…did Wind and I arrive just ahead of an invasion?” Plainly, Qe’leb was about to be hit just as hard as the Dardys could strike. Chak Asar’s invitation had been accepted—and hopefully, Jahana wasn’t quite ready. “My clans are not involved,” she insisted. Infiltrate, her instincts told her. You aren’t going to change this woman’s mind, but—
Jahana’s eyes narrowed under her shining black headpiece. Rava hastily adjusted her emotional state into one of cooperative apology. “We’re stirring up a diversion?” she asked, shooting for halfway between confidence and conciliation.
“If necessary. Unfortunately, according to the first bit of news that we’ve taken from Captain Mercell, the Federates seem to have stumbled upon a technology that really could endanger us. Or,” Jahana added, not-smiling again, “might be used against them. He’s still being questioned.”
Rava shrugged. “I’ll take your word for it. So it’s a stare down. But again, Baseline Settlement offers its services. We are not cooperating with the Federate—”
“We will not blink first.” Jahana touched the outer corner of her eye with the purple stem on one fingertip. “Furthermore, we do have unfinished ‘family’ business.”
“So I see.” Rava finally saw, in fact, that in the brilliant eyes and facial symmetries, in the compact but well-molded build, Caldwell genes had been bred into half of the faces moving out of the shadows around her. Now Rava understood why Zilla—Zeph, for that matter—looked oddly like Captain Kinnor Caldwell. “You’ve kept that part of the old City’s program,” she said carefully. “You’ll throw the ‘ultimate victory’ scenario right back into Federate faces. The Caldwell prophecies.” She found it hard to believe this still mattered to people. “Why bother to make clones? Aren’t you concerned you might create the Boh-Dabar?”
“I have bothered for the sake of our dignity.” Subvocally Jahana added, None of them will survive anyway. Then she switched back to vocal speech. “Years from now, when we teach Whorl history to a race of descendants we breed in our own image, they’ll know that at this place, in this time, we launched a complete victory. The one their books really predicted.” The red-haired man standing close to her shoulder gave her a sycophant’s smile.
Since Tamím’s visit to Baseline, Rava had read some of the pseudomathematical nonsense he’d put out on the rumor web. And the unimportance of the body, and all that. She didn’t buy any of it. Supposedly, he’d been a close spiritual advisor to a rising new power. She hadn’t bought that either.
Now she did. Obviously, Jahana scorned her own beauty. “Long before you were bred,” Rava reminded her, “we snatched, struck, and ducked the counterstrikes. But the Dardys don’t know where the Na’marr is. I’m convinced.”
Jahana finally switched to subvocal speech, using so much power that Rava flinched. I’m not. But Captain Caldwell’s partner will be brought to us momentarily. We’ll see what he knew.
Finally, permission to speak subvocally as an equal! I need Baseline evacuated, she sent. Those are your people and mine. Don’t destroy more than you need to. You’re going to want staff. Resources.
Jahana smiled. Be careful what you ask for.
Startled, Rava returned, Send them somewhere safe. I left Dowda Charash in charge. He’s ready to do anything I relay from you.
For the moment, he should lie low. Right where he is.
Permission to send him that?
Jahana looked aside, flicked a purple-tipped finger at a vacant station, and sent, It’s done. So is your responsibility to Baseline Settlement. Now, you answer to me.
 
• • •
 
A despairing shriek pierced Kinnor’s innermost shields. It nudged him toward awareness. He strengthened his mental shields, then slitted one eye open.
He lay in darkness. Poised to resist an attack, he eased the shields down far enough to be sure he was alone.
Several recollections hit him, like lightning striking a tower. First came relief: He’d reacted quickly enough, hitting tardema-sleep just before the stun bolt could take down his nervous system. He probably dropped like a rock.
Then he recalled Allon Mercell’s grimace, the Sentinel they’d assigned to keep him from making trouble, as he’d fired—
And where was their old family bodyguard, Shel? In memory he heard it again, that shriek. He’d been trained to have an unusually vivid memory. He let that cry ring through his mind. Who else could be imprisoned here, with a cry that could rouse him, even when he lay senseless?
An old story gave him the answer. His father had first sensed his mother this way, their deeply connatural minds echoing with a cry of her soul’s anguish. Another face floated in his mind, with eyes like whirlpools that might drag him down into treachery. Wind Haworth had to be reaping her own grim reward.
Shel? he sent, hoping—probably pointlessly—that the bodyguard could be somewhere close. In his memory, he heard her voice from a decade ago: “You’re going to be my death some day, Kinnor Caldwell.” Maybe she’d tried to wrestle Mercell’s stun pistol away from him. Shel! he called again. He sat up, rocked forward, and covered his face with both hands, allowing himself one moment alone with pain and frustration. Momentarily, Qe’leb’s people would drug and disempower him. They would blast into his memory. It was possible to guard a lifetime of military training, but the cost was horrendous.
Real time went into slow motion as his thoughts skittered back. He would never forget how he first learned about Special Ops memory blocks.
He’d heard whispers, as a schoolchild on the Federate Regional Capitol world, that his father “wasn’t all he used to be.” Kinnor had come home bloodied again, having fought to defend the General’s honor, and been taken for an unscheduled flight outcountry.
He loved it when Father flew the old cirrus-class racing jet. Even though a second armed craft always followed at a respectful distance, parenthood hadn’t turned the General all conservative: He could loop, roll, spin, and stall in ways that crushed away your breath and convinced you that you were going to crash, and then he would laugh aloud, joining in your frantic hiccups of relief when everything turned out fine. Surely he knew just what you were feeling, just when it was thrilling, and just when you were starting to get too scared…like your bookish brother.
But this time, the flight was a fast, high-level conveyor to a bluff far out in the desert, and you sat in chastened silence until the racing jet dropped onto a big mesa.
There he’d told the whole story. He’d gone to this hideous world, Old Mikuhr. He’d been trying to rescue your bitch of an aunt, your mother’s sister who died here anyway, and they took him prisoner inside the Golden City. To keep from giving away military secrets, he’d done something called a Special Operations memory block, not just once but probably half a dozen times. By the time Mother got there—and they escaped together, thanks to that bizarre ayin of hers, though the General hadn’t explained that at the time—they could access power beyond anything their enemies expected—but by then, his father had totally forgotten her, could barely recall who he was himself.
He’d explained, there on the bluff, about psi healers and a long struggle in rehab. And yes, it was true…he no longer had the ayin strength he’d had in his thirties, but he would give it up again, in a heartbeat, to save people he loved, including you. And this was part of the memory that stuck in your craw, because your own abilities were showing up, just like your beard hairs—your own father considered those powers to be more of a burden than a privilege. He expected his sons to learn restraint with honor. Otherwise—this part stuck too—your own people were no better than the renegade Mikuhrans. Worse, in fact. Was he making himself clear?
Kinnor rubbed his chin as the dark cell re-imposed itself over the red rock of memory. Years later, he’d studied those memory blocking techniques. One block wouldn’t reduce him to shuddering half-humanity, but it had to be done skillfully. So he must not hesitate when they came for him. He dispersed his shields, diverting mental energy into his other five senses, so he could hear them coming or catch the scent of any gas they piped into this chamber.
He wrapped his right hand around his left wrist. They had taken his crystace, of course—but he wasn’t dead yet, and they probably hadn’t expected him to regain consciousness so quickly. An ayin probe could reach just about a room’s width, so he stretched out cautiously to sweep a circle at close range.
He caught no trace of Shel’s presence, but he found someone else. Male. Paying no attention to his own mental shields, the guard was leaning against a stone wall, absorbing a scandalously sexual tri-D on his handheld, so absorbed in images and sounds that Kinnor easily threaded an epsilon probe into his mind and stole his sense of place. He saw Qe’leb’s layout: two major shafts on separate power grids, each shaft branching out in layered corridors.
The place was huge! The other shaft had a big hangar and launching chamber up top. Three cross tunnels connected it with this shaft, which had two major chambers. Command/control was about halfway down, genetics at the bottom.
Genetics. Like at the Golden City, they plainly harvested embryonic brain cells here, to refresh their waning abilities. In this shaft’s deepest chamber, freezer-banked tissues were grouped in a way that looked like sets of cloned embryos.
He fought down a gagging despair. A better man, with more force at his disposal, might try to save those poor creations. Each one could have grown into a human child, no less of an individual than any identical twin.
The technology was different, though, at the genetics chamber’s other side. Near a dumping ground of cannibalized empty tanks that might have been used for cold stasis, the Mikuhran guard had seen an enormous automated setup, apparently dedicated to producing a single tissue type. In facilities back on Thyrica, organs could be grown for injured or diseased patients, using cells isolated from their own tissue. This looked very much like that.
Netaian ayin, Kinnor guessed. They had to be growing it separately, instead of breeding fusion-capable soldiers.
That made sense. Fusion-capable underlings couldn’t be controlled. If just one of them figured out how to use the power that Kinnor’s father and mother had discovered, soon there would be no surviving rivals.
Footsteps clattered in the corridor. Kin’s guard switched off the handheld, breathing raggedly, and tucked it into a belt holster. Five of them were coming. Four were heavily armed. One, wearing a medic’s tunic, held back.
Kinnor pulled back into himself and took a mental stance that reached deep into his memory, acutely aware of all that he was—all he had been, and seen, and done—
I’ve been a fool. If that didn’t count as a prayer, he didn’t know what did. He’d focused on justice, forgetting that everyone, himself included, had a greater need for mercy. Help me focus. Help me do this. Save Shel, if she’s still alive. Can I save Wind Haworth? Can I even save myself?
Let alone the Whorl?
Reaching deep, he found the memories he must protect. Creating the tear felt like gashing himself with a pair of knives, deep and clean—but devastating. His breath caught.
A ray of light appeared on the ceiling. It seemed to be spinning. He heard faint voices. Felt rough hands. Something cold at the back of his neck….



 
CHAPTER 14
For nearly five thousand days, the pure intelligence that had been inspiriting Tamím Bar’Baror had tolerated the human animals’ sluggish fragility. It had endured the female, Jahana, with her spiritual pretensions. It had endured its host, Tamím. It had endured its hostage, Kiel Caldwell, and everything else in this physical cave, right down to the mandala carpet it had re-created from Tamím’s memory, and the musical instrument’s primitive sonic waves. Sight and sound, taste and touch polluted the universe. Trash, all of it. Motion. Futility.
The hostage fell unconscious, curled around the big pillow. Now the host clenched its gut, whimpering.
Irritated, the entity jerked Tamím Bar’Baror’s famished body across enfolded space to the world that the hostage called Sanctuary. The human animals thought they were defending it well. Perhaps they were, if they considered only their own kind.
But older entities moved in the vibrating universe. The purely spiritual shebiyl was their natural habitat, a flood flowing outside space-time. Everything ever made existed there, shifting in infinite permutations. The temporal past lay still, but present and future existed in chaos. Changes in one eddy caused illogical ripples in another. The creature hated asymmetry. Vacuum and stillness: Those things were eternal.
Here on this so-called sanctuary world, the humans they laughably called “ancients” had introduced genetically tailored animals. Mangy brown ungulates grazed in a weedy valley, and the entity drove its starving host toward a young one. The rest of the herd, too stupid to run, kept munching weeds as the famished host strangled and then devoured most of the calf.
Disgusted, the truly ancient entity flung its human host into a frigid slough, where it shrieked and shivered as it cleaned away crusting filth. Finally, the entity dimensioned Tamím back to the stone room lest he die of hypothermia.
The tall hostage, seen through its host’s blurring eyes, still lay senseless, black boots tossed aside. The creature forced its host’s eyes to stare a little longer. Was this The One—the ultimate ensouled hybrid—who had peered up out of so many dark pools of the shebiyl? I could kill him now. Still…Not yet. No. So far, he could still justify all he has done to a court of his peers. Make sure he is ruined first—those had been its own orders—and then kill him.
The entity knew all those so-called prophecies better than any literalist. It could have quoted them in a hundred languages, including the original speakers’ inflection. They were not half as horrifying as what it saw here and there on the shebiyl.
Both human creatures now needed hours in half-dead sleep before it could manipulate them again. Slipping free of the shuddering host, which instantly collapsed against a stone wall, it fled back into colorless, formless, intangible purity.
 
• • •
 
Wind had been shown an interrogation room at College, set up with a reclining chair, wrist and shoulder restraints. Behind this metal door, though, the stone chamber was little more than an empty closet with a long, bare shelf that was broad enough to sit on.
Sinking down, she rested her palms on her knees. She swiveled toward Zeph as he sat down beside her, resting his back against the dark stone wall. “How can I show you most completely the way that I lived on Thyrica?” She looked into his eyes and tried not to glance at the purple cap.
His eyes widened, as if she had startled him.
“I’m not trying to keep Thyrian secrets,” she said. “Just the opposite. I want to show you everything.”
He shrugged. The black shirt made him look thin under the overhead light, and though his chin cast a sharp shadow, his blue eyes fairly gleamed. “They’ve trained me for deep access and full recall. I’m told it’s in my genes. You don’t need to cooperate.”
She didn’t look away, though. He resembled the Thyrian branch of the kindred, she observed—the shorter face, those eerie light-colored eyes. “I came here to do exactly this, Zeph.”
She recognized the prickling at the back of her neck, the nausea rising in her throat—not quite as bad as usual, this time—the pressure that seemed to come from above and below and inside, left and right—
And then he was digging through the matrix of her conscious thought and memory, a keenly suspicious, faintly angry presence she could not escape. Like an observer inside her own mind, she watched flashes of her Thyrian exile rise like bubbles, blossom into vivid memories, and swirl away.
 
• • •
 
The hurt and confusion…of waking up on a strange world, still shivering from traveling in a cold stasis crypt. The big bedroom lined with bunks and shelves, where all thirteen of the four-to-six-year-old evacuee girls slept for the first several days. Aunt Genni and Uncle Dods, a middle-aged couple, had taken her home on weekends, making her part of a small housing unit that they called a “family,” smaller than a clan and closer than the loose circle of evacuee children. It turned out they’d moved from a comfortable home down in Soldane to this suburb of Arown, near the Sentinel College, just so Wind could maintain a few friendships from before her evacuation.
 
• • •
 
A succession of teachers…wonderful people taught her age class for two years, then were rotated elsewhere. Not one ever showed the disdain and horror Wind caught from other Thyrians at odd moments, when somehow her Mikuhran identity was revealed in casual conversation. Here, “Wind” meant something fragrant with flowers or evergreens or sea salt, not an air leak in the protective dome. She’d stood outdoors under water that fell from the sky, ignoring bemused glances from hurrying, huddled Thyrians.
 
• • •
 
One day, an older evacuee child…came in and talked to her class, wearing a narrow gold ring. It marked him as a student-apprentice Sentinel, a sekiyr. It was proof that They really meant it: Wind and her fellow evacuees might actually be trained and accepted as equals by these conquerors, and serve the Federates alongside them.
 
• • •
 
The next image, the most vivid day…of her religious upbringing: the terrifying memory that her Path instructor passed down when they consecrated her into the faith community—bloody hands—dark, slick, greasy—overwhelming for a twelve-year-old. About a third of her age mates had opted out of Path training, partly because there had been rumors of something awful at the end of it. Now she knew, at soul depth, that she was born tainted. Even her best actions, carried out with the best intentions, would always be less than perfect. It was almost too much to bear. It was no comfort when the trainer explained that in this respect, she was no different from unaltered humanity.
 
• • •
 
Then a bitter sense of betrayal…another evacuee, already in training and one of her fellow consecrants, was sent away from College, ayinectomized (as Aunt Genni gently explained), and relocated on another Federate world. No one ever told Wind what this older girl had done. Maybe they were respecting the girl’s right to privacy, even if only the small team of post-College monitors ever saw her again. Wind wondered: What tiny offense might land her too in the psi surgeon’s suite? These were perilous gifts, all right. She had more reasons for fear than for pride.
 
• • •
 
It was fear that almost smothered her…standing on a bluff overlooking the circular lake that had been Sunton, an arts and retirement community on Thyrica’s east coast. Staring up into the sky, wondering: What had they seen, the thousands who’d died there, streaking down like fire out of heaven, in the moments before Mikuhran suicide pilots blasted that crater?
—Pilots, she knew, who were surely “recruited” from settlements such as her own. Golden City elites never volunteered for suicide missions.
She had been angry too, and bitterly ashamed, determined never, never to go back. Just like all the other evacuees on that trip afield.
 
• • •
 
Rumors told late at night…after lights-out, of older children tested for “personality issues.” Some were ayinectomized, moved out of the community to other cities, maybe even other Federate worlds. Wondering what “personality issues” meant, and wondering again whether Sentinel medics would burn a hole in her brain.
 
• • •
 
The morning came…when she too was character tested. It was her first deep mind-access. Aunt Genni had told her, frankly but kindly, that they would warn her about envy. After a moment’s shock, she’d realized that “envious” was exactly how she sometimes felt. So many other people had easier lives. She had not realized that envy was dangerous for a potential Sentinel. Aunt Genni had said something else on that morning. “We need both courage and hope to survive, Wind. And we are better at courage. But without hope, we have no reason to strive for courage. When we are simply brave for the sake of being brave, that is a worse character flaw: Pride.”
 
• • •
 
Then grief ... She had been nearly eighteen, and a sekiyr herself, when Aunt Genni had died in a vehicular accident. Uncle Dods stopped coming by College to pick her up for weekends. Counselors had explained bereavement shock, but she never dreamed Uncle Dods would abandon her. He seemed to abandon life itself. He moved in with his grown daughter, a Sunton widow.
Wind had begun at about this time to analyze her earliest memories, to reconstruct Baseline Settlement in her mind and remember Clan Haworth’s assigned air-cycling labors. She started to miss her other life, her other clan, back on Mikuhr.
 
• • •
 
Zeph’s heavy otherness felt like a coal in her head, pressing in hotter and closer now. What, she wondered, was he really wanting to know? What the Sentinels were like among themselves? She’d seen that: both proud and humble. Hard working, some of them. Deeply loving, some of them.
There was an odd flicker, almost an epsilon probe. He wanted to know if she’d ever met Kiel and Kinnor Caldwell’s father, the famous General.
She’d gotten a glimpse, at a distance, during a vesting ceremony, the day four young new Sentinels were commissioned—
With dizzying speed, he turned her thought elsewhere. He wanted to know if the Sentinels could seize power in the Federacy, and whether General Caldwell was high enough in the military structure to make that a reasonable assumption.
Resting, she barely paid attention as he raked open a stream of related memories. She didn’t sense that he found anything that satisfied him. Did he, she wondered, have plans of his own, besides whatever Qe’leb intended? Did he trust his commanders—she formed the thought hesitantly—the way that I trust my own?
He flicked that thought aside. If we did, she heard at the back of her mind, we would not tell you.
I asked about you, she answered, not “we.”
Instead of responding, he slit open another memory bubble.
 
• • •
 
Living at College ... Picking up the odd epsilon-energy savor of High Families’ children, and their disdain for the evacuees. The children born here, who’d grown up in these interconnected lineages, seemed privileged in a way she would never match. She thought she felt Zeph encouraging her envy, rubbing the wound deeper.
She resisted, thinking once more about her evacuee age mates.
 
• • •
 
All kinds of attrition…shrank the group once they reached College. No intake class was very large, and the Mikuhran influx created several consecutive surges. Several of her peers actually qualified to be trained as Master Sentinels, but Wind fit smoothly into the middle range. And there was a boy, the year he was eighteen and she was seventeen, whose mind touched hers and swept them both into obsessed fascination. Ric Hoston’s parents demanded that they be separated in training—and unbelievably, not just the trainers but Ric complied. He eventually washed out of College, leaving her only a white flower petal embedded in crystal…here, in her sleeve pocket—
 
• • •
 
Again, there came the odd sense of “we,” as if her thoughts were being broadcast into an echoing room. Pair bonding—Zeph’s response to it was odd, as if he knew of something else, something just as good—
 
• • •
 
How could anything else be so good? Wind overlaid her question with memories of Sentinel couples, the deep satisfaction they so plainly felt in each others’ presence, the wonder still streaming off one young pair freshly returned to College from the proverbial “quick trip to Hesed,” the sanctuary where pair bonds traditionally were sealed.
So that’s who you envy the most, she heard.
She couldn’t help recalling the tingling heat as Kinnor Caldwell mind-touched her. This time, Zeph’s response cut through her like an electric shock: greed, satisfaction, delight.
 
• • •
 
It had been a long time since Rava Haworth had seen a person who’d just survived the kind of mental teardown that Golden City people could inflict. Another pair of lithe youngsters escorted the hunched, muscular figure of the senior Sentinel Captain through the gate arch toward Jahana’s seat. Mercell’s uniform tunic hung askew, and the gold star, which had once warned outsiders that he was a telepath, had been ripped from his shoulder. Rava could guess what he’d been through, and from the sway of his escorts’ shoulders, they felt pretty smug about it.
They paused in front of Jahana’s chair, and there was a good deal of eye-to-eye, excluding her. Really, it was a relief to be out of the center of scrutiny. She stole another look at Jahana’s oddities: The bulging black headpiece made her neck look even longer, and the purple fingertip stems might be for easier circuit control, since purple beads decorated several of the room’s shining surfaces.
InSens, she decided. She needed to get to an interior sensors station. Requesting ExSens would be too obvious a ploy.
Allon Mercell looked straight at her. Rava caught a tingle at the back of her head and put a little more strength into shielding her thoughts against the probe that he clearly was trying. She stared back, sending just one thought. You are pathetic.
He straightened his spine slightly, and she smiled to herself. Pride could revive some people when nothing else helped. She’d rather see a fighter than a doomed man.
Jahana’s escorts appeared to finish reporting. They stepped away. Rava wondered what new information they’d given Jahana.
“So.” Jahana spoke out loud. “If I were as fast out of the gate as some of you Sentinel operatives, you’d be dead already. But I’m a person who doesn’t waste resources. Prove you still would be useful, now that you have no secrets to bargain with.”
He cleared his throat. “Training,” he said, and Rava thought his voice sounded hoarse, as if he’d been screaming. Probably not. City people and their ilk could strip a mind without leaving enough energy to scream. “I believe that your forces will survive whatever comes down here in the next few weeks. I believe you could use my skills.”
Jahana laughed. “We have your entire training program in our records. Anything they taught you to do, we can already do it. Better. Try again.” She leaned back in the chair, crossing her legs gracelessly. “We can’t send you out as an agent for us. Your name, face, and mental profile are all over the Whorl by now.”
The Sentinel folded his arms, and Rava noticed the muscles rippling there. What a waste, Rava observed. This one plainly believes in his body. He said, “Give me credit for intelligence enough to know that.”
“Granted.” Jahana smirked. “And intelligence enough to realize that we are a force to be reckoned with. How did you know?”
“You ask me questions? After …” His voice trailed off.
Jahana shrugged. “Curious. Wondering how you remember deducing it.”
“Just a feeling.”
“No, there’s more to it than that. After working with Kinnor Caldwell for four years, you handed him to us like a piece of bad meat.” Her chin jutted toward him. She pointed a purple-tipped finger, and he uncrossed his arms to stand at submissive attention—ayin-commanded, Rava understood. “I want to know why. Jealousy? And why you think we would trust you not to betray us, if you will sell your own partner to save your skin.”
“No, madam,” he said. “Again, intelligence. Betraying you would be stupid. Perhaps impossible.”
One of his escorts spoke up. “He has made some very good guesses.”
“Oh?” She fingered her chin.
“Madam,” Mercell said in a resentful tone, “Chak Asar told us that you have Netaian breeding stock. We’d previously assumed it had been destroyed with the Golden City. We’ve been banned from doing any research into epsilon fusion. Therefore, we will certainly lose.”
“Oh.” Jahana smiled slowly, a real smile this time. “I see. And they forced you to work with Kinnor Caldwell, who carries those very genes.”
Rava’s curiosity prickled. She’d heard vague rumors. Years ago, before one of her old friends fled the City, a researcher had supposedly figured out how Captain and Na’marr Caldwell’s parents escaped custody.
Jahana and Mercell’s escort exchanged a long stare. Jahana pointed a purple-tipped finger across the room. “Zufan,” she said, “bring me that cased Disposable.”
Rava pursed her lips. If the Netaian rogue genes were in use, she would’ve guessed at an accelerated breeding program and lobotomized infants. Jahana would not have bred super-soldiers. She had too few staff to control them.
Captain Mercell raised an eyebrow.
Rava caught motion with her peripheral vision. One of the helmeted ExSens people near the room’s entry did a kind of hand dance in the air in front of him (or was it her?), and Jahana murmured, “Good. We seem to have bought a momentary stand-down. Embassy Group is heading back to Baseline.” The decrease in tension around Rava felt like a sigh, like a stream of water released from a storage bladder. Rava took a deep, slow breath. In this chamber, the sharp disinfectant-stimulant odor was intense.
Another sharp-chinned young man hurried in from an alcove off to one side, carrying a metal case. Rava felt tension rise again. She strengthened her shields against it.
“Stand there.” Jahana pointed at the floor between her chair and the Captain, then stepped down off her platform. The courier obeyed, swung up the case, and rested it on his forearms, leaning away from it as far as he could.
Smiling sidelong at the captain, Jahana fingered a series of lights on the case’s surface. Her smile vanished. She stared into her prisoner’s eyes as she swept a purple fingertip down its side.
Instantly, Rava’s shields weren’t enough. Someone—something—stood in front of her that felt like an embodied explosion. Jahana’s mental presence swept through Rava and blasted toward the cavern walls. Rava’s outer senses boiled—it felt like tasting a violent ground quake or hearing a sun go nova—and her inner awareness felt as if it had been burned to cinders.
The blast ended. Rava caught her balance. At Jahana’s feet lay the young man who had brought the case. He twitched a few times and then stopped breathing.
A glimmer of fusion fire lingered in Jahana’s eyes. “Yes,” she said, nodding her wedge of a chin at Captain Mercell. “We have the Netaian ayin. And I know how to use it. I can make it last longer if I choose, but I’ve never actually tried to hurt someone with it. It seems to want to destroy without my help.”
Rava rested her backbone against a piece of machinery, eyeing Jahana’s staff around her. They all looked somewhat shaken, but plainly, most of them had known what to expect and had learned to shield against it. The red-haired man, standing near Rava, raised an eyebrow to a mocking angle that suggested Get used to it. No one moved toward the dead courier.
Allon Mercell’s shoulders slumped almost imperceptibly. Rava guessed, without probing—who would want to feel that?—that he understood he would not walk out of this chamber with this information. “How does it work?” he asked, and she had to admire his courage…or was that just a Special Ops on autopilot, gathering intelligence as long as he breathed?
Jahana turned aside. “Show him,” she told another one of her hairless aides. “This one’s going to be unusable now.”
The aide hurried forward to pick up the case. He fingered its sides, and its top panel dissolved. Revolted but irresistibly drawn, Rava stepped forward with Allon Mercell. Mostly, the case contained fluidic cables and bits of padded insulation. If she hadn’t been looking for the roughly Y-shaped blob of grey tissue nestled in a white plastene sac at its center, she might have missed it.
Jahana pointed to the tissue. “There’s the ayin remnant. The case itself, naturally, serves as artificial skull. Here’s circulation.”
Canceling her shields for a moment, Rava probed the case. Nothing like human consciousness rose out of it now. Had she sensed any awareness as they carried it in?
“No.” Jahana turned toward her, probably having noticed her probe. “They’re no more human than a cloned kidney. Not even self-supporting, like the reptilian part of the brain.”
“Very portable.” Captain Mercell took a short step backward.
Rava glanced at Jahana’s glossy new headpiece, suddenly understanding more than she wanted to know. It had room to fit one of these inside.
Jahana fixed Captain Mercell with another smirk. “Wouldn’t you like one of them in your cockpit, the next time you flew a mission?”
“Yes,” he admitted.
Rava decided it would be safe to ask one question. “Then how does it respond to you?”
 “Reflexes of a gut worm. Stimulated, it creates a weak standing epsilon wave. Obviously, with reversed polarity, that’s enough.” Jahana stretched her shoulders. “Linking a normally polarized carrier with one of these amplifies them both. So,” she said, eyeing Mercell. “You’ve seen what you wanted to see, and you know that I didn’t mind wasting one for the pleasure of seeing you react. Any last wishes?”
To his credit, he did not cower. “What I’ve just shown your people could save all your lives. Let me stay here. Let me be part of your effort.”
“Done.” She stepped closer to him.
Rava backed farther away. Whatever Jahana meant to do to Mercell, she felt pretty sure she was the intended audience.
Even though he’d been epsilon-stripped, his reflexes impressed Rava. He might have broken free, but the red-haired man behind caught him in voice-command and pried his fingers off the near guards.
Something small and sharp gleamed in Jahana’s right hand. Between purple-tipped nails, she held an injection bulb poised over the Captain’s forearm. “Good speed,” she said. “I will let you serve us, of course. My synth system is low on carbon biomass, and it’s a filthy burden for you to have to carry. We’ll both profit by separating you from this body. Celebrate your cleansing, Captain!”
What Rava saw next startled her to the core. Allon Mercell’s face relaxed, and his eyes seemed to focus on something above and behind Jahana’s head. “You’re right,” he said, slurring the words as if slightly stunned. Rava glanced up. What was he seeing? “Yes,” he said. Was he answering words she couldn’t hear? She dropped shields. She still heard nothing.
Jahana stared too, as if something were holding her back.
“Yes,” he repeated, “but…yes,” he said again. “Please,” and with her shields down, Rava felt a surge of grief flow off him, mixed with sorrow…and what was that other feeling? Sentinels would have a word for it, she guessed.
Then, to her shock, he was utterly at peace. Jahana jabbed his arm, and he died without a murmur.



 
CHAPTER 15
Kiel woke with a peculiar tingling in his senses, and he tried not to move. He shouldn’t have slept! Then he wondered, with a note of desperation, what Tamím had done while he was unconscious and helpless. He must have slept at least six hours. Every sense seemed sharper than before, and he’d never been so intensely aware of his steady heartbeat, the depths of his breaths, the relaxed strength in his shoulder and leg muscles.
He’d needed sleep, and he’d gotten it. If there were consequences, at least he’d pay them refreshed. Thank you, he prayed. Help me now! He turned his mind inward and listened to the new perceptions that should not be there. To his surprise, he sensed no more than he heard. The stone chamber seemed to be empty.
He opened his eyes.
By the same dim light that still seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere in the grey cave, he saw something like a dark green bundle with legs, lying on the other side of the mandala carpet. Had Tamím also slept? Would a shadow ever let its host rest? No wonder the man’s so thin. He rubbed a sore spot on his shoulder, then groped into his hip pocket for the small bundle of altar cloths that he traveled with, to say his morning prayers.
Before he could begin, though, the bony bundle rolled toward him. Kiel twisted his new inner sense just…so…and regathered his epsilon energy into a protective shield, noting that as he did, pinpricks of light appeared in the air around him. He felt almost invulnerable, even though Tamím had proved that he could probe right through another person’s mental shields.
The other’s hands reached up and dug into a black head of hair, pulling it back from that gaunt face. His jaw worked. He grimaced and swallowed. Dark eyes widened, flashed right and left, and settled on Kiel. “It leaves me, sometimes.”
That achingly empty voice was not the one Kiel heard before.
Kiel sat up, clenching the colored cloths. The stone felt cold under his buttocks. He stretched out his senses again, reaching toward the other man. He felt his curious probe nudged aside by the other’s mental shields—a warmer sense than the cold, sizzling shimmer that had previously surrounded Tamím. The shadow was up to mischief elsewhere! This was a real person, a human in need. “Who are you?” Kiel murmured. Guessing there was no time for curiosity, he reminded himself that he was pledged to serve others. “Is there some way I can help you?”
The answering chuckle ended with a choked sound that might have been a groan. “My name is Tamím Bar’Baror, of course. At least, it used to be. I was a special counsel to a person named Jahana. You should be begging for my help.”
Would the shadow leave him at all, if we really could help each other? Holy, holy, holy One, help me. Help us both. And who was this other person, this Jahana?
He asked the friendlier question instead, as invited. “Can you help me?”
The other Tamím, the real human being, shook his head. He rolled aside and sat against a different wall, puckering his lips and swallowing again. “No,” he said in a flat voice. “Get used to it. There’s nothing you can do but obey him.”
“Are you always listening behind him?” Kiel tried to imagine being a prisoner inside his own body.
The other man stared at his fingers, flexing them, as if it surprised him to see them move. He wiped them on his robes. “For a while, I rested. There’d been…some power plays at Qe’leb, and I fell out of favor. There was no going back, and I didn’t care what he did with the shell. For a while, it was marvelous, riding along, imagining I was really the one who had all that brilliance. I got my place back. Respect. Power. Now, I’m just…I sleep when I can. He’s sucking me dry. Someday he’ll spit me out and leave me to rot.” He raised an eyebrow. “When that happens, look out. He wants a Caldwell in the new Collegium. That would bring the faithful into his camp. He’ll plant you there, and then he’ll possess you.”
Kiel shuddered. He planned what? Never! I will not allow it.
You’re headed in that direction, a small voice murmured.
No!  A man who was strong in his faith, deep in the graced community, could not be possessed. He’d been taught that, anyway. Here, though—now—she shadow surely would keep chipping away at him, threatening people he loved. He’d given in once already. As a result, he had these new powers. Perhaps they were counterfeit. Or perhaps they were really what Tamím had claimed they were—simply the gifts of the Holy One, despite their human creators’ intention.
How could he know?
He smoothed the altar cloths over one palm, creational colors—blue, overlaid by green, then red—prayer for someone in danger. It was not impossible to leave the Path. If he went along with this plan and brought the traditionalist faithful into Tamím’s fold, he would bring apostasy, not peace and hope. He would rather die. He would even rather see Tamím kill everyone he loved, knowing they would rest safe in the Holy One’s country, than help create a Whorl that bowed to the Enemy.
Wouldn’t he? Could he stand back and see Annalah, Hanusha, or little Rena harmed…was his faith that strong? He crumpled the cloths into a ball. Holy One, I am only a man. Show me, please, how to escape this creature’s influence.
The other man—the real Tamím—sat watching. Kiel shook his head slowly and kept thinking, while he could do it freely. Shadow creatures plainly were real. In that case, the bright ones—those whose protection he had always blithely counted upon—were just as real and just as present, but they lived by the Holy One’s laws of restraint. They did not interfere.
Help, he pleaded silently. He dropped the fistful of altar cloths and whispered, “Tamím, let me help you. There must be some way you can break free.”
The other man suddenly looked much older. Dark hollows appeared under his eyes. “No. The arrangement’s permanent.” He raised an eyebrow. It was a dark look, but Kiel thought he sensed desperation behind it. “Tell me one thing. If you aren’t Boh-Dabar, why the shef’th are you trying to be a priest? We’ve tracked you since you were born. You could’ve made a power play back on Netaia—there was a young queen, back when you were in your teens, who would’ve made your case for succession rights.”
“Rinnah,” Kiel said softly. “I know.” His young cousin was an unwilling monarch, like her mother Carradee had been. Still, he had asked her not to let her Electors name him or his brother as reserve heirs to her throne. “I felt called. I see an incredible beauty behind all the stories in the holy books—as they were written,” he added in a grimmer voice. He didn’t think it was necessary to add, Without decoding them for secret meanings.
“Stories.” Tamím shaped the word into a scornful explosion. “I believe in reality.”
“Reality changes all the time. Truth does not.”
Tamím’s head came up. “Ridiculous.”
“No. We both had ancestors without ayin abilities. That was reality. It changed.”
Tamím rolled his head left and right. “You bore me.”
“No,” Kiel said softly, and he stretched out with his strange new senses, amazed that this shuttered window had opened at all, letting him glimpse a tormented soul. “You are not bored. But I’m threatening your belief that you made the right choice. You can change your decision, Tamím. You can still bow gratefully toward the judge you will face at the Path’s end. It’s only permanent after death.”
“Why?”
“We must turn our hearts to humbly love him and prefer his judgments over our own. That’s unnatural enough during this lifetime. After death, it’s impossible.”
The other snorted.
What else? Kiel pleaded. What else can I tell him? Even that tiny seed, he sensed, needed time to grow.
“You’re the thirteenth generation since we were altered,” Tamím reminded him. “He says it’s a time of great change. He’s already after your brother too. In case you …” His voice trailed away.
“Kinnor?” Kiel frowned. Could his brother resist the temptation to power? Kinnor had skated at the Codes’ edge ever since he started Sentinel training. Kiel curled up on the floor again, praying for wisdom—for a nudge to speak further, if there still was time. Holy One, whatever trap he’s preparing for my brother, let Kinnor see through it. Kiel mentally ran through the holy books, from the Negiynah Zamahr of creation to Qol Galaha, the exiles’ voices. He wondered whether the shadow knew what they’d talked about. After a few minutes, without sensing any compulsion at all, he opened his eyes again.
On the chamber’s far side, Tamím sat hunched forward, nibbling a fingernail. The haunted lift to his eyebrows was gone. The half smile was cunning, confident.
The window had closed.
 
