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Firebird Mari Cadwell had been apilot, once.

And will be again, she vowed. Standing on an outer walkway that led to the main dome of Thyrica's
maor military base, she watched asapair of el egant black intercept fightercraft screamed over her from
behind. One day, when she was no longer grounded from military flying, she would shameesdy use her
husband’ s pull to get on the pilot-training list for those beautiful, deadly fighters.

A second pair closdly followed the firdt: the light, quick, killing birds of the Federacy. She d flown against
these dual-drive, space-and-atmosphere fighters once. It had been a strategic disaster.

Never again. You're a Federate, now.

All four fighters vanished over the line of gray cloudsthat swirled againgt the Base' s weather-control
zone, and Firebird sighed. The gray-and-green, soaking wet world of Thyricahad itslovely moments, but
it was not her home.

Will. Shewould make it her home. She had no choice. We have no choice, she corrected hersdlf, and
one of the twinskicked agreement againg her ribs. After haf aday struggling to write a sonatafor the
gmall N’ Taian harp, she was coming to meet Brennen for dinner.

Brenn. At least you' ve still got m-flight clearance.

She never would have believed she could so miss a person she lived with. Thiswas the down side of pair
bonding: She no longer felt whole when she was done. Something inside her flt drained,
emptied—stolen.

The sky shone deep, clear blue overhead, but dampness squeaked between her fingers and made her
loosdy belted Thyrian skyff cling to her legs. Thyrica s huge ocean had given the planet life, but like some
primeva god, the seadso drove its weather. Man could contain it, but never magter it.

Firebird shivered and hurried on.

She dipped insde the dome' s reception area, where a smoked glasted ceiling curved high overhead,
letting fading daylight bathe the broad reception quadrangle. On her I€eft, two workersin green coverdls
pushed a service cart between them toward a corridor; from her right, ahusky, dark-haired man
approached. He wore the four-rayed shoulder star of her husband’ skindred, Thyrica stelepathic
minority: the Sentinds.

Her heart sank when he came close enough to recognize. Oh, glory, she groaned. Not Terrell. Not now
!

Like other telepathic Sentinds, Staff Officer Bosk Terrell could not use youth implants without crippling
his“epsilon” neurd system, so helooked his age: midforties, alittle out of shape from twenty years of
desk sarvice, hair freshly cut. His hands worked constantly, as dways, down at hissides.

Terrd| turned awide, charming smiletoward Firebird and made asmall bow. “Mistress Caldwell. How
good to seeyou.” Two of hisfingerstwitched into ahaf-fist. “You rewdl?’

“Yes. Thank you.” A chill seemed to suck warmth from the quad. She stepped aside.

“How goes your compostion for the clairsa?’



Leave me alone, she thought, and then blanked it quickly, hoping Terrell maintained anorma cloud of
emotion-shidding epsilon gatic. Rude though she fet, she didn’t want him to pick up her antagonism, but
even with shields down, the Sentinel could not have picked up her vocalized thought unless he was
probing, and Firebird knew the subtle, invasive sensations of mind-access. Terrell was keeping his
epslon energy to himsdif.

Firebird planted her feet squardly. “I’'m... stuck on the middle section.”

She glanced at his hands. That constant restlessness hinted at energy that was barely controlled,
ambitionsthat had escaped his grasp. “It wantsto shift back into mgjor too soon,” shewent on, “and I'm
afrad I'll haveto rewrite the whole passage.”

Abruptly sheredized she had never run into Staff Officer Bosk Terrell with Brennen dong. She would
have to remember to ask Brennen what he knew about Terrell, when she saw him—

Which had better be soon. Glancing down at the lights on her wristband, she feigned surprise. “Oh.
Excuse me, Officer Terrdl. I'mlate.”

“Of course, Mistress.”

She did not look back as she strode to the clearing desk that guarded the office pod at one corner of the
quiet quad. A dender captain in Thyrian-blue shipboards sat busy at acomputer screen. Firebird touched
one fingertip to the woman’ slong desk of bright, red-grained ironbark. “ Genera Coordinator Cadwel 1?7’

“One moment.” The clearing captain wore aline of patches and cords on her deevethat chronicled an
honorable career in Thyrian service—and told Firebird she was not one of the telepathic few, who wore
only the Star. She glanced up as she reached across her desk toward another console. “Y ou'’ re looking
well, Migtress Cadwell.” Her long fingers tapped aseries of panels on her |eft.

Easing sideways toward adeep white chair in the waiting area, Firebird exhaded her frusiration. Oh, yes.
1 look wonderful. A tank looks wonderful when you need groundside defense, but that doesn’t
make it pretty.

She had been dender, afew months ago, smal and dight. A long curl of her auburn hair fell over her
shoulder as she leaned forward, and smultaneoudy she was punched soundly from insde. She
graightened. Another pair of intercept fighterscamein low.

The captain glanced asde a Firebird. “You may goin.”

Firebird was grateful the Thyrian woman did not stare. Six months pregnant, shefdlt asif shewere
waddling in atwo-gravity smulator. She didn’t like wearing ringlets, ether, but in thisaien dampnessit
was easer to let her hair have its own way. Behind the captain’s desk, a smooth black door did open,
and she walked through.

Wholeness: contentment: union: strength: Firebird sensed Brennen's presence before she saw him,
the moment she passed inside his range of telepathic projection. Eight months ago, when he had pair
bonded with her in his peopl€ sway, their emotions had become indissolubly linked, and now, though
shewas no Sentingl and never could be, she read hisfedings as plainly as another Sentine would discern
them, whenever she was near him.

And hewas glad to see her, no matter how heavily she walked; as he tucked a stylusinto hisleft cuff, his
feelings of completeness echoed hers and built a resonance between them. Wasthét relief hefdlt, as
well? She d interrupted something, something that disturbed him. Brennen stood beside hisdesk, a



dender, middle-szed Thyrian who looked even dimmer wearing the degp midnight blue of the Thyrian
forces. On hisright shoulder gleamed an eight-rayed Master Sentind’ s Star.

A second Sentind stood afew stepsto hisright. Tdler, blond, more heavily muscled than the typical
Thyrian, he wore the four-rayed Sentinel’ s star. “ Air Master Dardy,” she exclaimed. “ Y ou're back.”

Dardy inclined hislong body dightly, his broad, whole-hearted smile making the thirty-year-old look ten
years younger than Brennen. “| understand today is a celebration, my lady. Congratulaions on the
occasion.”

Firebird laughed. It wasjust like Damacon Dardy to call her by her N’ Taian title, on thisanniversary in
N’ Taian years of her birthday.

“Twenty-four onthe real caendar.” Shetilted her chin and smiled up at him. Way up—her head did not
even reach hisshoulder height. “I’m aging well, don't you think?’

“For nineteen Standard.” Dardy reached down for her hand and held it.

Firebird laughed again. “Actually, at present | prefer the old Thyrian calendar over either Federate or
N’ Taian. By that oneI’ll be pregnant only seven months.”

Brennen stepped backward, smiling on the ingde (she could fed it), alock of light red-brown hair
dangling over one dark brow. From where she stood, the squadron of gold-sedled training certificates on
thewadll framed hisface and shoulders—a nice effect, she thought, if alittle overdramétic.

“| didn’t mean to interrupt you,” she said.
Dardy shook his head. “Not on your birthday, Mistress. There' s no need to dampen your mood.”
“My mood?’ She glanced over a Brennen. “What were you talking about?’

Brennen hesitated only a second; then, evidently sensing her annoyance, he smoothed the errant strand of
hair. “ Tl her what you' ve beentdling me.”

Thetal blond man dropped her hand and crossed hisarms. “I’ ve just returned from Ixthic, Firebird.
Minor system, off the usud trade routes, but under Federate protection becauseitsthird planet is
inhabited by asmall, semi-intelligent race”

Firebird set both hands on the back of the large black chair beside her. She hated to sit al that way
down if shewerejust going to get up again, but her legswere so tired.

“Pruupae. Smdll, pink-eyed, gray-furred creatures.” Brennen sat down on adesk corner. “Mentaly
primitive, but sentient. All the same, they haven’t risen to ante-Federate technologica levels. We protect

them anyway.”
“From the Shuhr, | suppose,” she said quietly to Dardy, “if you'reinvolved.”

Dardy nodded and leaned one shoulder against the warm-toned ironbark paneling. He belonged to
Thyrica'ssmall group of Alert Forces, who kept watch on the starbred families' renegade relatives.
Psonic outlaws. The Shuhr.

“The Shuhr raid Ixthic,” Dardy said, “to kidnap pairs of the little creatures—the pruupae. We thought
we d tightened our security adequately by leaving apatrol at the mgjor settlement, but the patrol was
wiped out and haf the young population gone.”



Gray-furred cregtures, pink eyes... The hormones of pregnancy made her emotional, Firebird knew. She
sank into the chair. “What do the Shuhr do with them?’ Stretching out her legs, she flexed her ankles.
“Do you know?’

Brennen rested one hand on his desk. “We ve found crippled adults |eft behind after raids, sometimes.”
He kept his even features relaxed, his emotions under Sentinel-trained affective control. “ Apparently the
Shuhr keep a breeding population, amputate the pups’ limbs, and give the pupsto their own children for
practicing psychic domination.”

A soft tone sounded at one corner of Brennen’s desk. He turned hishead. “Y es?’

“Messagefor you, Sr.” The desk spokein an excellent imitation of the clearing captain’ svoice. “ Captain
Kinsman, on ‘persond.’ ”

Ellet. Startled, Firebird glanced asde in timeto see asmile crinkle Dardy’ slips. Then Brennen's
head-turn snagged her periphera vison, she caught aglint of his blue eyes, and a caressing inquiry
touched the edge of her awvareness. Guiiltily, shetried to suppress her jeal ousy—

“Askif it can wait until morning, please,” Brennen told the desk.

Firebird bit her lip. When would shelearn to control her reactions? She' d prefer to be present any time
Ellet spoke with her husband. Ellet Kinsman had wanted Brennen, had once deliberately endangered
Firebird while assgned to protect her. And Ellet, like Brennen and Dardy, was atelepath. Pair bonding
might last for life, but the depth and ease of communication Brennen shared with other Sentindswas
something denied Firebird. It made her —yes, she admitted, letting the feding rise again: jealous.

Mentdly shaking hersdf, she saw Brennen and Dardy stare-locked, communicating while her attention
wandered, but the instant she focused her attention on them, they broke off the stare.

Brennen was nothing if not well trained.

Dardy rubbed hischin. “I think I know what shewants. Y ou’ re mentioned in the monthly report from
Federate Regiond Command.”

Brennen swiveled on the desk’ sdlick top. “ Y es?’ He maintained a casua pose, but Firebird felt his
conflict of inner fedling at the mention of hisformer superiors.

“It identifies your new position,” Dardy said. “ ‘Lieutenant Genera Brennen D. Cadwell, formerly of
Specia Operations, has accepted a position with the Thyrian Home Forces, as Generd Coordinator,
serving as aliaison between the Sentind College, Aerospace Academy, and Home Forces.” ”

Formerly of Special Operations, Firebird echoed to hersalf. Shedidn’t even try to mask her bitterness,
though Brennen would fed it. Ten years of Federate service. The best intelligence officer they ever
had, and they let him go. All because his superiors wouldn’t admit that my people were about to
create aterrible disaster.

Brennen flicked one hand, and a stack of papersdid aside. “At least they acknowledgethat | exist,
again. For four monthsit looked like | had permanent degp-cover here.” Firebird caught hisglance. A
man with intelligence and initiative, risng quickly in the ranks, was bound to tread on someone stoes,
and last year Brennen had done it—though Firebird and Dardy (and who else on Thyrica?) guessed the
Federates acceptance of hisforced resignation was temporary, and would one day be rescinded.

Dardy touched his own four-rayed star. “We re going to have a Sentindl on the Federate High Command
some day, Cadwell, and you happen to be the best candidate this generation.”



Firebird snorted inwardly. Sometimes Dardy sounded like Ellet Kinsman. He certainly shared her
convictions regarding the ascendancy of Sentinel ideas; even Brennen admitted tiring of hisfriend’ sultra
consarvatism.

“Timeto get home.” Dardy picked apair of scan cartridges off Brennen’sdesk and did them into his
paper case.

“Good to see you, Dardy.” Firebird clasped his hand.
After Dardy had gone, Brennen bent down behind his desk.

“Man?’ When he straightened, he held his hands cupped. “ Something for you. He walked dowly around
the desk, then bent down in front of her and opened hisfingers.

Between them nestled alily. Eight intensdly blue-green petals framed its yellow center, and its heady,
honey-rich odor made her blink. “Brennen.” Shelooked up. “It’s beautiful. What' sit caled?’

“Remember the miralilies at Hesed?”