• • •
 
Wind blinked, feeling stupid. It had been such a strange dream, with visions of Thyrica that went on and on, and memories of her Aunt Genni and Uncle Dods—but plainly, she was awake again. Dowda Haworth bent over her. Deep wrinkles crossed her forehead. She was looking more her age now—her clan aunt was more than a century old.
“Feeling better?” Dowda Haworth asked aloud, and Wind realized that the usual mocking narrowness had left the Dowda’s expression. Had she been sick? Had Dowda Haworth come up to her room?
But this wasn’t her room. It wasn’t anyplace she recognized from Baseline Settlement. It was a small, emptied storeroom cut into black stone. She tried to answer. “Um” was all that came out. She rolled over, got an elbow under her side, and sat up.
Dowda Haworth handed her a drinking glass and a lumpy brown wafer. “Here,” she said. “Water, and a little breakfast to get you going again.”
Wind sipped cautiously. It tasted like kass without the organics—just the faint, bitter stimulant. She sipped it and chewed the bland wafer, noticing that her arm was draped with the green folds of her formal robes.
She must have been very sick. There was a hole in her memory. A big one. And she wore these robes only on special occasions. If she’d been lying in bed, she would be wearing nightclothes. But there was no bed—
“Soon as you can stand up, there’s someone who wants to meet you.” The Dowda also wore her robes—and her long hair was tied back, as if she’d been traveling.
Still struggling for recollection, Wind finished her spiked water. She pulled down several deep breaths. “Okay,” she said, “but Dowda, I’m sorry, there’s—”
“You’ve got a memory gap. Not to worry. You’ll be fine—better than ever, in two or three days. They’ve done a gene sampling for your first ayin treatment. And I’m here for you,” she added, interrupting Wind’s confusion. “See if you can stand up.” She reached down and counterbalanced Wind as she straightened her legs. “Good. We’ve got just a short walk, and by the time we get there, you’ll be ready. Don’t worry, girl. You have landed head-up, so to speak.”
“Um?” Wind asked. The walls rocked. She leaned against one of them to make it stop. It felt rough against her palm. To her surprise, Dowda Haworth reached down and gave Wind’s rumpled robes a tug. Shuffling around to Wind’s back, she smoothed out the fabric. “What are you doing?” Wind demanded.
Dowda Haworth did not explain her servile behavior. “Feel better? Come on. Walk tall, girl.” Dowda Haworth opened the door and stepped out into a corridor.
Are you sure? Wind sent subvocally.
“They use vocal speech here,” the Dowda said firmly. “Spare your ayin. Use your mouth.”
“Oh.” But those had been Golden City rules. Had Dowda Haworth taken her to a place where they still dreamed of immortality? As Wind followed left and headed down a sloping tunnel, her memories sorted themselves out. Her most vivid recollections were of Thyrica because she’d just been taken there in memory, via mind-access. What a relief! She was deep at the heart of her own world, among her own people. She vaguely remembered that she and the Dowda had just made a dangerous flight.
She also knew enough about mind-access to know that whoever performed the access could have tweaked some of her memories, made her forget things, smoothed away fears. It was strange and wonderful not to feel afraid. After all, she’d been separated from everything familiar. Twice. She’d been ripped from her own people and taken to another world. After so many years that even that place had begun to feel homelike, she’d made the long journey back to her first home, Mikuhr.
The certainty that she was safe, at last, was too good to be true. Hold that thought, she told herself. You’ve just been mind-worked.
She heard clipped voices before she saw the chamber, a circular room with a raised empty chair at its center and six—no, seven—workstations around the sides. The only occupied stations were on either side of the door, where two people sat facing each wall, wearing face-covering helmets. Other people were moving around the room, but the tall, slender figure who stood behind the helmeted people caught Wind’s attention. Mostly shaped like a woman, she was absolutely flat-chested, and she wore a bulging black headpiece instead of hair. It looked heavy, but she held her head high. “Wind.” She drawled the word, as if greeting an old friend. “Welcome. My name is Jahana, and it’s good to have you among us. Rava has not explained things to you, has she?”
“Rava?” Wind asked, glancing at Dowda Haworth for an explanation.
The Dowda inclined her head. “That’s my full-adult name, girl.”
“Oh.” Wind felt her cheeks redden. “I’m sorry. How could I forget—”
“Wind.” The tall woman clipped her name shorter this time. “Thank you for coming in the name of peace. That was always your heart and mind, and here—finally—is your chance to bring it about. You’re barely in time. Let me show you what’s happening outside.”
Wind glanced around the room, wondering whether she ought to remember the round chamber. It looked understaffed. Jahana tapped the shoulder of a masked person, who instantly pulled off the helmet—Wind still couldn’t tell whether she stood behind a hairless, rather effeminate man or a woman with strong facial features. He? She? stood up quickly. “Sit,” Jahana said, now using a sharp syllable that anticipated obedience.
Wind obeyed. Jahana—did she have a title? Or, like City Elites, was her name all the title she needed?—handed her the masked helmet. As it slid down over Wind’s face, the cavern went dark. Something prodded her ears, like strong worms trying to get inside. Alarmed, she reached for the helmet.
“Don’t,” said a stranger’s muffled voice. “That’s normal. Just relax.”
As her eyes adjusted, she thought that the inside of the faceplate glimmered. She couldn’t focus on anything so close. “Relax.” The voice in her left ear was clearer now. It was probably Jahana. Should I know that name? Wind wondered. “Relax your eye muscles. Look up, toward that star I’ve marked.”
Wind glanced into the spangled sky, at a circle of red dots surrounding one of the brighter points. To her surprise, focusing on it brought a vessel so close that she could read registry numbers on its hull. Clustered around it, like stony pups around a dog, were several irregular objects.
“Is that the Sunton?” Wind asked. “Are they…catchfielding rocks out of our defenses?” Getting ready to pound us with them?
Is that someone I called a friend, preparing to attack me? She shivered. Things were coming back.
“That’s one threat,” said Jahana’s voice. “Now pull it back to local vision.”
That took a moment, but Wind retracted her point of presence by trying to glance down, then focusing on one of the near pinnacles.
“Good. Now, up again. I’m circling something else.”
“Got it.” Or did she? This red ellipse surrounded a faint red star. Wind stared harder, finally catching a series of on-screen numbers that blurred, shifted, and changed into other numbers.
Jahana’s voice, again: “That’s what a massive subspace wake looks like. And I’m not using that term lightly. Something out there is coming straight toward us. We calculate an arrival in about six hours.”
“Something out there?” Wind echoed. “Federates?”
“Yes. But they’re not decelerating. Take off the ExSens helmet.”
None of that made sense, but when something clanged against the helmet’s top, Wind squeezed her eyes shut, and the slithery things in her ears pulled out again. Gladly, she pushed the weight off her head and handed the helmet back to the dubious-gendered operator.
Dowda Haworth stood behind Jahana, pursing her lips. “Come.” Jahana beckoned Wind toward a side room. They passed through a shimmer that Wind guessed was a privacy screen. Dowda Haworth and another person followed them. Shiny metal walls and a metal ceiling surrounded them. Jahana pointed toward a cushioned lounger and sat down on a second one, across from it. Dowda Haworth and the guard remained standing. “Tell her,” Jahana said to the guard.
The man looked vaguely familiar, with a sharp chin and fine cheekbones. She wondered why she might recognize him. “It looks like the Feds mean to wipe us all out, all together. Qe’leb, Baseline, Cahal…all the other settlements. The Sunton might get away—we calculate it will be fifteen degrees away from the impact.”
“What?” Wind demanded, confused and outraged. The Federates would never attack their own occupation force. The Federacy was based on mutual respect and coexistence among all the Whorl’s peoples. That’s what they’d taught her, anyway.
Jahana spoke faster. “There isn’t time, with this attack coming, to show or tell you everything. I will, later. Wind, you are now among people who can bring about the peace you’ve been longing for. Ze’en is going to show you my way.”
The man still looked oddly familiar. She couldn’t face another mind-access so soon, though. Near panic, she looked up at Dowda Haworth and started to stand.
The older woman pushed down on her shoulder. “Get a good look, girl. You need this information. I just got it myself.”
Wind blinked at the guard’s blue eyes. His pupils, already enormous, seemed to grow…
Jahana’s vision of the future appeared in her mind, fully formed. Their own people, created for leadership but persecuted out of fear, finally would take command. There would be no factions or fighting on Federate worlds. Resources would be brilliantly administered, physical needs met, entertainment provided. The well-managed, unaltered peoples of the Whorl would have meaningful work during their productive youth and escape the disfiguring ravages of old age, humanely euthanized as soon as decay set in. They would learn that death was a cleansing, nothing to dread but a reward for service well rendered, blessed freedom from physical filth and restrictions.
As for the halfway people—those Sentinels who’d raised her, who could have done all this decades ago but had hoarded their abilities and hated their own power—they would be relieved of the burden. Everyone benefited, without exception.
The vision faded, leaving Wind feeling bereft and homesick for a future that hadn’t arrived. She wanted it to be true now, not later. Relaxing against the back of the side room’s lounger, she stared up at Dowda Haworth and murmured, “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”
The Dowda spread her hands. “I didn’t know either.”
“It was too soon to bring you inside.” Even as Jahana spoke, Wind could feel the woman’s powerful mental touch brush up against her, assuring her that the vision would not fade from her memory.
The next step was so obvious that Wind barely realized she was making a decision. She asked Jahana, “How is it you’d like me to help you?”
Dowda Haworth raised an eyebrow and smiled, and Wind’s heart soared. Jahana’s expression did not change, though. Wind guessed that leadership had hardened her against all emotion, even gratitude. “The key,” said Jahana, “and the reason that I could not let you come to Qe’leb sooner, surprisingly has been given to us in two persons.”
“I beg your pardon?” Wind asked.
“Yourself, and a man named Kinnor Caldwell. I am a student of hidden wisdom, Wind. Of mathematical purity. The numbers revealed that I could not bring you here until you had met someone.”
Wind couldn’t remember knowing anything about mathematical purity. Still, the name “Kinnor” nudged an attractive face up out of her memory. Dowda Haworth leaned toward her. “Wind, if we can join this one man to our cause, there’s an entirely new branch of the shebiyl that has opened to us.”
Shebiyl. She did remember that word, a network of visions of the future. For some reason, the Sentinels thought it was evil. They’ve made me forget… Could Jahana see it, or did she have a shebiyl user on staff? That made more sense than “mathematical purity.” She shook her head, wishing she could clear it. The privacy screen shimmering over the side room’s door cast a faint light on Jahana, who sat tall in the opposite lounger.
“To reach that future,” the Dowda said in a stern voice, “we’ve got to wipe the power structure off certain Federate worlds. Those ships that they mean to hit us with? We need to leave before they arrive. But our people are trying to figure out how to turn them around. We could aim them at Tallis, their capitol world. It’s a fabulous opportunity.”
Wind wanted to protest. On densely populated Tallis, any widespread attack would kill millions of people.
“Fair is fair.” Dowda Haworth continued relentlessly. “They mean to do it to us. But that shouldn’t be necessary anywhere else. We have a key now.”
Jahana took up the monologue. “Leaderless people fall into fear and disarray very quickly, very easily. Frightened people often turn to religion, and there’s a Thyrian faith that has started branches on nearly all the Tallis sector worlds. Don’t worry, that should not sound familiar. We’ve blocked your recall of it. Temporarily.”
Wind struggled to follow that convoluted speech.
“They’ve got interesting predictions in some of their books,” Jahana continued. “They’re waiting for a powerful leader to emerge, and we could give them that leader. Then it would all fall into place. They would have someone to trust, to lead them to new truth.”
Wind struggled to follow. “Who…What is this person? You don’t mean me. You can’t.” The panic she’d shoved down so deep reached up and grabbed her again. What had they made her forget? Had they made her into something that she was not?
 
• • •
 
Rava Haworth hesitated. This was the tricky moment. With a few irrelevant cultural memories blocked, she felt sure that the girl would comply for another day or two, long enough to get Baseline evacuated. Six hours reverberated in her mind. After Wind’s first ayin treatment, she would not dare to go back to the Sentinels’ ways. Her conscience, trained on Thyrica, would call her a murderer. She’ll be one of us, Rava observed without sending the thought. Finally.
Jahana needed Sentinel Caldwell under firm control within six hours. Otherwise, she’d flatly said that Baseline Settlement was doomed. But here, things got confusing. Rava had already reasoned out Jahana’s “stay put” suggestion as a threat, and she knew she wasn’t being told everything. Maybe Jahana would take out the Sunton if she could, and just abandon Baseline and the other settlements.
But she’d been assured that Jahana had enough resources to evacuate Mikuhr, if they waited for the right moment and moved quickly. Rava wasn’t sure she understood, and from that, she guessed her own mind had been worked. She did not remember being told what Jahana’s contingency plans were, if there were any, for Qe’leb or the settlements.
Still, she kept her shields strong. Standing this close to Jahana, no other thought was safe. Only one thing mattered. Although Wind’s memory had been temporarily tweaked, this had to be her decision. Wind would recall it as her own, anyway.
 
• • •
 
The Dowda laughed harshly. “Oh, think, girl. If you’re connatural with a key player, would they change your identity?”
Wind stared down at a spot on the shining black floor, remembering a sharp-chinned face. So it wasn’t really her that they wanted, but this man Caldwell, who might be put forward as…whatever the shebiyl said he might be. They’ve certainly made me forget that, she realized, and this hurt and offended her.
Jahana was eyeing her, from that other deep lounger under the sterile metallic ceiling. A strong sense of musky otherness pressed up against Wind’s mind, and she knew that her thoughts were being tracked. Her emotional state was probably monitored as well. “A few memories are temporarily blocked, Wind.” Jahana’s tone was forthright. “The halfway people raised you. In order to take an unclouded look at our future, you needed a clearer perspective. Don’t worry, the information is still there. And truly, it’s not just him we need, Wind. Your qualities are unique.”
Wind managed a smile, and the musky feeling went away. Jahana stood up. “Rava will explain more. Tell Captain Caldwell one thing. Say, ‘Evidently, the dust barges at Ost left orbit just after you did.’ He’ll understand.” On her way out the door, Jahana paused with one hand on Dowda Haworth’s shoulder. They exchanged a long stare, Jahana strode out, and the shimmer under the door arch vanished. Wind caught a breath of the pervasive disinfectant.
The Dowda’s eyes looked unusually large. Was she frightened? Wind asked softly, “Is this real, Dowda?”
Dowda Haworth’s lips puckered for a moment. “Call me Rava now, Wind. I have no title here. But it looks like you will.”
“Me?”
“You wanted to dedicate your life to peace? Here’s your chance. Jahana wants to groom you for power. You and this man Caldwell can give us a peaceful takeover on any number of worlds. Otherwise, before we could justly administer the Whorl, there would be a long, horrible war. Don’t you see?”
“Um,” Wind said again. “Administer the Whorl? How do we get off Mikuhr? What about the Sunton, up there?”
The Dowda gave her a sidelong glance that would have looked downright shifty on someone Wind didn’t implicitly trust. “Jahana would rather take it without destroying it. By having Baseline evacuated onto it.”
Oh, yes. The Dowda had come here hoping to save Baseline. “But won’t the Sentinels be able to tell if she sends agents up with the evacuees? Won’t everyone be mind-probed, and probably drugged?”
This time, the Dowda’s eyes flashed. “Girl, you’ve got your job. I’ve got mine. Tell her you’ll do it. With Caldwell.”
Wind sank back down on the lounger and looked up at her aunt. The Sentinels had a way of joining permanently, as couples. The thought of pair bonding opened a shipload of hopes she had bitterly squashed. “I see,” she said quietly. Sentinel couples did seem to be the only ones who really understood each other. Still, they normally started pair-bonded life in a safe, private place, with a deep mental contact at a moment that was just as intimate but absolutely physical. They secluded themselves for several days afterward. Wind’s cheeks warmed. “But if I…pair bonded with this man, it would leave us both in bonding shock until long after six hours. And I still don’t understand. Why would the Federacy attack a Federate occupation force?”
“Because they’re so scared of Sentinels they’ll kill their own people with ours. Now, back to you.” Her aunt leaned toward her. “There are drugs that can hold off the full mental linkage in whichever partner takes them.”
Wind balked. The man would be indelibly linked to her, but she’d remain free? Wasn’t that a perversion of the very idea, the utter equality, the strong interpersonal boundaries?
Plainly, they were letting her remember that.
“You don’t need to dominate him,” the Dowda assured her. “Just get his genuine cooperation. You can save his life. Believe me, Jahana has shown him the alternatives.”
Wind felt considerably less eager to cooperate than she’d been a few minutes ago. She’d envied Sentinels’ deep relationships as much as she envied their respected role in the Federacy. But they were losing influence on Federate worlds. It was time to reach out for power. Power implied responsibility. Always.
But what have I forgotten? They were herding her toward this without telling her what it would cost. “I know you’re in a hurry,” Wind managed to say, staring down at her lap, “but I need a few minutes to think. Just a few. Please?”
Dowda Haworth hustled toward the shimmering arch. “We’ve got a few hours. Jahana said it right, though—when the time comes, we’ll have to move quickly. I’ll be just outside. And remember.” She glanced out through the privacy screen and lowered her voice. “Jahana’s got no reason to help Baseline. She hasn’t let me send an evacuation order yet. So much for all the trees you and your governor planted. And more important, everyone we both know there will die without our help. Are you hearing me?”
Wind dug her fingers into her thighs, clutching so hard that it hurt. She did recall the planting she’d done and the people who’d helped her, Mikuhrans and Sentinels together. “I hear you,” she mumbled.
 



 
CHAPTER 16
Dowda Haworth pulled something that looked like a bright green table cover out of a cubicle on the communal freshing room’s wall. She shook it, frowning. “Could’ve had anything, girl. Anything in all the Whorl that you wanted to wear. Once in your life.”
“This is what I wanted.” Wind stood close by, now wearing a lightweight blue body glove. She had bathed, then followed the Dowda into this alcove. As instructed, she’d touched a small orange button over a cubicle and mentally requested whatever she needed: disposable comb, body glove, shoes…and her familiar robes. She’d enjoyed the warm spray laced with deodorizing oils, and she no longer minded the sharp smell of this place, but she never would get used to Dowda Haworth acting like her servant.
Dowda Haworth’s hands jerked as she adjusted Wind’s robe to lie smoothly over the supportive body glove. You will get used to it, the Dowda subvocalized. You’ve always envied the people you served, no matter how willingly you did it.
Wind silently wondered whether this was an occasion when envy was dangerous.
“Jahana tells me they’ve installed a similar synth-and-go unit on board. It’s one advantage of having a woman in charge.” The Dowda held up a shoe.
On board? Wind slid her left foot into it, and it shrank to fit. Lovely, she returned. Where do the raw materials come from?
The Dowda didn’t look up. “Carbon biomass, trace metals and minerals. What you’d expect.”
Then Wind remembered she’d been told to speak aloud. “What is it in the air here, besides disinfectant?”
“Don’t know the name of the CNS stimulant, but we won’t sleep much. Jahana sees nothing wrong with burning out our nervous systems. Meanwhile, we’re all running on max efficiency.”
“And you mentioned treatments.” Wind wriggled her toes so the shoe would readjust. “Ayin degeneration.”
“Mm-hm. Other foot,” the Dowda muttered, and Wind slipped into the other shoe.
Wind searched her memory. She could not recall why she’d refused to be treated. A simple skin scraping yielded genes that were injected into gene-stripped precursor cells, then induced to differentiate. As soon as the embryos grew responsive nervous systems, neuronal cells were isolated and purified. The organic remains were recycled. It was clean and easy, no one suffered any pain, and it would keep her strong and sane.
“The Federates are going to attack,” she said. “Let’s focus on that, until it’s over.” It certainly sounded like they meant to blast even the Dardys. That felt wrong to her too. She’d admired the Federates. Why would they do this? How could she respect people who turned on their own? Jahana’s plan sounded too good to be true, but if Qe’leb used mentalic technology in the freshing room, they surely had psi surveillance, and she mustn’t waste effort—or put herself in danger—by consciously doubting Jahana.
The Dowda stood up slowly, resting one arm heavily on a stone bench. Plainly, kneeling hurt her. “It’s up to you now, girl. Do you remember those P and P Codes they drilled into you, or did Zeph relieve you of them?”
“Privacy and Priority,” she said ruefully. “What did he take away, Dowda?”
The older woman’s cheek twitched. “Nothing that matters. He probably left you the Codes just so you could see how ridiculous they are. Jahana said to use any means at all. We’ll write today’s history tomorrow, if we survive.”
“Right.” Staring resolutely out of the alcove, Wind made a sincere effort to hush her doubts. She was a connatural potential spouse for a man who had not yet pair-bonded. They could take each other, or else they would die separately. Jahana had promised her just under an hour to convince him to live.
Dowda Haworth flicked that versatile wall panel again. Its glossy black surface became bright and reflective. Wind turned her hips sideways, faced it with her upper body, and smoothed the robes. Over this body glove, the robes draped her breasts and hips more closely than she remembered. Looks like I’ve been eating well, she observed. Someone had plainly tweaked the synth unit, though. The skin spray had slightly darkened her skin, making her robes look more brilliantly green against it. Her hair needed cutting, but its blackness looked nice against the green.
“Excellent.” The Dowda smiled with one side of her mouth. “Hard to flirt in official robes, but they come off quickly, and the glove’s vents—”
“Leave me some dignity,” Wind exclaimed, turning on her aunt.
“Keep it.” The Dowda shrugged. “But forget his. Men can be slaves to their bodies. Even Sentinel men.”
“Have they drugged him?” Wind asked. That would be unfair but brutally effective.
“No. This wouldn’t count, if they had.”
Wind didn’t quite understand, but plainly, the Dowda knew a good deal about sensuality. She looked into her clan elder’s eyes, keeping her shields strong. “You were used in the City. Weren’t you?”
Dowda Haworth turned to the mirror, raised an eyebrow at her own reflection, and folded her arms. “It wasn’t entirely one-sided. Those were powerful men. They enjoyed their ecstasy—and mine. I don’t regret it. Neither will you,” she added. “Do whatever you have to.”
 
• • •
 
Tamím’s face had regained its smug confidence. “Ready to travel again?” he asked.
Why hadn’t this creature simply killed or abandoned him? Did it really mean to possess him? Chilled, Kiel sat up and was embarrassed by his growling stomach.
Tamím laughed harshly. “Oh, yes. The vehicle slows down without fuel. We’ll eat.”
Kiel pulled his boots back on, pocketed his crumpled cloth squares, and scrambled onto his feet. As he stretched kinks out of muscles that had lain for hours on a stone floor, he eyed the long wooden table. There are just two of us, he reflected behind his strong new shields, wondering whether they really were thick enough to keep Tamím out, if he learned to use them. How many people does he plan to seat here? Did Tamím imagine himself at the head of a circle of disciples, with Kiel backing him?
Have mercy, he prayed, not bothering to shield this time. Our people already have so much to atone for. We have spent decades in service. I will gladly spend the rest of my life, if you ask for it, atoning for what I did for Annalah’s sake. Guide me now. He imagined he could hear his high-priestly Shamarr—Lo Dickin, now nearly 100 years old—scolding, “Keep your best energies for worship and service, not penances. Or you’ll become snared in selfishness.” Guide me, he prayed once more. Honoring you is all that matters.
He sat down in front of a full cup of kass, a transparent milk pitcher, and a platter of crusty egg-dip bread that made his stomach rumble again.
“Did I miss anything?” Tamím asked, already picking at a nauseating plate of grey, overcooked vegetables.
Kiel glanced down again. Either the shadow creature had pulled his favorite breakfast out of memory, or it had watched him eat many times. The shadow meant to corrupt him fully conscious, well fed, at the peak of his abilities. That way, he would have no excuses.
“Well?” Tamím asked. “We are biological, for now. What do you want?”
For now? Chilled, Kiel shut his eyes and murmured, “Honey.”
Tamím wrinkled his nose. “Insect vomit.”
Staring at Tamím, Kiel envisioned a swarm of bees dancing over yellow and white blossoms in the Hesed Valley. He forced the creature to see how beautiful he found them.
Tamím made a gagging noise. When Kiel looked down again, a stoneware pot had appeared. “Thank you,” he said, and then—silently—Thank you most of all. Even if he’s making this out of nothing, you made it first.
“Wouldn’t you rather be free, my Kiel? Free of that physical prison?”
My Kiel? Disquieted, Kiel spread his hands. “This is not a prison. I am body and spirit. Spirit is eternal, but the body is mine as well, and it has its own value.” In his mind’s eye, he saw his wife’s welcoming smile. He’d been barely eighteen, Hanusha sixteen, when as childhood friends they’d finally realized how deep their mental connaturality went, that genuine and inexplicable mystery. They were quickly excused from College and shuttled to Sanctuary, and his first sexual union, already deep in Hanusha’s mind, had sealed the pair bond.
The memory shifted, startling him, and he saw Hanusha stark naked—
“Get out of my mind!” .
Tamím mashed a grey-green vegetable pod with his fork, laughing. “That’s what pair bonding is all about, isn’t it? The very best sex in the Whorl. Pleasure that echoes. Enforced fidelity.”
Kiel felt his cheeks flame. “Maybe at first. Over time, though, it’s…it’s the cure for our deep isolation. And that,” he guessed, “is maybe why telepathy was denied us in the beginning. We should need something that cannot be fulfilled in this lifetime. We must hunger for something beyond it.”
“Hah,” Tamím said. “In just a few years, you’ll see why Mikuhrans take ayin rejuv treatments.”
Tamím’s taunt reminded him of his new abilities, and that he needed to think about something other than Hanusha. He opened a hand and tried reaching out with his epsilon sense for his fork. It lay still for a moment and then slid into his palm.
This felt wrong.
“Good,” Tamím said. “Practice doing that. It’s an easy way to impress people.”
Kiel set it back down, far out on the wooden table, and called it into his hand again.
He hadn’t mistaken that sensation. It did feel wrong.
“You’ll get used to it,” Tamím said.
Kiel eyed him sharply, still wondering whether his new shields were keeping the creature out of his mind, and then for a while, he did what hungry men do best. This gave him an obvious occasion to pray again, instead of conversing. Holy One, that levitation felt wrong, like the power I used was unclean. Did it flow out of him? He didn’t expect a response, but he was grateful to know that the prayer made his thoughts private. I don’t have any more real ability, now, than I had before. This is going to be another temptation, isn’t it? Eventually, I’ll want to stay close to him.
How humbling. He had hoped that by accepting full Sentinel abilities, he would feel closer to his own people. Now, he couldn’t even claim that justification.
Once more he heard the chilling words, He’ll possess you.
Shuddering, he kept eating. I’m forgetting Hanusha! Be with her and the children! Had his family slept while he did? Had Annalah’s surgery succeeded?
He took the time to examine one more thought: No wonder the shadow treated Tamím’s body like trash. It was a pure spirit, hostile to those who’d been created as embodied souls, possibly jealous that the Holy One lavished so much attention on humankind. He wished he could speak with Shamarr Dickin, who’d become his mentor and spiritual father. Dickin’s own son had died unwed in middle age, leaving him the last living descendent of Mattah, the priest who rescued those altered children. Maybe that was one reason the Adversary looked for Boh-Dabar to come now.
Feeling more weary than refreshed, he took the last bite and then pushed his plate away. “Thank you. But there’s something I need more than honey, Tamím. Show me my family.”
“Be careful what you ask for,” Tamím said in a cold voice.
The shifts were becoming instantaneous. He found himself looking down again, but not at the sanctuary. This enormous, window-walled room looked out onto a vast cityscape. A middle-aged couple stood clinging to each other in front of the window. The man, wearing midnight blue, enfolded the woman’s shoulders with his arms. By their hair color, their posture, and the eight-rayed gold star on the man’s right shoulder, he recognized his parents.
“You said family,” Tamím’s voice slithered through him.
Kiel could not sense either of them. His father rested his head against his mother’s greying auburn hair, which she had pulled into a knot at the nape of her neck. He could not see their faces, but they slowly rocked side to side, bodies synched together. Kiel knew that every emotion one felt, the other shared. This was pair-bonding at its most painful. By now, they probably thought he was dead. He’d seen them grieve like this when little Tiala had left them.
Tamím spoke again. See? Instantaneously, all the way to Elysia. Ah, Kiel. Think of the good you could do here. These people are yours, biologically. But I could become your true father.
“Annalah,” he whispered doggedly. He longed to reach out and comfort his parents, knowing it would not be allowed. “How is my daughter?”
In a moment. You remember, don’t you, what you were told about your mother? That they thought she might kill you and your brother, thanks to that bizarre biological mutation?
Kiel kept staring at the people below. He couldn’t believe how old they looked. “Accidentally,” he said. “She never would have hurt us. Just as you said. Now show me my daughter.”
The topic, Tamím answered, is accidental death. The risk that you people pose to the Federates. Look at this.
 
• • •
 
Below him was another anonymous white room, another bureaucratic tabletop, five anonymous heads. This time, the uniforms were Tallan grey, and Tallis was headquarters of Federate Regional Command. “If we sent ships enough,” a man was saying, “we could get them all in one swoop.”
“There won’t be time for anything else. What about on the ground, at Thyrica?”
“That would be ugly, of course. It will have to be done out of public view.”
“No. The public will have to participate. Otherwise, we’ll be stuck with telepath children in hiding. If we don’t get them all, there’s no point.”
“I like the idea of backbreeding.” Startled, he recognized the voice: This was the man Tamím had introduced earlier as Chancellor Piper Gambrel. “Reverse genetics. Fix their offspring, make them human again. The Collegium really does value human life. We want to bring peace by leveling humanity.”
Collegium, Kiel reflected. Tamím—the human Tamím—had mentioned that word.
“We can’t trust them to cooperate,” a woman said flatly.
Kiel was starting to wish that backbreeding were possible. Then, they could serve without being feared. Not with extra abilities, but by bringing the spiritual truth they’d been entrusted with, centuries ago, and forbidden to preach because they could so easily fall into practicing coercion.
A chill over his shoulder blades made him feel sure he was traveling physically, not just in thought. If certain Tallans wanted to wipe out his people, they weren’t likely to look to Thyrica for spiritual guidance. Why now? he demanded.
It startled him when all three people below fell silent, as if they’d heard the question.
Tamím’s voice flowed at the back of his mind. You could manipulate this discussion so easily. You were curious about the shebiyl, about seeing the future. Let me show you just how this conversation could go…
Over the people below him, another vision superimposed itself. This is the future, Tamím told him. Before Kiel’s eyes, these five people—understood as a minor planning committee—planned a mob-driven extermination on Thyrica, the Federate world that once welcomed his people as refugees. They discussed an overwhelming strike at the sanctuary, and—to his horror, this was already scheduled!—the elimination of not just the deadly Mikuhrans but also their Sentinel guards on that planet.
Or… Tamím’s subvoice said at the back of his mind. That filmy revelation dissipated. Kiel felt as if time had flowed backward—and they held a second conversation, except that he saw himself at a distance, subtly touching one mind here, another mind there, at crucial moments. In this conversation, the very thought of pogrom was thrown out. It was beneath the Federate ideal.
Choose. The voice thundered in his brain. For the sake of all those biological relatives you’re so mawkish about. Use what I’ve given you, or condemn them all to die. Don’t be surprised if they take down your parents first.
Kiel focused all his attention, every shred of mental energy at his command, on confronting that voice. What’s going on?
Why are they thinking about this now? We have always worried them. You are not showing me the whole truth.
Choose. Again came the thunder.
He’d spent two years memorizing codes, even though he’d never hoped to exercise full powers. Use of these powers for selfish or capricious reasons, he had been taught—the first code they learned, as teenagers!—carries the death sentence.
There would be nothing selfish or capricious about saving his biological kindred. He had been born for this moment. To save them. Was that thought his own, or was he already falling so far under Tamím’s influence that he couldn’t tell suggestion from original thought?
He had also been taught obedience. Refusing to do good was another shade of evil. “How literally,” Tamím asked, “do most of your people take those prophecies? Isn’t it your kindred, not the rest of the Whorl, that’s really going to need supernatural help?”
He’d heard this perversion before. “We are still meant to bring the Holy One’s gifts to all peoples. Not to attack them, and certainly not to conquer them.”
“And what about destroying and remaking the universe? Is that just an old story? Were you born into a morality play, like your creation myths, that no longer is valid?”
“I don’t know.” Kiel recalled how his studies had shaken and reshaped his faith. “My call is to gratefully obey the commandments I do understand, as part of the beloved community. The Codes constitute a third holy book for every vested Sentinel.”
The Tallan committee still sat motionless beneath him, apparently frozen in time. If he had been called before them, to stand as a human among other human beings—if he could have addressed them without tampering with their volition, giving them valid information while leaving them free to choose—that would have been a right use of his ability to influence people. Using either the shebiyl or mental manipulation would be wrong.
Clinging to that surety, he whispered, “I will not. We are finished here.” There was no way to stop the Federates from turning on his people, though, and plainly it would happen soon. Certainly within Annalah’s lifetime. Perhaps it was time to start building another generation ship, like the one that had carried them down to the Whorl from lost Ehret. These two groups, Sentinels and Mikuhrans, had survived that catastrophe for a purpose. Maybe the purpose lay elsewhere.
What about bringing peace and faith to the Whorl? Tamím’s subvoice sneered. Leading a second migration doesn’t even slightly resemble the Boh-Dabar prophecies. Does it?
Kiel felt a second chill. Those predictions spoke of sacrifice, renewal, and justice. I never claimed to be Boh-Dabar.
 I expected more of you, Kiel Caldwell. No one here could catch you in the “selfish or capricious” clause. If you don’t act boldly, everyone you love is in danger. You let me give you the powers you were expected to inherit. Use them!
“Tamím,” Kiel whispered, “perhaps it is time for these powers to disappear from the Whorl.”
A storm of anger swept him away. Colors whirled. He braced and shielded himself—
Then he sat at the long wooden table again. “Maybe,” Tamím said, scowling, “your Holy Speaker let the Ehretans create these abilities for reasons that you don’t understand. They are no more good or evil in and of themselves than any other morally ambiguous tool—”
“No,” Kiel interrupted. “We are flawed. Any human institution becomes corrupt. We turn money into something to hoard. We turn protective government into manipulative power. This is why we must—we must, Tamím—humbly obey what we know to be right. When we try to create a better way, the damage we do lasts much longer than what little good we might have accomplished.”
“Are you finished?” Tamím traced circles on the red grain of the tabletop with one finger. “Maybe your Speaker wants your people to save everyone else in the Whorl through you. Isn’t that the literal promise?”
“Not through treachery.” Kiel shook his head. “Not with power, even power for good, if it’s wielded under the adversary’s influence. No. No. No.”
“You and your people,” Tamím told him, “with your DeepScan and your RIA technologies, are knocking on the very door of being able to send your minds anywhere you like. Distance and place will become meaningless to you.”
“Why do you think we built Hesed House? We must balance our minds and our bodies. We must rest in humility.”
“Hah.”
He stood on the red stone hillside again, looking across at jagged mountainsides under a layer of lowering grey clouds. Up the valley, peaks had vanished behind a dark grey rain curtain, its hem swept back from the storm’s leading edge. Close by, hurrying downhill through summer grass, willowy Hanusha carried a brown-haired baby on one hip and reached out with her other arm to hold the small, plump hand of a little girl wearing blue woolens, including a fringed cap covered with blue and white stripes. She looked drowsy, but she walked without stumbling.
“There.” Tamím’s voice sounded clear, but Hanusha did not turn. “Your family, as requested. Bodily existence in its most maudlin form.”
Kiel tried calling Hanusha’s name. She kept walking, leading little Annalah by one hand down toward the crop fields. Keenly aware that only the shadow-man standing beside him could see him, Kiel reached down and picked a blue flower that he’d almost crushed under his boot. He didn’t know whether the colonizing ancients took creatures from just one world when they used their gene technology to sculpt ecosystems. During the centuries of isolation, life survived, adapted, and spread.
Where were You, Holy One, when we did these things to our children? The seeds of his people’s downfall had been there at their creation. The willful gene tampering went forward at Mikuhr, and his own gifts seemed too heavy to give little children. He was glad, really, that Annalah would not have to carry that burden. He had meant what he’d said to Tamím. Maybe it was time—
And yet what about their second baby, little Rena? He and Hanusha had already started to worry.
The scene was shifting again. Tamím lounged with one arm over the back of his carved chair, sipping from his goblet. “So you see,” he said. “I delivered, as promised. Your child survived. Now, you can save one other person. Save your brother.”
Kiel sat up straight, remembering human Tamím’s other warning. The shadow was after Kinnor too.
Tamím smirked. “At Mikuhr, at this moment, he would prefer privacy. However, he’s about to be discussed by another committee at Regional Command.”
“Do not show me the future.” Kiel said it firmly.
“Kiel, you are absolutely fascinated by the shebiyl.”
“That may be.” To my shame. Forgive me, he said silently. “But do not show me that discussion until it happens.”
“It is already happening. Come.”
 



 
CHAPTER 17
Dowda Haworth handed Wind off to a familiar-looking young man. “Hello, Zeph.” Wind wondered whether he noticed the differences in her clothing. She felt horribly conspicuous.
“Ze’en,” he corrected her, flat-voiced.
“Oh. I’m sorry.” The resemblance was strong, though. He had the same brilliant blue eyes and narrow shoulders, and he wore a similar black shirt with narrow sleeves that ended at his elbows, but also a sidearm. She followed him down a drop shaft. In its minimal gravity, stepping down an unknown distance was simply a slow, controlled fall. Wind hadn’t done this since she’d left Thyrica. He hurried up a short corridor, where the basalt walls hadn’t been smoothed. How big was Qe’leb?
Ze’en stopped in front of one of several identical black metal doors. “I’m asked to remind you to be direct.” She felt the scorn behind his voice. “You have one hour.”
She squared her shoulders and answered, “I understand.” How could Kinnor Caldwell feel anything for her but scorn, if she forced herself on him? Under different circumstances, he might have loved and respected her. They were asking her to treat him like a breeding animal.
In her peripheral vision, she saw Ze’en reach for a small, orange raised panel like she’d seen in the freshing room. She tried not to think of him waiting outside this cell, monitoring whatever transpired inside. Her thoughts were a dizzy mix of fear, hope, embarrassment, and—yes, she had to admit it—arousal. The corridor felt warm.
The metal door slid down into the flooring. Wind smoothed her robes, gathered her nerve, and stepped over it into a small stone chamber with black walls, barely wide enough to take three steps. Kinnor sat motionless on a narrow stone cot, maybe a step and a half to her left, looking back at her as the door rose again. His dark uniform had a slightly darker scorch on the chest, and his chin was dark with stubble. “Hello,” she said softly.
He stared at her, eyes narrow. An image flashed into her mind: Ric’s parents, standing shoulder-to-shoulder in front of their front door. “Seductress” had been the kindest thing they’d called her that day. She turned her head, spotted a second bench, and sat down, carefully draping her robes over her knees.
“I can’t subvocalize,” Kinnor said flatly. “They drugged me.”
“I’m not surprised. I’m sorry, though. I hope they haven’t tried to…”
“To do what?” he demanded, with that gaze fixed on her eyes.
Tempted to disperse her shields, she kept them at their normal intensity. He couldn’t shield himself if they’d drugged him, but he was sitting in the terrible silence of his own mind. Anything at all, she reminded herself. She barely whispered, though she knew they were listening. “To do anything else to your mind.” A moment later, she wished she hadn’t spoken. He might ask what they had done to hers, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to tell him.
He made fists on his lap, cracking several knuckles. “I think they learned their lesson, last generation, about Special Operations memory blocks. We really will destroy ourselves rather than reveal military information. They haven’t bothered to interrogate me.” She could almost feel the pride streaming off him. It made her feel vaguely ashamed. “I saw you leave Baseline,” he added, looking down at her soft new shoes. Slowly, he raised his head. “And I see they’ve cleaned you up. But that doesn’t mean you aren’t a prisoner too.”
Sitting under that gaze felt almost like being undressed. Taken aback, she pointed at the scorch mark on his midnight blue tunic. “Allon?”
His lips twitched. “So your people got to him before we came here?”
“Not that I know about.” Curiosity was fine, but she’d better address the issue at hand. She had less than an hour, and evidently, they hadn’t done anything to predispose him toward her. Still, she wanted to talk with him, not to deliver a sensual ultimatum. Maybe, despite painful old memories, she did trust him more than she trusted Jahana’s people.
Or the Dowda?
Forget that!
“Where is he?” His face showed no emotion, but she thought she heard bitterness in his voice as he asked, “Allon?”
The Dowda had told her. “Dead.” 
He clenched his hands in his lap, cracking his knuckles again. “And Shel?”
She remembered the tall bodyguard from their trip to Chak Asar’s cave. She’d liked the woman. “They haven’t mentioned her,” she admitted.
“Then she’s probably dead too.” Kinnor shook his head stiffly, and she guessed he wasn’t used to losing people under his leadership.
This, then, was the way to approach him. She scattered her shields and touched the surface of his mind, letting him feel her sincere regret for the bodyguard, plus her worry for him. His head came up. The sensation must have startled him.
She had to steel herself against the magnetism of that dark stare. “Is it true,” she asked, “that the Federates have ships on the way here, with orders to wipe us all out?”
It was her worst guess, and she felt his dismay but no surprise. “I doubt,” he said softly, “that you have full or accurate information.”
She clasped her own hands, mirroring his gesture. “They’ve got unusually good scanning capability here, and when something’s coming this way in deep space, they don’t assume it’s friendly. They put me in a scanning helmet and showed me that something’s on approach. It’s huge. And they said to tell you that the vector is from a world called Ost, with no sign of deceleration.”
It was gratifying to feel his scorn melt away and watch his face soften. He believed her.
“Jahana claims,” Wind said, “that they’ve turned on us all. Whoever’s on board the Sunton, they might get away, but they’re the only ones.” She would lose everything she’d gained at Baseline. Forget that for now! “But Kinnor, even if the Federates know about Qe’leb, Jahana says she’s ready for them.”
“Who is Jahana, and what has she told you about Ost?”
“Well …” They were getting too far off topic. It felt good to talk with him, though.
“Never mind.” He took several breaths. “You came here willingly.”
His memory blocks were probably even stronger than what had been done to her. “I wanted to show them what I remember from Thyrica. What your people look like from the inside, what …” She trailed off, knowing there had been more. “I wanted to get them talking to Baseline.”
“That was pointless.” He leaned against the stone wall.
She considered pulling back the mental touch, but this was vital. “Maybe not,” she said. “The man that I…showed these memories to, he seemed…softer, in my presence afterward, and they put a different guard in charge of me.”
Kinnor shook his head. All she felt in him was a deep, serious intensity.
“I couldn’t hide the fact that you and I are connatural.” There. She’d said it, that word full of threat and promise.
He raised an eyebrow.
It had been so different with Ric. They’d gone straight to his parents’ home—
As Kinnor’s smirk flattened, she realized that she’d either just shown him the humiliating memory or else the anguish that lingered when she remembered the pain and the scorn of that evening. “They’re offering to spare you,” she said quickly. “It’s not just because you have High Command connections. It has something to do with the hole in my memory—”
“What hole?”
She felt her face flush again. “I can’t remember anything that has to do with …” She couldn’t even remember what name they’d given it. “The…religion we…that you people follow.”
The prickly heat of his scorn startled her. “Kiel’s the religious one. ‘The generous grace of the One,’” he added, as if he were echoing someone who’d said it too many times, “and all the other ways that the Whorl ought to work.”
“Why would they take that away from me, Kinnor?”
As he stared back, his mental state made a hard shift. Whatever he was thinking, it appalled him—not for her, but for himself. “Wind,” he said, “I’ve always worked for justice. This Jahana person wants to impose herself on the non-gifted. That’s wrong.”
“It’s human nature to want strong leadership.”
“Oh?” he snapped. There was that odd emotional shift again. “Start with the Federates. Did she say when this massive…arrival will happen?”
“She said they were dust barges, and that they left Ost right after you did.” This time, Wind caught a blast of urgent fear. Plainly, he did know what Jahana was talking about. She softened her voice. “If you’ll help Jahana, she says she’ll spare us both, and she’ll evacuate Baseline Settlement.”
“So that’s what you’re after.” She caught his flicker of anger. “No. I won’t be manipulated by threats. Neither will General or Governor Dardy. Not even threats against you, and I’m sorry if you think I might be. I haven’t given you any reason to hope for that.”
“Of course not,” she murmured, but his fear—no, this was her own—was gnawing her poise. Beneath his hurt pride and his thirst for recognition, this really was a man she could have loved. Bracing herself to say or do whatever was necessary, to chip at his emotional control, she tried crossing her legs in slow motion.
His emotional state did soften, but his words startled her. “I actually think I know what they want. This religion they’ve made you forget—there are new Chapter groups on a lot of Federate worlds. There are devout, literal-minded people who’ve claimed for generations that there’s going to come a leader out of the Sentinels, and he’s going to have incredible destructive power. What’s been less well known until recently is that he’s supposed to be born in my family.”
“Oh?” she asked, wondering what else he would say. Plainly, he didn’t consider himself among the literal-minded, or he wouldn’t speak so frankly. This jibed with what she’d been told.
“If I claimed to be this figurehead, that might give your friend Jahana access to interest groups on twenty-plus worlds. She could send out agents to put those people under voice-command. She could wreak havoc.” He stared at the wall over her head. Was he reminding her that they were monitored? “Letting them put me forward would pervert everything I ever heard preached—unless it’s true,” he said, speaking more slowly now. “Maybe I could unmake the Federacy’s power structure. There’s corruption everywhere. Maybe I could help realign the Whorl. Is that she wants?”
Startled, Wind realized that she’d stopped sensing his emotions. He might not be able to shield, but he’d been trained to control himself. Maybe she was better off not knowing how he felt. “Is there a chance,” she asked, wishing she remembered more, “that you really could be this…figurehead?”
His face flushed, and she couldn’t tell whether this was real interest or pretense, hoping to double-cross Jahana. He’s good at this, she observed. He really could be— She cut off the unsafe thought. “There’s some sense in Jahana’s plan,” she added. If they really were connatural, and if Zeph really hadn’t altered her judgment, then Kinnor would have to realize why that plan appealed to her. “Let me show you what she wants to do.”
He stared hard at her eyes. She felt him hesitate, knowing that if she probed just slightly deeper, she could easily seduce him—but something still held her back. Self respect, maybe. Adult Sentinels came across connatural people from time to time, most of them already married. There was a long section of the P and P Codes that dealt with the problem.
“I want to live,” she said bluntly. “Besides wanting to protect Baseline.”
“Don’t we all.” He rocked away from the wall. “All right. Don’t come any closer. But show me what you’ve been told.”
Wind shut her eyes. She’d never been strong, but she had been trained to send an epsilon probe along the surface of another mind and look for places—curiosity points, an instructor called them—where it was relatively open to intrusion. She threaded the probe barely deeper.
As the scent and taste of menthe fairly exploded, Wind thought through everything Jahana had shown her.
Wind, she felt the words form deep in her awareness, it’s the same old thing.
Hastily she dissipated the probe. As she caught a breath, every nerve in her body thrummed, pointed toward the true north that was Kinnor Caldwell. She closed her eyes again, determined not to notice how muscular his body was and how disheveled were his clothes, trying not to smell the unmistakably male odor of a tired prisoner. “Jahana’s plan,” she said, “is an old theory of government, but if one of us were to take charge, there really would be a difference.”
Glancing up again, she caught a hint of a frown, and she guessed that he believed her. He wanted justice. Maybe that was what his family’s prophecies foretold. Maybe he really did hope he could be that person.
Maybe he was that person. Maybe he could start by saving her. “I want to live.” She said it again, and then she made her voice gentle. “I would be glad to live alongside you.”
He rubbed his stubbled chin. She wondered what he was thinking, and whether Jahana’s observers saw deeper into his mind than she dared to go. “If I said ‘yes’ to you, Wind—” His voice had a slightly warmer tone. “If those barges are coming in this direction, six hours isn’t nearly long enough for us to…recover and cooperate with her, whatever she thinks I could do to help.”
Her cheeks flamed. Her hands went stiff. Delighted and oddly embarrassed, she lowered her stare again. No time to hold back! she reminded herself. “They said they can…protect me from bonding shock.”
“But not me.” He stared hard at her. “I’m glad to see that you don’t like that idea.”
Since she had shielded herself from him, he had to be interpreting visual cues. “It’s not right,” she said. “I want right.”
“Good.” He sent her a direct, clear-eyed smile. “I suppose they’d love to show me to the Federacy half conscious and dopey. I wouldn’t know or care if they put me on visuals stark naked.”
She couldn’t help imagining that picture. Her cheeks flamed. She wondered if someone outside had turned up the heat in here, making the robes feel heavy and uncomfortable.
He exhaled heavily. “I have a counterproposal.”
She thought about cold things—deep space, iced drinks, Thyrian rain—and after the heat in her body cooled a bit, she eyed him again. He sat leaning toward her, his midnight blue tunic slightly less dark than the stone wall behind him.
“I will go along with this plan,” he said, “but only without consummating the pair bond. Wait,” he added, plainly seeing her start to protest. “What I will do is enter a legal marriage with every intention of honoring it.” He lowered his voice. “And later, if we both still want it, with every intention of making it real. Do you think that would be enough for Jahana to go ahead and evacuate Baseline?”
“I don’t know.”
“Look at what she’d gain. A lucid, believable person who could communicate not just with Baseline and the Sunton, but hopefully with whatever Federate force is on its way, and who’ll do his best to divert that attack. I was investigating at Ost,” he added. “Something suspicious is going on there.”
Was he talking to her or to unseen observers? She was glad, in a way, to see him ask for his own terms, to tell Qe’leb that maybe they could work together. It was just what she’d hoped for! Meanwhile, a tiny voice at the back of her mind—one that she didn’t dare let express itself here—whispered, He can’t really mean this. He’s a highly trained—
Shut up! she commanded it. She could only wait to see whether Jahana agreed. If he had other plans, he could—Shut up! Don’t think about anything but him…holding him…the scent of menthe—
As she reached out a hand toward him, the metal door slid back down into the ground, letting a sharp whiff of chemical-laden air waft in as Ze’en stepped forward, holding his drawn sidearm. A second guard in a purple cap stood behind him. Both of them looked almost exactly like Zeph, and they too were armed. Ah, she realized. I should have realized. More clones, or half-clones.
They actually resembled Kinnor, who stood up, clenching both hands at his sides. For one moment, he stared at the lead guard as if the resemblance shocked him too. Then he raised an eyebrow, as if it amused him that they needed three armed guards to escort him, even with his abilities gone. “Take me to whoever I need to talk to,” he said, “whoever you are.”
The guards stepped backward. Ze’en—he was tallest—said, “Follow me. Five paces back. Keep your hands in plain sight.” He led into the corridor, and Kinnor followed without hesitating. Wind slipped out of the cell and caught up with him. As the corridor curved and they passed a humming air processor, she felt something warm touch her hand. She glanced aside. Kinnor had brushed it with his own. The gesture was unnecessary, even risky…or was he playing along with Jahana?
Half a dozen turns of the corridors took them back to the big chamber. Wind looked for her Dowda, but other than the man with the slicked-back red hair, she recognized only Jahana, sitting on her raised chair, ankles crossed, neck barely stretched forward. As the guards closed in around him, Wind wondered what Kinnor thought of the woman’s bizarre figure, headpiece, and purple-tipped nails.
If he expected a special greeting, he surely was disappointed. Jahana just glared at them. “No one is faking this? If you think I won’t be able to tell, don’t waste anyone’s time.”
“No,” Wind said. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Kinnor barely shake his head. “No pair bonding, not yet,” Wind elaborated, just to be sure. “But we will—”
“In there.” Jahana jerked her head toward the privacy room.
“One moment,” Kinnor said. “What about—”
“The people who came with you?”
He nodded. Wind saw his eyes flicker left, right, center, taking in everything.
“They’re no longer your concern,” Jahana said. “Go on. In there.”
Lowering his eyebrows, Kinnor took a small step backward, making room for Wind to follow Jahana.
Another guard—a woman this time, but she too had the odd Thyrian eye color—waited inside. Before Wind realized what was happening, Jahana reached up and stroked the right side of her black headpiece…
And turned into something that blasted through Wind’s epsilon shields like a firestorm. Wind gasped and turned to Kinnor, who seemed blurred and unreal in front of this other…presence…standing with his feet apart, as if he were struggling to keep his balance. “Close enough,” a voice muttered out of the storm, “but don’t think you’re going to wiggle out of it. Any of it.”
He folded his arms over his chest. “You—” he began. His throat apple bobbed. “No,” he said, “plainly, I am not.”
The storm thundered again. “This suits my needs, but I warn you, Captain. You will not be given the freedom of Qe’leb, so don’t even think about sabotage. You know, now, that your worst nightmares have come true. Welcome to the future.” The storm shrank back into the flesh tones of a woman wearing utilitarian black. Jahana nodded to her female aide, who quickly opened a metal case—Wind didn’t see where it had come from. The aide hurried up behind Jahana, reaching toward the headpiece. What was that? Wind wondered, befuddled.
Kinnor sat down the edge of the nearest seat, looking pale against the dark walls.
Jahana continued to stand motionless, and her aide lifted something flat and grey out of the back of her head. What was that? Wind wondered again.
“You thought I wouldn’t know about your little plots and reservations, didn’t you?” Jahana asked, sneering. “You thought you could hide things from me.”
He shook his head slightly as if clearing it, and he rocked forward onto his feet again. “I am not changing my mind,” he said. “This is the only way forward.”
“Wisely said. Now, I don’t have time for formality.” Jahana snapped her fingers at the aide and ordered, “Wait.” She beckoned with a purple fingertip through the blur at the alcove’s door. Two of the others—not clones, but the red-haired man and a hairless woman—hurried inside. “In front of witnesses, Kinnor Caldwell, Wind Haworth, you are committed for life. Yes?”
“Well…yes,” Wind murmured.
Kinnor stepped just closer, reaching out a hand. Jahana scowled. As if in defiance, he rested it on Wind’s shoulder anyway. “Yes,” he said.
“You saw?” Jahana asked the others. “You heard?”
The red-haired man nodded, tilting his head back and leering down his nose.
“Then on any world on the Whorl,” Jahana said, smiling narrowly, “you two are legally married. Congratulations,” she said coldly. “Captain Caldwell, I have written your speech. Your wife,” she added, “will be waiting elsewhere, under guard.” She glanced in Wind’s direction. “You understand, don’t you?”
Wind understood in that moment that she’d been even more deeply betrayed than Kinnor. As a guard led her away, she understood that her only real value, now, was that Jahana might order her hurt—badly—if Kinnor didn’t cooperate. And why would he? He barely knew her, and he certainly didn’t love her.
Feeling unconscionably stupid and desperate to talk to her Dowda, she followed the guard down a stone corridor.
 
• • •
 
Kinnor watched, appalled, as Jahana’s female aide replaced the soft grey packet she’d removed from the headpiece with a second packet from inside the square metal case. The guard’s arms moved. She was connecting the new packet with some receptacle inside the headpiece.
It had to be an externally worn ayin. They’d probably implanted shunts through Jahana’s skull that would keep it alive until she wanted to demonstrate epsilon fusion. One use killed it, though. It had to be replaced. Plainly, she had plenty of them.
Now he knew what he was up against, and he felt strangely relieved. He’d made a life promise to a woman under Jahana’s control, but none of them could live long now. There were lives at Baseline that he’d promised to try and save. Including the Dardys.
Jahana flexed her hands, wriggling the purple fingertips. “Faster circuit control,” she explained. “Almost entirely free of physical limitations. Come out and stand there,” she ordered, emphasizing her words with a pointing gesture.
He eyed her flattened profile and wondered what happened to her. People stood all around him, people who looked like full clones or half-clones from the same source—his own father, cloned and re-cloned.
Kinnor didn’t despise clones personally. He’d met a few he actually liked. But this was getting stranger and stranger.
He followed one of them through the privacy screen, back out into the understaffed command/control room, taking note of its peculiarities. Four entrances, all guarded. A complex set of controls on the raised chair’s arms. Purple nubbins like those on the woman’s fingertips dotting control surfaces on several workstations. Projection grid at the foot of her chair; a surprisingly high number of metal surfaces. He also noted the postures that her people assumed as she reentered the room. Red Hair, alone, moved closer without glancing down. A lieutenant, he guessed.
She’d wanted a Caldwell figurehead, and she’d been prepared to settle for clones. Now she owned the real thing, or so she thought. He was in no danger of dying, for the moment—but he was in no condition to challenge a fusion user. He’d heard too much about what could be done beyond simply demonstrating it. Holding tightly to his affective control, he watched her assume her command chair.
The visual monitors, all of which lay along two of the walls, were dark, even dusty. She kept her sensors staff helmeted, effectively blinding them. She probably took whatever information she needed directly out of their minds.
She pointed again at a spot on the black floor, and as he moved into position, she flicked another fingertip. Over the floor projector, letters leaped into the air. They hung mid-room.
The nails were impressive, but the headpiece was key—and the grey packets.
“You can read that?” she asked, half smiling as if she knew exactly what he was thinking and was not even slightly afraid.
He nodded.
“Don’t move.” She touched the right arm of her chair and said, “Baseline. All frequencies.” Finally, she rested both forearms against the chair’s control surfaces. “Start reading, then. And don’t be stupid. You’re shieldless. I will not hesitate to charge you for any mistake.”
“Dearly,” Red Hair said, stepping closer to Jahana’s chair.
Kinnor would have liked to get that unctuous lieutenant in stun pistol range. Instead, he focused on the job at hand, inhaled deeply, and started reading words in a monotone. His military secrets all were inaccessible behind the SO block, but his trainers had made sure that a Sentinel prisoner—even one who’d used the blocks—would remember a glance code automatically and without thinking. And there was an older code, a family secret.…



 
CHAPTER 18
Kiel was getting used to the look of parted hair and uniformed shoulders. Three men and a woman, again wearing Tallan military grey, and three civilians this time, sat around a long table in a closed rectangular room. Kiel was about to protest, No more ceilings! –at least he’d stopped hearing that infernal harp—when he recognized a face staring up out of all eight of the gleaming tabletop monitors. “Kinnor!” he exclaimed.
He sensed Tamím’s voice at the edge of his mind. This is a parasitic DeepScan broadcast, he heard. Colonel Cowan, on board the Sunton, is relaying a message your friends the Dardys just received—
Kiel sent a subvocal Shh! To his relief, Tamím fell silent.
“…apparently an attack aimed at your Occupation Force,” Kinnor was saying, speaking in an uncharacteristic monotone, “as well as anyone surviving out on Mikuhr. Qe’leb’s leadership is not capable of deflecting this attack. They will evacuate you under the following conditions. First, you must deactivate all defensive shields at Baseline Settlement and onboard the invasion ship Sunton…”
Alarmed, Kiel tried to listen closely, but his thoughts distracted him: Kinnor was on Mikuhr—just as Tamím had claimed—and he appeared to be threatening Baseline Settlement—were insurgent Mikuhran forces mobilizing?—Kinnor never would threaten a Sentinel installation—Kinnor is a prisoner—that’s a scorch mark on his chest—my brother’s in trouble—
Tamím must have been tracking his thoughts. Perhaps your brother is getting ready to tell the Federacy that he’s the one your family has been watching for.
Kinnor? He tried to imagine Chapter cells Whorl-wide rallying around Kinnor, who never even attended Chapter if he had an excuse. Old resentment stirred at the back of Kiel’s mind. Maybe Kinnor wasn’t being coerced, but cooperating—
No. Kinnor might be a loose cannon, but to anyone who knew Kinnor, that image—cleaned up but defiant—showed him as a captive.
Was he trying to send a message? Kiel and Kinnor and their parents had devised a code years ago, in case one of them ever was abducted. Mother was an amateur musician, and the code was partly sung.
Alarmed again, knowing he should have been listening for it, Kiel attended to his brother’s voice. It seemed to drift, as if Tamím were filtering it, taunting him. Kiel wished he’d been listening pastorally too. Ignoring his brother’s sullen downward glances and his stiff military pose, Kiel saw a human in danger. Maybe he—not his boundary-pushing brother—was the one who’d kept them at cross purposes. He had scorned his brother for following their parents’ military path, instead of choosing the higher way. He wished he could go back, speak kindly—
There: an oddly stretched syllable, almost sung: “Inz.”
What else did he sing? Surely the committee below him would watch the transmission again. Kin’s chin rose slightly, apparently so he could look directly into his captors’ transmission pickup. Don’t push them, Kin! Kiel wanted to shout. “I’ve seen what’s on board these barges,” Kinnor declared, appearing to add a few words of his own. “General Dardy, this is a valid threat.”
The monitors blinked. A face with bushy eyebrows appeared, centered over shoulders wearing Sentinel midnight blue. Kiel recognized Wing Colonel Jonnis Cowan. “This is Sunton,” Colonel Cowan said, “rebroadcasting to Regional Command as ordered, standing by to relay orders downside to General Dardy, who does not have DeepScan capacity. Captain Caldwell plainly is speaking under duress. We are not taking his threats seriously.”
Perhaps not. Traveling with Tamím, though, Kiel had seen Federate committees threaten pogrom against Sentinels. To Kiel’s disappointment, the tabletop screens went dark. Room lights came up. The committee members’ faces sharpened, and to his surprise, he recognized one of the civilians. Here was Chancellor Piper Gambrel, again, of the Tallis Collegium. He stood up at his place, shoving his chair back with an emphatic sweep of both arms that strained his high-collared coat. “What is this?” he demanded. “Any weapon we send against Mikuhr can be turned and used against Tallis! Furthermore, we do not betray our own forces!”
That was a tremendous relief. His people were not without allies.
A shorter man, wearing Tallan grey with a constellation of insignia on his uniform breast, rose more slowly. He walked around the long table, taking deliberate strides. His hair had been cropped so short that pale brown scalp showed through in several places. Taking a stiff pose facing Piper Gambrel, he spoke in a clipped accent. “Chancellor Gambrel, you must realize how difficult it would have been, setting up any military operation inside the Federacy without Special Operations’ immediate knowledge. These people have insinuated themselves into our forces at all levels. They can oversee and control almost anything we do. It has been vital to initiate this operation in absolute secrecy.”
He pivoted on one heel and addressed the others. “Rest assured, failsafes have been built into the mission. It simply was not safe, under security constraints, to discuss it any earlier. We would have preferred to wait two more hours, but I assure you, there still is time to abort it if you wish to do so. Take the time, though. Consider carrying it through.”
These people?…insinuated? Holy One, defend us! Kiel stared hard at the military man’s close-cropped hair and heavily curled ears. He looked to be in his fifties, one of hundreds of Federate officers whom Kiel did not know by sight. As soon as he’d made that observation, he heard at the back of his mind, General Aloxis Diamant. They know him, Tamím explained. He won’t be introduced.
Chancellor Gambrel sat back down and poked at the controls beside his tabletop monitor.
“But believe me,” General Diamant added, turning without a pause toward the other committee members, “that if any word of this operation had been released earlier, particularly to Regional Command, we would not have an option that now—for the first time since the Sentinel group was accepted into Federate service—you are free to consider.” He nodded at another man in Tallan grey, this one with unusually pale blond hair. The blond man entered a code on his touchpad. Immediately, the others leaned toward their monitors.
“This Ostian dust,” Diamant explained, “is highly oxidative. It forms multi-axis crystalline structures with enormous shear strength. Dropped into atmosphere, it would bond to itself and create local havoc, like a massive carbonaceous chondrite meteor. On an airless world such as Mikuhr, however—deployed with precisely focused bursts of compressed oxygen—it can create a dust cloud that coriolis forces will spread as the planet rotates, rapidly settling to form an impervious barrier over all surfaces, including air vents and exhaust ports. In short, adequate quantities of this resource will create a permanent new layer of impenetrable stone over a major swath of the world’s surface.”
In other words, Tamím slipped into his mind, it will bury and smother them.
Kiel choked. The uniformed woman looked up from her monitor. She too wore a cluster of colored and metallic insignia on her tunic’s grey breast. Deep lines carved her forehead. Her right hand lay clenched on the table beside her monitor. “General Diamant, you may expect a reprimand. How has this weapon been deployed?”
“Six Titan class barges,” Diamant said somberly. “With the biggest slip-shields ever built, driven by one crewed tug. ETA 0230, Castille Meridian Time.”
“Four and a half hours. And you would have told us,” a civilian said quietly, “that they were en route within that time. Is that correct?”
“Yes, Governor. On your handhelds, you will see that a meeting was in fact scheduled for two hours from now,” Diamant said.
The man he’d called Governor spoke again. “That tug’s captain will be able to release the barges and divert his or her own course? Suicide missions are strictly prohibited.”
“He and his crew are perfectly safe,” Diamant responded. “Captain Mattún carries two sets of sealed orders. Upon emerging from slip-state, he will open Order A unless he receives a signal from us, via DeepScan. Order B would bring down the barges far to the planetary north, giving our presence at Baseline Settlement time to evacuate via shuttles to the deep-space capable Sunton and General Dardy’s three smaller deep-space ships.”
Kiel struggled to concentrate. Hanusha’s parents, the Dardys, could have just hours to live. There must be some way he could help them. He’d heard of sealed orders. It often was advisable to get a military force into position before deciding how to deploy it.
“I assume,” Chancellor Gambrel said tightly, “that Order A brings them down right on the Sentinel posting, with no chance to escape.” Kiel saw his brother’s face still staring out of Chancellor Gambrel’s tabletop. The others had gone dark again. Was that relevant?
General Diamant spread his hands, looking like a College lecturer himself. “Five years ago, certain of these genetically modified soldiers overstepped their authority at Bishda. They were reprimanded, but that incident cost lives.”
In the pause that followed, two other monitors brightened and then dimmed, data being called for and confirmed.
Just one Sentinel soldier, actually. Kiel felt it like a whisper at the back of his brain. Your brother did it.
Shh, Kiel responded.
“We have been looking for a long time,” Diamant continued, “for some weapon we might deploy at Mikuhr if hostilities broke out again. If Sentinel and Mikuhran forces fought each other, we have assumed that Sentinels could not win.”
“Why?” the military woman asked.
“Our Special Operatives,” interjected the man Diamant had called “Governor,” “do not employ dirty tactics like this one, General Diamant. Our best people at Mikuhr would stand their post even now, and let themselves be destroyed with the insurgents.”
Diamant jabbed the table’s edge with a pointer finger. “With or without local hostilities, Covert Ops has been absolutely determined that unallied Mikuhrans will not get offworld again. And now we know,” he added, bringing his heels together and straightening his spine, “that they have, in fact, been gathering their strength. Just as we suspected.”
The woman nodded. “This transmission confirms it,” she said.
Kiel shuddered again.
Diamant nodded back at her. “Fully seventy percent of Sentinel military forces are stationed at this single location. That gives us a clear opportunity to deliver our payload. I am willing,” he said, staring at Chancellor Gambrel, “to be scapegoated if this committee finds it necessary to quietly distance itself from a grave, terrible accident.”
“No!” Kiel cried. No one responded but Tamím. A subvocalization washed through him like a cold, audible sneer: Some of them really have decided to get down to business with you people. Without your trained fighters, the rest of you will be easier to target. Hanusha, for instance. And Annalah.
“But deploying this weapon,” the military woman said firmly, “would create martyrs. Surviving military Sentinels, and those in other branches of service, could garner public support. This committee would look badly under investigation.”
“That,” Diamant answered, “is why I offer myself to be reprimanded. You can subject me to no discipline that would equal the pain I have endured. On the other hand, if this mission succeeds, its success will be all the reward I can ask.”
The images blurred and ran together. The last thing Kiel saw clearly was his brother’s face, still gleaming up from the table under Chancellor Gambrel. A fading voice protested that the Federacy must not be bullied by mixed-blood subversives.
Kiel covered his face with his hands, blocking out the grey light in Tamím’s stone chamber. He must control his emotions. He couldn’t, though. His pulse pounded.
“This all was predicted,” Tamím murmured, “in your own holy books—if you read them mathematically.”
Kiel glared.
“If you disapprove,” Tamím said, “show me that my algorithms have lied. Rescue your brother, your people, your parents.”
Instead, Kiel flung himself into prayer. Holy One, what are you doing? Do not let me panic! This creature will not tell the whole truth. Show me if any of this is illusion, or if he is interpreting truth wrongly. Show me what I must do!
And how might he warn or save Baseline Settlement?
“You might nudge a few electrons along a connection on board that tug,” Tamím suggested, obviously reading through his shields again. “It will emerge out of slip state in just over four hours. Change its course soon enough, and you might throw it off far enough to delay the barges’ arrival. They’d correct it, of course. They’ll still hit the planet. But that might buy enough time for your friends on Mikuhr to realize what’s coming, and to escape.”
Might? “I would prefer to warn Ellet and Damalcon Dardy. They could start evacuating Baseline onto the Sunton.”
He felt Tamím’s wry amusement. “Kiel, you are finally starting to think aggressively. I approve, but I refuse to take you to Baseline.”
Fury felt like prickling heat between his shoulders. “You’ve been taunting me all along. Haven’t you?”
“No, no. This is your opportunity. This is your moment.” Tamím touched his harp, which still lay on the table. “Change the future, my Kiel. Undo what your brother has done. Otherwise, prepare to watch all your people hunted down. All over the Whorl.”
Kiel touched the star on his shoulder. He had taken vows of service. He had even more power and responsibility now. I am confused, Holy One. I am not Boh-Dabar….
Come soon! Make all things clear!
Only silence answered.
“How could we change the tug’s course?” he asked softly. This was surely another defeat, another bit of ground lost to the Adversary. Move by move, Tamím was maneuvering him into position to forsake those vows. Still, refusing to act could trigger a pogrom—and circuit control was not forbidden by Sentinel Codes.
 