At the Sentinels pastoral sanctuary world, they had been married, eight months before. They hadn’t
stayed long, but comforting impressions of Hesed aways lingered below the surface of her mind. “Aren't
miralilieswhite?’ she asked.

“Theblueliliesarerare, but look how this sets off your coloring. It will stay fresh indefinitdy inthis
climate, if you giveit enough light. It only needsair and alittle moisture.”

Hetipped thelily off his hands onto hers. Gingerly, she examined the delicate blossom. Behind the bloom
curled a short, pae green root, covered with anetwork of brown lines.

Brennen reached into a pocket of hiswide belt. “If we' re careful, you can wear it in your hair.” He pulled
out aslver clip, took back thelily, and wove its succulent root through half the clip. “—For specia
occasions, such asyour birthday dinner.”

Firebird held her breath while he pinned the bloom over her |eft ear. “ There.” He arranged her long
red-brown curls about her shoulders and then stood back.

She felt hiswash of gpprova and returned gratitude. .. and arousa. He knew—he felt—her response
whenever he toyed with her hair. He offered her ahand up out of the chair. “We' d better go. Our
reservations are for ten minutes from now.” He waved off the room lights.

AsFirebird passed out into the centra quad, now illuminated by aseries of shining stripswhere
light-colored wallsjoined its ceiling, she caught Sight of ...

| don't believeit. Terrell, again!

Brennen, ahead of her, sdluted in midstride. “Tomorrow, Terrdl,” he said casudly.

The husky officer smiled steadlily at Firebird. “What abeautiful blossom. Hesedan, isn't it?”
The clearing captain beckoned to Brennen, who stepped over to her station.

“Yes” Firebird touched the flower. “I’'mtold that it is”

Why did it have to be thisway, that the only Sentinel who seemed to take a persond interest in
her—other than Brennen and Dardy—disturbed her so deeply? But there it was again: her niggling



premonition about Bosk Terrdll. There was death in his keen brown eyes. Whose desth? She didn’t
know.

Holding apair of scan cartridges, Brennen rgjoined her, and she caught his sdelong glance. “Did shetdll
you it'sher birthday?’

A net of smilelines sprang up around Terrel’ sdark eyes. “Congratulations, Mistiress Cadwell. You'rea
lucky man, Cadwell. Good evening to you both.”

Seeing Terrell step toward the eevator, Firebird paused to examine a gold-hued glass scul pture that lay
on atable between two waiting couches. It was ardic of the plague-scattered Aurian race, the Sentinels
tel epathic ancestors, brought aboard their transport of last hope acrossthe light years.

When she looked up, Terrdl had gone.
Brennen touched the small of her back. “Y ou' re agitated. What' swrong?’

Shelaid her am on his. “ Staff Officer Terrell bothers me, Brennen. It' sdifficult to explain, but | dways
have theimpresson that... there' s something not quite focused about him, not quite true. HE sone of the
strong ones, isn't he? Why doesn’t he wear aMaster’ s star?’

Hisdark brows arched. “He s only a Staff Officer. Not particularly strong, an A.S. forty. | rather like the

Firebird sarted. “ Redly?’
Brennen barely nodded. “Why not?’

“Hetreatsme oddly.” Firebird stared at the sculpture. “ And he feels strong. When hetalksto me, it’s...
it dmost fedls like an interrogation, as though everything | said needed... No, | know he'snot using
mind-access, but...”

“He sagood officer,” Brennen said blandly.
“At hisage, he' sill only an aide’? Someone el se hastaken adidiking to him, I’ d guess.”

The pair bonding had helped them through many of the misunderstandings of new marriage; each away's
understood precisaly how the other felt, and it had proven a blessing many times over, as sheand
Brennen—raised on different worlds, in very different cultures—tried to forge arel ationship that would
endurethe lifedlong commitment.

“Mari, | know the man. | work with him. He' s good enough a what he does. Maybe he has refused
promotion to keep aposition helikes.”

His protest rose at the back of her perception, carried by the pair bond, then abruptly vanished under a
wash of epsilon gtic.

Pained, she met his gare. She knew how much effort it cost him to hide hisfedlings from her. Heartily she
wished Terrell had left the complex ten minutes sooner.

Touching the miralily in her hair, Brennen shook his head. Probably he wished the same. The emationa
resonance returned in adow, careful crescendo. She reached for hishand, and aflicker of hisepsilon
gtrength stroked her thoughts. “Aren't you hungry, Mari?’

Firebird’ s stomach grumbled. “Always,” she said.



Chapter 2
... Will Find Her People...

moder ate sussurando - moderately, whispering

In apleasant, dowly awakening haze, Firebird lifted her cup of steaming cruinn and breathed deeply.
She' d paid dearly in Federate gilds for two kilos of the N’ Taian beverage, and she meant to savor every
whiff. The heavy, sweet scent brought back such aswirl of memories: al she once had been, images of
her roomsin the Angelo palace on Nagtal, friends she missed dearly—and unpleasant memories, too, the
congtant weight of impending martyrdom for her homeworld' s honor. She had been so proud to carry
that weight, to expect to die young.

Firebird raised her cup and toasted the memory, then sipped. It was good to live free of that weight. To
carry life. Some small limb punched her insdes. Shefet like adance hal, sometimes. Her life had turned
canard-over-tailfin during the war, but adjusting to pregnancy was the most chalenging task of al. Never
in her life had she hoped for children.

She padded on soft dippersto the dining table. A Thyrian dekia, ten days, had passed since her birthday.
Againg the long sweep of windows that made the north wall of their home, Brennen sat finishing his
breakfast. Built into the side of Trinn Hill by aretired messenger captain who' d spent too muchtimeina
tiny Brumbee courier ship, the house' s expansive upper story centered on a decorative stairwell that was
haf-walled in glass and densaly grown with vines, and its northern windowall overlooked Soldane, when
the areawas scheduled for sunshine.

AsBrennen ate, he eyed asmall bluescreen on the tabletop and occasiondly jabbed at its keyboard.
Here on Trinn Hill, in the hillands between Soldane city and the forbidding, coastd Dracken Range,
Brennen had invested dl his Federate severance pay in the most secure location he could find, then seen
to it that the home' s sec system was the best available, to protect them both —and their children,
soon—from Shuhr, and other enemies Brennen had collected in ten years of service. All approaches
could be monitored from terminalsin every room, and a person indoors could dispatch an intruder a any
entrance.

Firebird glanced over Brennen's shoulder at the bluescreen. He was using the termind merely to access
the home database and preview hisday’ swork. Cradling her cruinn cup, she sank onto the opposite
chair and gazed out the window. Rain—till. The region’ sdry dekiawould not begin for another twelve
days. Their home was spacious, though, and she could escape to the coastal Base when she ached to see
the sun. Beyond the security-gridded glasted kitchen wall, little puddles collected on an ironbark deck
and dripped between dats onto mossy ground below. Watching the rain made her deepy again—she
took another sip of cruinn —but watching Brennen was far more interesting. Already smartly uniformed,
he stared thoughtfully at the screen, pressed akey, then lifted another bite of smoked fish to his mouth.
The bright blue light of the screen gave hisface an odd cast and shonewild and bright in hiseyes: an dien
look.

Did he imagine an dien when he looked at her, too? Or just aonce-dender, small-featured woman,
whose body now swelled with his sons?

Firebird swirled the cup and did into memory again. Apprehension had nearly kept her from marrying
him. He had been a Federate officer—an intelligence officer, Thyrian and therefore dien in her
homeworld’ s view—and she had been taken prisoner. Naetal might one day forgive her for accepting the



idedls of its Federate conquerors, for the Federates had ruled Naetai well and fairly these months, but
marrying a Thyrian Sentind?

Unthinkable.

She had been warned that marriage with any of Brennen Cadwell.’ skind would mean an intimacy far
beyond the physical, alinking of souls at appaling depth. For days after the wedding,

Brennen had remained the center of her consciousness. Tenderly he cared for her until she emerged from
bonding shock, a separate entity again.

She recovered fully, but remained keenly aware of the change that had taken place: akind of emotional
stereo programmed permanently into her perception. The pair bonding had proven far different from the
dehumanizing continuous telepathy Firebird had dreaded. The best of it came at night, for he knew
exactly what pleasured her...

What would be on that screen now? She took another sip. She knew he had found the overseeing of
procurement and maintenance peopl e tedious, but occasiond ingpections and test flights enlivened the
cycle of personnd duties. He was working full-schedule a a haf-time shared position, learning the ropes
and accruing leave time, because he intended to stay homefor at least amonth once the twins were born.
Revising Provost Dankin’ sflight-training program absorbed more of hisinterest and consequently more
time, but she suspected other projects, too, and conscious of military security, she kept her peace when
she could.

“Brenn?’ She stared past him into misty forest. “Dardy mentioned yesterday that Staff Officer Terrell
wasn't born on Thyrica. Where is hefrom?’

He curled hisfingers around hiskaffamug. “He s offworld born, but hisfamily relocated while hewas il
young enough to be tested and Sentindl trained.”

“But where—"
“Bishniac.”

Firebird waited for him to explain. Perhaps she should have opened conversation on some other subject
thismorning, but she sensed noirritation in hisresponse. “Where sthat, Brenn?”

“Griffin region, just south-spinward of Caroli. There sasmall Thyrian enclave there”

She did downward in the chair. “Brenn,” she said carefully, “1 caught him looking at me yesterday,
staring, the way Vultor Korda used to do. But as soon as | opened my mouth he changed. It was asif
I”d sneaked aglimpse around abarrier. There's power in his stare, Brennen. He's so much like you,
yet... Oh, | don’t know.”

“Mari, we ve been through thisbefore.” He fingered the rim of hismug.

“Hetests only forty on the Aurian Scale. A.S. forty: solid but not exceptional,” she quoted the guide he'd
given her. “No, Brenn. | mean...” She groped momentarily to control her resentment.”l know this sounds
pretentious, Brenn. I’'m not trained in Sentinel waysand | know it, but would it be possible to deliberately
test lower than your true potentia ?”

Brennen blanked the bluescreen, and the eerie light in his blue eyesflickered out. He looked at her
solemnly: aman’ sface, man-colored. Thiswas no dien, regardless of what her people thought. “Lower?
Mari, everyonetriesto test high, to increase his eventua rank and influence.”



“Yes, of course. But would it be possible? He looked. .. sointense. Do you think a person might concedl
hisA.S. potentid, try to lower hisscore, if that could reved hisidentity?’

His mouth crinkled, and he didn’t try to mask hisamusement. “| supposeit’s possible.”
Firebird grasped both edges of her chair and scooted upright again. “Oh, dl right, Brenn. I'm sorry.”

Leaning forward, he stared into her eyesin away that made her wonder if he saw directly into her soul
without using his epsilon-energy skills. “I do understand, Mari. Y ou see our system from the outside. All
that’ s been drilled into usfor years, you still question. That’s good, so long as you respect it, too. Never
try to defeat that Sde of your nature.” He folded his hands. “ Because you questioned your people's
traditiona right to sacrifice you in battle, you're heretoday.” Hiseyes amiled. “With me.”

That sense of approva in him—aready she was addicted to it. He knew how happy he made her, and
her joy pleased him, and shefdt his pleasure: the emotiona resonance of pair bonding.

“All right, then. Let me have the touchboard for aminute.” He did the little console her way, and she
pressed severa keys. “Look at this, Brenn.”

He rested his elbows on the table’ swhite surface. “ Terrdll’ s service record. What am | looking for?’

“Nothing. That'sjust the point. Nothing outstanding at al, neither positive nor negative. Almost blatantly
averagein every way, asif hewere avoiding notice.”

“Don’'t you trust average people?’ Shefdt hisamusement rise again, but satisfaction took itsplace. “I’ll
guessyou'd be easier in your mind if | talked to the testing chief. He would probably let metry to lower
my reading on the sensors, just to seeif it could be done.” Herose, took a platter in each hand, and from
across the room he sailed them dead into the ‘washer dot. “1 might even have time after my mesting this
morning. What would you say to that?’

“Thank you, Brennen—show-off.” Hoping he felt how sincerely she meant her thanks, she stood and
shuffled toward the vine-grown green well & the center of the living room.

Testing chief. Firebird stopped short at the edge of the glass enclosure.

Before they had been married aweek, Brennen had sensed epsilon energy rising behind her own
consciousness. The mystery of Naetai’ s sonless royal family was solved by asmple blood test: she
carried the hereditary, male-specific antigen of the Aurian plague, or makkah; she, like Thyrica's
starbred, was distantly descended from the plague-scattered Aurian race. Apparently, asmall Aurian
crew had made planetfal on Naetai, and one Aurian’s bloodline, secreted among the aristocracy, had not
died out. How Firebird had wished for accessto aN'’ Taian historical bank when she found that out!

Treated now, she carried sons. Sons. She till had trouble believing it. Angelo women did not bear sons.
The plague had | eft the Aurians without sons, too, a dying people scattered to the starsin alast search for
pockets of humanity. Five hundred years ago, a colony ship carrying twenty-seven survivors had made
planetfdl on Thyrica. The plague had |eft alegacy of spontaneous termination of male pregnancies—until
the cure was found, and the Aurians' great-great-granddaughters bore sons at last.

She bent forward. A baby kicked—or shoved—or butted—and she straightened. Brennen laughed
softly behind her. Hewouldn't have felt the kick, but by now he would most likely identify the mixed
emotions she felt when elther baby moved.

I’d like to know more about the testing. Maybe he' d take me with him. Would there be time before
my appointment with Master Spieth? Distracted from her concern with Terrell, she dmost spoke.



No. She pressed apalm againgt one clear wall. Don’t bother the testing chief. Ask Aldana Spieth.

They flew inland together, Firebird piloting up the cleft in the jagged Drackens—one thing she could till
do nearly aswell as before she’ d become so heavy. She' d do it again in battle someday, too, but this
time on Brennen’ s side. Imagining the nervous pressure of acarrier landing, she used only aquarter of the
College sbreak way strip to set down.

Brennen helped her down the stepstand in the parking loft. “Not bad, Mgor. Y ou' re amost duefor a
promotion.” Then he strode off to seek out his colleague in agrospace training.

A young man wearing unadorned midnight blue and the narrow gold ring of astudent-apprentice Sentind,
or sekiyr, walked Fire-bird to the Medica Center, the highest and blockiest building on the grassy
grounds. It was a peaceful campus. The lines of every structure seemed to harmonize with those of every
other: asmall cluster of rounded, red stone buildings, the cumulative effect of its network of architecture,
lawns, and waterways more caming and otherworldly than she could explain.

After painful decades of distrust, these part-Aurian tel epaths had made a secure place in Thyrian society
by binding themselves with a code of ethics so stringent that the non gifted had no need to fear
manipulation and by establishing this College, where they were rigoroudy trained. Centuries later, the
dtarbred Sentinels now congtituted a mgjor force in the Federacy: in medicine, in education, in
intelligence.

In the skylit, glass-walled centrd atrium of the medical center, her guide found Magter Aldana Spieth.

The slver-haired woman sat either adeep or deep in thought on a stone bench, below ahuge,
brown-boled tree hung with ferns and vines. Firebird' s guide motioned her forward.

She stepped up confidently. It had been different, the first time she met Aldana Spieth. She had come for
treatment, aseries of protein injections and low-frequency irradiations, to clear her ovarian tissue of
Aurian makkah antigen. That time, her delighted awe to be standing in the Sentinels' College had been
balanced by apprehension, a sense of isolation, and dread.

Now, as she crossed a steaming, faintly sulfur-scented pool on broad stepping stones, the Master
opened her eyes and stood, shaking down one full white pant-leg that clung to her calf.

Firebird heard the youth step away behind her. “Am | disturbing you, Master Spieth? | know I'm early.”
Spieth adjusted the belt of her tunic. “Not at dl. Y ou are gladly expected. Come along.”

Firebird followed her out another door cut through the glass walls of the misty, otherworldly atrium, and
into avery ordinary gravity lift.

When Spieth finished the second-trimester examination, including ablood test for plague antigen
remaining after her trestment, she motioned Firebird to adark green chair in the office end of her sation.
Firebird ill stood, however, at the edge of the dick laboratory flooring.

Spieth, like Brennen, wore aMaster’ s star, hers closing the shoulder of apure white medic’ stunic. “You
are more comfortable standing, Mistress Caldwel |7’

Firebird stepped onto the short weave carpet and took the seat. Very well, then: she had come to know
Spieth well enough to hazard her question. She settled her handsin her [ap. “Master Spieth, thisisvery



awkward for me, and perhaps out of line, but might | ask you aquestion in professond confidence?’
After abrief slence, Spieth bardly smiled. “Master Brennen isnot to beincluded in this?’

Firebird glanced at the diskfiles behind Spieth. “It’snot that.” No, that was a mistake. She must be as
honest with Spieth as possible. A Sentinel could dways sense deception. “Maybeit is. But, you see...”
Shetraled off.

“Kaffa?” Master Spieth reached for the thermal carafe on the end of her desk.

Firebird nodded and dlowed the ritua of hospitality to make the office less foreign, more homelike. After
along sip, she began. “Magter, exactly how can you people eva uate something so nebulous as ahuman
being’smentd abilities?’

“Ah.” Aldana Spieth set down her cup. “1 hear avery curious mind, Firebird, and questions deeper than
the one you have spoken.”

Firebird met the slver-haired woman' s steady stare. “Isit permitted, then, to discussthe question?’ Ellet
Kinsman, sherecaled, had consistently sidestepped questions of this nature during her brief guardianship.
Firebird had to leave Spieth an “out.” She had learned that much Sentinel etiquette.

“In normal cases, no. Asyou have noticed, wetdl outsdersaslittle as practica about the phenomena
that set us apart. But yoursisno normal case. Asan outsider bonded to Master Brennen, | believe you
have aright to be trusted with some facts. What has he told you about the testing?’

“Vey little, very vague. | ask you rather than pressing him.”

Aldana Spieth reached down to her desktop termina, speaking while she touched keys. “ Thoughtful. |
can tell you these things, Firebird. When achild is screened for epsilon strength, he has invariably caught
the attention of those sengtive to the phenomenon. The epsilon wave functions as acarrier, by which
other impulses are transmitted. Y ou are familiar with radio theory?’

“Yes. Brennen and | have discussed the phenomenon that far.”

“Then you know the human mind operatesin afashion smilar to that carrier-wave phenomenon. A child
with astrong epsilon function, broadcasting indiscriminately, is easy to detect.

“The screening test utilizes resona scanning circuits, lest a human tester show preudice regarding a
candidate. If the scan indicates high potentia, heis then allowed to appear before atesting committee.”
Spieth pressed another key. “ The numerica scorefinaly assigned combines these findings on the Aurian
Scde of ahundred. Y our Brennen tested exceptiondly highin all areas of practica application, asyou
know, but since we speak in the confidence of this office, let us understand that | have known otherswho
seemed to possess more native strength—but only in background potentia, which isimpossibleto
quantify. We can cdlibrate only strengths for which we have developed ause and atest.”

“Oh,” Firebird answered quietly, filing more information than she had serioudy hoped to be given. Why
was Spieth telling her so much?

Spieth touched the pand again, then sat back, her expression professiondly sympathetic, revealing none
of her thoughts. “And you have been told, Mistress Cadwell, that you descend from the Aurians aswell,
and that you show surprising mental strength, and you cannot go on without asking if you too could be
tested.”

Firebird felt her cheekswarm. “Y es, Magter. | live among a people to whom a‘twenty-five' isa poor



cousin and a‘ ninety-seven’ such as my husband a creature to be held in awe. Isit wrong to wonder?’

“Only naturd, child. But congder this. The connaturaity that drew him to you, the smilarity of your souls,
isafunction of spirit, not carrier. Y ou cannot hope to match his ninety-seven, and | read you asa
compstitive person. Does that make you hesitate?’

Firebird shrugged.

“Among usyou are unique, Firebird, unqudified but vital in your role as shamev to the‘ Lost of Auria
shaman. | would hate to see you lose the confidence of that prophecy’ s mystique.”

“Mystique.” Firebird wrinkled her nose. “What about our children?Won't they be disadvantaged, with a
mother who cannot do for them what a Sentinel mother could do?’

“Many children wetrain have one or even two parentswho wereingligible, Firebird. That isnot a
concern.” The elderly Master stared solemnly across her desk. “If | test your carrier strength and
background potentia there will be no word of numbersto anyone, Migtress. | promisethat. Do | have
your vow in return?’

Forgetting the risk of being kicked, Firebird leaned forward. “ Absolutely.”

“To my knowledge, no one has ever screened abonded individual, nor a pregnant one.” Spieth steepled
her fingers on the desk top. “It isdways performed on the young and unwed. What influence that might
have on the resona circuits, | have no idea. It should not affect your potentia.” She paused. “And it will
not harm the babies.”

“Y ou're certain of that?’

“Absolutely. The apparatus acts asa highly effective receiver: it transmits nothing,” said Spieth. “Thereis
afacility avalable this afternoon. | can perform apreliminary scan, if you are dtill eager.”

Knowing Spieth would sense her ation, Firebird wondered if she should try to speak camly.

Spieth stood and extended ahand. “Y ou are. Come, then.”

An hour later, Firebird tried to relax in asoft lounger and ignore afaintly nausesting sensation originating
inthe pad a the smal of her back and the lightweight, splayed-finger arrays Spieth had pressed gently
over her ears—a sensation of “otherness’ like what she felt when anyone but Brennen attempted
mind-access. It seemed to last forever. The vibration pulsed, throbbed, and changed minutely with each
burgt. Shetried to blank her thoughts asfor deep, as Master Spieth had directed, but her habitual
aertness prevented it, and despite the assurance she had given Spieth, she literaly trembled with the
desireto score well.

Abruptly the pulsing stopped. She blinked hard.

Spieth appeared behind her and pulled the arched headset away, then helped Firebird upright. Anxioudly,
Firebird examined the lovely old facefor cluesto the test’ sresults. It betrayed no flicker of expression.
Frustrated once more by the Sentinels absol ute emotiona control, Firebird dipped down off the lounger
and resnugged the wide blue web belt over her red skyff.

Oncethe gpparatus lay nestled in its cubby, Spieth inclined her head toward the passway. As stedthily as
they had come, they returned to Spieth’ s office severa levels above.



The Master Sentind poured two fresh cups of kaffaand settled in her deep chair. “1 am sorry. Mistress,”
she began dowly, “to renege on an unspoken promise. | cannot speak of numbers even with you, for
reasons | am bound by my vowsin the Word not to explain. We walk the very limit of permissibility
today. However.” She struck the desk with onefingertip. “That Word, in its broadest sense,
encompasses dl the Godhead' s crestive expressions, and their relationship back to their Source. No
matter how small apart of creation you think yoursdlf to be, it isacrimethat you were not screened asa
child. Whatever your discriminate potentidities, you would have been eigible for committee testing on the
bass of epslon strength done, and that is no inconsequentia matter.”

Frustrated at one breath and elated at the next, Firebird groped for words. “Isthere nothing | can do
withwhat | have?’

Spieth clasped her hands on one knee. “ It would take time to undo your habitua patterns of action: time
that must be invested in the young, the malegble. Evenif atrainer could spare the time, the result would
not be complete. The most basic skills, the foundationa abilities, can be mastered only by exquisitely
plastic persondlities. | mean nothing derogatory by the term. In our parlance, it connotes amental habit
that can be changed but will harden permanently into its new conformation.”

“But on my own? Perhaps...” She opened both hands.

Spieth’ s expression changed abruptly to the startling intensity Firebird had seen occasionally in Brennen,
when challenged on his own ground. “No. Nothing is ever done‘on on€ sown.” Training is not granted
on the basis of epsilon potential done. Character istested, too, and stability: more factors from the dpha
matrix than you might expect.

“So. Wedeny training to dmost haf our digible children because of persondity flaws.” Shewas
gpesking quickly now, and Firebird felt smadl in her chair. “If they could unlock their abilities outside our
supervision, what hopefor order on Thyrica? They live subject to pendties for misuse of their giftsjust
like those whom we train, athough with them we try to be more forgiving, for only with thetraining
comesdrilling in the Privacy and Priority Codes. Certain medications, injected directly into acrania
artery, block the synaptic transmission of epsilon energy, and offenders must report for bidekia
treatment...”

She unclenched her hands. The controlled abruptness of the change irked Firebird. “1 apologize for
digressing. It isenough if you understand how rigorously we must enforce our codes, the reasons for
secrecy, and why no one isallowed to devel op these skills except under authority. We intend nothing
gnigter. Caution isthe best protection for others—and for us. Surely you seethat.”’

“Yes. |—I do see.” Firebird sat hard on her suspicion, and the temptation to plead passed. In five
hundred years, these people had undoubtedly learned too well the responsibilities of their talents. It
occurred to her, too, that perhaps she was being tested now. She stood.

“I understand, Master. As Brennen has said, my aphamatrix istoo well established. But | thank you. I’'m
sure you redlize what knowing thismeansto me.”

“| do, child. Rest easy in our secret.”