• • •
 
Governor Ellet Dardy replayed the recording a third time. “No,” her husband Damalcon said, sitting at her shoulder and rubbing his chin, “that’s not your imagination. Those nine syllables were underpitched.”
Ellet leaned toward a wall monitor in the comm/control center, resting her elbow on a cold console. Kinnor’s transmission out of Qe’leb had communicated multiple meanings to her. Most vitally, he was alive. He’d had to use the SO blocks, and they were forcing him to send messages, so he was in custody. He was seven kinds of a fool, going into that place against orders. His father did it, she reminded herself, in an equally deadly gamble. If anything, Kinnor had even better justification.
Plainly, though, Special Operations had been correct to send agents to Ost. They were betrayed, and the Ost operation had been aimed at them from the start. Qe’leb, watching space more closely than even the Sunton, had seen it in time to act—and to demand Baseline’s cooperation.
That wasn’t all Kinnor had told them, though. Damalcon tapped the line he’d scrawled while they watched Kinnor’s performance, from his encoded glances—“Urgent. Evacuate base”—while conveying Jahana’s demand for information regarding the vanished “Tamím.” A second line, scribbled in Ellet’s own hand and broken into syllables, made no sense on paper: Few—shun—cay?key?—pay—bal—cloh— nee—ah—inzs, she had scrawled. Then she read it aloud, ignoring the nonsense vowels, and felt the room turn cold as she heard herself say, Fusion capable clone ayins.
Kinnor would have known exactly what this development meant to the Occupation force, to Sentinels everywhere. “They must have founded Qe’leb,” she guessed, “before we took down the City. Someone duplicated its gene bank.” It was exactly what she and Damalcon had been ordered by Sentinel Special Ops to watch for, the most crucial secret of this mission. Since it had not been found in these twenty-two years, she’d started to hope that it would not occur. Surely, the Eternal Speaker had let that mutation survive for a reason, if only to test his people’s willingness to persevere to the end.
She touched Damalcon’s arm. “Orders?” When Baseline had gone to third-stage alert, civil authority had shifted out of her hands into his.
Damalcon stood. “Sunton will relay that broadcast to General Caldwell at Elysia. He’ll hear what we heard. Meanwhile, shuttle every Mikuhran civilian who’s willing to trust us up to the Sunton.”
She nodded. A few Mikuhrans had already submitted to full-access confirmation of their intentions, and her medics had stockpiled ayin-blocking drugs. From Sunton, refugees could be quickly transshipped to the small freighter already in orbit—but not to the smaller, nimbler destroyers Tambren and Tierna, which Damalcon was trying to decide how to deploy. It was vital to prevent renegade Mikuhrans from escaping a doom they richly deserved. Even if the occupation force had been betrayed, Damalcon must engage Qe’leb—must lock it down until the Federate barges arrived, and shoot down any ship Qe’leb tried to launch.
The Federacy still seemed not to know about the danger of ayin fusion. Truly, fusion-capable Mikuhran forces must never escape out into the Federacy.
However, the Sunton—with its RIA capability—might be Covert Ops’s priority target. So refugees must be shuttled away quickly, the Sunton defended. For Colonel Cowan and others, Sunton could be a lifeboat offworld. Colonel Cowan might also offer Sunton’s onboard shields or weaponry, or even its RIA potential, for contacting whoever was piloting those barges. He might help guide the deadly cargo down on Qe’leb.
Qe’leb, where Kinnor was hostage and they had sent Wind. “Very well,” she said. “I’ll tell the Dowdas to send people to Inport.”
“Ask them to hurry,” Damalcon murmured.
She curled her fingers around his forearm and pressed gently, drawing on his steady emotional state and keeping her own feelings firmly under control, so not to distract him. Then she strode out into the corridor, headed for her own office and business. Her orders would allow her to accompany refugees up to the Sunton, and outsystem on board the freighter. Officially, she was a noncombatant. She would have liked to have seen her granddaughters one more time.
She had no wish to outlive Damalcon, though. Her aides would accompany the refugees. Maybe they all had been spared, centuries back, from the Ehretan holocaust simply to offer themselves like sacrificial kipreta when the Holy One let Mikuhr be destroyed.
Finally sure she was alone, she allowed herself ane moment’s weakness. Clenching her hands against a spasm of fear and grief, she squeezed her eyes shut and begged, Holy One, what are you doing? Why are you letting this happen to us?
 
• • •
 
“A vigil? But Em’gadol, I’m—”
Tiala Caldwell bit back the protest. She couldn’t tell Em’gadol. No one would believe her. In that moment, she understood the reluctance that had kept those other two young women from accepting the Bright One’s request. Hastily she said, “Never mind.” Her head drooped over her stew. Normally, she loved praying all night. I shouldn’t be reluctant, even now. You will be with us. Forgive me.
Nine of Tekkumah’s eleven residents sat on trestle tables in the dining hall, under dark ceiling beams. Composed again, Tiala looked back up at the encampment’s Senior Mother. Beyond a huge window past the old woman’s shoulder, midsummer sun rays gleamed off a high snowfield. Debris from the cliff where it hung peppered its surface.
Em’gadol had just burst in and interrupted Gavrila’s dinnertime reading of Qol Galaha. Now she called, “Finish, Gavrila.”
As the Senior Mother strode away, Tiala hurried to spoon up her stew. Surely she imagined it, but she might already feel a warm spark between her hip bones, the faintest tingling in her breasts. Was that possible, just a few hours after the Bright One visited?
Probably not. But another Bright One had just ordered the sisters and brothers of Tekkumah to gather for battle.
She’d almost finished her stew when Gavrila finished the day’s passage, closed her book on the platform, and sang in the high tongue, “All thanks to our only beloved, the Eternal Speaker.”
Tiala took her pitch from Gavrila, whose high vocal range often made the elder brothers’ voices crack. She sang back, “And to his Dabar, coming to cleanse us and all creation.”
Quickly she slid off her bench, and she hustled back home with two sisters who shared her building. They passed the wether’s pen on their way. Head immersed in a bucket of choice scraps left from preparing tonight’s stew, he munched noisily.
A few minutes later, she stood outside Stone House, garbed in her lightly embroidered white robe. A belt embroidered in sunburst colors held the soft fabric close to her. Barefoot on warm flagstones, she composed herself. Tonight, Tekkumah went to war.
Avva Hoston strode across the grass from the elder men’s home. Dressed in black robes appliquéd with stars and worlds in brocade fabric, he looked as magnificent as Stone House’s altar cloths. Halfway across the encampment’s central square, Em’gadol met him. She held her hands folded together inside the sleeves of her own battle robe, which was splashed with the colors and shapes of high summer flowers. As they crossed the flagstones together, Em’gadol sang the pitch for the entry hymn. Lower, more comfortable. Tiala smiled.
Ancient and unchanging One, imminent and infinite One, hear us in our needy hour….
Tiala walked at the rear of the women’s column. Her station lay just inside, right at the back under one of the Windows of Worlds. Eleven men and women didn’t begin to fill the house’s vaulted interior. Still, their hymn echoed off smoothed stone surfaces as if they were joined by Bright Ones. They weren’t, of course. The holy messengers met with Avva Hoston up front, in the war room. Gig and Ronee already knelt praying midway up the central aisle, taking the regular evening watch.
When the hymn’s second stanza ended, Tiala eased down onto her knee rest and settled her arms on her elbow rests. To the left of her kneeler, she spotted the water cup and pitcher left by whichever brother had drawn that duty tonight. She was the youngest and least battle-wise warrior at Tekkumah, and she didn’t begrudge the elders up front their position near the altar flame, nor their padded knee and elbow rests. Some of the Whorl’s finest art robed them, spun from kipret wool and dyed with colors from plant and stone.
Green and blue light gleamed through the faceted window on her left— representing Oquassa, she’d been told. She craned her neck to look back and up at a small window representing this world of Procyel II. Depicted in startling red, its shape puzzled her. It looked more like a raindrop than a world.
Or a droplet of blood? Tiala shivered, recalling what the Bright One had shown her.
Avva Hoston, moving slowly up the sisters’ side with assignments, beckoned Tiala and Gavrila together. “You’ll do battle tonight on behalf of Tiala’s brother Kiel. He is in the most mortal danger.”
Tiala almost sprang off her kneeler. Avva Hoston normally didn’t use extreme language.
He folded his hands together, concealing some of the green and blue world circles on the front of his robes. “Kinnor is also in danger, and he could well pass into the Presence this night while we pray. Charla and Tal will stay alongside him.” He glanced up front. “Kiel, though—you know he has been struggling against an enemy far too subtle and powerful for him. Tonight, he will almost certainly fall. I shall be a third warrior alongside you.”
My poor brothers. Tiala bit her lip. Oh Holy One, save them both!
Avva Hoston smiled gently, as if he knew she’d already leaped into battle. “Pray, then, that he falls into humility instead of despair. We all fail and fall daily. Pray that Kiel will humbly let himself be broken. That He who heals broken humanity will enfold him in repentance and forgiveness.”
“Oh, Kiel,” she whispered. She’d prayed for him hundreds of times, as specified by the Bright Ones. She’d known he had been weakening over several difficult months. But now his soul was at stake.
Avva Hoston raised his hands to bless them both, and Tiala bowed her head with Gavrila. “Against the forces of darkness, be brave and be strong. He who fills and guides us shall prevail.”
Tiala folded forward over her elbow rests. Oh, Holy One. This night will be so hard for Kiel. Eternal Speaker, spare my brother from fatal pride!



 
CHAPTER 19
After Jahana had dismissed her, Zeph walked Wind around so many tunneled corners—some at oblique angles—that she lost all sense of direction and gave up hope of finding her way back. She thought she was traveling roughly upward. In some places, black or grey pebbles had fallen from the walls or ceiling and been kicked out of the tunnel’s center. Passing a whirring atomizer, she felt fumes hit her system like a cup of strong kass.
Finally, a metal door slid open and Zeph stood aside. “This is yours,” he said. Wind stepped into a room with a plastered ceiling, narrow bed, and a small grey table with what looked like a shipboard food synthesizer on top. The stone wall had grey veins, and through an inner door she saw some freshing fixtures that she wanted badly.
Zeph followed her inside. He sent the door shut, keeping one hand poised over the control panel. “You’re to stay inside, but they aren’t locking this door. Show us that you can be trusted. You’ll see colored fibers embedded in the corridor walls, next time you go out. They mark routes in the corridors of this shaft.”
Wind sat down on the hard bed, wondering how long she would call this room her home. “Is Dowda…is Rava Haworth close by?”
Zeph shook his head, looking more like Kinnor Caldwell than ever. “She’s got InSens duty. You can send her a message.” He pointed at a yellow spot on the control panel, but he didn’t touch it. Instead, he walked to the single minimalist chair between the grey table and her bed. “Talk,” he said in a soft voice, “quickly.”
“Not—” She almost added “subvocalize,” but he was already shaking his head.
“My people do sound and visual surveillance,” he said, as if that explained anything. “Jahana’s man watches psi sensors. Talking is safe. But you must not react.”
Wind swung her feet up onto the bed and leaned her tired back against the stone wall. This made no sense, but the Thyrians had trained her in affective control. Shielding herself heavily, she shut her eyes and created a mantra. It was the only way she could think to defend herself against psi surveillance. I will be terribly bored in this room.
“You’ve seen,” Zeph said, “that I have clone sisters and brothers. Not identical, but all self-fertilized from the same source.”
“How dull,” she said. Actually, her very capillaries were vibrating. That reminded her: She’d left a kass extract capsule in her other robe’s sleeve. And her crystal disk. Had they both vanished into Qe’leb’s carbon-biomass system, or had Dowda Haworth saved them for her? Bored, she told herself firmly. I have no reactions but those of a caged, frustrated animal. I can be angry, maybe. But I cannot show hope.
“Exactly,” Zeph’s voice said. “It has been terribly dull. We were raised together, starting with thirty of us. Twenty are dead now. Those of us still alive killed the others. It was a training technique, self-culling so only the strongest survived.
“But we’d already bonded. A death pact. The first murder just crystallized it. And something else happened, something they didn’t expect.” His voice sank to just above a whisper. “Jahana and her teacher, Tamím Bar’Baror, did something to our group, trying to discipline us. If they punished one of us, we all suffered. But what one of us learns, we all learn. And as long as one of us lives, we all live. The dead ones are still part of the oneness.”
Wind faked a yawn. I will think about this later, she told herself…but it horrified her.
“Our time’s running out with Qe’leb. Caldwell is our genetic brother. You probably guessed that.”
She couldn’t help opening her eyes, but she managed to hear Bored! at the back of her mind. “Why should I care?” she sighed, rolling her eyes at the ceiling.
“Good,” he said. She turned her head to look at him. He sat straddling the chair, and yes, the resemblance was unmistakable. “She’ll slaughter the rest of us eventually. It’s part of her revenge. Why the Federates would care—why even old General Caldwell would care, since he didn’t ask her to breed us—is beyond me.”
“And I suppose you’d rather survive,” she said, forcing a deep sigh, “everyone does.” I will be terribly bored in this room, she repeated. Beneath the strongest shields she could manage, her mind raced forward. Did this man carry a crowd of dead people in his head? How could these—were they still human?—these people help her, help Mikuhr, help the Federacy? They had just a few hours— Bored, she repeated, fighting the frantic urge to flee down that stone corridor. I will be terribly bored in this room. It’s the Dowda’s fault. She didn’t bring anything that would make Qe’leb seem like a home.
“Some of us think we’re simply sick,” he said. “I think Jahana encourages our empathy. It makes us vulnerable. But your memories showed me—showed the oneness—that empathy is also a bizarre kind of strength. You showed us how you existed before Jahana had me fix your memories. She only blocked the religious ones, by the way. Just as well. You’d probably think we were abominations.”
“You’re boring me.” She needed to say it out loud. Inside, she was tormented by questions. Why is that one thing so important? What have I forgotten? “All the outsiders,” she said, deliberately keeping her breathing slow, “all the non-altered, think we’re abominations anyway.”
“Anger is safe,” he muttered. “But being so closely linked makes me wonder if we’re all insane.”
Insane…to live so close to someone that they became part of him? Would that be what pair bonding felt like? She felt like something had grabbed her shoulders and shaken her until her internal organs exploded. She couldn’t let it send her into an emotional spiral. “This standoff can’t last,” she said.
“Agreed.” His brilliant eyes flickered a warning. “Dull, don’t you think?”
“Utterly boring.” Taking his cue, she drew a deep breath. I will be terribly bored in this room. I am homeless. They’ve married me to him, but I’m more alone than ever.
“We’ve been assuming that sooner or later, she’ll make one of us take you to his cell. When we do, you must deliver a message.”
“Gladly,” she said, then added, “but why bother? And I really need…” She glanced at the freshing room.
“Soon,” he promised. “It’s also possible that we’ll be ordered to hurt you, to discipline him. Do you understand that we have no choice?”
“I assume,” she said, staring up at the ceiling, “that I’m allowed to react emotionally to that.”
“It’s better if you don’t, not yet. But if it comes down to that, overreact. Scream. Fight us. That’s all she wants to see. Caldwell will know if you’re exaggerating. We’ll make it as easy for you as we can.”
 “Boring,” she said, trying to feel it, though nubbly little bumps stood up on her forearms. She could feel them through the body glove. “I do know,” she said, trying to sound and feel casual, “how to empathize with people outside my own kind.”
“I know.”
Again, she looked straight at him. He sat with his elbows draped over the chair back, resting his chin on the back of one hand. This was a young man, a human trapped by circumstances. She couldn’t call him an abomination.
But he frightened her, not the least because communicating with dead people’s still living minds sounded utterly wrong. Was the “self” created by brain activity—or was there more to it? What have they made me forget? “Maybe,” she said carefully, “you could take me to Captain Caldwell without…threatening to hurt me. What if I offered to try again, on Jahana’s behalf, to seduce him into making it a real pair bond?”
“What would that accomplish?” His chin jutted forward.
Wind lowered her voice, and her loneliness rushed back like a Thyrian river in flood stage. “He won’t be seduced, Zeph. I know him well enough, now, to be sure of that. But I don’t think Jahana knows it.” Was it safe to feel warm, at the pit of her stomach, thinking this about Kinnor? She was making Jahana an offer. Surely it was safe to let herself reflect on that. “Then I’ll be able to deliver your message.”
Zeph stood up. He brushed one side of his face with the back of his hand and glanced up at the white ceiling tiles. “Wait here.”
While he was gone, Wind used the small inner room. They’d left her a few fragrant oddments, which she also used. She adjusted the folds of her robe over the too-snug body glove, taking a good look in the mirror. Not unattractive, she told herself, but no seductress. Her waist was thicker than she’d like, and she couldn’t claim enough cleavage to impress anyone.
She could have bought some, of course. Baseline Settlement had served the City with cosmetic surgery, as well as young laboratory fodder. But cleavage wasn’t what Sentinels wanted. The connaturality—the fit of one soul to another—drew them.
If someone was listening to her emotional state via psi sensors, she might as well let them know that she wanted to pair bond. It sounded more wonderful than anything else she’d heard of. She strangled the hopelessness that followed that thought, knowing she’d been thrust upon Kinnor by people he hated. He was unlikely to ever look past that, to see her for herself.
She strode out of the freshing room, took five steps across her quarters, touched the smoothed stone wall with one hand, turned around and took another five steps. Turned. Keep the nerves under control, keep the brain working. She ought to be weary. I will, she went back to repeating, be terribly bored in this room.
She must somehow remember what Zeph had told her about his people—but without thinking about it. The “oneness” constituted part of Qe’leb’s internal security staff. The place was vastly understaffed compared with Inport, though. They couldn’t watch her all the time. Still, if the wrong security person—was “Jahana’s man” the redhead? she wondered—caught her thinking exactly the wrong thing—
Dull. I do not care. I will be terribly bored in this room. Five steps. Turn. Terribly bored.
There were worse things than boredom. There was despair—
The door slid open. Zeph stood in the arch, next to another sharp-chinned man who had to be part of the “oneness.” “Jahana accepts,” Zeph said. “Evidently, Caldwell tried something tricky when she had him make a transmission. Added some words, and she means to punish him. Putting him down into bonding shock would be perfect. No Special Ops wants to be helpless under these circumstances. Zol will take you to him.” The other man, obviously Zol, gave a curt nod. From out in the corridor came a strong whiff of Qe’leb.
“Good.” She adjusted her robe over one shoulder and let an appropriate sentiment warm her thoughts. “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life alone.”
Zol stretched out one hand and opened it. On his palm lay two bulb-like objects, one blue and one orange. Each had a glassy protrusion at one end. “The drugs you were promised,” he said. “To prevent you from going into bonding shock.”
Wind took them and slid them into her empty sleeve pocket. Zol beckoned her out into the corridor. He walked close beside her. “Don’t think,” he muttered, “that we’re doing it for his sake, or yours. This is for us.”
“Your oneness,” she whispered, using Zeph’s term.
Zol glanced left, then right, as if listening for someone to give him an order. “Stand still. We have ten seconds.” He thrust a finger toward her forehead.
Having taken burst messages from the Dowda to Governor Kinsman, Wind knew what to expect. She held still, staring over Zol’s shoulder, up the stone passage, as dizziness washed over her. As he lowered his hand, he leaned toward her. “Orange bulb. Antidote to his blocking drugs. We’re going to keep you both out of bonding shock. Don’t waste a molecule.” He stepped out again.
They were willing to risk giving Kinnor back his abilities? Wind strode on, desperately counting flecks along the wall to keep her mind quiet. Now she saw the route-marking fibers embedded near her eye level. Here, they were green and grey. Oddly, she felt she ought to be doing something else at the mental level.
Zeph had assured her that “religion” was all they’d taken away. Plainly, they hadn’t blocked her sense of habit. She’d done something when stressed or afraid…but otherwise, she was functioning well without it. Dull, dull, she thought over and over. Tedious, dull.
She shot a focused thought toward Zol. It seemed safe to observe, I can’t believe how empty the corridors are. I would have thought—
It’s a big place. He steered her around another left turn, into a dim tunnel with purple wall fibers. Each time he turned, now, she spotted the colors. She tried to remember them, creating a colored map in her mind, but the corners’ irregular angles defeated her. Eventually, he stopped outside an arched metal door and tapped out a code on a wall panel. The door slid down. He shoved her through.
Something midnight blue hurtled up from her left side. “Wait!” she cried. “It’s me!”
Kinnor—it was him, of course—backed up against the black wall. He eyed Wind, then Zol, and sat back down on the narrow rock shelf, like before. Wind couldn’t imagine spending hours, let alone days, in a room this small. Red lights pulsed an eerie slow rhythm all around the door arch, and the air smelled stale instead of astringent. Kinnor looked haggard, with deep creases on his forehead. She guessed Jahana had worked him over after he’d altered that message.
Zol gripped his shoulder and gave him a leer that looked thoroughly convincing. “Your wife,” he said, “wants to be made a real wife. And Jahana orders it.” At the back of her mind, Wind heard Zol’s subvoice. Get down on the floor, quickly. Both of you. We’re the only ones watching. Anything physical revolts her. She won’t observe, but her psi-man might listen. His subvoice did feel odd inside this security cell, as if there were some sort of epsilon energy damping. Haworth, shield him. Deliver the burst. Zol sat down on the stone cot.
Wind curled up on the floor. To hide Kinnor inside her own mental shields until he took the antidote drug, she’d have to get extremely close. Hurry, she sent him. She rolled away from him and faced the door. The red lights surrounding it pulsed slowly. The effect was hypnotically depressing. Zol’s ordered to witness whether we go through with it, she subvocalized. Don’t touch me!
Obviously. She felt his irritation just as plainly as she felt his arm drop across her shoulder, felt the warmth of his body against her back, curling around her.
No, Kinnor! Don’t touch me!
I can control this, he sent. With her shields down, with his body so close, she felt flooded with menthe. She also felt his suspicion, his angry disdain. She fumbled inside her sleeve pocket and came up with the injection bulbs. Orange, she sent him. Antidote!
She heard her own heart pounding and Kinnor’s loud whisper. “What would poisoning me get you people?”
Zol whispered up above her. “Don’t be stupid. Jahana would dismember me if you died. But we’re going to get you out—if we can.”
 
• • •
 
Kinnor closed his fist around the injection bulbs. Jahana had sent shock waves of mental energy through him, probing his strength. Unable to shield himself, he’d let her hurt him. Later, if there came a real chance to escape, he’d have reserves to draw on that she didn’t know about.
But if this really was antidote, that changed everything. He couldn’t see the eyes or gestures of the cloned guard sitting up on his cot, couldn’t feel his mental state. Couldn’t be sure that he didn’t come down here with deadly intent—nor that Na’da Haworth was serving anything other than her own interests. She could’ve brought an aphrodisiac. He’d heard of some nasty ones.
As he drained the blue bulb onto the floor, pocketed it, and cradled the orange one between two fingers, he imagined a flood of cold water running down his belly, canceling the allure of the warm woman in front of him. Could he trust either of them? Was this another trap?
Could be, he concluded. The clone guard might be risking his life, unable to give him a confirming mental burst because of other observers.
An antidote wouldn’t undo his Special Ops memory block, but it would give back his other abilities—and until he got them back, he couldn’t probe Na’da Haworth. Still, no woman who meant to seduce a man would act like such a convincing rock on the floor. That was a point in her favor. She really seemed to be giving him the chance to cooperate with the clones. He felt only the faint warmth of her shields, and through them, he sensed her emotions: She partly feared, partly trusted the man on that cot. And yes, she wanted him.
…Acting like that? He had no reason to trust her. Or the imitation Caldwell guard, either. But he might be responsible for the Dardys’ survival now.
If it’s poison, let it be quick. He didn’t care to think about the other kind of disablement. He pinched off the needle cover, pressed the bulb to the side of his neck, pushed the point in, and squeezed.
 
• • •
 
Through Wind’s shields, she felt the antidote hit him. It was like standing too close to a fire that was fanned back to life, driving the sense of proximity deep into her mind. She couldn’t hold back a tiny grunt of pleasure.
Instantly, his shields fell between them like a wall of basalt. “Message,” she gasped. “He gave me a burst too.” Governor Dardy had always known how to retrieve these. “And please, Kinnor. Zeph says they’ve blocked all memory of my religious training. If it’s fast and easy, give that back.”
She felt something like a stab at the center of her skull, made with a knife of frozen menthe leaves. It stroked her mind’s inner surface like the flat of the blade. Next came a satisfied flicker as he found the discontinuity bearing the message, a foreign thought lodged like a knot on the surface of her memory matrix. To her surprise, she distinctly felt him open it. He showed her what it had held.
Jahana’s predecessor—Jahana’s father—had created power beyond controlling. Jahana had seized, stockpiled, and was continuing to build a tissue bank, several corridors over and down from this cell, and Zol—or Zeph, or any of them—could take him there. Kinnor’s thoughts leaped forward, an unintelligible blur that she tracked as satisfaction—horror—hope—determination—despair—and then a highly trained focus. He wanted to hit Jahana back.
Exhilarated, Wind shied back behind her shields and tried to reconnect with her bored mantra. She and Kinnor weren’t identical personalities, but complementary. He filled her deepest needs. Holding him mind-to-mind, lying this close, was perilous. The union would be easy, indelible—
He pushed her away and muttered, “Stop it.”
“Sorry.” She pulled her shields around her again and curled into a tighter ball. If they escaped from this world, there would be time…maybe…for the union Zol had come here to witness. But from the echo of Kinnor-ness still bouncing around in her mind, she realized how deeply he resented and distrusted her. Those hints of affection, on their way to Jahana’s sensors station, had been pretense. He thought she was a traitor.
She dug her fingernails into her upper arms, reminding herself that she was nothing of the sort. She admired Governor Dardy and Dowda Haworth, both. And she had her own call: to unify whatever remained. Mikuhrans and Sentinels might survive the oncoming onslaught. They might even escape out of the Whorl. Or they might all die here.
Kinnor, she sent urgently, did you catch what he is? How he’s linked to the others?
 
• • •
 
Ignoring the pulsing lights, Kinnor took a closer inward look at Zol’s message. They called Jahana’s secret weapons “dispos,” cloned brain organs cultured from his mother’s dangerous line. Jahana’s predecessor had punched through the dead ends and created fusion-capable Netaian ayins, and now Jahana’s servants were packaging them for her headpiece. One of the “oneness” had seen her use one still was in the carry-case.
Obviously, Jahana hadn’t been using fusion when she’d watched him make his broadcast, or she would have stopped him. Maybe her supply wasn’t unlimited. But she definitely meant to destroy Baseline, all the other settlements, and the Sunton before escaping outsystem. Even Dowda Haworth hadn’t been told that. Jahana’s goal was to leave no one alive to chase her.
All ten surviving clones would be sacrificed, and they expected it soon. One of them must survive. At least one, in fact, meant to buy the group’s future by betraying the rest of them. They would all survive either way, he realized. They wanted neither revenge nor mercy—only to live. He imagined them as one inhuman creature, reflecting facets of his father and possessing ten pairs of eyes, hands and feet, all linked by disembodied members who’d left pieces of ayin consciousness linked with the living ones. A perversion of pair bonding—and they guessed that using a “dispo” fusion unit might blast apart this bond, so they hadn’t dared try it.
Untrusted ally, he classified the “oneness” creature. His job was to escape and destroy this place. He would let his theological brother decide whether the “oneness” was human.
It hit him, then: No one had mentioned Kiel. They would have dragged him out by now, if they’d made him a prisoner. Who kidnapped him, then? Kinnor wondered. Where is he?
“Zol,” Wind whispered, “can you get us through security to the hangar bay?”
Kinnor rescanned the map he’d taken from his first guard’s mind, calculating the most direct route to Jahana’s attack ship. Good idea. But he wasn’t going in unarmed.
“No,” he told Zol. “Downlevel. The dispos.”
Wind finally uncurled. Facing him, she flicked hair out of her face. “But most people die from using those.”
“I can’t think of a better weapon,” he said firmly. “And I need weaponry if we’re going to stop her from committing mass murder.” He glanced side to side. “And like you people, they’re cloned from one of my relatives. I’ll bet I can use them.”
Zeph leaned closer. “The gene tech—Zidee—she’s dangerous.”
“One of you?” he whispered.
“Of course. Jahana mind-worked her the worst, the deepest, maybe so we’d all feel enslaved. Every time she’s doing anything but her job, she’s in physical pain. And the air treatment’s strongest in Genetics. Zidee hasn’t slept in two years. We’re helping her stay on her feet.”
“And It’s closer than the hangar,” Kinnor insisted. “I want to go there first.” Deep down, he wanted that power—a chance to use it, or at least take it away from Jahana. He’d meant what he said: If anyone here had a right to try fusion—
“Then one of us has to come with you,” the clone answered. “That’s how we’ve worked around security.”
The blinking lights surrounding the metal door suddenly stopped pulsing. The door retracted into the floor.
One of them meant to buy the group’s future by betraying the rest of them—
 
• • •
 
Shoved aside, Wind rolled on the hard stone, scraped her nose, and ended up with her back in a corner. She dodged an unaimed kick that seemed to come out of nowhere. Protecting her face with both hands, she stole a look. The door had closed. An intruder lay pinned to the floor, and Kinnor knelt on his chest, framed by the throbbing red lights, holding the intruder’s head down—was he trying to use an epsilon probe?
The intruder thrashed. Zol turned toward the door, braced himself, and kicked backward. Instantly, Kinnor leaped up off the floor. He positioned himself between Wind and the intruder. She’d never seen anyone move so fast. Her heart pounded.
“Don’t look.” Kinnor glanced over his shoulder, though. In his mind, was he seeing a family member dead?
Zol’s voice said, “Did you get anything from him, Caldwell?”
Clearly, Jahana’s culling program had made them quick killers. It had probably been merciful, but…but …
Kinnor wiped a red stripe off his forehead. “Don’t you all know what the others are thinking?”
“Not instantly. We aren’t linked that way.”
Kinnor winced, as if those words had struck a nerve. “You’re a suicide unit, all right. She meant to use you all against Tallis. Regional command. Sterilize a populated world.”
“That’s not new.”
“What’s new,” Kinnor said, “is the dust on those barges coming to kill us all. She’s decided to use that, instead of you. You’re disposable now, not later.” He crouched down, repositioning himself so that Wind could see only Zol behind him. “Where’s the rest of you?”
Zol balanced on one foot and made a wiping motion with his other foot. “All over. Mostly on duty.”
“One’s watching this cell, right?”
“We’d be dead otherwise.”
Kinnor frowned and stroked the side of his neck. “This one’s dead now. Is he talking to you?” Keeping his body between Wind and the corpse—the corpse she was all too tempted to glance at—he helped her to her feet and turned her firmly but inexorably toward the door arch.
“The first, Zakain, has gagged him in the Beyond. He’s the one who keeps linking us. I don’t suppose,” Zol said, “you’ve been trained to use fusion energy.”
“No.” Kinnor kept one hand curled around Wind’s arm. “That’s a part of my heritage I’m not proud of.”
Bored, bored, bored. It wasn’t working. Wind stood shoulder to shoulder with a man who was legally her husband. Another man lay dead at his feet—and if Zol hadn’t killed him, she and Kinnor might be dead now. Her heart pounded so hard that it ought to be echoing off the walls.
“You realize,” Zol muttered, “that your prophecies could include us. We’re bred from the same line. We might unmake all your governments.”
Prophecies? Unable to remember, Wind focused on Zeph’s claims about his “oneness.” They’d cloned both males and females from a single cell? Were their brains linked so deeply that the physical basis for consciousness remained, even if one body died? She thought of Thyrian insects in dirt tunnels, unable to escape the master consciousness that drove them. Was that how Jahana planned to use them? He’d used the word abomination. Now she knew why.
Kinnor’s jaw tightened. “You’ll let me out?”
Zol gave him a quick nod. “We know your epsilon profile, so I stay here and keep fooling the redhead, if possible. Zeph’s outside, working circuits to erase this incident. This—” He jerked his head toward the floor “—will be missed soon, but we can’t do anything about that.”
Zol was sacrificing himself, Wind understood. After all, Jahana considered him just as disposable as cloned tissue. “Thank you,” she murmured.
The lines on his forehead smoothed somewhat. “It’s not for you,” he reminded her. “It’ll be over in a few hours.”
“The barges will get here in…maybe three and a half,” Wind said, guessing at the time.
Kinnor laid a hand against the metal door arch. “We have less time than that,” he said. Red light pulsed on his face like a visible heartbeat.
Wind steeled herself. She’d witnessed two deaths: Chak Asar in the smaller cave, and now this clone…this cloned person, she corrected herself, wanting to give him some final dignity. In the next few hours, thousands more could die unless those barges were diverted or Mikuhr was evacuated onto the Sunton. “I’m coming with you,” she told Kinnor.
At least he didn’t argue. The door opened once more. Kinnor sent a nod to Zeph, who stood outside with one hand over the control panel. “Follow me,” Zeph muttered. “Shield yourselves if you can.” He steered them around a turn, into the corridor with red and white wall fibers. Where in this maze, Wind wondered, was her Dowda?
As Zeph pulled a few steps ahead, she felt Kinnor’s cold, clear subvoice. I suspect a trap. This is too easy, even if they are monopolizing the visual monitors.



 
CHAPTER 20
Rava Haworth had gotten hasty training at Jahana’s internal sensors station, was put under another set of voice commands, and was left inside a helmet. Next to her sat Jahana’s pretty cloned aide, Zilla, who didn’t look nearly so appealing with her head covered.
It took an effort to keep her own hands from contracting into claws on her control surface. Rava was glad to hide under a helmet, and more thankful than ever for her strong personal shields. If Jahana or her aide had known how furious Rava Haworth was, she’d flick a purple fingertip, and Rava would die.
Now that she’d infiltrated, it was time to act. Rava had never let anyone, not even her most intimate liaisons, know how resistant she was to voice command. Young people always thought that the old were stupid, and that was good cover now. The moment they had left her alone, she’d insinuated herself into Jahana’s system and checked it for evac procedures or any other any kind of contingency plan.
There were none. Jahana was riding a one-vector shuttle toward Whorl domination, and if things went wrong, she had no intention of saving anyone—not even her own people, let alone the settlementers. Her promise to save Baseline was an outright lie. Half the staff seemed to believe she was all too ready to “cleanse” them from the dirt and danger of physical existence. If Jahana fled Qe’leb ahead of schedule, Rava guessed she’d take her own crew and Kinnor Caldwell along, period—and her missing mentor Tamím, if she could find him. This made Wind Haworth useful but disposable, and Rava Haworth a meaningless lackey.
 Nobody duped Rava Haworth and got away with it. Somewhere inside Qe’leb, Wind and her Caldwell boy had gotten loose, and Rava had no intention of sounding the alert. She’d taken a fast look at Qe’leb’s other shaft, where Jahana kept her departure ship—ship, singular. There might be room to evacuate several of the smallest settlements aboard it, just as the Dardys were surely emptying Baseline of Federate collaborators. Rava couldn’t count on the Dardys to help other Mikuhrans, though—those who would never submit to being drugged into dimbrain status. If the rest of the planet converged on Qe’leb simultaneously within the next three hours, surely Jahana couldn’t fight them all off. Maybe some could get away in whatever deepspace ship she had.
So if Rava could figure out how to send that summons, it was going out.
Across the room, ExSens people watched outside developments. Rava had caught flickers of information from their reports: “Embassy Group” had departed, probably pulled back to defend Baseline. In Jahana’s fancy raised chair, the red-haired communications man sat wearing a maskless headset of his own, overseeing Sensors staff.
He too seemed to think Rava was under control. He’d barely looked at her since she sat down. Rava sat as ordered, checking corridor sensors randomly—but that was a sub-adult skill. In years past, to operate the complex subtronics of Baseline Main Air and stave off killing boredom, Rava Haworth had invented a number of mental energy tricks. Thanks to one of them, Qe’leb’s internal sensors were now thrumming in a state of continuous feedback. Beyond that, though, Wind and her Sentinel were on their own. She had her own mission to manage.
There had to be some way to message the Settlements without Lieutenant Red Lump catching on. Her chair quivered for a moment, but she ignored the temblor. Like Mikuhr itself, Rava Haworth wasn’t dead yet.
 