Acrossthe College, Firebird found on the message board that Brennen had changed his plans and now
expected to Stay late in conference. She sought out a monopod—a one-man repulsor craft, available for
hire at the College—pressed the ID disk given her at Regiond Command, Alta, into itstemplate, and
then thumbed its checkpand to verify. The disk gleamed faintly. A green flash on the program panel



confirmed the debiting of the rentd to their household account. She touched in a program that would
return her to Trinn Hill. Scarcely noticing the forbidding peaks of the Dracken Range as the autopilot
craft negotiated the route through the deep cleft between Efferdal e and Soldane, she stared ahead. In
memory, she retraced the conversation with Aldana Spieth. Reviewing their words, she became
increasingly certain that the Master Sentind had managed the entire interview, and at the last her curiosity
had been subliminally squelched.

Shereached Trinn Hill in avile mood.

Brennen returned late. Deferring dinner, he plucked a crimson blossom from the distrugiavine in the
greenwell and tucked it behind her ear.

“It was agood idea, Man, but not one of uswas able to lower hisepsilon reading. Cristod Harristried,
and Thurl Hoston, and | worked long after they’ d given up and gone home. But it seemsimpossible.”
Shefollowed as he ambled to the bathing room, pulled atowe from the steamer, and buried hisfaceinit.
“If you honestly fed Terrdl isathreat,” came his muffled voice, “I’'m willing to keep a persona watch on
him.” He tossed the towel into the sterilizer and reached for another, but caught her glance before
pressing it to hisface.

All her frustration melted away at the sight and sensation of his sincere concern. “Thank you, Brenn,” she
whispered. She reached up and clasped her hands behind his neck. He dropped the towel. A shiver did
through her, caressng memory and sensation. Burying her face againg his chest, she murmured, “1 wish |
could do that for you.”

“But you do, Mari.”” Brennen held her close. ”Don’t you think | feel your pleasure?”
Firebird squeezed him.

She shuffled to the kitchen, programmed the warmer to assemble and cook the evening medl, and dipped
out onto the deck. By then, Brennen stood at therail, stars brightening above him. Cold, still mist rose
toward their level, swalowing a stand of weeping rustilian trees and carrying the scent of Soldane:
resinous and vaguely sweet, the odor of damp kirka bark.

He spoke without turning. “1 aso spent some time with Master Spieth. She called just as| was leaving
the College”

“Oh?" Alarmed, Firebird focused her thoughts and fedlings on her pregnancy.

“Sheasked if | would alow her to read your persondity through your bonded imprint on me. Naturaly |
submitted. | believe she' s concerned about your...” He hesitated. “Y our materna ingtincts.”

“Or lack of same.”
“No, shereads you as very concerned, and asked me to encourage you.”

Then Spieth had kept the secret! Firebird leaned on the railing beside him. “1 never claimed to enjoy
pregnancy. Did you see Terrd|?’

“Not to speak with him.” He kicked a kirka cone off the deck and watched it bounce away downhill.
“Have you checked the newsnet this afternoon”?”

“No. What happened today?’



“They think they’ ve caught a Shuhr operative in Kyrrenham, applying for an apartment. He had just
arrived from Alta, he claimed, but was carrying illegal weapons. They'll be probing him at the College
tonight.”

“Without you?”
“No. I'm going back. Don't wait up.”

The kitchen timer rang twice and they dipped back into warmth. Firebird sat and let Brennen serve. “It
seemsto methat carrying illega weaponsisbegging to be caught,” she said.

“That’ swhat | thought.” Helaid out the platters, then took the other stoal. “He could be aplant.”

“To digtract attention from someone? Will there be any kind of agenerd aert or calling Sentindsinto be
reevauated?’

“No, Mari. We don't like to see suspicion cast on the innocent.”

How Federate, she thought, spearing aforkful of shredded vegetables. How trusting. On Naetai
they d already be interrogating. “Be careful, Brenn.”

“I am aways careful, Mari.”

Chapter 3
Phoena’ s Choice

marcato - each note stressed

The Queen of Naeta’ s birthday was celebrated annually in Sae Angelo with parades, exhibits, and aball.
The paace balroom, floored in black marble shot with gold and curtained in crimson velvric, was lined
with elaborately carved furniture and statuary. For Princess Phoenathe bal had always been the highest
point of her year, for a the Queen’s Ball she could dressin her finest and dance again with every
nobleman on Naetai, young and old, from al ten noble families, recaeiving their homage. Thisyear the Bdll
honored Phoena s sister instead of her mother, but that made no difference. Also thisyear, adightly
jealous hushand hovered nearby, athough he always offered some delicacy and afriendly word for her
dancing partner. In two months of marriage, Phoena had found that respectability had drawbacks.
Undoubtedly, Tel loved her—he behaved beautifully, almost pitifully anxiousto please—but she was
lovely, and lovediness should be shared. She knew the way her honeyed complexion affected men, and
she could unnerve the most noble Duke with aflicker of hot brown eyes and atoss of pale auburn hair.

She shook out the full gold-toned deeves of her gown, adramatic contrast to the dim fit of the pae
orange bodice and triple skirt, dashed layer by layer to revea thetiers of shimmering fabric beneath, and
took the arm of thin-faced young Baron Reshn Parkai to promenade with him onto the floor. At oneend
of the ballroom, afull orchestrasat installed upon the dais, and below triple ranks of chanddiers she
stepped into another dance. Here, the aristocracy of Naetai ruled a crowd sprinkled with only the
wedlthiest of commoners and not auniformed Federate in evidence: Tonight, thisdid not look like an
occupied world. Through the press Phoena caught a glimpse of asmall, dender maefigure, and she
smiled dightly. Tonight Phoenawould surround herself with courtiersand reve in the atention of the
nobility, and if her husband, the new Prince Tel Tellai-Angelo, choseto enter the merry circle she
gathered, shewould dlow it.



The orchestra played superbly. A pity Firebird couldn’'t hear it, Phoena observed as she whirled in step
with Baron Parkai. Music had dways affected her Wastling sister in away beyond Phoena' s
comprehension; it swept her away, atered her moods, brought out the perverse inner strength Phoena
found so inexplicably threatening, requiring great energy on her own part to keep Firebird in her place.
Unquestionably little Firebird had hoped to displace her in the success on—had had the tdent to try it,
had she dared. Phoena had almost hoped Firebird intended to come home for the ball, to try to present
her Thyrian filth to the nobility. After dl, she' d been married nine months without showing her face. She
would have discovered quickly what happened to a Wastling who flaunted authority and tradition, even
with a.conjuror to defend her, and Phoenawould have been freed at last from her own grestest fear.

Phoenaand Parka bowed correctly to one another asaline of trumpeters rose with aflourish on the dais
steps. Asthe fanfare echoed across the ballroom and called the crowd to assemble and toast Queen
Carradee Second, Phoenafetched her small, dainty-faced Tel and joined her elder sister and Prince
Daithi onthedais. Servantsin scarlet livery circulated with goblets on trays. The Queen’ s future would be
saluted by six people, and then Carradee would answer. Phoena, asked to toast, had declined. Any
woman, she had reasoned to Carradee, would rather be saluted by a man than another woman! And
Carradee, who seemed to trust amost everyone, had believed. “ Carradee the Good,” and “ Carradee the
Kind,” Phoena had heard her called.

Carradee the Federate Toady, Phoena pronounced to herself.
First Lord Budin Erwin stepped forward, then kndlt at the dais sfoot. “I1t ismy sublime privilege...”

Phoenagave her nailsaquick buff on her deeves and displayed her “public” smile. She had long ago
mastered the art of feigning graciousinterest. If her mind dwelt more on the speaker than the speech, no
onewould know. Beside her, Tel posed for the crowd. She laughed to hersalf. How he enjoyed parading
inthefringed, forma sash of hisnew rank!

Sheturned her attention to her sster. Carradee, she admitted reluctantly, looked lovely tonight, though
Carradee was not known for her beauty. Why tonight? It couldn’t be the smple blue gown, athough that
did set off Carradee s pale gray eyes and camouflage her tendency to heaviness, nor the
all-too-conservative sweep of blonde curls below her jeweled crown. Carradee had no imagination in
clothes. But shewas enjoying hersdlf. That wasit: She was happy, glowingly happy, about something.

It would be lovely to be Queen at the Queen’sBall, figurehead ruler of al the N’ Taian solar reach and its
two buffer systems. At Hunter Height Phoena had reached for the Crown and missed, and intime
Carradee had forgiven her. But another chance might come, so Phoena endured her month of house
arrest, then turned again to guiding the Loyalist movement that hoped one day to throw the Federates off
Naetai. Meanwhile, she would remain the paragon of correctness.

Carradeerosein her turn, made elaborate offers of thanks to each man who had toasted her, and
drained her glass. Before signaling the orchestra to begin again, sheraised ahand for silence. “ One other

thing.”

Thisisit, Phoenaobserved smugly, shaking her shoulder-length hair, which tonight she woreloosein
perfect waves. Whatever has her so tickled, it’s about to come out. Maybe she' s pregnant again.
Phoenaglanced aside, but Tel, brushing dust from hisblack sateen jacket, remained oblivious.

“I havethe privilege,” Carradee continued, clasping her hands before her, “ of making an announcement
no other Queen in the history of our great people has made, and | do singularly fed the honor, the delight,
and the hope that thisis only asign of thingsto comein the years ahead, as Nagtai takesitsrightful place
among the great systems of the gdaxy.”



Hm. Well put, for Carradee.

As Carradee’ s gold-jacketed Prince Daithi stood at attention on the dais steps, his brown curlsfor once
dicked smooth, Carradee dow-stepped dong the dais s edge. “We have entered a new age of greatness
and great hearts. And so, Noble Electors, gentlemen and ladies, the rumorsthat circulated two months
ago weretrue. Our youngest sster, Lady Firebird, who was formerly aWastling, expectsachild in three
months”

For severd seconds, if agreenfly had landed everyone in the ballroom would have heard. Never had a
Wastling gone so far. Tradition barred even Phoena, the second-born, from bearing children. Carradee
beamed, while other faces showed shock or disbelief or delight. Then awave of sound splashed the
banner-hung walls, as everyone began to speak at once.

Everyone but Phoena. Scanddlized by Firebird' s crime againgt the family and tradition that should have
meant more to her than lifeitself, she sood motionless until Carradee reached her and spoke quietly
againgt the clamor. “I1 tried to reach you done, earlier, but you were at the tresser. | want you to know
that, insofar asthe Crown is concerned, you and Tel are welcome to have children of your own, too.
‘Heir limitation’ has outlasted its ussfulness. No estate is worth preserving at the cost of our children. |
believethat. Don't you?’

Phoena eyed her scornfully from coronet to blue leather dancing dippers. Her monarch, the Head of the
Electora Council—the Federate puppet!—approved of Firebird’ s disgraceful actions. She offered a
chance to commit the same crime with impunity. She needed to be shown that Phoena was made of finer
stuff than that. Once again Carradee proved that she did not deserve that beautiful, sparkling
crown—with the extrachinsit gave her.

“You'll ssewhat | believe,” Phoenaanswered in alow voice like poison. Carradee belatedly sgnded the
orchestra, and asthe players struck up another dance medley, Phoena gathered her skirts and whirled
fromthedais, trailing Tella behind. Dodging dancers across the marblefloor, sheleft the ball.

At three hundred that morning Phoenalay awake, irritated to the core by Tel’s soft, regular breathing. He
had admitted he felt glad for Firebird. Glad! The little dlink!

Too much was changing on Naetal, too much power dipping from the hands of the rightful nobility, and
somehow it had to be st right. The Loyaist movement remained strong, but had been stymied by
Carradee s unprecedented appointment of several commoners to the Queen's Electoral Council.
Another of her sycophancies, Phoenafumed. If she were Queen, with the support of her own
Electorate, she could repair much of the damage. But she couldn’t challenge the Federates who stood
around Carradee, between herself and the throne.

No, but by Ishmaand Delairaand the littlest moon Menarri, she knew who could! A few outlaw
Thyrians had abandoned the Sentinel organization over the years. They and their descendants were
building areal power, astrong one. She and an offworld acquai ntance had discussed them months
before, and she had scoffed. But she had seen their cousin Caldwe I’ s ahilities now, and now she
believed. She' d considered seeking their aid for the Loyalist movement for aweek now, and this...

Thiswasthefind sraw.

She sat upright in the octagonal bed, thinking hard. The Naetai she knew would be changed forever,
unless someone were willing to make abold throw to save it, to dare—and risk losng—everything. She
would show them al. She had the courage. Generations hence, the nobility of Naetai would recall



Phoena s choice and stand in awe.

In the freshing room she dipped slently into an unostentatious traveling suit with aface-shading hood,
then gathered up afew bits of femininetriviafor her shoulder bag.

Tel girred. Phoena stood motionless, waiting for him to speak, but he rolled over and sank deeper into
deep. Shefound awarm black coat. Should she leave him a message with her persond girl?No... Hed
try to stop her, and she didn’t want to be followed. He would know soon enough that she had | €ft.

And shewould not return until she came as Queen.