• • •
 
Far below the sensors chamber, black walls curved overhead toward a lighting stripe. Kinnor followed Zeph and Wind Haworth down a curving corridor, keeping his senses and muscles ready for action. They came around a bend and faced a blank wall. The clone—Zeph—whispered, “Illusion. Can you get through?”
As Wind reached out to stroke the basalt, Kinnor focused an epsilon probe and swept the walls. One had to be false. Abruptly, he sensed a subtronic field surrounding one of them. “You knew this was there,” he muttered, watching the clone’s eyes for evasion.
The clone stared back. “Not how to get through.”
Kinnor threaded epsilon energy into the lock, felt power buzz against his senses, nudged a circuit—
And realized that he must instantly close a second circuit. Jahana had hidden her power source behind automated failsafes, distrusting the guards who might steal that power no matter how badly it scared them.
A section of side wall appeared to melt. He probed back up the corridor again, making sure they hadn’t been followed, and eyed Zeph. “Your people are watching?”
“Zilla’s on Interior Sensors. Rava Haworth has managed to put a feedback loop into the circuits. Smart old crone.”
“That’s my Dowda,” Wind Haworth said.
Kinnor glanced at her face, ignoring the contours under those clinging robes. She would try to claim loyalty to whichever side won this incident, and he’d better remember it. The more time he spent with her, the more intensely she drew him. He didn’t like feelings he couldn’t control. “Where’s Jahana?” he asked Zeph.
“Other shaft. Final preps for her catchfield ship.”
Zeph’s resemblance to his father made him want to trust the man. Irritated, he resisted that too. “Catchfield?”
The clone nodded. “This once was a mining operation. We think they used that catchfield to launch other ships out of the gravity well. She’s been converting it to an attack cruiser. She wants to hit Regional Command—to drop Tallis’s orbital stations onto its surface.”
That would be catastrophic! But maybe here, he and a crew could divert dust barges with it.  
One job at a time, he told himself. That ship would be guarded, and he had no crew—not a trained one, anyway—and until he picked up some personal armament, he was vulnerable in a watched corridor.
 
• • •
 
Wind followed Kinnor through the new opening. She caught a whiff of subterranean stench. “Hydrogen sulfide,” she muttered, “and trace gases.”
Kinnor raised an eyebrow.
“Clan Haworth maintains Baseline Settlement’s air,” she reminded him. It was tempting to remember how gently he’d treated her on the way to their so-called wedding. But this suspicious gaze, as much as it pained her, was the real Kinnor Caldwell.
“I assume there’s oxygen too,” he said.
“Yes. But I can’t tell how much, just by sniffing.” She drew another deep breath. The stimulant-disinfectant scent was weaker here. Did she feel slightly drowsy?
Zeph pointed toward a protrusion in the new passage’s ceiling, and Kinnor mirrored the gesture. She guessed they were blinding a motion sensor. She said, “But Dowda Haworth’s—”
“I don’t trust your Dowda,” Kinnor said flatly.
“She’s not going to …” Wind trailed off, then admitted, “You’re right. She’d probably give us away if she could save the settlement.”
He looked into her eyes again, and she scattered her shields, wanting to show him that she only wanted to survive.
He didn’t probe, though. Zeph cleared his throat. He was exactly the same height as Kinnor. “Go on,” Zeph said. As he stepped back into the archway, the camouflage field made him look oddly colorless. “There’s no other way out. I’ll warn you if someone’s coming or your Dowda loses her feedback loop.”
Had Zeph trapped them down here? Kinnor’s eyes narrowed, and Wind was relieved when he turned away without issuing a challenge. His hair trigger for danger might yet save them.
She strode behind him down another rounded tunnel, this one with a thicker edging of fallen gravel. Wondering again how Jahana’s predecessor drilled so deep, and whether he’d stolen machinery from the Feds before the Occupation, she remembered that Zeph had called this an old mining operation. She’d had no idea her people ever produced or manufactured—
A pinprick sparkled in front of her face. She froze.
It danced away, twinkling gold, and seemed to evaporate. Three more swooped in from different points. “Low oh-two,” she exclaimed. “We need air.” Just ahead, the corridor ended in another pair of metal hatches.
“It’s possible,” he whispered, “that it’s unventilated out here to keep us out—or to keep someone inside. Or both.” He rested a hand over the lock panel between tall metal doors, probably probing again. Wind strengthened her shields and stared at him, wondering again what she’d been made to forget. She didn’t envy the clones, who seemed bound to each other even deeper than Sentinel couples. Why did she envy one group, when the others made her so uneasy?
As the left hatch retracted into the ceiling, Wind stepped underneath it. Her breath caught, and her drowsiness disappeared. This chamber had twice the air chemical load of the uplevel area, and it was long enough to hangar a suborbital shuttle but too deep underground for launching anything. Along a curving left wall, a double row of tall, empty metal cabinets hung open. They looked like upright stasis crypts, which again made no sense. If Jahana were cloning an army, why weren’t at least some of the crypts in use? Maybe she’d just marched a fresh batch of cloned troops up to her attack ship.
Kinnor flicked a finger toward the hatch control, and the door rattled back down into place.
A lone woman stepped out from behind one row of crypts, brandishing a hand rack of tissue tubes on her right palm. This had to be the unstable clone that Zeph had warned them about. She had the same chin and cheekbones, but her eyes were set in large, puffy orbits. Her yellow smock hung straight down from thin shoulders.
“Shut the hatch.” Her voice shrilled off the high ceiling to create an eerie echo. “Caldwell, get what you need and get out of here. Haworth, here are your ayin cultures. Jahana ordered them. Sixteen potential doses, all for you. I can at least get them viable if you’ll give me ten minutes. You’ll have to harvest them later.” She reached out of Wind’s field of vision, probably for a tool.
To Wind’s surprise, Kinnor strode toward the gene tech. “What stage?” There was a startling edge on his voice.
“I’ve replaced the nuclei.” The woman narrowed her eyes, and Wind realized she was baiting him. “They’ve got her DNA now. They just need to be self-fertilized—”
Kinnor extended a hand toward the miniature rack, and tiny glass tubes sailed through the air. The tech flung up an arm to shield her face. The tubes smashed on the floor near Wind’s feet.
“No!” Wind cried, stepping forward and grabbing a countertop to steady herself. “Those were for me!”
Kinnor reached into the air again. “Hush.” Suddenly, Wind couldn’t speak. He was voice-commanding her! Furious, she gripped the counter’s edge.
He glowered down the length of his arm. “Have you forgotten everything? They could do those treatments with undifferentiated cells. If she had fertilized these cultures, they would have been people. I would have been Code bound to protect them. She creates fully human clones, just like…” He trailed off, glaring aside at the gene tech.
“Zidee,” she prompted, clipping the word like a birdcall. “Yes, they’re like me. Parth cells don’t work for treatment stock, Sentinel—otherwise you people would be using them, wouldn’t you?”
Kinnor didn’t answer.
“I harvest neurons as soon as they form. And I freeze the nuclear extract.” Zidee pointed at a metal cupboard. “And it buys us life.”
Wind tracked the conversation, still furious. Hadn’t that man tried to thwart everything she did, since the day he arrived? If he’d released her from command in that moment, she might have slapped him.
He kept his hand upraised and addressed Zidee. “Do you have any fertilized cultures?”
“Do you really think they’re human?” The gene tech backed against her workstation. “Do you care about them, soldier? Or are you just following orders?”
Kinnor lowered his arm, and at last, the voice-command slipped off Wind’s body. Still furious but wanting to hear his answer, she glanced down at the gooey glass. “She’s right,” Wind said bitterly. “From the time we’re created through sub-adulthood, we’re disposable here—until we’re named. Don’t you dare show Zidee such disrespect.”
Zidee smiled with one side of her mouth. “No,” she said, finally answering his question, “there aren’t any fertilized cultures. Not at the moment. It’s all pre-gened or injection-ready.”
Kinnor flexed his hands. “Then where’s the Netaian stock?”
As Zidee’s defiance melted into fear, her eyes widened and she raised her sharp chin. Maybe the clones really did think that experimenting with ayin fusion could unravel their oneness. Zidee backed against an empty stasis crypt, pointing across the chamber. Wind heard a panicky note in her voice. “I’m not the one who found the master gene sequence. I just grow and package them. I don’t dare—”
Wind opened her shields a little further and sampled Zidee’s terror. She understood, now, why Jahana could leave this poor tech alone and unguarded. Fully voice-commanded, Zidee was forced to tend her own worst nightmare—fusion stock that might tear the oneness apart. Kinnor had just ruined several hours of the painstaking work she’d done on Wind’s behalf too, but he seemed oblivious. He was already halfway across the chamber.
“Kinnor!” Wind shouted.
He turned to face her. His mouth was a flat line, his hands clenched.
“Give it back,” she said, pacing toward him, wishing she’d learned voice-command herself, too angry to fear his trained abilities. “Whatever memories or beliefs Zeph took away from me, whatever justifies what you just did—I want them back. You talk about protecting lives, but there was no love or care in that, not for me, not for her,” she said, jerking her head to indicate Zidee, “and not for whatever those cultures might have become. Since you don’t trust me anyway, show me good one reason you just destroyed my ayin cultures.”
 
• • •
 
Here at last was the Mikuhran woman’s honest and dangerous fury. Kinnor could have easily taken her down and claimed self defense. It was always easier to escape alone. Mikuhr was running out of time.
Instead, he strode toward her, grudging every second it took to gather his memories of religious training. Sending her a burst would be self defense…and it was exactly why his people couldn’t proselytize. It would be too easy to force knowledge on outsiders this way.
He stopped short, opened his hand, and extended a finger. “Come get it, if you really want it.”
 
• • •
 
Wind marched closer, ending up so close that she might have gotten her arms around his shoulders or delivered that slap. She dropped shields, catching a blast of disdain as he touched her forehead. The menthe-scented stab lasted less than a second. Then he was sprinting away, across the chamber.
Confusion paralyzed her. One second ago, she’d had a simple standard for approving or disapproving every action: protecting herself. For an instant, everything from the stone underfoot to the stars at the Whorl’s edge had swelled with significance, purpose, personality. In all her Path training, she’d never glimpsed the sheer size of the universe, and how much of it was outside her—
That vast otherness separated in a breathtaking moment. On one side was multidimensional space-time. On the other, something too vast to be called a person—but there was no adequate word for this Other, ancient beyond imagining and more beautiful than everything that still flowed from its speaking, its singing. If it…if he? she? it? they?…Wind listened in terror to that voice and decided he…If he was beyond comprehending, it was only because her mind was pathetically small. She was too tone-deaf to follow such music.
Addressing him had been a thoughtless mixture of pattern and pretense. She’d followed Path teachings because she respected her teachers, but this person—this source of all personhood—this monarch had established a regency, a choir of small embodied spirits, to nurture and be nurtured by the vast space-time temple.
 That, she realized, was why those tubes lay shattered on the floor. That transcendent singer gave life out of love, not as a commodity. Tampering with the bodies that could be joined to human souls was a mockery of his ways. Humans must honor their call instead. With rare exceptions, the full explanation of their regency was withheld…and not pretense, nor habit, not utilitarianism, but reverent acknowledgment of the mystery was what the royal singer required.
Wind sensed a deep fear of failure that lurked behind so much responsibility. Was the fear Kinnor’s or her own? Kinnor, born into that ancient family. She remembered, now, the promises of sacrifice, destruction, and renewal. They supposedly lived at the center of those promises, and by imitating this, Jahana meant to take the Whorl.
Wind glanced aside and saw him bending toward the opposite work table. Could he be that one super-elite, cosmically created person? Modesty plainly wasn’t his besetting weakness.
Finally, her old habit fused with the new understanding. Having glimpsed that other’s enormity, she recalled her own Path training. The Speaker was present at every point of creation, and she’d been told that she wasn’t just heard, but gloriously loved with a passion deeper than pair bonding. Knowing, now, how vast and powerful this presence was, she found herself terrified by such a love.
Until Boh-Dabar comes, she heard at the back of her mind, fear is the proper response. Was that a line from one of the holy books? She didn’t remember. She only knew she was too minuscule and too often careless…and definitely afraid.
Zidee still stood cringing beside her workstation. “It’s all right,” Wind murmured. She extended a hand.
Zidee backed farther away. Wind distinctly remembered a pair of linked phrases from the Code books: dubious moral ground… anything that further alters humanity. Jahana had created the clones and controlled them like objects, and Zidee maintained that tradition. Instead of using cellular knowledge to heal, they were reducing humankind to cellular physicality. Already it was starting to backfire on them, creating unexplained phenomena like the oneness.
And Zeph had warned them against Zidee, who was kept in constant unsleeping fear and pain. Wind spread her hands and stepped forward.  “Kinnor could take you off voice-command. We could get you out of here.”
Zidee kept backing up, bumped another metal door, and sidled around it. “If you change us, you’ll kill us. Take your fake ayin, take your Sentinel, and get out.”
Us. Us. Zidee clung to the oneness, and Wind understood. She had hated uprooting and isolation. Across the chamber, Kinnor had reached a workstation piled with metal boxes and glassware. One metal box lay apart from the others. Faint light gleamed from a stripe down one side.
“There’s what you came for,” Zidee whispered harshly. “I have several cloned and incubating, but just one boxed and ready. Take it and leave me alone.”
I, she’d said, this time. Me, not us. Pressing her palms together, Wind offered Zidee a quarter-bow of respect and understanding before she hurried to join Kinnor.
 
• • •
 
Ellet Dardy stood close to the display column, wishing that Sunton could have relayed two-way visuals. At least the High Command had seen fit to let General Caldwell communicate with them visually as well as audibly, and her bond mate was replaying the recorded message while aides and officers gathered around them.
“There are people,” General Caldwell said—the man she’d known since their childhood as “Brennen”—and these words made her shudder, even hearing them a second time, “even on my committee, who are convinced now that every Mikuhran who will ever cooperate with Federate policies has already done so. Their window of opportunity now will be closed, for the safety of all other Federate peoples. I am on record as having opposed this decision, but I was outvoted. Those barges will remain on course for the most rapid destruction of your quadrant, which still has the highest density of Mikuhran population, including the newly discovered Qe’leb installation.”
Ten minutes ago, when she’d first watched this message, those words had made her heartsick. It was a death sentence for most of the Mikuhrans under her supervision, even those who were not in open rebellion. Sunton was not armed to attack or divert ships as massive as those barges. Now it was imperative to evacuate Federate personnel and any sympathetic Mikuhrans.
She had also stood with her stylus poised, ready to write down any code syllables that Brennen conveyed. She’d been worried about whether he had notified High Command that there might be Mikuhrans capable of fusion. Instead, there was some slight hope. He had, in fact, gone on to say, “General Dardy, you are to evacuate all Federate forces off Mikuhr onto the Sunton immediately. Screen carefully,” he said, paused, and repeated the word, “carefully, any Mikuhrans who appear willing to evacuate with you. Certain elements must not be allowed offworld.”
There. She heard it again, the sung must, his acknowledgement that he’d caught Kinnor’s message. Repeating “carefully” emphasized his concern. He knew the exact nature of the danger Kinnor had reported, but he had not informed the rest of High Command.
The DeepScan recording switched to an aide’s image, detailing how many personnel the Sunton could carry without straining life-support, suggesting that Baseline’s staff travel in tardema-sleep to conserve resources, and so forth. She turned away and stared at the display pillar. Brennen apparently had convinced High Command that it was not necessary to sacrifice the Sentinel force here. Still, Damalcon’s mission had not changed. The most dangerous individuals must be kept here, and she and Damalcon must make sure that they died here. Damalcon had Sunton, a freighter and two heavily armed destroyers. The blockade of Mikuhr had held for twenty-two years. Surely it could hold another 3.16 hours.
Some of Baseline’s inhabitants already had fled out into the hills on hovercrafts and motos. She let them go, of course. Mikuhrans who wouldn’t submit to blocking drugs couldn’t be trusted on board. Chak Asar’s group, issued a “safe passage” as promised, had apparently decided not to report.
Fingering her collar mike, she spoke softly. She still was a historian, creating a record that might shed light on what they had faced here. “There is sufficient time to evacuate Mikuhr without Qe’leb’s help, using all our shuttles, before the barges arrive.” The data Brennen had sent with his transmission showed a cargo of almost incomprehensible tonnage, enough mass to slow Mikuhr’s orbit.
Later historians would have solid data on that tonnage—afterward, when most of Ellet’s personal effects would lie buried with Inport. She’d linked her journal to send hourly updates into a locked file on board Sunton until one hour before ETI, when they would start going out minute-by-minute. “General Dardy,” she continued recording, “has redeployed our strike fighters, one pair to each deepspace ship and one to Sunton.” He’d also retained a fighter pair at Inport, flying high cover.
Another thought struck her. Her Sunton file was locked for exclusive access. She pulled out her handheld and recoded the file, so that her daughter Hanusha could open it if the Sunton survived and Ellet did not. Struck by a second thought, she also keyed for General Caldwell. Brennen might bring High Command resources into an investigation.
Empty chairs rattled in the command center. Window panels briefly darkened as the  Sunton shuttle took off, carrying its maximum load of twenty evacuees. Damalcon’s three other deep-space ships had smaller, slower shuttles, and Damalcon would run them all nonstop for the next three hours, assuming no complications.
The windows turned transparent again, and the Zed star high over Baseline Settlement made the dome’s exterior surface look like a rounded white pillow. Off to the north, pinnacles reflected that wan sun unevenly, a mosaic of glistening blacks and greys, with tiny white glimmers where embedded volcanic glass reflected the sun.
She swallowed a yawn and reached into her pocket for another stim capsule. Years ago, it’d been easy to stay up all night. She couldn’t nap now.
Stepping away from the window, she eyed the central pillar again. The stacked status boards showed a cascade of updates, images and shape-shifting numbers. One tracked Sunton’s shuttle, and Ellet wondered whether her people might find a world where they might start over, if the Federacy really had turned toward genocide. Just one number mattered now: 3.13 hours.
 



 
CHAPTER 21
Wind eyed the metal case under Kinnor’s left arm. Seeing him through new eyes—with a deeper sympathy, maybe, now that she’d once again found her place in the universe—she guessed that he hated the fact that the horror inside it was created from genes he carried. She heard dragging and whooshing noises behind her, probably Zidee cleaning up. “Why’s there just one of these ready?” he asked, looking up from beneath dark eyebrows. “Did your new friend Zidee tell you?”
“No. There are more of them started, but they aren’t grown out. I think she clones them in batches.” Wind looked at the machinery and  raised her voice. “Zidee, how far along is your next batch?”
The answering voice was faint but cold and clear. “A little more than halfway. You’re safe from them.”
“Jahana probably has more of them with her,” Kinnor said. Like Zidee’s voice, his eyes were cold.
“Jahana doesn’t think like an SO operative. Or—you’re thinking that leaving just one out down here might be that trap you suspected?”
Plainly, by the sidelong look he gave her, it was something he’d considered. “Not if she thinks I’m locked down. That would take too much advance knowledge.”
The box looked cumbersome. “If you’d be able to move better with both hands free,” Wind said, “I could carry that.”
He actually twisted his body, pulling the case farther away from her. The gesture shouted I don’t trust you.
As if she wanted to risk wasting the thing, and dying too! She nearly laughed.
The big metal hatch rattled upward, and Kinnor spun around. To her surprise, five of the Caldwell clones stood in the passage. The one on the left looked like Zeph, but Wind wasn’t sure. They all wore purple caps and black shirts. “She’s headed back down to Sensors,” he said—yes, that was Zeph’s voice. “Now if ever, you might take her attack ship—but you’ve got to keep at least one of us with you.”
“What about psi sensors?” Kinnor asked.
“Covered. For now.”
“Zidee says the next batch isn’t ready enough to be dangerous. Do we believe her?”
Zeph nodded. “She can’t lie about that kind of thing. Voice-command. Come on, we’ve got a short window.”
Wind had a qualm of guilt. “We can’t leave the Dowda—Rava—we can’t leave her here inside.”
“If your Dowda’s on Sensors,” Zeph said, “she knows where we’re heading. She can either join us there and keep Jahana from launching it, or else she can stay where she is. She could be protecting us.”
If they thought it was possible, maybe it was.
“Stay in the middle,” Kinnor told her firmly. He glanced up the passage. Wind caught another whiff of underground gases from behind the other hatch. How deep did these tunnels go?
“Actually,” Zeph said, “only one of us has to make it aboard. You stay in the middle too. Let us surround you both.”
Kinnor gave Zeph a nod, and Zeph broke into a stealthy run. Wind followed. At the next junction, Zeph turned left into a narrower passage, black rock with purple fibers at eye level. They matched the cap he wore. A subvocalized thought blossomed into Wind’s mind, plainly directed at Kinnor. Don’t use that thing, the unknown other warned him. Sixteen people died, trying.
Wind looked aside, trying to figure out who sent the warning. Thanks, she heard Kinnor return, but they were cloned from a relative of mine.
She appreciated what it cost him to admit that. Still, the clone’s response was bitter and instantaneous. What makes you think cloned relatives never kill each other?
 
• • •
 
Zidee slid her flash sterilizer back into its countertop groove and rubbed her hands under a clean light. It frustrated her to lose the work she’d put into that ayin treatment stock, but after what Zakain had shown her about Kinnor Caldwell, it hadn’t completely surprised her. In any case, the main Haworth stock tubes were still safe in the stasis box beside her left elbow. Jahana had claimed that all gene stock, and Zidee herself, would be brought along when they launched her escape ship. Zidee wasn’t sure that a short, sleep-deprived life of shipboard slavery would be any better than getting “cleansed” out of existence right here.
She rubbed her hands in the warm light a little longer, trying to remember a time when her wrists hadn’t ached. It had been years since Jahana and her teacher, Tamím, had used her fusion energy and his unexplained talents to fuse the clones’ senses. Zidee had been “disciplined” to make the others cooperate.
Now, she needed the others’ emotional strength just as much as she needed the drug-laden air. The stimulant kept her awake, and that disinfectant protected her next batch of hideous fusion ayins—ten more of them, now incubating on the chamber’s other side, under the sloping ceiling. Rather more than half grown, actually, but still immature.
She kept warming her hands as she turned inward to watch her brothers troop up a long passage. The eyes that she found herself staring through took frequent sidelong glances. She concluded that she’d caught Zared’s sensory input.
Wind Haworth walked in the middle of the group, green robes flapping, and Zidee stared. She’d seen Wind Haworth’s memories, via Zakain. The experience had been so foreign that she’d only half believed it. She’d never felt sympathy, let alone respect, from outside the oneness. Even the group avoided her now. As her body burned out, every pain intensified. If just one of the others made it offworld, even as a prisoner—they certainly didn’t expect to be greeted as heroes—they all might meet more people like Na’da Haworth. By then, Zidee expected to be dead with Zakain. Go, she urged Zared. Hurry.
You’re making my head hurt, he answered. Go away, Zidee.
 
• • •
 
The kaleidoscope swirled again. Its colors receded into pinpoints of light, and just as suddenly, they accelerated into blurred streaks that converged at a distant horizon. A metallic surface vibrated under Kiel’s boot soles. Tamím stood close, dark green robes hanging in unmoving folds as if the surface were motionless.
“Where are we?” Kiel asked.
“In slip-state,” the other said calmly. “You are traveling faster than light, outside a slip-shield. No, your component molecules have not been turned sideways to real space. Yes, that is what stars actually look like to someone traveling at this speed. We will do this again, if you enjoy it.”
The star streaks made a luminous fog, here red-gold, there pale blue, and they converged in pastel coronas ahead and behind. One swath pulsed from end to end, maybe a star with a dim, rapidly orbiting companion.
“Beautiful,” Kiel murmured. Holy Speaker, your work is magnificent!
“Now,” Tamím said, “watch this.”
It felt as if his own atoms were being squeezed between atoms of the ship’s hull. Directly beneath the spot where they had stood, a man uniformed in Tallan grey paced behind two crewers at duty stations. Tug’s captain, he heard at the back of his mind. The others are running systems checks. They’re just over two and a half hours from dropping slip-shields in the Mikuhr system.
Kiel made a mental gesture that felt like nodding his head.
Look here, the voice came again. In the captain’s breast pocket were two folded, heatsealed data sheets. Again, something happened to Kiel’s eyes. Either he could see several angles simultaneously or the data sheets were opening in front of his eyes.
The sealed orders, Tamím explained.
Kiel made the nodding gesture again, but he was already comparing the texts’ cover sheets. Each bore the parallelogram insignia of Federate Regional Command. Each was addressed to T.A. Mattún, Captain of the Federate Vessel Deep Anchor, with authority over barges numbered 4397 through 4402. One cover sheet was labeled “Order A,” the second “Order B.”
Under “Order A,” Captain Mattún was ordered to maintain maximum sublight velocity toward Mikuhr. Upon reaching a specific point close to orbit, he was to drop out of slip-state, release the barges, vector the Deep Anchor aside, and return.
See what will happen, Tamím told him, if he follows that order.
Tracking the shebiyl through Tamím’s vision was like watching a vivid tri-Drama. The barges soared briefly toward that stony world. Carrying the tremendous momentum of mass and velocity, they hit the surface less than one klick from Baseline Settlement and raised a black cloud of pulverized basalt. Heavier debris cascaded back down, lit by flashes inside the cloud.
A second dull, brown cloud exploded out of the crater. Kiel didn’t know Mikuhran landmarks well enough to guess how deep it was, but it flowed over small hills, and then it surrounded and swallowed the white dome of Baseline Settlement. Inport’s glass tower vanished last, like a drowning man’s hand. From an unseen point farther to the north, a battle craft like none he’d ever seen—rounded, with a flat rim and an eerie blue-green metal hull—sailed into the star field.
This, said the voice in his mind. This is one course that the future might take.
Get out of my mind, Kiel cried, horrified. The shebiyl was evil—unstable—not for human eyes!
Captain T.A. Mattún, Tamím answered as the paired documents reappeared in front of him, is essentially ordered to kill as many as possible of your people. What the Federacy doesn’t know, what they’ve been trying above all else to prevent, is that the most dangerous Mikuhrans still would escape in that peculiar ship.
You don’t know all futures. Kiel wanted to forget the terror he’d foreseen. Trying to prevent events might actually cause them. Could he have closed his mind against that vision? Abashed, he realized he hadn’t even tried.
Sometimes, the voice came—and this time, Kiel thought he heard eerie music behind it—one future is so likely that we can see it very clearly. But see, look at his secondary orders.
Order B became transparent now. Kiel read directions to decelerate hard, shift course slightly, and broadcast an evacuation order on all frequencies. Then he was to release the barges, still decelerating, to impact much farther from Baseline. Coriolis forces, Tamím told him, still would disperse the dust and leave much of the world even more uninhabitable than it is now. That’s what the Federates want most. A symbolic gesture. Punitive.
Somewhere between those extremes, Kiel guessed, was a hard landing of the barges that still would give the Dardys time to evacuate.
Perhaps. He felt a wry undertone in the shadow’s answer. Technically, that would be disobeying both orders. And Captain Mattún is a man who obeys orders. That’s why General Diamant put him in charge.
How will he know which document to open? Kiel asked.
I showed you, Tamím reminded him. When he drops slip-shields, he’ll stand by to receive a series of DeepScan transmissions on a particular frequency. If he doesn’t get them, he’ll open Order A. As if taunting Kiel, Tamím recited a series of numbers that sounded like a code.
“You could give him Order B!” Kiel cried aloud, but he wasn’t surprised when the dark-haired man in grey appeared not to hear him. Still pacing the bridge deck, Captain Mattún glanced down at instrument panels, one after another.
“He can’t receive any transmission at the moment.” Kiel heard Tamím’s voice with his ears, not his mind. Was his body actually elsewhere? Was riding this ship just an illusion? “Not until he leaves slip-state in two-point-four hours. General Diamant, as you can see, is willing to commit genocide to protect his own people. Remember what he said about his friends on Bishda.”
Kinnor, Kiel recalled, had been demoted two ranks after the Bishda incident. He’d barely escaped being put on trial. Infiltrating a smuggling ring, he’d been given police powers—but when the ring’s cover broke during a public political debate, he’d gone beyond what the Codes allowed, and smugglers hadn’t been the only casualties. Someone—tri-D records pointed to Kinnor—had accidentally killed two bystanders. That five-year-old incident surely wasn’t Aloxis Diamant’s only grudge against Kiel’s people, but it probably had a strong effect upon Federate committees.
According to the last line of both orders, Captain Mattún was to put down the Shuhr menace—the order used that word, Shuhr—for all time. Only collaterally, Kiel observed, would the Federates eliminate many of the Sentinels who had kept the Shuhr under control.
Mikuhrans, Kiel reminded himself. He should not use the old pejorative.
Use any term you want, Tamím sent wryly. There will always be altered people who don’t follow your codes. They’ll decide what they want to be called.
Kiel thought back to the committee session he’d observed—the committee that still might be meeting! They could cancel the mission. They might already be sending a DeepScan order to that effect.
They might, Tamím told him. Or they might not.
“Can we shift its course in slip-state? Divert it just a few degrees, at this speed? It could be well off course when they drop slip-shields.”
To his surprise, Tamím’s voice in his mind answered, Certainly, my Kiel. That’s why we are here. Your new powers are to be used.
Kiel stretched out at the low epsilon frequencies he’d been trained to manipulate. The electrons whizzing through circuits felt like tiny insects. Hurry them along, came Tamím’s subvoice. This circuit, and the one next to it.
Circuit control was an easy skill. It was the only ability he’d consciously given up when he’d joined the small circle studying under Shamarr Dickin. He’d forgotten how much he enjoyed watching a current shift just because he willed it to change.
He also suspected that Tamím was enhancing his enjoyment—that the shadow wanted him to appreciate power.
Done, Tamím said, the course is shifted…just…slightly. They’ll still strike Mikuhr with devastating power.
Kiel found himself standing on the tug’s hull again. With his awareness sensitized, this felt like swimming in frigid water. What? They’ll still strike? I thought I diverted—
You just bought them a little time. Oh, you’re not finished. Far from it. The star fog shifted to blue and vanished. Kiel sat at the table again, clenching both fists in his lap. One of Tamím’s steaming cups sat in front of him. Holy One, I should have known better. Tamím won’t actually let me save anyone without destroying myself, will he?
The realization gave him a shudder of panic. He’d enjoyed changing things, using power that might be polluted. And still his people were in peril. He’s edging me closer to open disobedience, to accepting something that’s wrong in both method and intent. Help me, forgive me, strengthen me! Give me wisdom without weakening my love. Guide me!
As he rubbed his face, beard stubble scratched his palms and reminded him that time was passing. Normally, he would have taken out his handcloths and said morning Gratitudes after he slept. It was now afternoon, according to his body clock, and the crumpled cloths still lay on the mandala carpet. He stalked over to the small bundle to retrieve it. Back in his seat, he spread the cloths on one leg: green over blue again, so that at least two blue corners showed, with the red brocade on top, acknowledging his danger. The usual thanksgivings wouldn’t even come to mind when he shut his eyes. Are these really Sentinel abilities he’s given me? Or are they something else?
He bent forward a little longer, letting his heart rest, keeping Tamím out of his thoughts. The respite couldn’t last, though. Those ships would drop slip-shields in less than three hours, and then—plainly—Kiel would face another decision.
Looking up, he saw Tamím sitting in the other chair, casually resting an elbow on the harp, which lay on the tabletop. “Kinnor didn’t do well at Bishda, did he? Not even according to the reports you read. The non-altereds have reason to be afraid. Just one or two of you could turn your Path cult and use it for control. Some of your people already believe they should. They want to repress all disobedience for the higher good—just like you’re trying to do now, my Kiel.”
Was he? Was he clinging to one lofty ideal instead of saving lives in the best way he knew about? If there’s a better way to help them, I haven’t been told what it is! Or did he already know, from the holy books, enough about goodness, evil, and personhood to make the right choice? Shamarr Dickin might have said so.
“General Diamant knows, you see, that everyone is a petty criminal. He sees himself as a courageous defender of humanness. Of small freedoms.”
Kiel shook his head. It was Ehret all over again, where his people and the non-altereds had destroyed each other. “I want my weakness back,” he told Tamím. “It was part of my goodness.”
Tamím laughed coldly. “Kinnor came to Mikuhr to save you.”
“You trapped us both, didn’t you?” Special Ops should have sent anyone else to Mikuhr. Hotheaded Kinnor surely made another explosive situation even worse. Kiel wanted to let his own anger rise—but what would that accomplish?
This was the end of his accommodating. No more of it.
Tamím smiled, and Kiel knew that the shadow was needling him, rubbing fire into the differences that had always set the twins against each other. Kiel drew a deep breath. “Kinnor obeyed orders this time. Regional Command sent him into your trap.”
“One of the Bishdan casualties,” Tamím said, “was Aloxis Diamant’s closest friend.”
Oh. “And if that committee overrules or scapegoats General Diamant, he’s ruined.” Under different circumstances, Kiel would have offered to counsel the man. He shifted his weight, and the cloths fell off his lap.
Tamím caressed the instrument on the tabletop, creating a faint, mournful melody. “It’s time to grieve,” he said. “Death will still visit Mikuhr this afternoon, and I’m not there to see it.”
Kiel wanted to say, Go back, then! And take me home! But that would be abandoning Kinnor. And Tamím—the real man, not the shadow possessing him—what must the Holy One be suffering over Tamím? Kiel eyed his persecutor. Tamím cocked an eyebrow, showing him that once again, his thoughts had been tracked. Tamím picked up the harp, set it on his lap, and plucked a handful of strings. The tone cluster hung in the air, deeply unsettling.
“Stop that.”
“Here.” Tamím held up the harp. “Take it. See what real power feels like.”
Kiel pulled his hands farther away.
“It can be used to influence the future or simply to stir the emotions.” Tamím played a calm, rolling open chord. “Here is your chance, Kiel. No one will know but me. Save your people on Mikuhr. You don’t need to tell them what you did. You could turn the barges aside even farther, using this harp. Or you could force Diamant’s committee to send the DeepScan order. Or,” he said, tipping his head back and striking a lofty pose, “you could squander this chance and live out your life with all that blood on your hands.”
The cloud of confusion finally lifted. Using illicit power—testing an unknown, unauthorized ability like the instrument Tamím offered—here was the line he must not cross. Doing that would violate clear commands. It would be wrong, he prayed passionately. Still, is my soul’s cleanliness worth hundreds of lives?
Holy One, is this another futile trap? Or would he really let me help the people on Mikuhr?
Kinnor wouldn’t have hesitated, he guessed. Kinnor would take the harp despite the consequences.
“Kiel, this is only a tool.” Tamím plucked another chord. “Like that thing in your brain, the ayin. Like your brain itself, and the rest of that smelly body you’re wearing. You are the spirit. You can use any thing constructively. Just hold this. Play a few notes. The carvings are lovely, aren’t they?”
“No. I am both spirit and flesh. I am not wearing my body,” Kiel murmured, but the instrument seemed to pull him closer. More economic of line than his mother’s high-headed Netaian clairsa, it was shaped more like a Thyrian kinnora. All three sides, even the hollow sound box, were delicately carved. The interlacing inlaid lines covered it with geometric shapes, mostly triangles. The wood grain had glimmers of pale orange fire.
“I never learned to play a harp.” The room around Kiel was fading. He saw only the instrument.
Tamím spoke softly. “You’ll find that you can play this one.”
“Let me just hold it.” Kiel reached out, and Tamím handed it to him. It was lighter than it looked, and it felt slightly warm. Kiel set it on his lap like a child, and he cradled it with his left arm. Faintly, like an echo out of space-time, it seemed to sing to him. “No.” He shifted his grasp, wanting to give it back.
Tamím sat staring. Silence hung over the room, and Kiel’s breath came short, as if he were drowning. Hesitantly, needing the comfort of sound, he crooked a finger and plucked a string.
A single round note rang out, and that was all. Kiel waited to see if it had any obvious effect, but he felt only that he could breathe again. Slowly, he ran the back of his index finger across all the strings. There was something odd about some of the notes: He could both hear and see what he was doing, as if he were controlling more than music. He tugged five strings in sequence, the stately opening notes of a morning hymn. He should not be able to do this. His musical training was vocal, not instrumental. He narrowed his eyes at Tamím.
The other man sat sideways, draping an elbow over the back of his chair. “See?” Tamím asked. “Only a tool. But it wants to be used.”
Kiel raised the harp again to try and hand it back. He did not want to let it go. It was a lovely thing, with a graceful shape and rich tone. It deserved better use than a shadow would give it. Only a tool, and a beautiful one. Only in your service, Holy One.
“You are ready to look at the other future, then?” Tamím asked. “Order B? I’ll show you how.”
Even as Kiel cried, “No!” he realized that this was a deeper, older longing. He’d resisted it all his life: His fascination with the shebiyl, his desire to know the outcome of all actions and all events. What would his parents have done differently when they met, if they could’ve known what their bonding would set in motion? And Kiel had longed to know whether Hanusha was pregnant with a son or a daughter—not casually, like every father wondered, but obsessively. Three years had felt so long to wait until they felt mature enough for parenthood. And he had demanded every assurance that his children would grow up strong and healthy, curious and intelligent, reverent and faithful.
A thousand memories taunted him. Not one was evil, but the trend was clear: He wanted to know and control a future just out of anyone’s reach.
And the shadow had known exactly where he was weak, small though his besetting sins might have been. Even now it steered him deeper into temptation. Why didn’t it just end his life and be done with this?
Perhaps Tamím, the human, still had some vestige of control and some memory of mercy. Maybe he was prolonging this struggle.
Kiel inhaled hoarsely. He could use this instrument and the shebiyl to save so many lives! According to the shadow, which has already lied to me!
Why trust it? “It honors the One Speaker far more to contemplate him,” he quoted, “than to think about possible futures.”
“You hide behind writings when lives are at stake, Kiel. According to your own ways, that is not love.”
Kiel gently raised the harp. He laid it on the tabletop and pushed it away. Bowing his head, he clutched the crumpled cloths. If he had been Boh-Dabar, then the shadow would have been trying to utterly corrupt him. He was no such person, though. He was only a man, whose loved ones were in danger.
And his God had let this happen.
 