By stedlth and luck, Phoena left the palace grounds unobserved by the House Guards, the Federates,
and even ateam of Thyrian aides, whose watch was focused at the critica moment on aminor
disturbance at the front gate. She made her way through the darkened streets on foot, to a place Vultor
Korda once had told her she could find offworld help in hisabsence. // only the man is awake, she
thought, as footsore and shivering she knocked rapidly on the faded door of the ground-level apartment.
Some night noise made her ook back into the street to seeif the Federates had trailed her.

The door did partway aside. “Yes?’ asked an unfamiliar voice. ” Penn Baker?*

“Just aminute.” The door did home, and she exhaled sharply, containing her pique. Korda had warned
her to watch her temper with Baker. She pulled the black coat tighter around her body. The door did
dightly open again. “Who isit?’

“Princess Phoena Angelo,” she hissed. “Let mein.” Two men sat inside: Penn Baker, a doughy-figured
man with watery eyes, and adark-haired man with long, bony limbs he introduced as“ My guest Adtrig
Tulleman, atraveling merchant.”

Pleased to find them up, evidently talking late, shetried to defuse a strangely eager hodtility in Astrig
Tulleman’s stare with a polite question.

“Y ou're here on business?”’

“Cdl it thet.”

She didiked Tulleman’sdark smile, dmost asneer. She decided to ignore him and deal with Baker.
It took only afew wordsto explain what she wanted.

“Of course, I'll represent you to them.” Baker stirred sugar into his cruinn. “1’d be deeply honored. No
one knows you' ve cometo me?’

“No one. I'll thank you for not asking questions, and for concealing my presence here until | can take
reasonable precautions for my own safety.”

“Naturaly, Y our Highness. | would be honored. More than you know.”

For aweek Phoena showed Baker her public smile, wore borrowed clothing, and endured the waiting.
She eased her boredom by laughing over the lack of word concerning herself on the newsnet station.
Carradee would be frantic but too proper to seek public help for some time yet.



One evening Baker dipped back to the apartment. “They will dedl favorably with you, Y our Highness.
Y our proposal delightsthem.”

“Aswidl it should.” She sniffed. “Very well. | have made my arrangements. Let us be gone.”

At the heart of acolony known to the Shuhr as Three Zed, Regnant Eldest Juddis Adiyn increased the
flow of epsilon current into his shielding cloud of static to protect the sanctity of histhoughts. A
messenger waked dowly across Adiyn’' slong office, asmal man in blue and gray, emanating the kind of
dread Adiyn had found to portend news of the worst kind, newsthat could cost amessenger’ slifeif
ddivered dumdly. Huffing in unwilling anticipation, Adiyn lounged behind his ebony-micarta desk and
tapped astylus againg its surface. Spyce Hender stopped bel ow the desk—maintaining his shieding
moderately well, Adiyn observed with aglance to hisright, where his young second, Testing Commander
Dru Polar, waited at relaxed attention, openly eager for bad news. Tall and muscular-dim with black hair
long over thered collar of his shirt, Polar stood surrounded by the dense epsilon cloud of hisown shields.
Adiyn could amost see them, they deflected so strongly. Polar, for one, seemed untouched by the
inbreeding weakness this smdl colony had to fight so rigoroudly.

Adiyn dropped the stylus and turned aside, sending his point of awarenessto float in a holographic
projection tank twinkling with tiny star-dots. The sensation soothed him, sang to him of vastnessand his
sphere of power. Then, with aflick of athumb, he signaled the messenger to let his shield diffuse.

A torrent of information coursed into his conscious a phamatrix, so badly scrambled with Hender’s
defensiveness asto be virtually undecipherable. Adiyn leaned forward and ran ahand over hisgraying
dark hair. St down, Hender, he ordered in succinct sub-voca thought patterns, ignoring Polar’ s subtle,
wryly projected suggestion that he ddliver the expected insult and speak doud. You are babbling.
Organize your thoughts.

Eldest. Spyce Hender accepted ahard black chair.
Adiyn watched Polar stop beside Hender asif on guard, black eyes narrow in hislong face.

Word is out on Thyrica, Hender sent, his alphamatrix in better order now, as he beganto regain
presence. One of the Caldwells has married an outworlder. Less widely known is the fact that the
woman carried the Aurian makkah. Our close operative says you will know what that means.

Indeed he did. If the woman carried the Aurian plague, the makkah, she carried Aurian genes. And
according to the eleventh Thyrian Shamart’ s prophecy, this Aurian linethey must not try to breed into
the small Shuhr population.

Adiyn clamped down hastily on hisaarm. Thoughts could be either sent or shielded, but emotion
broadcast itsdlf for al to read who were not static shielded themselves, and must be controlled at its
source. Y oung Polar should not sensefear in him.

The *Lost of Auria shamah.” Dru Polar cocked an eyebrow and probed. Where?
She was from Naetai, Sir.
Where isthat?

Hender took control of ablueindicator dot in the projection tank and swept it off Three Zed's
gold-glowing sphere into the nearly starless reach beyond the Federate Whorl of the galactic Arm.
Naetai, mine elders, he projected into their matrices, more confidently than before. The blue dot



superimposed itself on aydlow-white star. Small independent sector, until absorbed by the Federacy
only last year. One primary system with twelve planets, five of them colonized, and two subjugate
‘buffer’ systems.

Feudal government. | stress that because apparently the new Mistressis of the ruling family, a
matriarchy.

Adiyn nodded. In an untrested Aurian strain there would be only females. But aruling family? Ah, he
thought privately, that will make its descendants easy to locate. Bluebloods so typically advertise
themsel ves.

Matriarchy. Polar echoed Adiyn’ sthoughts. Matrilineal? Or no males?

Insufficient data, sir. We have checked the current Federate registers, however, and that newsis
both conclusive and encouraging. Caldwell’s woman—the nameis Firebird, if you will believe it
—isthe youngest of three sisters named for native birds. Only one has children—

“Daughters?’ interrupted Polar. Approvingly Adiyn noted Polar’ s attentive shift to the risng generation.
As Testing Commander, second in colonid rank only to himsdlf, Polar’ s responsibility wasto mold the
young generation of Unbound that would succeed them, by sdecting the most fit and eradicating all
others adifficult position, and Polar filled it well.

“Y es, Commander. Two daughters.” Adiyn smiled in ashielded corner of hismind at Hender’ sverbd
reply to Polar’ sverba question. “ Apparently no other relatives stand closer than the third degree, and
none claims descendance from the royd line. Something about atradition of ‘heir limitation’: only one heir
isdlowed to reproduce, and any extras arekilled.”

Really! Adiyn widened his smile and sent satisfaction for the others' scanning. That’s not many. Go on.
Naetai.

Yes. Its status shifted recently to Federate protectorship because of a conflict over a Federate
colony world, VeeRon. The Naetai government apparently over stepped: the Feds have only
conquered three other system-states since—

“Irrdlevant.” Polar spoke aoud again, contempt ringing in histone. “Isthat the pertinent data?’
Adiyn felt Hender’ singtant quailing. It is. Commander .
“Down,” Polar ordered.

The courier pleaded wordlesdy, but Adiyn glanced awvay. When he looked back, Spyce Hender
drooped on the plastene chair, sunk into salf-willed tardema-d eep.

Naetai. Adiyn winced. How ironic. A little independent sector out on the eighty-six rim.

Was independent. And the location makesiit all the more plausible. Our Ancestors did come from
beyond the rim. Dm Polar sat down on Adiyn’s desk, hung aleg over its Sde, and sent the blue spark
spinning around aglobular cluster of stars above the galactic plane: the mystery-shrouded home of the
extinct telepathic Aurians, whose human-mingled, “ starbred” families now included both Shuhr and
Sentinels. As certain asfate, one of those branches would one day rule humankind asitslogica
successor, in the name of Progress—and of Protection. The Whorl had been conquered by diens before,
and those diens remained athreat. Somewhere, they waited.

Adiyn did not rebuke Polar for taking liberty with his desk. It wasinevitable that Polar would eventudly



eclipse him, though he intended to keep his young subordinate penned for severd years yet. Polar had
been singled out aready by the Chadnegiyl, the Shuhr overlord who guided their evolution, and wore the
auraof histouch. He could now accomplish the near-impossible: link his epsilon energy with Adiyn’'sand
wield both together.

Out of habit Adiyn drew his boot dirk and toyed with it, below the desktop and out of Polar’ sview. We
should have started sterilizing those fringe systems the day we heard that bedimmed prophecy.

Polar twirled the deeping messenger’ schair. Too expensive.
Now we have the Federates to contend with.
Polar formed the epsilon equivalent of asneer. When have they ever been a factor ?

Certain individuals in the Federacy could pose a threat, and this Caldwell is one of them. Adiyn
conddered, briefly, the other large Shuhr colony—hisrivasfor power, and the other haf of the breeding
poal. | intend to contact Tulleman and the brood at Echo Sx.

Polar dmost laughed. The danger worries you? he asked.

Adiyn'sdigtinctive gift was exceptiona clarity in hisglimpses of the e usive shebiyl, or paths of the future.
There, he had seen his own death too many times, in too many ways, to maintain Polar’ sdry confidence.
Echo Sx is also affected, he sent, maintaining acalloustexture. We plan carefully, we strike
suddenly. A shamah can be subverted. It alerts us to danger and allows us to direct our forces
effectively. Contact our people on Alta and return word to Thyrica; activate the clandestines and
continue the watch on Caldwell. Carefully.

Polar stared back at him, hislashless eyes unblinking.

Naetai is as soft as a tarr’s belly, though. We can strike there as soon as we choose. The ‘lost’
Aurian line won't be a factor for long.

We should blockade Hesed, if we can find enough ships.

Adiyn continued to fidget with hisknife. Yes. If the Federate Sentinels were to strengthen their
sanctuary there, we could have trouble getting to it. But we' ve kept track of Caldwell long
enough. He'll attack, not run. We need only draw him out. He knows he’ s talented. We'll show
him he’ s not invulnerable. He has never dealt with us in numbers before. Adiyn slenced Polar's
risng objection. Yes, but Mazra was a Tulleman operation, and he had the advantage of surprise.
Thistime he'll find that we—we, Polar— have the advantage of choosing the time and place. We
may have to sacrifice a few agents, hopefully Tulleman’s, but when we'reready . . .

Before Dru Polar could react, Adiyn’ s dirk skimmed Polar’ s shoulder, diced across the dim room, and
dit the precise center of ageometric wal print.

So much for your original Scurrly. Polar’s own fighting blade pinned the helpless messenger through
thethroat to hischair. So much for the *Lost of Auria shamah.’

You didn’t need to do that. Adiyn furrowed his brow and looked away. Did it gain you any pleasure?
Polar shrugged.

Chapter 4



Daughter s of Power

duo senza amore - duet without love

Thefollowing week, Polar and Adiyn held council in Adiyn’ s office, con-dating reports sent in by
Federate agents. Preliminary research for the strike at Naetai pleased Adiyn. According to the Federate
register, they faced two women and two infants, guarded—if one could cdl it that—by aring of
groundside personne and a“no-flight” zone: so smple an dimination that he would be able to choose his
method for itsemotiona effect on the survivorsrather than smple, efficient murder.

The fielding-gpproach alarm sounded unexpectedly, signaling an unscheduled spacecraft. Dru Polar
activated the audio transceiver on Adiyn’s master console. Intercepting the exchange between patrol and
intruder, Adiyn listened with growing dishelief and fina incredulity to Penn Baker’ sidentification of
himsdlf, his passenger, and hismission.

As hekeyed off the transceiver, Polar laughed weekly. Thisis unbelievable, Jude! Why weren't we
notified? What do you suppose motivates the woman?

It doesn't matter. She's here.

Adiyn pressed againgt the back of his chair and activated its massage unit, watching as Polar drew a
dender rod from his blue sash belt and checked its charge. A dendric triker, the rod was a prize from
Polar’ sfirst rad asafull adult. A touch of its probe would stimulate every nerve ending within twelve to
eighty centimeters; with it, he could distract a subject resisting mind-access with aburst of pain, or kill in
agony or in an instant, depending on the charge he used and the proximity of his contact point to anerve
center. That and asmdl fighting dirk were the only weapons Polar choseto carry.

He tucked the Striker away.

Princess Phoenacould hardly wait to debark from Baker’s DS-350. Three endlessdaysin
quasi-orthogona “dip” space had weakened her resolve. Y ears before, Firebird had scornfully |abeled
her a*groundhog,” and there had been miserable, claustrophobic moments on thistrip when she wished
shetoo had adjusted to space travel: the oddly vibrational sensation of dip-state, with the molecules of
her body turned at right angles toward norma space so that the craft could exceed lightspeed, the
terrifying awareness of light-years of vacuum just outside the thin dloy skin of the craft, the knowledge
that something—some unknown infinites ma something—could go wrong. She remained short of breath
for most of thejourney.

Shedidn’t spot the colony until the last minute before landing, when with apudgy hand Baker pointed out
mammoth shielded entries, incongruoudy smooth strips aong severa edges of an irregular dome that
crouched among crags on an airlesslump of aplanet.

“Not everything on Three Zed that looks like amountainisone,” he remarked, then busied himsdlf & the
controls. She didn’t understand the maze of dials and glowing panels on the display, nor did she careto.
Asinhospitable asthat crater field below them looked, she ached to stand on solid rock.

One entry barely opened, and they glided through. Penn Baker grounded the craft at the center of asmall
hangar. “We€ |l pass through into the main bay when we have air,” he warned.

As Phoenawalked down the craft’ s landing ramp aminute later, shefelt her first qualm about coming to



these people. Her suit smelled musty, and she doubted their first impression would be asregd as she
wished. Resolutely wrapping her fingers around her shoulder bag, she strode to meet ten men who
approached at adow wak down acorridor between rows of service machinery.

Two stopped just short of her and Baker; the rest passed by toward the ship. She eyed the pair. Tall and
dender, both had dark wavy hair and cold, distant brown eyesin nicely masculine faces.

“Y our Highness?' The one on the right wore an edging of gold on the collar of his deep gray-green
jumpsuit. He barely bowed.

“Yes. | would like to spesk with someone in authority.”

“Those are my orders,” he answered. He gestured toward a door near one corner of the bay. Baker
offered Phoena his arm, and as she stepped out, the others paced afew steps behind.

She followed down shiny-walled corridors with an unnerving number of branches, someat right angles
and others curving like tetter tunndls, to alarge open room. At itsfar end, near a holographic star-map
tank, two men stood behind a desk. The stocky one seemed about fifty, with short graying hair, and the
other looked so much like her guards that she guessed abruptly the degree of inbreeding among the
colony’s population. Thistaler man had grown his hair longer and wore sapphire blue. In hisblack,
lashless eyes she recognized the singlemindedness of akindred spirit, and she understood her peril. If he
could be shown that she could serve his ends, they might meet on common ground.

“Y our Highness, welcome. | am Juddis Adiyn, the Eldest, and thisis Testing Commander Dru Polar.”’
The older man bowed as he spoke, but Polar merely blinked his dark eyes. " Y our presence on Three
Zed honors us deeply.“ Adiyn nicked one hand.

She heard footsteps behind her and turned to see Baker and the other two men exit the room.

Phoena stood as stiffly as she spoke. “ Gentlemen, let me state my business without unnecessary
formdlities. | believe that we face aSituation asintolerable to you asit isto mysdlf. Some sort of a
quasi-religious prophecy has evidently been made, concerning some threat posed to you by aunion of a
Thyrian family with some other bloodline—which has been postulated to be my own. | do not accept that
insulting supposition, gentlemen, but | recognize the fact that others do. Have | made it clear to you that |
am no friend of Thyrica, nor of the Federacy?’

“Admirably so, Princess, and with few words. Please, won't you it down?’ Commander Polar held a
tall black chair for her.

When they had seated themsdlves around Adiyn’s desk, Phoenafelt some of the suspicioninthe
atmosphere turn to conspiratoria quiet.

“My youngest Sgter,” shesaid in clipped words, “ has married a Thyrian, an ambitious man who meansto
use her pogition for hisown gain.”

Polar and Adiyn shared aquick, oddly intense glance. She wondered if she could possibly have surprised
them with that information.

“Indoing so,” Phoena continued, “ she has committed a crime of the most blatant sort against her nation
and her family. | am of theimpression that you would like to see her eliminated because of that marriage,
and | have cometo offer my assstancein that effort.”

Polar leaned over the desk, hisface devoid of expression. “ Surely, you expect some favor in exchange.”



Emboldened by his prompting, she spoke quickly. “Y es. Another sister and two nieces stand between
myself and the throne. Thelittle princesses... perhapsthey could be assmilated into your culture? They
arelovdy girls. | could give you information that would help you with those endeavors.”

“Then we put you on your throne?’ Polar asked drily.

“Of course. | an no... murderer,” she said ddlicately, “but Carradee and her people are gravely
misguided. Something must be done, for the sake of Naetai.”

Dru Polar turned to Adiyn. Again she saw them stare into one another’ s eyesthat puzzling way.

“I have, of course, left messages.” Phoena detected a hint of forward douch in her posture and corrected
it. “Should | fail to return or send word within amonth—N’ Taian calendar, of course—the Federacy will
comefor me”

A very long silence followed. When she thought she might shout just to break it, Dru Polar stood and
offered hisright hand. “I do not fault your measuresfor your own defense, of course. | believe we can
reach an agreement. Let usdiscuss your offer in council and return afind word to you. Meanwhile, you
must consider yoursaf my guest. | shal have you shown to our best visitors rooms, where you may rest
whilewe explore al aspects of your proposal. And...” He dropped her hand, and as his lashless eyes
looked down into hers, shefdt asharp, compelling sensation she could not identify. “ Thank you for
coming,” hesad.

Phoenafollowed the man with the gold collar to asuite that seemed dreadfully stark. Although she was
willing for the time to accept the proposition that this outpost could offer no better, she thought it had
rather thelook of aprison cell.

There was no cooking facility, not even aservo. Still, the blue-walled receiving room had the basic
appointments, and the darker blue bedroom seemed spacious enough for comfort, evenif itsdick walls
looked, smelled, and felt like plastic. The lack of windows disturbed her, too, but she steeled hersdlf to
living underground for atime. If thiswere her road to the throne, she could endure afew minor
inconveniences more easly than another dip through space.

She wished to bathe but had brought no extra clothes. Rapidly, she searched compartmentsin awall of
the back room, but she found nothing. Very well, shewould go buy something. Surely there were shops,
and she would be extended credit as part of their hospitality.

As she crossed the ditting room, the door opened. A voluptuous woman with perfectly straight black hair
and Polar’ s proud eyes stepped inside. Y oung—much younger than hersalf, Phoena judged—but
possessed of afirmness about her full lipsthat suggested rank.

“You'd like some clean clothes,” the girl said blandly, and she signaled behind her with ahand controller.
A sarvice cart glided into the room. * Penn Baker says you brought nothing along. That waswise. Y ou
are about my size.” Shelooked Phoena up and down. “ Commander Polar asked me to |oan you some

things”

“Thank you.” Phoena stood for amoment. When she redlized the girl expected her to unload the cart she
reached for it quickly, asthough she had anticipated nothing el se. She piled one armload on the lounger.
It smelled faintly of strange sachet.

“Areyou related to Commander Polar?’ Phoena asked between loads, when the silence had become



uncomfortable.
“We'redl cousins of one degree or another. Can't you tell?’

“I had noticed aresemblance.” One compartment lay empty of blouses and jumpsuits, and Phoena began
on another. Although the girl’ sindolent douch peeved her, she was so glad to find dresses in the second
compartment that she said nothing about the douch.

“You look like your sster, too.” The black-haired girl’ s tone conveyed no open insult, but her stare
suggested she knew perfectly well it would be received as no compliment. “My nameis Cassa Tulleman.
| was born on Echo Six, our major colony, where my own father is Eldest. I’ ve been here aweek. One
of the joys of the Unbound lifeisthat al females are shipped to the other colony soon after acceptance as
full adults, to improve the gene pool.”

Oh. Daughter of power . Tulleman was the name, Phoenanoted. Astrig Tulleman, then—Baker's
friend—would be amember of the hierarchy aswell. Cassia seemed bitter. And was that |ook on her
face jed ousy? Phoena unloaded the last items onto the lounger, and then Cassialeft with acoal, “I'll be
seeingyou.”

Phoena chose alikely enough ensemble of pale yelow lace and then treated herself to along, ddlicious
warm vapor bath in her tiny freshing room. Once dressed, she decided to explore while the men finished
talking. She walked to the outer door.

It had no handle.
She pushed.
It didn’'t budge.

Phoena stepped backward from the entry, bumped into the lounger, and sat down, fighting fear with
reason. They would soon finish their council, no doubt, and they wished to be able to reach her
immediately. Meanwhile, no servants had arrived. Shewould put away the clothing hersdlf.

A few minutes later, hearing footsteps, she ran to the outer room. Testing Commander Polar stood
insgde, hisloose blue shirt bright againgt the Stting room’spalewalls.

“Well?" sheasked.

“We have accepted your offer, Y our Highness. | am certain we will be able to make effective use of your
help. We want everything you can show us concerning Lady Firebird, her personality, habits, and history.
We need to be able to predict her most likely responses to severd paths of attack we have considered.
Then wewill evaluate Naetai. I’ m sure you know Sae Angelo well, the layout of the palace, and the
routes most frequently traveled by the Queen and her children.”

“When I'm Queen, you'll be able to keep a close eye on me aswell, won’t you?’
“WE re not worried about keeping eyes on you. Wewill have other concerns.”

Mallified, Phoenatook a seat on the long brown lounger. Polar pulled over the smaler of two mock
wooden chairs and sat down amost knee-to-knee with her.

“Have you experienced mind-access before?’

Phoena pushed away. “ Commander, | have every intention of answering your questions. Thereisno



need for interrogation.”

“I believethat, Y our Highness.” He reached for her hand, and she knew from the heat of hisfingersthat
hers had gone cold. “But at this point we don’t know where to begin. | can do a quicker, more thorough
jobthisway, and you will notice very little discomfort.”

She snatched back her hand and sprang to her feet. “Thisis entirely unnecessary, Sir.”
“Sit down,” he said with aqueer quiet tonein hisvoice. Phoenafound herself obeying.
“How dareyou,” she breathed.

“| amtold your sister was not eager to be accessed either, when Caldwell first breached her. Cooperate,
Phoena. Those weretheterms. You'll do aswe say, and we'll see you well rewarded.”

Thethrone, she reminded hersdf. The Crown, the Federates banished from her homeworld, and that
Fire-brat settled forever.

Sheraised her eyesto his, and he began.

Phoena cameto hersdf lying on the lounger with the emptiest somach she had ever suffered. Her
awakening impressions were of peace and safety, and those fedings, stronger than any she had ever
known, remained.

Cassa Tulleman entered, bringing warm, fruit-scented pastries and kaffaand an exotic flower inacrystd
chalice, and without even rising from the lounger Phoena st to. “ Oh, Phoena, onething.” Cassalaid
paper and astylus on the end table. “Y our husband must be worried sick about you. | think you should
let him know you're safe”

Despite her lack of respect, the busty little creature was quite right. Poor, loyd Td would be frantic by
now. “Thank you, Cassia,” Phoenasaid. “ That’'sagood idea.”

Carrying a scribebook to study, Adiyn walked with Polar toward their gpartments down along, glossy
corridor that curved with thedome. | can’t believe the naivete of the woman, Adiyn subvocalized.
What makes her think we owe her anything at all, let alone a throne? She hasn’t a guess where
she's been these days. | never saw a mind more amenable to memory blockage.

Polar shrugged. The youth implants have already ruined her epsilon system. If she thinks she's
more to usthan bait in a trap, let her think it. And it’s good to have a DNA sample from her line,
even if we don’'t dare clone and use it. For now, the Chad-negiyl iswell pleased. He paused. You
do think the Sentinel will come?

He has no reason to help this one. She' s been no friend to him. Adiyn halted outside his quarters and
palmed the lock, wishing he were not so weary.

| think you migjudge the man, Polar answered. For one thing, he can’t resist a challenge. Never
could. And another: So long as Naetai lies under Federate protection, the royal family does, too.
They' |l want to send someone as long as they think she's

alive, and you know who is most likely to be sent. He' |l be here, sooner or later. Pride and his



consciencewill bring himin.

You're forgetting he’' s gone to Thyrian service, Adiyn sent camly.
He' Il come, answered Polar.

You'd careto bet on that?

Certainly. They'll release him. We' re talking about Thyrica, for Zed' s sake. Their forcesare
stinking with Sentinels. Polar transferred his scribebook from one hand to the other. If I’'mwrong, you
can do as you like with this Angelo princess. But if he comes, after he's been rewarded for all the
trouble he’sbeen to us, I'll kill them both myself.

His genes, we could use. You could, ah, perhaps incorporate his potential into your antipodal
fusion work, aswell?

Adiyn chuckled then, for his casua suggestion incited asurge of eegerness and the hint of asmileon
Polar’ susudly fixed features. “ Yes,” Polar murmured.

First we must bring himin.

He' Il come, Polar repeated.

Chapter 5
... In Spirit and in Flesh...

rubato - in freetempo, not drictly

“... SO wewere hoping the two of you would join us at Pegk. It would mean so much to Mother.”