 
CHAPTER 22
Wind felt like she’d left Zidee’s gene lab an hour ago. Maybe she had. Her legs ached toe-to-hip from plodding up this straight passage, and she was getting a side cramp. She sent mental energy to block those nerves and kept walking. Her robe’s sleeves flapped against her sides.
This cross tunnel between Qe’leb’s enormous main shafts had grey walls that diffused a weird light without any source Wind could see, and the air was cool and still, with a fresher quality. Where the deep passage up from the gene lab had joined the cross tunnel, Kinnor’s clone brothers led them around an ovoid passenger pod perched on mirror-smooth tracks. There’s room, one brother had subvocalized, to stand aside if that thing goes past. But don’t bother to jump. If it runs, we’re dead from the shock wave.
Apparently they’d stopped trying to surround Wind and Kinnor. Zeph walked at the front of the group, Kinnor beside him. Wind kept trying to hear them discuss strategy. She caught the word “fury” several times before she realized that Fury was the ship they would be trying to take. The phrases “external Sensors” and “seal entrances” suggested that they hoped to trap Jahana inside the complex, where the dust might bury her.
And Dowda Haworth, Wind had protested twice. They’d paid no attention.
To her surprise, Kinnor halted and let her catch up while the five others marched on. “Zeph gave me this,” he said bluntly, “to return to you.”
She stretched out a palm, and he dropped something hard onto it. The shock of seeing her crystal flower-petal disk made her pause in her stride. “Did he say anything about it?” she asked cautiously.
“Yes.” Kinnor strode on. Against the glimmering grey wall, his profile had sharp edges: forehead, nose, chin. “He told me about Ric Hoston. I understand you better now. What you’ve been through.”
The clones had seen her memories. She eased her shields down slightly and felt Kinnor’s presence like a second stone wall. “You still don’t trust me.”
“You haven’t shown me you can be trusted.”
Stung, she tried to walk faster. That was a mistake. She needed to conserve energy. “Nor have you,” she said softly.
It was gratifying to see his head turn quickly.
She looked back down at the tunnel’s floor. She didn’t want to waste energy stumbling. “I’ve been betrayed more than once,” she said. “I have tried to help people live peacefully with each other, and now no one wants to even try. Particularly not you. You’re even at war with yourself.”
As she walked and waited for his answer, she called to mind all she’d heard about his heritage. Finally, she guessed what he might be thinking. “Your mother didn’t choose her genes. She couldn’t have known about the fusion mutation. She was supposed to sacrifice herself for a pointless cause. Instead, she ended up serving something she believed in.”
On target! He glowered at the walls. “Fusing epsilon carriers got them out of the Golden City, but they shouldn’t have been there.”
“You’re always criticizing, Kinnor.”
His chin came up again.
“Maybe they were here for a bigger reason than you want to believe.”
“You sound like Kiel,” he muttered, quickening his pace.
She kept up, but it was hard. “What are we heading for, up there? Tell me what I can do.”
“We’re going to try and take Jahana’s attack ship away from her. What you can do is take orders.”
“I will.”
There was another long pause, in which she heard only their footsteps and their breathing. Then he said, “I guess we’re also worried about one clone. Jahana’s Sensors aide, Zilla, still could jump either way. And Jahana’s ship up there will be guarded by non-clones, and we’re unarmed. If you stroll forward and try to negotiate, you’ll kill us all. So don’t do it.”
Ah. He did understand her. “I know,” she said, “believe it or not. This isn’t a parley. You’re a trained Special Ops. My job is to stay back, shielded, until it’s over.”
“I’ll get us on board.”
“Where is Jahana?”
“Almost back to Sensors. They say she’s been looking for Tamím, her mentor. Sounds like someone I’d rather not meet.”
“Does Jahana know where we are yet?”
“Not yet.” Maybe she was imagining it, but she thought that he stepped just a little bit faster.
“Then my Dowda has been helping us. Give her a crumb of respect, Kinnor. She’s endangering herself for us all.”
“Not for us. She’s trying to protect the settlements. If Jahana launches, they’re all in danger. Especially Baseline.” They’d caught up to Zeph and another pair of clone brothers. He was right, but she still felt miserable about abandoning the Dowda.
Zeph looked back and called, “Hurry. Zilla says she’s arriving.”
“Maybe Zilla has chosen our side,” Wind whispered. She glanced aside at the shining tracks. Obviously, Qe’leb’s hangar was near the surface, where Sunton’s deep rock surveillance crew might have spotted personnel by probing below the planet’s surface. Jahana must have used that high-speed pod several times daily, making hasty evacuations.
Many things were starting to make sense.
 
• • •
 
Rapid footsteps crossed the Sensors chamber. Jahana’s voice came from behind Rava, near the big chair. “Show me,” she demanded. “I thought they’d withdrawn back to Baseline.”
“They did,” another voice said. “But—”
Rava still wore a helmet that masked her face, and she had no idea what Jahana meant until Governor Dardy’s strident voice filled the chamber, requesting cooperation—disarm, report for disempowerment, and so on.
Trying to hear the Governor’s words, Rava almost missed movement on the display inside her own helmet: Wind, Captain Caldwell, and several others hurried past a sensor in a grey tunnel. Rava kept feeding bursts of energy into her disruption loop, and if Jahana gave her just a few more minutes, Rava would be into those broadcast circuits too, sending out an order to converge on Qe’leb. Maybe Governor Dardy would help. Just a few more subtronic commands.
“Where have you been?” Rava recognized the red-haired lieutenant’s voice.
“He has to be here somewhere,” Jahana said, “doing his spiritual exercises. He promised to leave this place with us, when we launched….”
A faint ticking noise came from low on Rava’s right. She looked down, under her helmet’s edge. The clone aide, Zilla, tapped her left forefinger against the display. To Rava’s surprise, she was using an old Federate code that Wind had taught her. Zilla’s cronies must’ve gotten that out of Wind’s mind. Was she trying to communicate?
Before she caught anything, something like hot wires threaded up through her hips and knees. Jahana’s subvoice blasted through her mind. Stand up, you two. Take off the sensor masks.
Rava’s body stood her up. She cooperated with the voice-command this time, because there was no point in fighting, outnumbered like this. Jahana stood halfway across the room, and her redhead had drawn some kind of weapon. Jahana looked almost inhuman with her headpiece and altered figure, one hand thrust forward to point with a purple fingertip. “What,” Jahana growled, clipping her words as if biting them, “are you two doing?”
Rava told as much of the truth as she dared. “Maintaining InSens—”
“Be quiet.” Jahana stepped closer to her aide, stretched her neck, and created the impression of towering over the smaller woman. “Where did you learn that code? You have been sitting in this chamber all night. I did not make you privy to the report on Na’da Haworth’s mind-access. Explain,” she commanded, keeping that finger outstretched.
Rava held her breath. To give her credit, Zilla stood her ground and stared back. She’d been bred from a strong strain, Rava realized. Not many people could resist such powerful voice-command. Was she going to see fusion again?
Jahana raised her other hand, and her stocky comm officer made the same two-handed gesture. “Help me hold her,” Jahana ordered him, thrusting her chin aside. “I’ll probe.”
Ignored, Rava put all her own energy into strengthening her mental shields. The clone, caught in a doubled voice-command, shut her eyes and curled forward, almost as if she were bowing. Rava slid her left foot slightly aside, then her right foot, guessing they would probe her next. She kept her mind blank, seeing nothing but Jahana’s face and her sneering lieutenant. Left foot. Right foot.
“Oneness?” Jahana exclaimed. “You’re linked—you’re one person?”
“Not quite. But you did it yourself.” At the corner of Rava’s vision, Zilla rested a hand on the back of her chair, leaning into the gesture as if exhausted. “You and that teacher of yours. We were just children. You wanted to punish us. You were experimenting—”
“I remember. But…” Jahana seemed to grip something invisible, tightening and releasing her hands. “Never mind. The dead ones are with you?” Her voice sounded incredulous.
Zilla returned a faint smile. “That’s right. So kill me if you want. It won’t harm any of us. Especially not me.”
Rava stole a glance to her left, at the unoccupied chairs beyond the main arch. Then toward her right, at that inaccessible communication unit. Then straight ahead. The External Sensors people stood up and doffed their helmets. One of them, long-faced with dark hair, plainly was not cloned from Caldwell genes. The other had those fine cheekbones and blue eyes. Rava spotted another cloned aide standing near the privacy alcove.
Apparently, so did Jahana. She pointed at them in rapid sequence. Other staff who stood close stretched out hands or minds and grabbed them. They didn’t struggle. As Rava dispersed her shields, she realized that they weren’t nearly as frightened as she would have been.
The odious comm officer frowned. “If you kill them, you’ll just make the others stronger.”
“Under my nose.” There was poison in Jahana’s voice. “And where are our properties?” Raising her voice, Jahana pointed at Rava’s sensor station. “Display. The Na’da’s chamber.”
A purple bead on the work surface rotated to the right. Replacing the silenced image of Governor Ellet Dardy over the floor projector, a glimmering reproduction of Wind’s room appeared. Empty. At least she closed the door when she left, Rava observed, incongruously remembering a nineteen-year-old freshly returned from exile.
Jahana turned toward the projector. It lit her face eerily from below. She flicked her finger again. “Display. Caldwell’s cell.”
The image shifted. The man lying on that stone bench looked like the Sentinel Captain, but even Rava could see blood on the floor. Jahana shot her lieutenant a glance. He sidestepped to another station. Psi sensors, Rava realized. His words confirmed her guess: “That’s not Caldwell,” he announced. “It’s another one of them.”
“Display. Hangar,” Jahana said softly.
A more complex image appeared: a huge room, dominated by a circular spacecraft. Four smaller crafts had more conventional triangular lines, though they looked odd. Rava wondered where they’d been stolen from. Three people stood near the biggest ship.
Not there yet, Jahana’s voice bubbled into Rava’s mind, but they’re on their way, our newlyweds?
There was no point in trying to hide what she knew. Must be, she returned.
“Display. Cross tunnel, first checkpoint,” Jahana called, pointing back at the sensors board. The new image looked exactly like what Rava had just seen inside her helmet, without the moving forms. They’d gone on. Jahana called again, “Display. Same. Infrared.” Footprints appeared on the stony floor. At least five sets, maybe six or even seven, glowed two or three abreast.
The red-haired man’s eyes narrowed. “Rava Haworth,” he said, pointing toward the command chair, “get over here. You’re going to launch the passenger pod.”
Standing her ground, Rava hid her anger inside her deepest shields and spread her hands as if she were confused. At Qe’leb, like the City, people had always killed their own relations, even their offspring. Compassion was weakness.
How then had the human race survived, slowed down by slobbering, squalling infants? Plainly, the Feds had weakened her. She must to get to Jahana’s chair and send her message. She stepped closer to it, farther from Zilla—
“Wait,” Jahana barked, and Rava froze. “I want Caldwell alive.”
The lieutenant lowered his weapon and edged behind Rava to peck at her touchboard. She could have slid out a foot and tripped him.
Jahana pointed at the InSens module. “Display. Genetics.”
Another chamber appeared. Rava didn’t know what she was looking for, but plainly, Jahana did. “He took it,” she said through gritted teeth. “He has one.”
Her lieutenant spoke up. “He might not—”
“Be quiet.” Jahana stood still for several seconds. Rava counted her own breaths. The longer she delayed, the better Wind’s chance of reaching that hangar. Of getting away. She edged one foot closer to the big chair. If she could just get that message off, whatever it cost—
Jahana’s head came up, and the humorless smile reappeared. “In that hangar,” she said, “is exactly where I want Captain Caldwell.” She turned toward the assistants who still gripped her clones’ arms. “Sit them down.” She pointed toward two empty seats. “Now, you.” She glared at Zilla again. “You’re fine with dying? Good. You’re going to wish you could.”
Extending a finger, she touched a spot between Zilla’s eyes. With her free hand, she stroked the left side of her own head—and this time, Rava got her shields fully strengthened before the fusion blaze lit the room. Writhing, Zilla fell onto the floor. Across the sensors room, the other clones tumbled off their chairs.
Rava looked into Jahana’s black eyes and saw her own death coming.
 
• • •
 
The group had just ducked into an enormous cavern off the passage’s left side, lit like the tunnel in no obvious way. To Wind’s astonishment, several aisles of machinery and a mammoth overhead conveyor stood idle inside, while a mountain of crushed rock filled the far end. “How in the Whorl,” Wind whispered to the nearest clone brother—Zared, he’d introduced himself—“did she build all this?”
Before Zared could answer, he grabbed his head with both hands, wrenched off the purple cap and collapsed onto dusty ground. Wind stepped back, horrified, and looked around. All five of the clone brothers had fallen. Ze’en lay moaning.
Her arms went cold under her body glove. Kinnor leaned over Zeph, clutching the cased fusion unit. “What happened?” Wind cried.
Kinnor dropped onto his knees, and Wind hurried to join him. “Shield yourself,” he ordered, shooting a dark glance in her direction.
Behind her shields, she turned her thoughts back to the Other who had just touched her. Holy One, help them! Help us! What is this? Show Kinnor—help him—
Kinnor crumpled next.
 
• • •
 
Kinnor had touched the clone’s mind with his own. A howling cacophony pulled him deeper, nine individuals joined in a way he’d never experienced, inarticulate in inhuman agony. He let his body curl onto the ground and groped upstream, toward the terror’s source.
It gushed from a feminine mind, or what was left of it. Knowing how they were linked, Kinnor guessed what had happened: They’d been discovered, and Jahana had unhinged them all by torturing just one.
Without hesitating, Kinnor dove into the sufferer’s memory. Her last remembered moment washed through him. There stood Jahana, full of hatred and power lust. She must have damaged Zilla’s neurons so badly that they could not reconnect, freezing Zilla’s mind in that instant of agony. Jahana had probably let go of her mental turn inward then, ending fusion—exactly as his father said it was done. The General had claimed that “deadly intent” on the attacker’s part was what made fusion fatal.
But Jahana had stopped short of killing Zilla, and touching fusion had not separated the oneness. He could save Zeph and the others, he realized, if he separated Zilla’s physical body from the rest of them. The Codes prohibited killing except in self defense…but the College could judge him if he lived to stand trial. He probed Zilla’s autonomous nerves and found the connection between backbrain and lungs, surged that set of neurons, then counted his own breaths as the bioelectric current went dark. Three. Four.
The moment his own body relaxed, he broadcast to the surviving clones, If you’re where she can see you, create your own pain! Make her think she’s still tormenting you!
He rolled onto his stomach, gathered his cramped and aching arms and legs underneath him, and opened his eyes. Beside him on the grey stone, Zeph blinked and wheezed, “Yes. Yes, she’s safe now. Good.”
And killing one-ninth of a human hive mind wasn’t murder, Kinnor decided. Not even euthanasia. He rested a moment, kneeling and taking deep, controlled breaths as his cloned companions struggled up off the floor. Na’da Haworth had wrapped her arms around her knees and sat fully shielded, stealing glances at him but facing out into the chamber.
Kinnor followed her stare. What was this place?
 
• • •
 
Wind had watched, horrified, while seizures had thrown Kinnor forward and back, clutching his head. Now she scrambled to his side, still eyeing the unusual machines, plainly a manufacturing plant. A long, flat black surface rose toward the top of an enormous tank-like object. Near the room’s midline, a long conveyor was surrounded by robotic arms, and close on her right were several workstations at hip level. Overhead catwalks vanished up a side tunnel, into the underground distance, and the dark mountain at the chamber’s far end absorbed the unnatural grey light. Zeph stood up too, pulling sweaty shirtsleeves back down over his shoulders.
“Are you all right?” she murmured to Kinnor.
“Give me a minute.” His forehead had a sheen of sweat.
Awed, she asked Zeph, “What has Jahana been building down here?”
“Nothing.” Zeph rubbed his head. “This is ancient. Qe’leb was a two-shaft mining operation. They got metal up out of the gravity well by building ships with it. That’s what the pod track was originally for.”
He’d mentioned mining, back at the cloning chamber, but she’d been thinking about other things. Now she stared. Ancients? The Six-alpha catastrophe happened centuries ago! “Qe’leb’s founder should have been thrilled to find this place.” Her mind whirled. A metals mining site still could be Mikuhr’s financial salvation, a chance to trade with Federate worlds on equal footing. “How much of it still works?”
Zeph narrowed his eyes. Mere hours ago, Wind had shown him her hopes for Mikuhr. Surely he knew what she was thinking. He didn’t speak, though.
“The founder…he didn’t even test it?” she asked.
“No. And with air and heating shut down all those years, the only corrosive force would’ve been gravity. He could’ve relubricated them to see what still worked, but everything he and Jahana wanted was in the other shaft. Well,” he corrected himself, glancing up toward the hangar, “almost everything.”
“What was in the other shaft?”
“Several hundred operational cold stasis chambers. Occupied.”
“The ancients are still here?” Wind asked. “Could we revive them, and—”.
Zeph glanced at the floor. “Were here. We think they manufactured a cold stasis installation when Six-alpha blew, posted a radiation counter up top, and linked it to some kind of wakeup cycle. Zidee found one mummified body behind the stasis crypts.”
“Someone,” Kinnor speculated, “volunteered to turn out the lights.”
Wind realized she’d seen those crypts. “They’re empty now.”
Zared joined the conversation, readjusting his cap. “Jahana shut them down,” he said, “cannibalized the machinery and recycled the contents.”
Kinnor raised his head. “She what?”
Zeph spoke in a bland voice. “Several hundred resuscitated non-altereds didn’t figure into her goals. If she’d found them two years later, she might have held a cleansing ceremony.”
Wind’s mind reeled at the thought of those sleeping people, casually murdered. She didn’t want to ask what sort of funeral a “cleansing ceremony” might be. Some of Qe’leb’s secrets were probably best kept hidden.
We can’t help them, Kinnor sent her privately. He hiked the metal case up under his arm.
He was right, and they’d died years ago. “Carbon biomass,” she heard Dowda Haworth in her memory. Wind’s own new clothes were made out of people’s bodies—
Distracting herself from the horrifying thought, she stepped toward the nearest workstation. Governor Dardy, the historian, would give anything to see this centuries-old chamber. She picked up a disk about the same diameter as her crystal. “What are these?”
Zeph shrugged.
“Data storage, maybe.” Kinnor pointed at a control surface’s small slots. He stepped back toward the tunnel.
Wind tucked a handful of disks into her sleeve pocket and followed, assuming he’d planned the next move with Zeph and, therefore, with all eight surviving sisters and brothers. Eight? she wondered. Nine? If the Sensor clones had been caught, then that meant— “My Dowda,” she exclaimed. “Is she all right?”
Zeph shut his eyes for two seconds. “Alive and angry. If you get away, she’ll die happy.”
Wind blinked. That was not the Golden City way, and if she escaped, Rava Haworth wouldn’t live on like the clones did. Still, she owed the Dowda her best effort, and Kinnor couldn’t turn back now. Surely Jahana’s attack ship would be guarded. Kinnor and the others probably faced a pitched battle in the hangar, with no weapons but their minds.
So would it be a sneak attack? What you can do is take orders. She heard it again, a memory this time instead of a subvocalization. She’d experienced Zeph’s ayin strength, and Kinnor’s. She wasn’t helpless, but she was out of her element, glad not to be in charge.
As if Kinnor had been listening, he glanced back toward her. “Jahana must know we’re here. Are the others recovered enough to hear what’s going on in Sensors?”
Ze’en—plainly taller and with darker hair—hadn’t spoken much. “I’m listening,” he said. “Jahana’s regrouping. I’ll tell you the moment we know anything.”
“Mikuhr has just under two hours,” Kinnor reminded them.
Wind hadn’t forgotten the barges. “Tell me what to do.”
He flexed his neck. It probably still hurt from the seizures. “Just get onboard. If I tell you to run—back into the tunnel, or toward the big blue-green ship and no other—then run.”
Blue-green ship? Plainly, the clones had been showing him images. Once again, she felt excluded. Was he trying to protect her or just keeping her out of his way?
Kinnor and Zeph were positioning the group: Zeph and another clone brother in front, then Kinnor with Ze’en, the listener. She found herself in back with Zared, who’d explained about the stasis crypts. “Stay close and quiet,” he muttered as Kinnor led out. “Don’t subvocalize.”
 
• • •
 
“So.” Tamím pushed the harp close to Kiel again. “Let me show you one more small ripple of the future.”
“Let me go home,” Kiel protested, gripping the table’s edge with both hands. “Annalah needs me.”
A river of color lashed him with shapes and sensations. Kiel guessed that Tamím wouldn’t have been able to drag him back into the shebiyl so easily if it hadn’t been something he’d always wanted. They both had his weakness in mind now.
A black surface appeared underfoot. This time, he recognized the jagged horizon. He was back on Mikuhr at last. He looked up, hoping to see the Sunton and a crew that might detect them.
He peered down, then, into a vast curving valley, not quite a crater. Far below the steep slope where he stood, a section of its floor was moving. Rocks spilled over a smoothly curved edge into a black cavern below, and through the opening, he saw the incongruously blue-green hull of an unknown class of spacecraft. Tamím sucked him through its metal hull into another ceiling.
There, to his shock, sat his brother—disheveled, gripping a grey metal case between his knees and flight control rods in his hands. In another acceleration seat, Na’da Wind Haworth wore a black hard vac suit with transparent, full-head hood. Also onboard were three suited men who were startlingly alike in all he could see of them. Once more, hoping that Tamím had broken the pattern, Kiel tried to call out.
Tamím’s amused laughter rang at the back of his head. This is the future, fool. Then they stood at the crater’s edge again. Dark robes hid the stars behind Tamím, and he mocked Kiel with a toothy smile. “I just wanted to show you who was on board. Maybe I should have let you say good-bye.”
Kiel kept his feet far apart on the steep rock face, evenly distributing his weight. You will not show me all possible futures. Only the ones that would break my heart.
The launch door finished retracting, and as the ship shot skyward,. Kiel realized that he shouldn’t be able to see it so clearly after launching. “Shields,” he exclaimed. “Why doesn’t that ship have particle and energy shields?”
 “Count twenty,” Tamím said. “That’s how long your friends will be breathing air.”
“No,” Kiel shouted. “You can’t do this.”
“Six. Seven.”
The receding blue-green disk made a sudden turn, as if trying to evade an attack. “Your friends the Dardys,” Tamím said, “are making sure no one leaves Mikuhr alive.”
Kiel stared as the blue-green disk pitched and tumbled, spewing debris out of a gaping tear in one side. It hit the black ground not far from the crater, and under Kiel’s boots, the ground shook. He lost his balance. He started to slide—
He sat at the fiery-grained table again, trembling, using his strange new abilities to slow his racing heart. My brother, he mourned. That was my brother. I saw his death. “That,” he gasped, “is only one future.”
Tamím shrugged. “You wanted to know what Kinnor’s been doing. And you didn’t want to look too far into the future.”
“That is only one future,” Kiel repeated. He should pray for the strength to resist. Prayer seemed futile, though.
Tamím lifted the delicately carved harp off the table. “This,” he said, “can be used to stop that tragedy, and it will be a tragedy not just for your brother and Na’da Haworth, but for your wife’s parents and every Sentinel left at Baseline Settlement. You have very little realtime left, my Kiel. You could see that future so clearly,” he said, laying down the harp and crossing his bony arms, “because it is nearly certain.”
Kiel pulled back on his scalp with both hands. “It’s wrong,” he insisted. “Even trying to see the future is wrong. We change the future with every moment of our lives. That is all that’s allowed.”
“It is wrong,” Tamím said, “according to your legalist Codes. But you have all you require now. You have the power, the tool, and the desperate need.” He rested one hand over his heart. “You saved Annalah. Now save her uncle and grandparents. Save your family, Kiel. The Whorl is about to rise up against you.”
Kiel still couldn’t focus a prayer. How could he ask for help? What was right and what was wrong, with so many lives at stake? What was the best way to show love, here and now?
His hands shook as he reached for the harp.



 
CHAPTER 23
Ze’en stopped abruptly, and as they regathered around him, he raised a hand and leaned forward, shutting his eyes. Wind felt the group’s tension through her thinned shields. She tried to ignore the fact that someone whose body had died was relaying information to him—too many spirits, too few bodies.
After several seconds, Ze’en opened his eyes and turned toward Kinnor, their sharp-chinned faces eerily similar. Father and son at the same age? “Jahana’s been trying to disable this shaft’s power supply. Since that’s not working, she’s going to try to trap you in the hangar. You, Caldwell. The Dowda’s being punished—and they’re ordered to kill you, Na’da Wind.”
Jahana was watching the hangar? Despite Ze’en’s unexpectedly sympathetic tone of voice, Wind’s shoulders went cold.
Kinnor glanced at her and back at Ze’en. “And she still thinks you’re all incapacitated, right?”
Ze’en nodded. “So far. She wants you to use the fusion unit before you get onboard. Evidently she doesn’t think it will kill you.”
“I’m glad to hear it.” Kinnor’s cheek twitched.
Ze’en frowned, as if he disapproved of Kinnor’s cockiness. “Two of Fury’s crew are waiting at the hangar entry. If you get past, the third one’s got a suicide order—lead you on, but open the hangar to vacuum.”
Wind’s memory raced back to her early days here, helping at Main Air. “Vacuum’s survivable for about ten minutes.”
Kinnor shook his head. “Two. You exhale a thin stream—”
“Longer.” She stared into his eyes. “It’d mean spending ten to twenty minutes in oxygen debt afterward, but Clan Haworth had an emergency technique. And,” she added, frowning at the case he carried like a treasure, “if you have to use that for very long—well, all that energy has to come from somewhere in your body. You’ll need air. You should try to get into a vac suit.” Not that I expect you to, she sent him subvocally.
Behind his answering stare, she felt one more breath-stealing stab of menthe. She visualized the old drill: using mental energy to squeeze her bronchial passages, slow the heartbeat, reduce oxygen consumption by forcing other cells to use up their reserves, but keeping the carotids open to supply the brain. Without supplemental oxygen afterward, there’d be extreme fatigue for a long time. Maybe even vertigo.
“Show them too,” Kinnor ordered. He asked tall Ze’en, the listener, “Are the guards armed?”
As Wind turned to Zeph, she missed Ze’en’s answer. Still, showing Zeph the Haworth trick was the same as showing them all.
Ze’en raised his hand for silence again, and Wind stared back down toward the machine room, which now seemed like a haven. She imagined her Dowda under voice-command, forced to watch her blunder into a trap. Which was worse, trying to leave the Dowda behind or knowing that the fiery old woman was supposed to watch her die?
Oh, come on, girl. She could almost hear the Dowda’s voice. We do what we have to do.
Not always, Wind answered the voice, even though she knew it came out of her own imagination. I’d rather help you. If I survive, I’ll have to live with myself.
Ze’en spoke aloud. “All right. If you do get aboard, she’s got controls keyed to her onboard transmitters, those purple beads. She’ll use fusion to keep Fury grounded until she arrives.”
Wind understood. “Then that’s her failsafe. But you can use your fusion unit to take off, if you still have it.” Wind resisted the temptation to add if it doesn’t kill you. She didn’t have Jahana’s confidence, or maybe Jahana didn’t honestly care whether Kinnor survived.
“I want to save it for later.” Kinnor stared upslope. “I want to turn those barges aside with that catchfield.”
Naturally, Wind observed behind her shields. It would be better to leave Mikuhr as a hero than an escaped prisoner.
Zeph took a short step toward the circle’s center. “Your Federates won’t know you’re on board.”
Kinnor gave him a dark glance. “Sunton will confirm who’s on board.” To Wind’s surprise, he looked at her steadily, and she felt something softer than she expected behind his eyes. “When we get to the door, I’m going to make the first run. Alone. The rest of you, count five and then come with Wind. One of you is bound to make it.”
“We should stay together,” she objected. “They aren’t trying to kill you—”
“They want to make me use this.” He touched the case with his right hand. “And you said you’d follow orders.”
“Yes, Captain.” She said it without mockery, though, wanting to show that she respected his training.
“All right, then.” He focused those clear brown eyes in her direction for a few heartbeats longer, and she stared back. Thank you, Kinnor, she sent.
He took a deep breath, adjusted the case on his shoulder, and led out.
Within a minute, the grey passage emptied into another main tunnel. It was warmer up here, and the air still smelled fresh. Wind recognized the main shafts’ wall type: smoother walls, with blue fibers at eye level.
Kinnor turned right without hesitating. They see us now, Wind guessed. They know the clones aren’t disabled. Hurry! This last stone passage ended in an arch rimmed with black metal. Beyond it lay at least two long, sleek metal objects. Probably ships.
Kinnor broke into a sprint, and Wind started counting.
 
• • •
 
Running felt good. He stretched out with his mind, dropped shields—no hiding now—and probed for hostile minds. One hid behind a bank of machinery, some distance ahead, shielding poorly, leading him on.
He ran toward it anyway, gripping the metal case, looking for—There! Another one crouched under a small shuttle on his right. The big ship ahead, the rounded, blue-green one, lay open with its hatch extended, as if welcoming him.
Someone shouted as he passed that small shuttle. Voice-command unbalanced his stride. He dropped, rolled, and counterattacked, sending energy into the assailant’s shields in a way he’d invented himself, back in College. It always surprised them. With their shields and senses overloaded, they lost track of where he was.
Fighting Shuhr, the Codes forbade almost nothing. He snatched up the case and was focusing a second, deadlier probe when he realized that the shuttle guard was waving an energy weapon, trying to find him. Stun pistol? He used the same trick again. The Mikuhran fired wildly.
I don’t think much of your trap, Jahana, he sent, trying to hold the man’s attention as the other group dashed past, Wind’s presence at center.
He sensed his enemy aiming again. He dodged, unbalanced this time by the heavy case. Now he sensed a second attacker sprinting up from behind.
Good. Two on me. One on the others.
This was how he’d been trained to fight.
 
• • •
 
“Run,” Zeph cried.
Wind gathered up her robes and ran. She couldn’t see what the others were doing. Was that Kinnor over on the right, near one of the small craft? Zared dashed off in that direction.
The ship ahead was an enormous disk like nothing she’d ever seen, plainly ancient. They passed a small shuttle on the left, also with a blue-green hull. She wondered if they might have gotten away easier if they could have scattered in several ships.
Something clanged overhead. There was a deep, ominous rumble. She glanced up. The entire ceiling was moving toward the right. At least we’re forewarned! A wild wind rose around her, suction that swept between shuttles to pick up and carry loose tools and other objects. She breathed hard and fast, oxygenating her bloodstream while she still could.
 
• • •
 
Kinnor felt the first guard’s attention flicker for an instant and saw him fire on someone. Seizing his opportunity, he spotted a crate loosened by the sudden wind. He flung it at his attacker’s head. The other’s consciousness winked out, and Kinnor darted forward to grab the weapon.
The rumble overhead got louder. He took several deep breaths and glanced up at the shuttle’s belly. According to Zeph, Jahana had tried to modify one of them with something like the Sunton’s RIA unit. With RIA, he could perhaps voice-command a tug ship captain to send his barges into Mikuhr’s sun.
But he couldn’t split his group. No one else had flight experience—he’d be shorthanded on the flight deck already. And anyone he left behind was deader than the clone who just distracted his attacker. This was no stun pistol he’d just grabbed.
 