The dark-haired, pleasant-faced man had very familiar eyes, chin, and cheekbones, and no wonder. Dr.
Tarance Caldwell was Brennen'’ s brother.

Firebird leaned alittle closer to the tri-D set in the downlevd master bedroom. *’ Tarance, we d loveto.
Would you know if the Base goesto minima staff for Planetfal Day?*

“He's Genera Coordinator. He can get the time off. He—" Tarance' s head turned. ” Excuse me,
Firebird.” The screen went silent as he drew away. Beside him, Firebird saw agirl of about ten talking
earnestly. Firebird stood beside the comscreen, one hand on the bureau, and kept her end of theline
active. Brennen' srelations with Tarance had remained awkward ever since the brothers were tested as
preadolescents for epsilon ability, and Brennen. the younger by two years, was inducted on the spot into
Sentind College.

The girl, then, would be her niece by marriage. Blonde, with addlicate chin and intensdy blue eyes, she'd
be a beauty some day.

A soft hissfrom the speaker indicated that Tarance had reactivated hisline. “Firebird, thisis my daughter
Dedtia. She'd like to be introduced.”

“Dedtia” Firebird made a meeting-dignitaries-at-the-palace half-bow. “I’m honored.” Maybe through
the niece and nephews | could help bridge the gulf between Brennen and his family. She knew the
keenly sensitive Sde, now, that hid benesth Brennen’ strained emotional control. Tarance's



standoffishness must have hurt him deeply. How many years had Brennen passed offplanet with the
Federacy without celebrating Planetfall, the festival commemorating the Aurians arriva?

Dedtiavanished, and Tarance s head and dender shouldersfilled the screen again. “Y ou can reach
Mother at her lab, if you can’'t get me. We Il take care of the pavilions and food; al you’ d need to bring
isyoursdves.”

And gifts for Destia and her brothers. Firebird suddenly remembered an advertisement she'd seen on
the newsnet. Planetfall was that kind of holiday. “We Il do our best, Tarance. Thank you for including
lﬁ"

He gave her adark look, then said stiffly, “ Of course you' re included. | look forward to meeting you in
person, Firebird. Take care of your hedth.”

“Thank you again for caling.” The screen went dark, and Firebird cut the transmitter. “ Take care of your
health”—Brennen’ sfamily might have taken offense at her before, as an off-worlder not entitled to marry
into the Cadwel line, but now that she was pregnant. ..

Y es, and now that the Lost of Auriashamah had been thoroughly discussed on the newsnet...

WEI, shetold hersdlf, it gives hisrelatives their own touch of notoriety. We were silly to try to hide
it from the Shuhr, if their intelligence is worth anything.

Planetfdl Day. It did sound like agood chance to go through the formalities of introduction, and she
would enjoy seeing Peak, where Brennen had spent his childhood.

Would it be anything like Name Day? she wondered, remembering Sae Angelo riotous with flowers and
filled with music from ahundred smdl, informa choirs and ensembles.

Vagudy homesick, she made her way through the distrugia vines up the spira stairwell to her music
room, which lay just off the spaciousliving area. A smadll, windowless sde room walled in natural wood,
she guessed its original owner had meant it for —storage? A studio?—but Firebird, hearing its acoustics,
had begged Brennen for it. He' d hurried to agree, asking only that she leave the door open when she
practiced.

Cradled on aspecia hook high on thewadll, her clairsahung besde anew, smaler instrument: a Thyrian
kinnora she' d found in Soldane. An ancient instrument like the clairsa, the kinnoralooked small, broad,
and plain next to the clairsa slong, ornately carved, wire-strung triangle of high-grained letawood, but
the kinnora s pastord tone had enchanted Firebird, suggestive of wild, well-defended Hesed.

Hesed. She touched the instrument. Sometimes she wished they had stayed. They’ d been encouraged to
remain a the sanctuary for safety, because of the shamah and the Shuhr. All that complexity, and their
mutual desireto stay in military service, had broken their peace too soon.

Too soon, she sighed, recalling the ecstasies of thefirst tender nights. Shelifted the kinnora off its cradle
and sat on acorner stool, resting it on one leg, since she no longer had alap. Running her fingers up the
strings, she smiled at its odd tuning. She dways startled at the missing notes; it wasavery old scae.
Exclusively afolk indrument, apart of Brennen's heritage—

Firebird gripped the little instrument in sudden ingpiration. She would learn a piece on the kinnora for
Planetfal, as soon as she could get back to that shop near Kyrren Fjord and ask the owner about
itablemusc.

Rehanging the kinnora, she took down her clairsa, the last and most precious of her N’ Taian



possessions. Clavell’ s Sonatawould warm up her fingersfor new music, and she hadn't practiced Clavell
infar too long. Hastily she corrected the tuning and then swept into the opening arpeggios. The notes
rang sweetly—and unevenly.

Firebird halted, shocked. Always before, she had been able to spin off arpeggios as smoothly as anyone
on Naetai.

She berated hersdf for going so long without hard practicing.

You'’ ve been busy, shereminded hersdf. And soon you'll be busier. If you don’t want to lose your
technique altogether, you' Il set up a practicing schedule.

Fifteen minutes later, she was dtill trying doggedly to work that annoying gallop out of the arpeggio when
the entry dert gaveadhrill cal.

A busy day on Trinn Hill. Firebird rehung her instrument and stepped to the closest control center, high
on the near wall of theliving area, gray shaded by thick fog outside the long window. The midday dert
seemed odd. Surely anyone wanting Brennen would go to the Base.

Onthesilver pand just above her eyelevel no light burned at low center, so the cdler had not passed
into the security entry. Obviously, shetold herself. You locked it. She pressed akey to dide open the
outer door, counted asow ten, then asked, “Who cdls?’

A smdll bluescreen lit at theleft of the panel. On it she saw ayoung man: he stood in the entry, clutching a
parcel under one arm. Histunic appeared pa e blue on screen, but it could have been white, and it
looked damp. He wore astar on hisright shoulder.

“Migtress Firebird, | bring thisat Master Spieth’ srequest.” He siwung up the small, square parcel and
held it toward the monitor.

That seemed queer. The vis-pickup was virtudly invisble from ingde the entry. How had he seenit, to
look up that way?

“Sheingructed meto giveit into your handsonly. It is specificaly not for Master Cadwell.”
Firebird stared hard at the small image. “What isit?’
“| was not told, Migtress. Only to giveit into your hands.”

It occurred to Firebird that Master Spieth had no idea of the security system at their home, and an
innocent messenger could have been sent from the College’ sMedica Divison. From the underside of the
control panel she unhooked atiny remote. Paming it in her left hand, she walked to the inner door.

“Open,” shetold its pickup. She held the moduletightly. A touch on the centra indentation would
activate animmobilizing eectric grid thelength of the security entry.

Asthe door did aside, awisp of cool, damp air swirled into the house. The young man in whitetook a
step inward.

“Would you mind staying where you are for amoment?’ Firebird stood with her toes at the edge of the
vestibule and extended a hand.

The man presented his parcel. Wrapped in arough fabric cover, it fet heavy for itsweight but evenly
bal anced.



“Did she send any message”?” Firebird asked.

“Yes, Migtress. | wasto refer to your last conversation with her, and to recommend you open and
consder thisalone.”

Last conversation? When she tested. ..

Now thoroughly puzzled, Firebird pocketed the remote and examined the mysterious package, turning it
over and over. “Thank you. Tell the Master | am well.”

“Migress.” He strode through the outer door of the security entry.

“Close,” she murmured to its pickup as she turned back toward the greenwell. To be truthful, she didn’t
like theway the man rushed off. But if this had come from the Shuhr... certainly their methods included
nothing so smplistic as drop-and-run poisons or explosives. Furthermore, the ingtruction to open the
parcel without Brennen would never have come from anyone who wanted Brennen dead, too.

The Redjackets? She drew adeep breath. Her lifelong guardians and enemies on Nagtai: Could the
Weastlings watchmen finally have cometo see her Geis Orders carried out? A Sentindl’ s star might not
be too difficult to counterfeit, and plenty of shops sold medics uniforms.

She hurried to the com center nearest the music room and punched in Master Spieth’ s code, then stood
waiting, fingering the parcd’ sfabric wrapping.

The Magter, she wasinformed by a pleasant recorded voice, sat in conference. Did shewish areturn
cdl?

Firebird s glance flicked from the control pand to the package. Well ?
“No,” shetold thevoice. “Thank you.”

Sliding down onto the floor, she berated herself for afoolhardy child and dipped off the package's
covering.

It was a book.

Onitscover, satin-finished in midnight blue, agolden star with four points was embossed and circled in
gold. A dip of paper lay insde. She propped the book open and read the note.

Migtress Firebird—

| fed you can be trusted, which my consultation with Master Brennen only confirms. Thefact remains
that | cannot sparetimeto help you with this. Begin at the beginning and see what you can accomplish on
your own. | will evaluate any progress you are able to make and help you as | can when we meet for
medical reasons.

Y ou mugt attempt nothing but P nah until | have approved your progress, for you could harm yourself
and others by proceeding carelesdy without supervision. For thetime, my authority will cover you. |
know you will read aheed; read with my blessing, only try nothing further.

Keep the book in itswrapping. | doubt you need the warning.

Firebird reminded hersdlf to breasthe. The developing neura system of the fetus, Spieth had said, required
aparticular amount of oxygen at dl times, and she carried two. Shelifted the paper and eyed thefirst

page.



Aldana Spieth’ s name, scribed on the coverlesf in ayoung, flowing script with midnight blueink, wasthe
text’ sonly preamble.

One. P nah, The Turn.

The release of mentd energy onto the modulated epsilon carrier presupposes the ability on the pupil’s
part to identify and locate epsilon energy arising in his own body and to separate it from background
sensory imagery. Turning inward to sense one' s sdif at the prima leve istherefore the beginning. Proceed
with prayerful caution.

At the moment before falling adeep, when thought is stilled, there occurs an inward-chasing of themind's
natural pattern that will lead in deep to dreams. To conscioudy follow that chase inward has proven the
most practical beginning in this course of study. ..

Firebird skimmed to the bottom of the text, then began to flip pages. After “The Turn” came*“The
Epsilon Harmonic,” then * Securing the Carrier,” and the dim volume ended with * Four. Shield and Pulse
Modulation,” and a solemn reminder of the consequences of “ capricious or safish use’ of any skill taught
therein.

There must be any number of these volumes, Firebird reflected, awed. How many has Brennen,
hidden away in the study? She saw no charts or illustrations, but—she paged back to “ The
Turn”—nothing sounded too dreadfully difficult. Thank the Thyrians Word that asaWastling she had
never been entitled to youth implants! Eagerly she studied the P nah section. Then, leaning againgt a
riffled wall crossegged on the carpet, she closed her eyes and relaxed toward degp—or tried to.

The next hour surpassed any day spent with Phoenafor sheer hdllish frustration. The smple act of
quieting her mind to Turn her focus inward seemed utterly beyond her. Thoughts of food, faces she had
seen, common, irrdlevant matters kept distracting her, dthough she thought, once, amogt. .. but her
gtartled legp toward the odd momentary sensation brought her aert and silenced the faint touch under a
chorus of menta comments. Exhaling deeply, shelet her head droop. Maybe she should ask Brennen for
help.

No. Master Spieth had trusted her with a secret, and Brennen had told her repeatedly, though gently, that
he believed she could do nothing, even with his help, because of her age. Asamatter of principle, she
should do it done. Perhaps she had missed some cluein the text.

Thedairsahung close. Back to Clavell.

Brennen came on Base very early the next morning to meet with hisfriend Air Master Dardy, Corpord
Claggett of the Home Forces, and Cristod Harris of the College, whose preiminary research into the
possibility of developing along-range projector for a Senting’ s skills had caught his attention. He found
them in Claggett’ s office, in the sixth level below hisown.

After hurried greetings, Dardy |eaned over Claggett’s desk, rolled out awide sheet of scribepaper, and
subvocdized, Thisis RIA: Remote Individual Amplification. It’s not on computer; RIA must not be
tapped by the Shuhr, under any circumstances. So far as we know, they haven't yet discovered
how this feedback amplifier cycle can be operated by a single individual .

Dardy articulated it as Ree-a, Brennen noted. His glance traced the rough schematic sketch twice, from
itsinput, drawn as a smple headset, through severd circuits and transmatches, and findly to the series of
projecting antennae. You said it takes a surprising mass of machinery.



Yes. The wave-matching simply can’t be miniaturized effectively. We're trying to develop a
ship-mounted module. Here are some of the problems. Dardy stroked the paper with one finger. The
input filters aren’t quite selective enough to eliminate background alpha energy, which tendsto
cancel out the motivating epsilon type. Then here, at thistoroidal juncture, putting a single
epsilon wave into phase with the DeepScan carrier will require a more delicate adjustment. The
projecting systemis similar to basic planetary fielding—

Faster-than-light capability, then?