• • •
 
Running shieldless, Wind sensed a hostile presence near the big ship’s landing ramp. It terrified her to jog straight toward it, exhaling that thin stream, keeping half her mind busy starving her body of oxygen. Jahana still meant to trap Kinnor onboard. Wasn’t there something she could do? She’d never been trained to fight, only in empathy. Focusing her mind on the simple fact of being human, valuable and valued, she tried to project that sensation ahead of her. Whoever he was, he was about to be killed by his own commander. He could join them, instead. Would he consider it?
The hostility winked out. Had he understood?
An energy burst sizzled past her. Ahead, a guard tumbled out from behind a landing strut. She whirled around. Kinnor came toward her at a dead run.
Had she just killed a man, distracting him so Kinnor could shoot him? Slow down! she sent, exasperated. Save your oxygen!
The wind howled now, tugging her robes and pulling hair off her shoulders. Go! she heard. Get on board, seal the airlock!
She kept fluting that thin stream of air out her lips, climbing the ramp against a headwind that blasted out of the hatch. We need that air on board! Holding that thought, she pushed herself. One step. Another. Her legs felt like spraystone.
Then all four of them stood inside the airlock, which was open all the way through. Four? she wondered. Who else had they lost? Kinnor headed upship. Zeph whirled aside and slapped a crosshatched panel, probably airlock and ramp controls. The outer hatch slid shut, and she heard a groaning noise, probably the ramp retracting. She looked around frantically and spotted a closed compartment near the airlock. There should be vacuum suits inside, with supplemental air. She knelt and started slapping surfaces.
 
• • •
 
Rava exulted as Wind dashed up that ramp. Then she felt breath against the side of her neck. Jahana leaned over her, pressing her ribcage against Rava’s shoulder, almost touching her ear with the black headpiece. “Perfect,” Jahana said, as if she’d planned things exactly this way. “Fury has no shields or weapons unless I’m on board.”
She strode across the room to a workstation where no one sat. She pointed here and there with those purple fingertips, then turned around. Pulling back her lips, she looked ghoulish. “Drive circuit’s overridden too,” she announced. “They’re mine.” She turned toward the ExSens people. “Barges. Update.”
Rava didn’t get to see the barge update, and with those suffering clones effectively blinded, Caldwell and Wind had lost their own inside view of this chamber. For now, Rava could only hope to stay alive and keep Jahana just slightly unbalanced, buying time for Wind and her Sentinel…and for Baseline, if she could. How many shuttles did the Dardys have? How many of her people could they get offworld on the Sunton?
She could barely move, sitting sideways in her chair. Jahana had finally figured out that she couldn’t voice-command Rava, so Red had used a weak stun burst, and she’d nearly toppled to the floor. She had just one regret. If living this long meant seeing Baseline Settlement buried, then she should’ve been inside the Golden City when it blew, and died quicker.
“Genetics.” Jahana’s head came up, and Red walked closer to her chair. “I’ve got one more fusion in me. Then I need to refill the rejuv reservoir.”
Rava understood. Jahana was probably damaging herself, using fusion again and again, and constantly dosing herself with ayin extract to compensate. She’d want to take plenty of the stuff onboard. “What about Tamím?” Red asked.
Jahana flung herself away from Rava’s chair, and a blast of anger came through Rava’s shields. “We bring him along in spirit. With this,” she said, touching her headpiece, “I am nearly his equal. His spirit will find us.” She gripped her left arm with that purple-tipped left hand. “So we’ll take the drop shaft to Genetics, use the passenger pod, and bring our messiah to Tallis. Tamím will find us there. I have a last treat for the Dowda, though. ExSens.”
Seeming to calm herself, she glanced at the floor monitor, turned back to Rava, and raised a finger to her temple. “Some of your refugees can receive signals from an amazing distance. My Kinnor’s worshippers will need to remember that the Federacy gave them so many holy martyrs. My Tamím will call it a great cleansing.”
“What are you talking about?” Rava demanded.
“The Sunton, she said. “I’ve sensitized quite a few settlementers to a set of voice commands that I can send on a fusion wave.” She poised her finger alongside her ear and told Red, “Let her watch it start, anyway. Then take her out topside for a really good view. Meet me on board in...” She eyed the board that was still tracking the barges. “Sixteen minutes.”
“And the clones?” he asked, glancing toward the privacy alcove. “Outside?”
“Don’t bother.” Then Jahana became the hurricane monster again, but just for an instant. Getting tired, aren’t you? Rava sent, wishing she could do more than mock the woman. Jahana had won. They both knew it.
Several other non-clones followed Jahana out of the chamber, headed toward the nearest drop shaft.
 
• • •
 
Wing Colonel Jonnis Cowan plunged into a melee on Sunton’s bridge. Two Sentinels were down, body-smashed from behind. An intruder lay on the deck, immobilized by Sentinel voice-command, but ten more Mikuhrans were coming on.
They had gone berserk, twenty or thirty of them, simultaneously—right in the middle of being processed into billets. Though disabled with blocking drugs, they’d somehow IDd and attacked the only Master Sentinel on deck. Flailing personal objects like clubs, they charged toward the Systems board.
Drugging them gave us a false sense of security, he realized. They outnumber and outweigh us. A second alarm started wailing. Somewhere down ship, another nerve center had been breached. Were more refugees under some deep sort of voice-command?
We epsilon checked every last one!
There shouldn’t be suicide attackers!
But their attack was perfectly coordinated. They were going for Sunton’s command systems. He was about to lose his ship.
 
• • •
 
Two hours ago, Governor Ellet Dardy had seen something incredible—a swerve in the oncoming barges’ course that created a half hour delay in their arrival time. Now, she froze with one hand clutching the back of a chair. “Repeat that report,” Damalcon shouted as he strode across the uplevel command center.
Ellet stared at the central pillar, where a horrific image appeared: Flashes of light illuminated billows of gas and pulverized solids.
“Sunton has vanished,” Sensors cried. “Expanding debris cloud. Large objects falling toward the surface.”
“We only took disabled evacuees!” Damalcon said. From across the room, Ellet felt her bondmate’s anger and anguish. “What did we miss?”
As she stared at the horrific image, she realized there was now no way offworld. Sunton’s surface shuttle had been up there. The deep-space destroyers and freighter had shuttles too, running nonstop—but by eerie coincidence, all three were just docking topside. It would take them too long to get here. Damalcon must have drawn that conclusion at the same moment. Resonating on the pair bond, his anger rose to a barely controlled rage.
 
• • •
 
On the image over Jahana’s projector, there hadn’t even been a flash. Just a bulge on one side of the orbiting fortress, and then heavy machinery, cabin furnishings, and bodies spewed into space. Those were our people too, Rava wanted to shriek. I knew everyone who shuttled up onto that ship!
So this was what hatred felt like. She sensed the red-haired aide’s gloating presence and forced herself to calm slightly. Well, she subvocalized at him, that’s how I reacted, and you can show Jahana if you ever see her again. She just killed people I knew for fifty years. Give me two minutes to grieve.
The aide’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t have two minutes. Let’s get the job done. Or shall I leave you down here with the clones?”
“Do you,” she demanded, collecting herself, “want to spend the rest of your life onboard Fury after disobeying Jahana? She said to take me topside. It doesn’t take long to die of decompression.”
“You’re going to be inside a fully charged vac suit,” he said. “You’ll still have the pleasure of being buried alive.” Crouching down, he got his arms around her body and hoisted her over his shoulder as if she were already dead. Her chin bounced against his spine as he plodded toward the topside lift shaft.
 
• • •
 
“Kinnor!” Wind inhaled a wheeze of breath and then tried again. “Kinnor?”
“Here!” His answering shout sounded as weak as she felt. She dragged herself upship, taking long gasps of anemic air, opening every hatch she passed, so each could blow a little more oxygen into the passage. She dragged a black cloth bundle, a pressure suit. Zeph had gone upship with one already. Ze’en dragged two more.
Below a long, narrow viewport, Kinnor sat near the center of a row of consoles, still gripping the fusion case between his knees, running his hands over control surfaces dotted with purple beads. Seeing them chilled her. Kinnor’s training probably included flying almost everything in the Federate inventory. This may have been built by ancients, but plainly, Jahana had retrofitted it—right down to her command chair behind the six-seat console.
“Here,” Wind said as Ze’en dropped a suit near Kinnor’s seat. “Put it on. Hurry.”
He grunted. Several rows of lights gleamed, some red and some green. “We have subtronics,” he said.
“Kinnor, suit up. Breathe. Where’s comm?” If she felt capable anywhere, it was at a communication station.
Kinnor glanced left. “There. Raise the Feds.”
“First job, soon as I have more air.” She had never felt this exhausted. She wanted to lie down and sleep. She sank onto the floor, peeled out of her green robe, and shook out a vac suit. It looked enormous, but it was a familiar design, and according to the green stripe on its chest, the air pack was fully charged.
Zeph slid into another seat, sealing the front of his own black suit, unfurling the transparent hood over his purple cap. Ze’en stood beside him, doing the same.
“Buckle in,” Kinnor ordered.
None of his crew went for flight harnesses, though. They were too busy getting air. Down on the deck, Wind shoved her right foot into a baggy black pant leg. “Give us ten seconds,” Zeph said.
“Drive’s redlighted.” Kinnor’s voice sounded tense. “We’ve got generator but no drive. Or life support.”
“There’s that failsafe,” Wind observed, but she was starting to relax. Kinnor would be able to get through a systems lock.
He shut his eyes, laid his hands on the console, and breathed heavily.
Put that suit on, she shrieked subvocally. You’ll need energy! Sending that cry took everything she had left in her. She slumped forward, aching all over. Blocking nerve impulses wouldn’t help this time.
Kinnor rested his head against the slanted surface, scowled, and mumbled, “Scramble signal to the drive. From inside Qe’leb, I think. Not on board.” Finally, he reached down onto the deck for the vac suit—but instead of putting it on, he wadded it up in his lap and held the air pack to his face. His chest expanded once, twice. He shoved the suit out of his way.
Wind sealed hers up the front, got her hood on, and hit the airflow panel on her chest. Fabric peeled up off her skin as the suit inflated. She could almost taste sweetness in the extra oxygen. Can’t you block it? she sent subvocally, since he wouldn’t be able to hear her clearly now. The scramble signal?
He shut his eyes, then frowned. “Too much power behind it. Fusion, even,” she heard, though his voice came through muffled.
We can’t launch? Zeph’s eyes were so wide that they gleamed blue.
Kinnor jabbed a series of control surfaces, one after the other, eyeing the readouts. “I’m working on it. And we’re close to the surface. If Sunton passes over and gets an ID on me, we should have help in a hurry.”
Wind gave her suit’s gloves several hard pulls, tightening them over her fingertips, then scrambled up into the nearest seat, looking for the communication station. Maybe she could find something Kinnor couldn’t.
What appeared on her flat screen was a familiar life-support display. It included an enormous gene bank file, and another that looked like a blueprint for cloning ayin tissue. Plainly, Jahana planned to live onboard the Fury.
DISABLED blinked at the bottom of the screen. DISABLED.
This isn’t comm, Wind sent the others. She slid into the next seat left, farther from Kinnor.
Ze’en took her place. I’ll see what I can— His head jerked back.
Wind diffused her shields and felt fear…no, this was incoherent terror again. What? she demanded. Who?
Zidee, he sent. Gene lab. Jahana.



 
CHAPTER 24
Tamím’s stare felt like a targeting laser as Kiel lifted the harp and asked, “What must I do?” He did not trust the preternatural calm that came over him. Surely Tamím was smoothing away his sense of wrong, hooking him deeper now that he’d made his choice. But isn’t this my responsibility? he asked. How could it be wrong?
“Take a handful of strings at random,” the other murmured. “Pluck gently but firmly.”
Kiel’s gesture created a cluster of tones that rang jarringly in the chamber’s air. “I’m no musician,” he said.
“Just pluck them again, and again. Envision yourself standing in the one future that you do not wish to see, and then twist your mind just…so.” He sent Kiel a burst that would be easy to duplicate.
“All right,” Kiel said aloud, plucking once more. I must do this, he told the Unseen who surely saw this. Concentrating on the vibrations ringing in his ears, he imagined Hesed House’s medical suite. He pictured Hanusha wearing a long mourning dress. Ash-brown hair draped her face, and small Annalah lay motionless on a stone slab beneath Hanusha’s clasped hands. Using his odd new powers, Kiel made the mental twist Tamím had shown him. Gracious One, he pleaded, protect my children.
Something blasted him out of the shebiyl and sent him sprawling on the mandala carpet. Idiot! The subvocalization scoured his mind like lava shards, no longer even faintly human. You could have tried to save thousands of people! Tamím towered over him, gripping the harp in both hands, gloating down through its strings.
Kiel dispersed his shields and felt the mocking laughter of dozens, maybe hundreds of shadow-things. “Tried?” He levered himself up toward a sitting position. “Didn’t I—”
“You tried.” Tamím planted a foot on Kiel’s shoulder. He stepped down and flattened him again, grinning, eyes wide. “You used something forbidden to try something forbidden. That’s the only important thing. Why should we let you succeed?” He gripped the delicate harp in both hands and smashed the hollow side over his upraised knee. Then he flung the wreckage onto Kiel’s chest. “Souvenir. Of our final trip together.”
Stunned, Kiel wrapped one hand around the instrument. This is all he ever wanted, he realized. To corrupt me. I could have boldly disobeyed You in the first hour and saved myself all that struggle. I am sorry. I am truly sorry. Forgive me, I beg you. And what was the real Tamím thinking, trapped behind that leering face among hordes of shadows?
“If you are That One,” Tamím said softly, tilting his head back, “you have failed. Any plan you made has failed too. And you didn’t even try to help your brother, who’s in worse trouble than your brat—because he came here to try and save you. Watch this.”
Sickened, Kiel tried to close his mind against the swirling colors, but within a moment, he stared down at the Federate committee again: Chancellor Gambrel, General Diamant, and the others. An unfamiliar junior officer wearing Tallan grey appeared on all eight tabletop monitors. “There is no longer a DeepScan receptor at that node, General Diamant. There is only one possible conclusion: Sunton has been destroyed, not simply taken offline.”
As if using an epsilon probe, Kiel found himself plunged into General Diamant’s mind. Then they can’t evacuate the occupation base before the barges hit, the General was thinking. That abominable RIA installation and their DeepScan capacity are both gone. The Dardys can’t even tell Elysia—not even a course change would save them. Diamant imagined a trio of Sentinels in midnight blue tunics, their faces blurred and anonymous as they stood near Inport’s big uplevel windows, tracking the incoming cloud that would bury them. Louin, Diamant gloated, you are avenged.
“Sunton?” Kiel cried. “You destroyed it?”
“Jahana destroyed it,” said the voice in his ear. “Someone who fancied herself my spiritual paramour. She imagined becoming my equal, with secret teachings and cleansings and stolen mental power. Boh-Dabar or not, you tried to do the same thing. You both failed. You always will fail.”
Then Kiel found himself lying under a coldly glittering star field. When he tried to roll to one side, he discovered that this time, he’d been transported inside a hard vac suit. A black pinnacle loomed on his left.
Mikuhr—he lay on its surface at last, and something large and solid was inside the suit with him, over his chest. The harp he broke over his knee, he guessed. Tamím still stood near him, also suited in black and wearing a transparent hood. He collapsed, clutching that knee.
So you’ll watch me run out of air and die now? Kiel subvocalized, and he wondered whether Tamím had taken back all his new abilities.
The other lay curled away from him, unmoving, for several long breaths. Then—evidently he’d kept the new abilities—Kiel felt the fully human anguish of a man with a throbbing knee and no hope for survival. He’s gone again, Kiel heard. For good, this time, I think.
Oh, mercy. Kiel sent it as a prayer for them both. His physical strength was gone. Something fell out of the sky, a blur that crashed silently and flung up a cloud of smashed stone—an enormous piece of wreckage, but smaller than the catastrophic barge impact Tamím had shown him. Those hadn’t landed yet. This had to be part of the Sunton. Kiel looked down at the black suit stretched out over his own chest and the wrecked harp. He saw the suit’s pale yellow air supply stripe and subvocalized, He gave me about fifteen minutes of breath. You?
There was a pause. Then he heard, Red zone. Maybe two minutes. How charming. He’s going to put me out of pain first, so you can watch me gasp and turn purple and die. And look. The Mikuhran rolled over to point at the stars. That’s just about where the barges will come in, I think. Very close to Baseline. We’ll both lie right here, under the dust.
Kiel prayed open-eyed, addressing not Tamím but the beloved he had just betrayed. Holy One, you surely knew I would fail. I deliberately disobeyed your Codes, and I am justly condemned. Forgive me. Gather me into your presence. Wash me clean again. He sighed, grieving. He and Baseline Settlement would die soon. Comfort Hanusha and my parents. They would lose both of their sons today, after already losing Tiala—
He caught himself, remembering that with the shadow gone, he could safely think about the prayer encampment. How old would Tiala be, now—seventeen? She had probably done battle on his behalf. Though he knew he’d failed her too, he finished his prayer warmed by a deep sense of companionship. Comfort Dardys’ other children, and protect all our little ones. Have mercy on my brother, Kinnor—and on Tamím. Save your beloved people, Blessed One.
The silence that answered was staggeringly deep, breathtakingly wide, and so full of Presence that Kiel knew he had been heard. He eyed the star field, wondering whether it would be worth the effort to stand up and run toward Baseline Settlement. Deciding to rest here instead, he pulled his right hand toward his chest and traced the harp’s outline. He heard music at the edge of his mind, an Adoration he and Hanusha had sung together at Chapter shortly after their pair bonding.
He sighed softly and resolved to keep that exquisite memory in mind as his air ran out. Resting his hand over the instrument that had been his downfall, he turned his head. Tamím, he sent urgently, this moment is still all we ever have. There’s little difference between you and me. We both have offended perfection. Step onto the path with me. There’s mercy here. If you turn aside, you’ll be welcome inside the gate at the end.
Tamím’s bitter laughter made the back of his mind hurt. I thought we decided you weren’t Boh-Dabar.
Kiel relaxed his tired body, relieved to be able to answer, You know how imperfect I am. I’m just a traveler, like you. I never claimed to be That One.
The other man’s chest rose slowly and fell deeply. He sent, If nothing else impressed me, Caldwell,
that did.
 
• • •
 
Zidee lay on the stone floor, curled up and taking deep, slow breaths. She had hidden behind the strongest mental shields she could raise, even against Zeph and Ze’en—but they knew where she was, and what she meant to do.
She could have endured Jahana’s scorn as long as the others loved her. But she couldn’t bear being told “get out of my head.” Behind her shields now, she shaped a thought: These cultures belong to me. I made them. I can destroy them. I make your heads hurt? Fine. And you can’t leave Qe’leb as long as Jahana sends that scramble signal, can you? It’s time she settled her debt to us.
No! the reply felt like Ze’en’s, overlaid with terror. Zidee, don’t! Touching fusion might kill us all!
Zidee had lived with terror so long that she brushed his fear aside as she opened one eye. Jahana had gathered her rejuv tubes into a carry case. She stepped in this direction. On the casing shelf just beyond this spot, where Zidee had hidden under a workstation, one ayin case lay open.
It was empty, though. Zidee lay curled around all ten of her unfinished creations, each one in its soft wrapper, disconnected from support tubing but viable for just a little longer.
Zidee knew exactly how long they remained responsive in or out of their cases. She was probably the Whorl’s highest authority on cloned fusion ayins, she observed, granting herself that honor with a heavy irony. They were not fully mature, but clutching them in such proximity to each other—and her own body—would probably let her set off a chain reaction powerful enough to kill Jahana. It would kill Zidee too, of course.
Ze’en’s voice came again. Zidee, no! You’ll destroy the oneness. You could kill us all! Stop!
She fortified herself by remembering that small bow of respect. Wind Haworth had been restored, in easy range of epsilon probing, to a spiritual certainty Zidee had never imagined. There’d also been something in there about sacrifice.
And the others had told her to stay out of their heads. All these thoughts had roiled and boiled at the back of her mind until she knew what she, herself and alone, wanted to do with the short minutes that were left to her. Maybe offering Jahana as a sacrifice to Wind Haworth’s deity would buy peace and comfort, or at least peaceful oblivion, for Zidee and the oneness.
Jahana stepped closer, ignoring Zidee like a bundle of biomass. Zidee tightened her left arm around the dripping bags. She reached toward thin ankle with her right hand and focused deep into her mind.
 
• • •
 
Still taking deep lungfuls of compressed air, Wind tried to ignore Kinnor’s frenetic jabs at purple-beaded surfaces. She couldn’t help launch the ship, and if these clone brothers and sisters really were joined beneath the level of conscious thought, then Ze’en was downlevel in Zidee’s gene lab. Is Jahana attacking her? Wind sent in a weak whisper.
The skin over Ze’en’s fine cheekbones went pale.
Wind glanced at Kinnor, who still was ignoring that vac suit, then at Zeph, who stood behind Kinnor. Zeph, she sent, is he—Ze’en!
Ze’en collapsed against the straps of his flight harness. Zakain, Wind heard him broadcasting, shut her off from us, separate her! She’s snapped! She’ll kill us all!
 
• • •
 
Zidee closed her hand around Jahana’s ankle, gripped the squashy bundle against her heart, and focused her rage onto an ayin probe. Into the bags, as if subvocalizing to them, she thrust that probe. At the back of her head someone shouted, No, Zidee! No, no, no—
Back up the probe came a blast of amplified power that blew out all her senses—except for the pain that was part of her now. Deaf and blind, she subvocalized again. Jahana! Listen to this!
The ankle pumped against her grip, kicking and shaking like a panicked wild thing. Zidee clung to the blast of power. The ankle kicked free.
Gloriously enraged, Zidee let fusion energy flood her mind. It flowed onto the carrier wave like a solar flare as she sent a final subvocal cry. Jahana!
Something screamed in the distance. Had her senses returned? No—she was seeing with Jahana’s eyes, hearing the shriek resonate through her head. She clutched the back of her burning skull, clawing with all ten nails, crying, Get it off, get it off!
Jahana’s heart pummeled her ribcage— And burst.
All awareness of Jahana ceased.
Zidee’s unending pain died with them both.



 
CHAPTER 25
Hard lines appeared over Kinnor’s eyes. “What?” he demanded, plainly irritated by the distraction. “What?”
Ze’en’s hand clenched and unclenched. Zeph had shut his eyes too. Wind read on his lips, “No, no, no...”
Kinnor straightened, staring at his display. “We’ve got drive! Secure yourselves!” Buckling in with a left-handed sweep, he seized Fury’s right control rod. An upward lurch shoved Wind deeper into her seat. Ze’en clutched the life-support station. Zeph fell onto the deck.
Wind’s arms felt like lead. I’m in oxygen debt, she understood. But we’re launching! What happened? Bracing her back against the padded acceleration seat, she shoved her right hand up the console toward her touchboard to try and call Baseline.
 
• • •
 
Gone, gone, they all were gone from Zeph’s awareness. Even Zakain, whose voice had first survived in his mind. Even Ze’en, sitting here in the Fury’s cabin. Zeph vaguely understood that he owned his own body and brain at last, but this pain was like when Jahana had tortured Zilla. Trying fusion must have killed Zidee, and maybe Jahana too. But he didn’t care about Jahana. Just as they’d feared, touching the fusion that had originally joined them now destroyed the link. He’d lost the oneness, and his mind-place was as empty and meaningless as vacuum.
Why should he care whether Fury took off? Who was he, if no one shared his every thought? Why struggle for one more breath?
He hugged his knees, and he vaguely felt himself growing heavier, sliding along the deck.
Then the worst of it slammed him. The others were dead now. Zilla, Zakain, Zared—he named them one by one, a litany of mind-breaking grief—Zol, Zenna…
 
• • •
 
The ship bucked on its thrusters. Kinnor shoved the throttle rod forward and wished he had Jahana’s fingertip controls. He needed comm now, not whenever Wind found it. As he pushed for altitude, stars seemed to drop through the narrow viewport. He held course and mentally probed the beaded console. Several more circuits were epsilon locked. Ordnance, of course. He thrust at them again, but the subtronics didn’t respond. He couldn’t touch shields or any of his armament, including the catchfield. The combat package was sealed behind a lock so powerful that it would take…
It would take fusion, of course. Jahana had made sure no one could use this ship’s weapons or shields—or even breathe for long—unless she sat in the big chair behind him, holding the current open. No wonder she’d wanted him to use up the cased ayin! He clenched it between his shins and took a deep breath. Then another one, because the first one didn’t help. He hadn’t realized how dizzy he was getting. He raised the vac suit to his face again and sucked hard, then called, “Comm?”
Almost, Wind answered subvocally as he refilled his lungs. I’m going to send to all frequencies. I do have some sensors.
“And?” Come on, talk to me, he thought without sending, don’t make me ask!
There’s something big up in orbit. It’s headed toward us.
“Sunton,” he guessed.
There was a hesitation. Actually, she sent, I don’t think it’s big enough.
“Dardy has two destroyers in orbit. Probably one of those.” Shields were becoming critical. He thrust at the epsilon lock again. Nothing happened.
And Kinnor, we’re getting a lot of falling debris.
He craned his neck toward her monitor to see how soon they could be in a destroyer’s targeting range. Between them, Ze’en had slumped against his flight harness. “Hey,” Kinnor said sharply. They could all grieve later. “Only one of you had to survive. Help us.”
Ze’en opened his eyes and showed him a soul boiling with agony. Wind exclaimed, Kinnor, they’re in bereavement shock! Don’t you understand?
This was no time to argue. “Forget everything else,” he told Wind. “Hail Baseline.” Then he dove back into the circuitry, trying to bypass Jahana’s subtronic lock. He didn’t want to try fusion too soon or hold it too long. He was already tired, and he wanted a shot at those barges with the ship’s catchfield.
He couldn’t find any other way in, though, and they were running out of time. He relinquished his mental turn for another deep breath, reminding himself as he glanced down at the metal case, If I try to kill anyone, will it destroy me? It amplified deadly intent—
Father learned to use it, he argued. To protect Mother. And us.
Yes, but Mother…remember what it did to her!
 
• • •
 
Rava Haworth lay beside a rocky overhang, staring at the stars, keeping her bronchi constricted and her muscles twitchless. She didn’t need to worry about oxygen debt aftereffects this time. Red had dropped her just outside a minor airlock and then made sure she understood he was locking it when he went back indoors.
So she saw the blue-green ship arch skyward and felt the ground shake under its thrusters. The ghoul woman couldn’t have made it down to her gene lab and back up to the hangar this quickly, right? Surely it was Wind and her man on board that big disk. Hurry! she wanted to cry. Get out of here, girl!
Something else streaked down out of the sky, something with arms and legs that impact turned to dust and a glint of molten gold. Not “something,” she scolded herself. That was a Sunton casualty. For half a moment, she wished Mikuhr had atmosphere, so these people might burn out hot and brilliant instead of freezing solid to shatter on impact. But with atmosphere, this wouldn’t have been Mikuhr.
As the blue-green ship vanished over the horizon, she drew her anger into a hard knot and fondled it, looking for the strength to spit at death. She almost wished she could stand up and stride out into the open. Maybe some falling Sentinel would vaporize her too. It would be quicker.
Finding that she didn’t want “quick,” she laughed at herself. We cling tighter to life every decade, don’t we? Who in the Whorl was she talking to? Wind’s god, maybe. Hey, she continued, since it felt better than waiting and wincing as casualties fell, take care of my girl. Wind had blown into Baseline like a breeze from green Thyrica. Maybe the girl and her Sentinel had found a few minutes of happiness down there in his cell, despite Jahana’s maneuvering. Maybe they’d get away.
Another irregular object plummeted, hit, and disintegrated. Rava guessed she was right inside the debris field. The stun burst was wearing off, and that knot of anger helped her work up the courage to slide away from the stony overhang. Odds were still good that she wouldn’t get hit, and this rain of debris—bodies, metal, chunks of frozen volatiles—was a spectacular sight. You came here from a rainy world, she told the nearby dust smudge. How’s your sense of irony, Gold-star boy?
Her own sense of irony was torturing her. She’d been a lackey for Golden City elite, then a sometimes collaborator with Occupation force Sentinels. It was tempting to shake her fist and ask, What about ruling the Whorl? What about created for leadership? How many of us were really going to rule, Jahana?
A metal slab missed her by an arm’s length. This one was big enough to blast a black cloud up from the surface and sprinkle her suit with rocky cinders. She stretched out on her back and wondered whether some spiritual commander, one more unwanted Occupation Governor, was out there watching it all. It couldn’t hurt to ask. How about a little compassion? she subvocalized.
Actually, she decided, this would be a fairly merciful way to end, compared with some of the deaths she’d seen inside the Golden City. She would simply watch those diamond stars blink out at the edge of her vision, then fade toward the center.
Idiot, she told herself. The dust’s going to wreck your view.
 
• • •
 
Ellet Dardy’s worst nightmare had boiled up out of Qe’leb’s second shaft, a spacecraft with specs she’d never seen. “Deepspace capable,” a tech pronounced. With Sunton lost, they’d had to switch over to sensor satellite feed.
“Armament?” Damalcon eyed the mid-room display column.
“Hard to say, sir,” the tech told him. “Shields and armament inactive.”
“They can put more power into the drive that way.” Damalcon barely glanced over his shoulder at Ellet. They were trapped here. They would die together here. But in just a few minutes, that bogey would try to activate slip-shields and escape. Their short-range fighters were vectoring to engage, though. “First pass in point-six minutes,” Damalcon said aloud, and he assured Ellet subvocally, Tambren still has two Arrowhead missiles. We’ll get it.
Ellet drew a deep breath, calling on years of training and emotional control. She had given her life to serving humanity. Everyone faced death eventually, and many got a good, long look before it arrived, just as she and Damalcon were getting. However, if renegade Mikuhrans escaped to start over somewhere else, her death today would be pointless. Tambren, their destroyer now plunging out of orbit, originally was armed to destroy underground installations. Qe’leb had been too deep for those Arrowhead missiles to reach. Surely, though, no ship had particle shields strong enough to stop a planet-piercing warhead.
“Zero point five minutes,” the tech called.
 
• • •
 
Kinnor’s peripheral vision tracked the parallel streaks on Wind’s display. Why didn’t those idiots put Sensors next to the pilot? Those were short-range fighters, and he needed shields. He braced his right elbow against the console to steady his hand on the steering rod. Fully opening his mind, he reached down and stroked the silver box. Something awoke inside it, something with less of a mind than a newborn animal. He reached out with his inner sense and touched it.
The universe imploded. He was both inside and outside the Fury, vast and invincible. Intercept fighters vectored toward him, piloted by Sentinels intent on destroying him. Inside his own cockpit, each clone was a nexus of anguish that he automatically shielded against. Wind Haworth…he didn’t dare send even a flicker of awareness toward her, or she would draw him in like a sensual whirlpool.
He sensed a dark fire in his own soul, a devourer that wanted to destroy him—everything that existed—from out of its eternal stronghold. Hot and seductive, sensual and agonized, it beckoned him into black flame and nothingness. If all else failed, he could unleash this power on those other pilots, call them into the maelstrom, destroy them—
Then he came to his senses. No deadly intent! That was how fusion killed the user. It was no tool. It was a monster, and he already despised and adored it. Clinging to trained discipline, he focused a gust of this power storm onto those lock circuits. Something like a stopper popped open, and instantly, sizzling energy poured out all around his ship’s hull. The Sentinel fighters soared in. They poured down alien energy, trying to overload these shields, tuning their beams to test his defenses, and he toyed with them, letting Fury’s energy envelope weaken for an instant before bringing up another tsunami of power. He was mammoth, inhuman, invulnerable.
But killingly weary. He could barely catch a breath and cling to his inward mental turn. Darkness called him deeper, taunting and distracting him. You are dark fire, full of hatred and bitterness. You are a destroyer. You, Kinnor Caldwell. This is your heritage—
He thrust it aside, angrily remembering the barges and Fury’s catchfields, and he shoved the throttle forward. There was something to destroy!
Hold the mental turn, he commanded himself. His parents had learned to keep using fusion for as long as they turned toward the epsilon carrier—unless their strength ran out first. Hold the turn…
As he accelerated skyward, he became aware of a prickling presence back down on the planet’s surface, a flicker of the same fire inside him, lit from the same source. Startled, he flattened the steering rod against the bulkhead, bringing the Fury about in a hard starboard turn as he shouted, “Kiel!”
 
• • •
 
Wind’s stomach lurched into her throat. Kiel? The Na’marr was here? Stars turned to streaks in the visible slice of sky, then flashed up as the ship dove. She had finally managed to open the comm board, and an all-frequencies indicator flashed on her console. She yanked the hood off her vac suit and leaned hard forward. This drop was overloading the ship’s gravidics, pushing her shoulders against harness straps.
“Baseline Settlement,” she said. She gasped down a deep breath. The air was still thin, her stomach in full rebellion. “Baseline Settlement, hold fire! This is Na’da Wind Haworth, and Captain Caldwell is piloting. He’s going to divert those barges. Baseline, do you hear me?” That was the wrong lingo, but she hoped they would understand. “Governor Dardy, it’s me, Wind. Please respond, Inport!”
The pause seemed to stretch for minutes, but it was probably just seconds before she heard an unfamiliar voice. “Unidentified ship, this is Inport at Baseline Settlement. You are in restricted space and will be destroyed.”
Chilled, Wind leaned toward the console and shouted, “Baseline Settlement, this is Na’da Wind Haworth, and Captain Kinnor Caldwell is piloting. We have escaped from Qe’leb and are …” What was the military term? “We’re trying to get away and help you!”
Baseline didn’t answer. Held up by his harness straps, Ze’en shook his head. Or was it lolling? She stretched out toward him and sensed disconnected thoughts: Jahana wouldn’t have talked…kill everyone…liberate us from physical existence.
Just beyond the grief and agony of Ze’en, Kinnor was terrifying to look at. Energy streamed off him, almost into the visual range, and her inner shields weren’t strong enough to protect her mind from the onslaught he had become. His vac suit had fallen off his lap and was sliding along the deck. Near the top of her sensor board, the destroyer’s ominous blip was getting smaller again. She glanced back over her shoulder. Down on the deck, Zeph had uncurled from his fetal tuck, but he slid to one side as the ship’s course changed.
Then she realized what Ze’en had tried to tell her. “Governor Dardy,” she called, “Jahana is not on board. Repeat, Jahana is not on board. Please hold fire!”
 
• • •
 
Ellet stared at the incoming ship, now descending to evade Tambren’s firing range. According to the topmost sensor image, there was a fusion user on board that big ship, the deadliest threat of all to their children’s survival. Without Sunton’s RIA capacity, they could not be sure Jahana was not in command.
Sensors had positively IDd Wind Haworth’s voiceprint, but Wind was officially a deserter, and Sensors said there were at least two other persons on board. Even Kinnor could have transmitted a Federate evacuation code and not triggered a stand-down now. Jahana might force Kinnor to send an all-clear while driving that big ship’s weaponry inside Baseline’s perimeter. Jahana wouldn’t leave anyone alive to come after her.
Why bother? Ellet wondered. Those barges would come boiling out of slip-state in exactly ten minutes and impact the surface just a few minutes later. Damalcon stood near the sensor pillar, stroking the stubble on his chin, his emotions harder than stone on the pair bond. This time, he was steeling himself to take his beloved bondmate down with him, along with all his forces. Tambren had just shot down three small craft that had launched south of here. If Damalcon had any doubt about Kinnor and Wind, he would not hesitate to take them too.
Fusion! She hadn’t seen this kind of power light up the life-sign sensors in twenty-two years. The fighter pair split east-west and circled back for another attack run at it. Meanwhile, the Tambren dropped. Those barges were on course too, aimed to impact almost on top of Baseline Settlement. If not for that tiny, inexplicable course adjustment two hours ago, they would be dead already.
Damalcon spoke into his collar mike. “Unidentified ship, we cannot confirm Jahana’s presence or absence. We have lost RIA capacity, and you are using proscribed technology.” Ellet approved the way he avoided naming fusion technology, in case someone else picked up his broadcast. “You will not be permitted to leave Mikuhran space.”
Wind’s panicked voice filled the command/control room. “Kinnor’s keeping our shields up! He can’t drop them unless you hold fire!”
It’s not shooting back at the intercept fighters, Ellet pointed out privately.
Damalcon nodded. Even that could be camouflage. We have to take them, Ellet.
 
• • •
 
Wind thumbed her touchboard. This control had brought up the sensor screens, and she tried to widen its field. Baseline had lost RIA capacity? Was this hideous rain of debris the Sunton and everything—everyone—on board?
Something she couldn’t reach started to buzz, a high-pitched, deadly noise she couldn’t ignore, but the thing that had been Kinnor Caldwell sat gripping his controls, steering with both eyes shut.
The comm unit came alive. The brusque voice she heard wasn’t addressing her: “Baseline, this is Tambren. We have missile lock. Request authorization to fire.”
Their particle shields would stop conventional missiles, and their energy shields should hold against laser attack for as long as Kinnor could hold his turn. Ze’en was wailing again, and she wished she could comfort him. Whatever Jahana and Tamím had done to him, bereavement shock was eating Ze’en alive.
She glanced at Kinnor again. Hang on, she thought at him. Hang on, for Kiel’s sake!
 



 
CHAPTER 26
Kinnor felt his brother taking breaths that were as short and shallow as his own. Was this the twin link everyone talked about? The inner fire of fusion, much closer to his point of consciousness, sang of despair and the power to kill, while his brother’s flicker faded toward peaceful oblivion. Breathe, he commanded, trying to turn fusion into voice-command. Breathe. We’re almost there.
Voice-command took energy, though. Again, he nearly lost the conscious inward turn that connected him with all this power. An irritating howl-buzz fed the flames, demanding attention. He vaguely recognized a missile-lock alarm. They had been targeted. He must not lose particle shields, but he would have to drop them to take Kiel on board, if they could land close enough.
Opening his eyes, he glanced at the sensor board, recalculated his vector, and accelerated again. Someone was trying to subvocalize at him. Stop, he wanted to scream. The last thing he wanted was conversation. Leave me alone! He almost overshot the flicker that was Kiel. He yanked back his throttle, counting on engine reversal to decelerate hard. The ship plunged, bumped on a landing strut, and tottered. Then the port side clanked against stone, and the cabin listed to the left. At the corner of his vision, a black blur appeared and vanished. Another rose up over him. He sensed the warm, floral savor of Na’da Haworth.
It was the worst landing of his life, and they still couldn’t take Kiel on board, not with particle shields up. But he couldn’t drop them yet. “Wind,” he gasped, “tell Dardy.” Another gasp. “Don’t authorize. Kiel’s out there.”
The black blur moved away. Dark flames swirled in its place. He heard Wind’s voice, but he couldn’t concentrate on what she said. Dark fire licked up inside him. He understood, now, how fusion could have burned a hole in his mother’s brain. Wind was speaking again, trying to cover his face with something heavy and black. Drop the particle shields? —Yes, and breathe…he must breathe. The bridge darkened. Stars circled his console.
 
• • •
 
Wind heard General Dardy’s response to her transmission. “Tambren,” he said, “hold fire unless that ship lifts off. If it does, take it.” Kinnor collapsed against his harness straps, and she panicked. It did kill him! She grabbed the vac suit he’d let slide away, and she held its air pack up to his face. Wrapping a hand around his throat, she found his pulse and breathed a fervent Thank you.
But they were no good to Baseline sitting here shieldless, and now, there wasn’t time enough to get back there and evacuate anyone. She could only hope that after Baseline was destroyed, the Tambren would let them go.
Yet Baseline was about to be destroyed! The Sentinels were determined to end the Old Mikuhran menace for all time, and the Tallan Federates were ready to sacrifice the Thyrian Sentinels in order to finish the job. After what she’d seen inside Qe’leb, she understood their terror.
She stared at Kinnor, sweaty hair flattened around his face, still wearing his midnight blues, proudly—she guessed—refusing to cover up his uniform with a vac suit. She shuddered, imagining what the dust cloud would look like, roiling toward Fury’s viewport. “Well done,” she whispered, wanting to stroke his forehead.
She was reaching toward him when a labored mechanical groan came from down ship. Where were Zeph and Ze’en? She hustled down the tilting passway to investigate. The brothers stood beside the airlock, clinging to each others’ shoulders like drowning men. Ramp’s redlighted, Zeph sent, and profound grief darkened the subvocalization. Probably damaged.
We’ll jump. Wind led into the airlock, then slapped crosshatched panels until the inner hatch shut and her suit ballooned with air loss. The moment the outer hatch opened, she leaped out. Fortunately, the airlock wasn’t on the tilted ship’s high side.
Two suited bodies lay on the ground several meters away, as if they’d fallen with Sunton debris. Zeph also jumped down, but Ze’en stayed in the lock. A gleaming Federate fighter, silent and black against the stars, took a fast, low pass. It held fire, but Wind fought despair as it circled back. They couldn’t shield, couldn’t catchfield any barges, couldn’t even take off. She could only bring Kinnor’s brother to him.
Stumbling to a halt over the first suited body, she stared down at it. She didn’t recognize the face inside the hood, and his air-supply sensor had already gone black, so she stepped over him and knelt down beside the other man. It was Na’marr Kiel, so much like his brother but so unlike: squarer face, lighter hair. His sensor gleamed red, but it hadn’t gone black. The misshapen chest of his vac suit rose and fell. Kiel? she sent. Na’marr Caldwell?
Zeph knelt and got his arms around Kiel. Wind helped him hoist the limp body onto one shoulder. Who’s the other man? she sent Zeph, not really expecting a coherent answer.
Zeph glanced down. Tamím, he exclaimed subvocally, seemingly roused by his hateful scorn. Looks like he got what he deserved. Leave him.
Chak Asar’s missing friend? Wind hesitated. The man was dead. They couldn’t help him. But wasn’t he important?
They were running out of minutes, though. Wind hurried behind Zeph back to the blue-green disk. At least the brothers might see each other one last time, if she could wake them both up. She wished she might have said good-bye to her Dowda. Ze’en leaned out. He hauled Kiel on board and reached for her hand. Zeph boosted her from behind.
 
• • •
 
There was no kaleidoscope now, just a gradual return to a world Kiel had thought he’d left. His chest hurt. Someone bent over him, nudging the edge of his mind.
His hood was off, and the oval face startled him. “Wind Haworth?” Kiel looked around frantically. They were inside a poorly pressurized airlock. Beyond one hatch, he saw the open passway of an unknown ship. “Wind, are we still on Mikuhr? There are barges coming—”
“We know.” The Na’da’s hood was off too. She held a black bundle against his chest. “Breathe,” she ordered, her eyes red as if she’d been weeping. “The Sunton’s destroyed, and we’ll be shot down if we take off. But Kinnor’s on board. We’ll take you to him.”
That loose suit’s air emitter blew cold air onto his neck. He stretched toward it and inhaled. His emotional sense was as sensitive as a wound, and he felt her anguish clearly.
Sunton destroyed, yes. And this must be the blue-green ship Tamím had showed him. “Was that Kinnor? Is he alive? Is Tamím dead?”
She nodded. “Yes. Your brother’s here, and that other man…he’s gone.”
Spun by relief and tragedy, and roused by fresh air, he abruptly remembered something else Tamím had shown him: a barge tug, a captain, a series of numbers the shadow never would have chanted if it had foreseen this future. “Code,” he exclaimed, scrambling toward his feet.
Wind gripped his right arm. “What?”
He leaned against her, grateful for her support and the grip-soled military boots he still wore. Together they lurched up the sloping passway. “The barge tug captain has two sets of sealed orders. He’ll open one of them the minute they leave slip-state. There’s a numerical code—it could give Baseline time to evacuate. Can you transmit?”
“Yes,” she cried, tugging him harder, “but I don’t know our range. Maybe General Dardy can relay!”
 
• • •
 
Ellet stood holding her breath. Incredibly, sensors had positively IDd the new voice on the comm as her son-in-law Kiel. Damalcon had given that code to a comm tech. If Jahana really was not on board that ship—Damalcon must decide, now—the tech would relay Kiel’s code the moment those barges left slip-state.
“I haven’t gotten a good look,” Kiel finished transmitting, sounding hoarse and exhausted, “but Na’da Haworth says we’re deepspace capable. I think we’ll hold several hundred evacuees, if we can recharge the air and if most of us travel in tardema-sleep. Please, have your forces stand down. We’ve lost shielding capacity. And Kinnor’s going to need medical help.”
There was no way those barges could miss the planet now…and they would hit before Kiel could possibly get to Baseline. Worse, if that code didn’t change the impact point, the dust cloud would cover Baseline before he could even get here in that ship. Most crucially, the possibility that Jahana was on board kept Tambren on missile lock. Had she been keeping Kiel prisoner all along, maybe on board that very ship? Was she now trying her most desperate trick?
Robbed of Sunton’s sensors, the Sentinels had to fall back on human judgment. Ellet glanced at Damalcon, who stood behind the comm tech, bracing his arms against the back of her chair, staring over her shoulder at another multiple monitor. The undertones in Kiel’s voice were right—Damalcon would feel her certainty on the pair bond, but he would also feel her confidence in his trained ability to make life-and-death decisions. She steeled herself, and though she kept her eyes open, the world seemed to drain of color and life. She couldn’t help reminding him, They’re both on that ship. Our granddaughters’ father and uncle.
He answered, And Jahana, the woman who would destroy them?
She followed his stare back to the sensor screen. The fusion source had winked out. If that were Kinnor in command, why hadn’t he tried to communicate, using the fusion energy?
Because it was Kinnor, of course. And would that ship have landed, dropped shields, and held fire, with a renegade Mikuhran in command?
Damalcon bowed his head.
Then something struck her, too small and too embarrassing to speak aloud. Would a trained regular pilot, she asked, under Jahana’s command, have damaged the landing struts?
Damalcon’s head came up. Kinnor wouldn’t have, either, under normal circumstances. He spoke into his collar mike. “Confirm that, Na’marr Caldwell. All forces, this is Inport. Stand down. Kiel, we’ll get a pilot to you quickly. We’ll fly you in.”
Colors—black and silver, flesh tones and midnight blue—seemed to refill the room. Ellet knew what Kiel would say even before he answered. “General Dardy, no Caldwell grows up without learning to fly. Send Captain Mattún that code, and I’ll get this ship to you.”
Moments later, the blur of on-screen calculations on the top sensor board winked out. The Federate convoy had left slip-state and reentered normal space. Six enormous elongated boxes and a blunt-nosed tug ship appeared in their place. The impact point shone on one display as a brilliant red triangle, less than a klick from Baseline, the barges’ calculated moment of arrival in twelve-point-eight minutes. The dust would bury them in sixteen-point-one. Seeing this was like looking down a cannon.
“Go,” Damalcon ordered. The young comm tech started reading numbers. Ellet stared at displays, silently praying. Her own soft breaths sounded to her like rumbling ground quakes.
On that sensor board, the red triangle bumped a tenth of a degree north. There was another bump, then a gradual northward creep. Time to impact rose through thirteen minutes to fourteen. The dust’s arrival at Baseline crept past one hour, and one of her own aides whooped. Ellet heard an unfamiliar voice. “Sunton and Baseline Settlement, this is Captain T.A. Mattún on board the Federate tug ship Deep Anchor, relaying an evacuation order….”
Her head whirled with urgent new responsibilities. They had one unknown ship coming in with Kiel in command, hopefully with room for every surviving Sentinel and a few refugees. There was a tug ship coming too, but what would happen when the Federates realized they’d been tricked? Better for her people not to be caught on board the Deep Anchor. Using her handheld on voice mode, she sent orders to aides, scattering them throughout the tower, gathering supplies. The dust’s arrival time at Baseline Settlement stopped changing at 2.97 hours to evacuate.
Motion outside the broad windows caught her attention. Six enormous rectangular hulls streaked over the settlement’s pillowy surface, one behind another, hurtling north. Damalcon ordered a final, planet-wide evac alert. Ellet stayed close to him, bathing in the hope and fear that resonated crazily on their pair bond.
A tech cried, “Barges down!” The ground shock hit Baseline a moment later, and then came a second shock as the unstable world quivered back. Satellite imagery went to the top of the pillar, showing a dark brown cloud boiling up out of the new impact crater.
“Baseline, this is six-one-two.” The hovership transmitting that message had to be fairly close. Ellet leaned toward the comm station, listening. “I’m seeing one female alive in the debris field, near the Qe’leb site,” the voice said. “No beacon, but I’m thinking she was put outside as punishment. Potential intelligence resource. Permission to retrieve?”
As Damalcon gave permission, Ellet realized they would have to leave dozens of Sunton casualties behind. Those bodies were already ice and dust, but their families would have liked to honor them, rather than letting the Federates bury them here—or the Mikuhrans scatter them in space.
“Go on downlevel.” Damalcon touched her hand. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Sounds like Kinnor’s in deep shock, and who knows what happened to Kiel. We’re not home yet.”
No, she returned, tucking her handheld under one arm. But we’re on our way.
 
• • •
 
The brocade cloths on Stone House’s altar were often laid out like this, red over green, over blue, for mortal danger. Tiala Caldwell knelt at her station, the vigil half done. On her left the World Window was dark, but altar candles and a dozen wall sconces gave the interior a fragrant glow. She reached down for her water cup, sipped, then turned back to the altar.
In the front row, Avva Hoston’s back was a long, thin curve over his own elbow rests. Surely he had knelt here, years ago, as her father and mother had fought for their lives on Mikuhr. Maybe even when they met. When tonight’s danger ended, he would walk into the alcove beyond the altar, receive news, and dismiss them all to breakfast or their beds.
She clasped her hands on her warm padded rail. Under her bare toes and soft robes, radiant heat wafted up through the floor. Help Kiel, she urged the One she adored. Help and guide him. His heart is so tender, so anxious to care for others. If he falls, it will surely be out of love. Blessed One, isn’t that better than trying to protect a purity we can’t claim anyway? You love us because you love, not because we serve. And it is so hard to know how to serve you sometimes, Beloved. Thank you…for the times when you do make it easier. As she prayed, weariness swept through her mind and a faint doubt slithered into her heart. Did she really believe she could carry out what she’d secretly promised?
This wasn’t the first time she had worried. Resisting now, she recited an ancient Adoration before she looked around again. She could keep up this rhythm for hours: Exhale prayer, inhale praise, let the strength of her Tekkumah family flow through her like a heartbeat. Dear old Em’gadol knelt up front, with an eight-pointed star pieced of offworld satins on the back of her prayer robes. The old woman had told her, years ago, that many people here once thought Kiel might be the One they awaited…
Not my brother. My child. Almost of its own accord, Tiala’s left hand fluttered down and rested over her abdomen. The power behind the universe was making a home inside her, and she thought she could guess the Holy One’s timing. Shamarr Lo Dickin, the Sentinels’ spiritual head, was the last living descendant of the priest who had brought them to Thyrica. And at nearly a hundred years old, Shamarr Dickin would soon die. The Holy One’s ways with his people were about to change.
At the same time, the Whorl was turning against them. Maybe Kiel must be broken tonight, so his scars would be stronger—his stand firmer—as the universe changed—
A sudden blaze lit the chapel, as if the altar cloths had caught fire. Blinking, Tiala clenched her elbow rest and thought half-coherently, But they don’t come in here. They come into the war room—to Avva Hoston—
The brilliance rose up over the altar, a small sun so bright that she had to look away. Stand, she heard in her mind, all of you.
She rocked forward, raising both hands to protect her eyes. Robes rustled around her. The others were splashes of color against the shadows they cast.
They return, the words sang in her mind, not unscathed, but not defeated. In a fresh flow of images, Tiala saw that Kiel’s fall had, in fact, been sorrowful. He had betrayed his God and stepped boldly off the Path—but facing death, he had stepped onto it again, stripped of pride and  knowing how deeply he too needed mercy…and that her other brother Kinnor had rescued him.
Of course! She glanced around. Her brothers and sisters stretched their backs and legs, smiling. Apparently the Bright One told everyone here, simultaneously, what the outcome had been.
The surprises rolled on. Finally dimming, the brilliance took human shape. Tiala lowered her arms to stare. Hands that seemed made of pure light removed the altar cloths. They returned to the stone slab the green one, which always laid the foundation for celebration. For small joys, red would come next, followed by blue. Blue over green, with red on top, commemorated a hard-won fight, and Tiala expected it.
But the Bright One laid both aside, leaving the pure green brocade of rejoicing in new life, a child’s birth. Ancient eyes fell warmly on Tiala. Audible words reverberated off the stone walls. As it addressed Emma, Tiala could not tell whether the voice spoke or sang. Em’gadol, Tiala must do no more night vigils, not until the night that will alter creation. You all share the privilege, now, of meeting the needs of someone who has never known need before.
The Bright One walked closer on feet that looked human. Light curled away from its face like a sun’s corona, and it sank onto light-robed knees just beyond Tiala’s elbow rest. It stared into her face with a look of wonder, gratitude, and pity that Tiala would remember as long as she lived: its brilliant eyes wide, its brow smooth and flawless. In a voice stronger than thunder and warmer than a new kipret’s pelt, it sang, Tell them.
Then it was gone.



 
CHAPTER 27
Wind stood in the Fury’s cockpit as Governor Dardy’s medic examined Kinnor and ordered him put in medical stasis for transport. Another officer drafted her to help load emergency foodstuffs. Twelve minutes before the dust cloud buried Baseline Settlement, Fury took off again, fully crewed and with its holds overloaded, its air modification apparatus hunted down and reprogrammed, and its cabins crowded with Sentinels lying head to toe in self-induced hibernation.
Wind had been granted an ordnance station. “Not that I want to shoot anything,” she’d told General Dardy, “but I would love a last glimpse of my home world.”
Now, as acceleration pushed her sideways, she stared down into a murky hurricane. Overhead, beneath the debris cloud that had been Sunton, one of the catchfielded asteroids was already plummeting, its orbit decayed by the explosion. She watched, grimly fascinated, as the Fury rose high above Mikuhr’s black surface. Stars appeared over the shrinking horizon, and by the wan light of the Zed star, craters and mountain chains vanished into dusty murk.
She wiped a tear off her cheek, wishing she might have saved one leaf from all the saplings she’d planted. She laid her head on her arms and shut her eyes for a moment. If they really need ordnance, they’ll replace me here….
They woke her up as the shuttle reached orbit. It docked briefly in orbit with shuttles from the destroyers and General Dardy’s small freighter. Unlike the other Mikuhrans on board, she was not required to report for unconscious transshipping to the freighter. But as that shuttle load gathered outside the airlock and Governor Dardy’s medic moved down the line, Wind spotted a flash of green robes. Dowda? she exclaimed, sending through the crowd. How did you get here?
At the back of her mind she heard, Jahana spaced me in a suit. I caught a ride with a Gold-star boy.
Wind felt warm with relief. Dowda, I’m so glad.
The Dowda’s long black hair made sweaty tendrils over her face as she curled one side of her lip. Your Governor charged me a pretty high fare. I’ve already been access questioned.
Wind spread her hands. And did she treat you more respectfully than Jahana did?
The medic had reached Dowda Haworth. She sent, simply, Look me up when you can, girl.
The moment their loads were equalized, all four ships accelerated into slip-state —Fury, Tambren, the other destroyer Tierna, and the freighter that would carry refugees. Mikuhr was far behind them before Deep Anchor’s captain Mattún could discover that his coded order came not from Regional Command but from the people some Federates wanted him to kill.
After a much longer, blessedly longer sleep, Wind answered a summons to a small cabin near Fury’s main airlock, where Governor Dardy personally debriefed her. The Governor’s hair had lost some of its sheen, and the lines on her face looked deeper than Wind remembered. When the Governor finished the uncomfortable mind-access, she thanked Wind “for helping to end a long, painful episode in our people’s histories.”
Or had she said peoples’? Wind couldn’t tell from hearing. Actually, she liked the ambiguity. From now on, they were both one people.
But they had been two. She separated the ancient disks from her crystal souvenir and tucked the keepsake back into her pocket. As she explained the shimmering disks to Governor Dardy, the older woman’s eyes widened. Gratified, Wind gave them to her. “Thank you,” Governor Dardy whispered, fingering one smooth surface. “These are priceless. I will make sure they are carefully examined.”
Seizing the moment, Wind leaned against the cabin’s metal bulkhead and asked, “Why could Jahana use fusion so freely? Kinnor ended up in shock.”
The Governor turned a disk over and over on one palm. “According to your Dowda, she had quite a bit of technology inside that headpiece. Plus, Kinnor held the fusion a long, long time. I’m not sure how. I’ll have to ask him.”
Naturally, Wind reflected, the fusion issue would create one more barrier between their peoples.
“I am sorry, Wind.” Governor Dardy closed her hand on the disks. “This is the end of your life dream. Still, you served well. If we hadn’t found out about Qe’leb until months or years later, Jahana might have attacked Tallis. It isn’t always strength that triumphs. In fact, what convinced General Dardy that Jahana wasn’t on board this ship was the fact that Kinnor damaged the landing struts.”
Wind laughed softly, but she caught a dark glance from Governor Dardy. The old outsider heartsickness washed over her again. They knew now that she was his legal wife, and why.
On the other hand, she’d done her best under difficult circumstances. She had nothing to be ashamed of. “I would appreciate it,” Wind said, “if you kept our marriage confidential a little longer. It was not generally broadcast, was it?”
“It was not. Confidentiality would be wise, Na’da Haworth. We will deal fairly with you, I promise.”
That interview seemed to end Wind’s shipboard obligations. A few hours later, looking for a cup of kass, she spotted Na’marr Kiel sitting at a galley table, gathering up his small squares of brocade. “How strange,” she said softly, sitting down with her back against a bulkhead, “to finally get to talk with you now. I suppose that by trying to convince my people to communicate with yours, I played right into the hands of Federates who were afraid we all would unite.”
“Ironic, isn’t it?” He wrapped the red cloth of grief around the others and pocketed them. “And finally, I can be grateful to people like Kinnor and Shel, who try to protect the peacemakers. Our bodyguard was one of the family. She’ll be missed.”
The regretful tone in his voice startled her. “But you and Kinnor aren’t friendly, are you?”
He shook his head. “I would die for him, but…no, we have not been kind to each other. Maybe that will change now.”
“I can’t believe they didn’t let you two talk before they put him in travel stasis,” she murmured.
He looked at her strangely. She kept her shields strong, but evidently, he was adept at reading emotions. “Ah,” he said. “That stubbornness makes him hard to befriend, doesn’t it?” Wind tried not to react, but he rested a hand on her shoulder. “My brother is a lonely man,” he said. “I’m one of the people who shaped his anger.”
She took a long look at this young priest she’d admired from afar. If anything, he resembled the clones even more closely than Kinnor did: the blue eyes, the slightly squared face, the softer chin. Something was deeply strange about the way he looked back at her, somewhere between frightened and grateful. “Are you all right?” she asked.
His chin drooped. “It is good to be with…humans again,” he said. “I must have been spared so that others could be saved. And warned. We all fall short, daily, but …” He told a startling story, and she listened dumbfounded. “I was caught in full disobedience at the end,” he murmured, “absolutely guilty. I did something that was clearly and specifically forbidden, thinking that my secret knowledge excused me from obedience. It’s an ancient lie.”
“Na’marr Kiel,” she said, “don’t be ridiculous. You were trying to resist a personality so old and powerful that it frightens me even to think about it.” That was no exaggeration. She wiped her damp palm on one hip of the loose shipboards she’d been issued. “The enemy must have thought very highly of you, to bother attacking you personally.”
“Well,” he said, rubbing his face, “I proved that I’m not what he feared. And I want to believe that Tamím broke free, at the end.”
Had the dead clones broken free? she wondered. She would not know in this lifetime. At least Zeph and Ze’en, traveling in stasis, would be treated compassionately. “I’m sorry.” She spoke gently. “We might have had time to run back and get Tamím. But he was already dead, and the barges were coming.”
“If he truly escaped,” Kiel said, “he’ll wait peacefully there on Mikuhr for Boh-Dabar to renew the worlds.”
 
• • •
 
Four days later, Fury and the other Thyrian ships made orbit at Procyel II, where the Sentinels had built their sanctuary. In the crush and confusion of shuttling down to Hesed House, everyone seemed too busy to question Wind’s right to be there. A woman with ash-brown hair, and a baby and toddler in tow, greeted Na’marr Kiel with such a passionate embrace that a sanctuary aide quickly led them to the privacy suite like a honeymoon couple, while others took the giggling children inside for dinner. Wind thought it a fitting respite after all Kiel had been through. Later, he could reestablish his status in the community.
Governor Dardy escorted Wind to the Sanctuary Master’s office and transferred Wind’s services to him. Master Dabarrah, tall but stooped with age, accepted the transfer from behind a broad desk. After formal introductions, he said, “Look at this, both of you. I recorded it yesterday. I am so sorry.”
A monitor set into the desktop lit with the framing logo of one of Tallis’s major newsnets. As a bleak background image appeared, a newsnetter spoke blandly. “Dust covers a significant portion of Mikuhr’s planetary surface, rapidly hardening over the now abandoned Sentinel base. This new crater, left by one of the former defense asteroids, provides today’s most spectacular image.” The image zoomed aside. Wind saw an almost perfectly circular bowl, rimmed with black stone and pulverized black-brown dust. Rays of reflective ejecta—molten and re-hardened volcanic glass, perhaps—had spewed out onto the planet.
My home! her heart cried. It no longer even exists.
“The Shuhr menace,” the newsnetter continued, “is now considered to be ended for good, and the occupying Sentinel force’s futile effort to convert a few souls is officially declared abandoned.”
The monitor blanked. “End of story.” Master Dabarrah pressed his palms together. “Again, I am sorry.”
Governor Dardy frowned and shook her head. “Thank you. It’s good to…know what civilians are saying. He just…didn’t need to seem so…pleased about it.”
Wind shielded herself against Governor Dardy’s anguish, wondering where Governor and General Dardy would go now.
Folding his hands on his desk’s surface, the Sanctuary Master waited until Governor Dardy had left them. “Stay with us, Wind,” Master Dabarrah said, “until you and Kinnor can adjudge your connaturality. If it is not full-depth, we will send you to Thyrica within a few weeks with our thanks and all blessings. In the meantime, you are one of us. This means, of course,” he added, and those aged eyes sparkled, “that you will enter the task rotation immediately. And I’m grateful for a temporary assistant.”
She spent the next two days helping his staff settle people into emergency quarters, now and then overhearing snippets of frantic messages to the Sentinels’ home world, Regional Command, and High Command at Elysia. Master Dabarrah conducted a Shekkah service on the second afternoon, honoring the fallen. He called Kinnor a hero, of course—but he also thanked half a dozen others, including Kiel and the Dardys. To Wind’s deep satisfaction, he named her last of all.
That afternoon, she ended up in the kitchens peeling snow-apples. After the third dinner seating, the communal courtyard smelled like rich soup, brown bread, and fresh pastry. Though the work and the food had healing qualities, a deep ache dulled her spirit. Master Dabarrah had been more than gracious, but she must settle things with Kinnor soon, and go on with her life. There might still be people on Thyrica who remembered her, and the Dowda would probably end up there. She strolled out onto the white stone commons pavement, where she found a place to stand and stare at ripples on the underground lake, with its artificial islands and stepping stone paths. Overhead, the wide skylights diffused late afternoon sunshine. They’d loaned her another set of loose, comfortable shipboards, and her sleeve cuffs were still damp from kitchen work. Air currents drifting over the water chilled her wrists. Across from this spot, the privacy suite’s white door remained shut.
Governor Dardy had missed several things, she reflected, when she’d listed the triumphs of weakness. For one thing, Zeph and Zidee—though not Qe’leb, as Wind had hoped—had seen the empathy in her mind and memory. It was those lowly aides who had brought down Qe’leb and even Jahana herself. Then, even more significantly for the Sentinels, if Kiel hadn’t fallen, the shadow would not have left him outside to die. There was probably a furor out in the Federacy, about those codes and the muffed attempt to massacre Sentinels. She was glad to be well out of it.
She groped into her pocket for the old crystal disk and set it on the waist-high, white metal railing that surrounded the water. To her surprise, one of the ancient data disks had attached itself to the crystal. She left them stuck together and stared again at the water ripples. This planet, this Procyel II, felt more like home, in a way, than even Baseline Settlement. It felt like what she had wished Baseline might become. Green, peaceful—
She spotted Kinnor, striding slowly with his hands clenched. Slim, dark-haired and cleaned up, he looked much younger than the last time she’d seen him. They’d told her he still was weak but had lost very little ayin strength or long-term memory. He should make almost a full recovery.
Was that “almost” his reason for taking such jerky strides? She strolled around the walkway’s bend and met him. “Bad news?” she asked.
He too had been loaned grey shipboards, slightly loose on his shoulders and chest. “General Aloxis Diamant,” he said, biting each word, “has been nominated for the Order of Black Diamonds by a grateful Federacy.”
“That’s …” She couldn’t think of a word strong enough to express her anger but dignified enough for this serene setting.
“The grateful Federacy,” Kinnor said, gripping the metal rail with both hands and glaring out over the underground lake, “is finally safe from renegade Shuhr. That’s how they worded the announcement.”
Shuhr. Wind bristled at the word. “Maybe there’ll be work for people like me after all, trying to establish a new balance. And won’t that be a concern of your father’s?”
“Ask him yourself. He’ll be here tomorrow.”
“Oh,” Wind said quietly, keeping her shields strong. Despite the magnitude of the issues that were bringing a High Commander so far—and on such a fast ship!— Kinnor probably dreaded explaining some of his actions. She assured him, “Getting that message out, about the…you know …” Her tongue wouldn’t say fusion ayins. Voice-command stopped her. “Right under Jahana’s nose. That was brilliant.”
His mouth twisted sideways in a wry smile, and then his face blanked. Two women had hurried out of a side hall, staring forward as they walked past. Kinnor turned away from the rail, leaned against it, and waited several seconds before subvocalizing, I’ve never seen this place so crowded.
Did he suspect they were spying on his emotions, as he stood here with a strange woman? People had to be wondering why she was here. Other cooperative Mikuhrans had been sent on to Thyrica.
“And your brother?” she asked.
He glanced over his shoulder at the suite’s white doors. “I’ve missed a lot,” he said. “Kiel and I could have been there for each other, even when we disagreed. If the Federacy is going to come down on us again, none of us should be alone by choice.”
Startled, Wind diffused her shields to taste his emotional state. Behind his irritation, there was a shading of hope that had little to do with his brother. It was both sensory and sensual. She glanced up. “There’s some daylight left,” she said. “We could talk more privately outdoors.”
He stared down at the pavement and eyed the women’s retreating backs. “Good idea.”
They rode the elevator. He set an uphill course from the small elevator building, along the grassy landing strip. Over the peaks on the valley’s other side, black-bottomed summer clouds were blowing away. The forest air smelled full of life, though she found herself grieving musty Baseline Settlement. Finally reaching the forest’s foot, she walked past several slender trunks before spotting a fallen log that was thick enough to hold her but low enough to swing a leg over and sit down. Kinnor settled on the same fallen tree, almost a meter away.
“We should find out how deep the connaturality goes,” she said, “but maybe you’d rather wait until after you’ve spoken with Kiel and debriefed with your father.” Things would happen very quickly if the connaturality went deep. If. Oh, Holy One, if. If they found deep connaturality, the rush to union would be very short, and bonding shock lasted several days. She hadn’t forgotten how quickly young couples vanished from College.
Kinnor gave a short laugh. “The General will wait. He’ll have my debriefing reports memorized before he shuttles down tomorrow. He’s going to be very interested in that ship’s drive and catchfield.” And, she understood, in the fusion ayin-related protocols on board the Fury. “He wouldn’t treat you like the Hostons did,” Kinnor added. “He married an offworlder.”
“I’ve forgiven the Hostons,” she said, wondering, Will you ever forgive your father? Then she realized he had been thinking about her, wondering whether she’d fit into his family.
He reached out and broke a dead branch off the tree trunk between them, maybe a nervous gesture, or just something he’d done as a child. “The place you were born isn’t all that makes you what you are,” he said. “You’re no traitor. If I’m afraid of anything, it’s that…if the connaturality is deep …” He tossed the dead branch aside. “You’re too gracious. Could I stand feeling your empathy for everyone else?”
Startled again, Wind diffused her shields. He had done the same. The scent of menthe surrounded her like a haze, and she felt the power in him. She wanted to touch the secrets of his soul and body. There was heat in that haze, answering her own hunger. But if the connaturality went only halfway, they could not pair bond, and no merely physical pleasure would ever satisfy either of them.
“I want things to be right for you,” he said, “for us both. What we’ve survived has already bonded us in a way.”
She pressed her hands against each other. That meter of distance separating them would hold them apart long enough to catch their breath and plan their next step, if…Oh, if! “Shall I start?” she suggested.
He muttered, “Makes no difference.”
“You’re right.” She focused a probe, and as she nudged her mind closer to his and then into full psychic contact, she braced for the other-sense of distaste. This was not memory access. No thought was involved, nor even sensation, but the same holy mystery that brought any two people together when they chose each other. She threaded deeper, wondering whether and when that menthe-blast would overpower, revolt, and suffocate her. At depth, feeling increasingly drunk and disoriented, her soul swam in icy syrup that flooded every vein. The incongruously warm otherness flowing in that flood went as deep as she knew how to probe. The accessible reach of his spirit seemed bottomless.
She felt it happen: Deep inside her mind, Kinnor turned toward her in love and empathy. Ruefully, he realized that they always would struggle with differences of viewpoint and experience—but those differences were not as deep as their need for each other. Immediately, his essence echoed to her, Let me. The flood surged, washing her down even deeper.
Abruptly, the universe went dark. Kinnor must have shielded himself or broken off contact. Surrounded by forest and glacial peaks, Wind saw nothing but the man sitting on this fallen tree, facing her. If not for that meter of distance between them, she might have thrown herself down that well of his spirit. He wiped his palms on his thighs, glanced along the tree trunk toward her body, and took a sharp breath. “Well,” he said, exhaling. He added, gently, “I would like to apologize.”
“You may,” she said, “but please do it later.” It would wait. Days, weeks, years.
“Who speaks the blessing?” he asked, all cockiness gone from his voice.
Wind shook her head. “Either the priest or Sanctuary Master Dabarrah. I don’t care. Just so long as it’s quickly.”
“My brother,” Kinnor said, and his cheek twitched, “is going to be insufferable about the way I teased him and Hanusha. Let’s roust them out of the privacy suite and ask him to bless. Then I’ll claim the suite.”
Wind swung her leg off the fallen tree and found her footing in the grass. Carefully, staying out of reach of that magnetic presence that already was her husband according to law, but not according to body and spirit, she walked several paces down the grassy hill. Then she caught a whiff of wood smoke carried uphill by the breeze. It was unbearably sweet, and she started to run.
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