And range roughly equivalent to DeepScan. Dardy raised one eyebrow. Brennen scattered the cloud
of epslon gatic that normally protected him from emotiona noise. As he expected, Dardy was
disappointed by that range.

When it’'s perfected, put in Harris, asmall man of cocksure stance.
Dardy nodded.

So. Short range, and that only eventualy. Brennen leaned closer. Interspersed with conventional
electronic symbols, he saw others marking currents of the projectible epsilon energy that arose only inthe
starbred.

Expensive?
Moderately so, answered Claggett.

Dardy shrugged. Comparable to a low-end particle shield. That’s a small investment, if we can
make it work.

Dardy had agood sense of practicality: Hiswork with Thyrical s Alert Forces had closdly paralleled
Brennen’ swith the Federacy’ s Specia Operations. Brennen asked, Do you have a working model ?

Once again Dardy layered his projection with awry undercurrent. One that should work, but doesn’t.
May | seeit?

Claggett turned toward awall and raised one hand. A long pand did upward to reved abank of
machinery, circuit boards exposed. Nothing simple, of course.

Firebird relaxed in the passenger seat of their little jetcraft and stared down into rain forest. Planetfal had
been a success. Destiaand her brothers begged to play the kinnoraand the clairsaand in return read her
ancient Aurian holy tales. She' d felt comfortable with them, even loved.

W, liked. She yawned and stretched. A good day. A silvery river snaked past, far below, and she
traced itstwisting line up to the horizon.

She' d watched Tarance with his children, too, and Brennen’ s mother relaxing with her grown sons. The
casud interplay of intercepted thought and interrupted speech |ooked so comfortable, so right. She
rejoiced to see Brennen at ease with his own people, though the glimpse into aloving family reminded
Firebird painfully of something she had missed.

The elder Mistress Caldwell even took her aside, warned and encouraged her asto life with the tiny and
talented, obvioudy wishing Firebird had the epsilon skillsto nurture the babies.



Firebird wished it, too, more now than ever. If sheweretrying to raise achild for musica talent, she
would sing to him congtantly, whistle to him, play symphoniesfor him. How could she do lessfor achild
with extraordinary epsilon potential ?

At least they’ Il have their father to teach them epsilon games, she thought. And then: But if | can
learnto Turn. . .

Thefollowing day, Brennen returned to the house set into Trinn Hill. Alarmed by theintrusion of his
perturbed, chastened uneasinessinto her evening calm, Firebird hurried upleve to meet him.

In the kitchen she found him ill in uniform, standing beside the long counter and pouring aglass of pae
ydlow Carolinian wine. Now her unease rose to answer his. Like most Sentinels he generdly avoided
depressants, and he had purchased it to help her deep. She paused in the archway and cdlled, “Brenn. Is

something wrong?”

Raising the glass, he sdluted her with it, then drank half." *Working at College today—research Dardy
and | have on the sde— we discovered away to lower our epsilon readings. We can doit, Mari. Itis
possible after dl.*

She gtretched out ahand and leaned against the arch. “ It sno fluke?’

“The resond scanning circuits are easier to deceive than the Access specidists, and it ishard to
congstently land the same score, but | improved alittle with practice.” He reached for her hand ashe
drank again, and she stepped closer. “Hoston and Dardy tried, too,” he said. “They’re both in the
seventy-five range. Hoston couldn’t bring himsdlf to make a serious effort, but Dardy brought his reading
down to Sixty or so. | took mine once to fifty-three, but it gave me such akilling headache that | declared
my point proven and stopped trying.”

“So the higher your potentia and the harder you work &t it, the better you can fasify?’

“That seemsto bethe case. And I—" He set down theglass. “1 don't liketheimplicationsat al. If thisis
askill practiced among the Shuhr...” Heflicked the wine bottle. “It will be a subject of intensive study a
College, now. Dardy and the Alert Forceswill be particularly interested.”

Bosk Terrell, shethought. Terrell could either be a legitimate forty, as his records show, pushing a
hundred, or off the scale. “What can we do?’ she asked.

He congdered the oval of clear liquid at the bottom of the glass. “Each of usistheoretically subject to
periodic rescreening, and some random checks occur each year smply to keep usdl online. I've put
Terrell’snamein, anonymous but Security |. Hewill probably be caled inaday or so. I'll stay clear of it,
but the minute there’ snews | will dert you.”

Startled by hisingtinctive leap, which looked for al the worlds like mind-reading but thistime was not,
Firebird nodded. “Good, Brenn.”

She spent most of the next day trying to Turn. When Brennen camein that night, she sat doneinthe
master bedroom, cupping the blue-green miralily in her palms. He sank onto the bed beside her without
asking how shefdt. (He knew. Besides frustrated, she felt trapped. Fat. Ugly. Seven Standard months
pregnant, and with twins)) He handed her athin parcel. “Thisisfor you, Mari. It was delivered today.”

“What isit?’

“Tekeit.”



Gently Firebird replaced thelily onits crystd plate, then lifted the parcel’ s pressboard lid. Inside, a
spiraing ebony handgrip protruded from a black yest-skin belt sheath. Shetipped the dagger out of the
box, caressed its beaded pommel, and whispered, “Brenn.” The grip felt made for her holding, and she
knew it was. Then shedrew the blade; it too wasfinished in flat black, for invishility a night. Just longer
than her hand, it tapered gracefully from narrow waist to symmetrica point, with awicked double edge.

“It will split paper.” He smiled down the blade. “I tried it.” He stood and took afew stepstoward the
room they called the“ study,” which lay on the master room’ swindowless side, built into the hill. “Now
let’sseeif you remember what I’ ve taught you.”

She groaned.

“They're dill out there, Mari. A small woman must be ableto kill. Y ou' d get no second chanceina
confrontation.”

Hewasright. She might look and fed like acruiser, but the enemy took no pregnancy leave. “All right.”
She dapped the dagger into her palm and followed him in, pulling the gather-pand snug a the so-cdled
waist of the loose Thyrian skyff that had become her uniform.

Brennen pressed apand on the far wall of the long, narrow storeroom they’ d converted for weapons
practice. From the case that did open, he selected adulled training dagger, then he pulled off histunic
and skinshirt to face her bare-chested. “1’Il match you. No rest periods until that blade hasblood on it,
Mgor.”

He began to circleto hisright on the springy blue mat, hisface perfectly blank.

Firebird drew the black dagger and tossed its sheath toward the wall behind her. How to draw blood
without redlly injuring? He had given her ashort coursein Carolinian dagger-play, beginning back at
Hesed, where he’ d proven he could dow hisreflexesto just faster than her own: adisplay of self-control
that baffled her, becauseit got him hurt.

He can block pain, shereminded hersdf. But be careful . A flesh wound would satisfy him, over his
ribs, if she could get inside hisreach, and arms condtituted fair strikes, but never the hands, not in
practice. Glancing at the taut tendons on histawny hands, she fatered. Her arms hung limp. “Not tonight,
Brenn. Somehow | can't bear the thought of blood. It must be these maternal hormones.”

“Man.” He crouched in awide stance. “ This could mean your life one day. Unlikely, but possible. Trust
me, if | ssemysdf inred danger...”He gave her aone-sided amile. “I'll react. Asyou’ d better—”

Helunged. Automatically she pulled away, surprised by the quick reaction of her body to his dull dagger.
She swiped for hisarm but missed. Instantly he spun and cracked her forearm.

“Comein short.” Heglared. “Y ou deserve the bruise. That N’ Taian sword-thrust will get you killed.”

All right, then. Shewarmed alittle to the fight, to the knife snubbly grip heating in her hand and the
ebony blade quivering in front of her. She changed direction and circled | ft. Brennen countered
immediately. If only she had hisreach. Again the thought of blood, Brennen' sblood, made her swallow
hard.

He sprang. She saw the opening and sent the dagger low, across hisribs, under hisarm. Shefelt no
resistance againgt the blade and wondered if she’ d missed again.

But heraised ahand. “ Cal. Check.”



Now she saw thered trickle on hisside. “ Areyou dl right?’ she asked hurriedly, holding out the black
dagger. On one side of thetip gleamed athin damp curve.

“It' snot deep. Don't worry.”

Shefetched the medica kit from itslocker and snatched a biotape spoal off its spindle as he sank onto a
short bench. Gently she wiped away the blood, then pressed a strip of the pale gauzy fabric to hisside.
The bleeding stopped.

“I'mdow,” shemuttered. “Heavy.”
“You'retrying. But you' retense”
“I hurt you.”

Straddling the bench, he twisted his body around to coil astrand of her dark red-brown hair on his hand.
“Do you know, Mari, | find it much more unpleasant to blood you than serve as your target. Even though
I’vetrained othersto first blood, even though it isimperative you learn how quickly biotape works so
you'll fear wounding theless, | find | didike hurting you, didikeit very much.”

She fingered each edge of the tape to ensureits absorption into his skin, then pulled back alittleto
examine her handiwork. “Because you fed my fear, | suppose, or because | can’t block pain.”

“It has nothing to do with either. It comes more naturaly to defend you than train you. Does that offend
you?’

“Not if you don’'t mind my defending you. There. Thank you for the dagger.” She cleaned itsbladeon a
spare gtrip of damp paper gauze and then kissed hisforehead. “I likefighting with stedl.”

“Of courseyou do. Stedl isintimidating. A blazer can missentirely, but a blade nearly aways cuts
something—unless you' re fool enough to throw it.”

“Isthat why the Sentinds il carry the crystace?’

He had removed his, initswrist sheath, but sherarely saw him without the Aurian relic: aweagpon with a
sonic activator and crystaline blade. That blade hid inside the gray grip until its molecular bonds were
excited by aresonant pitch.

“Intimidation isafactor,” he said. “ Also, few blades so long can be conceded—and in skilled handsit’s
the best known defense against moderate laser fire” He smiled. “ Asyou ve seen. It hasacertan
ceremonid vaueaswell.”

“Wel.” Shesghed. “How many openingsdid | miss?
He shrugged back into the thin black skinshirt. “How many did you see?’
“One.” She adjusted the skyffs draw panel.

" | gaveyou four. Stand over there, and we' 1l go through them.”*

Chapter 6
Born an Angdo

vivace expressivo - lively, expressve



“Whatever sheisnow, gr, shewas born an Angelo.” Carradee Second paced the carpet of her Sitting
room. Erect in arow of waiting-chairs sat three members of her Electorate: Count Wellan Bowman,
Baroness Kierann Parkai, and His Grace the Duke of Claighbro, Muirnen Rattela. As she reached his
end of her course, Rattela shifted on his dender-legged chair and lowered dark, manicured brows.
Carradee chose not to notice. She was the Queen.

“Bornan Angelo,” she repeated. “1 will not move that she be restored to the succession, but that she be
restored to citizenship, Noble Electors. The Assembly’ sreview of her conduct at Hunter Height was
conclusive. Lady Firebird took no unnecessary action, spared life when possible—from the standpoint of
self-protection—in short, defended hersalf and her...” it felt awkward to say this, glad though she was for
Firebird' s hgppiness, “and her husband, from harm. And whatever our views regarding the permanence
of the Federate presence here, Princess Phoena s motives and actions at the Height can only be
consdered dubious.”

Carradee eyed Muirnen Rattela as sternly as she could, with the glance she had inherited from Queen
Siwann and practiced in front of her boudoir mirror. She had been furious—furiousl—to learn Phoena
hed established an illega weaponry lab a Hunter Height, the family’ slovely old vacation home, and she
knew now Rattela had been aprimeingtigator. She did not hope Phoena’ s secessionist movement had
died at the Hunter Height incident, nor did she imagine Phoenaleft it leaderless when she went...
wherever. Surely its new leader sat before her, opening atin of after-dinner mints, his sateen-swathed
bulk resting uneasily on the ddlicate chair.

“Shetook Federate transnationdity, Mgesty.” Rattelaflicked amint under histongue, pocketed thetin,
and then folded both hands across hismiddle. “Renouncing her N’ Taian citizenship. Y ou would giveit
back after sheflung it away?’

“Causing who-knows-what blight on her own conscience.” Carradee had vowed she would not back
down. Loy, proud, determined to fulfill her martyrdom and earn aglorious placein Nagta’ s history,
Firebird had gladly offered her lifein battle. That was how Carradee would choose to remember her
youngest sister. It hadn't been Firebird' sfault she was captured.

She pulled awhite blossom from the bouquet on the end table beside Rattela and rolled its stem between
her fingers. She held nothing againgt the Federates any more. They were far better adminisirators than
she had been led to believe—ordered to believe—at Queen Siwann’s deathbed.

“Madame.” Wedlan Bowman tapped his brass-tipped waking stick against the leg of hischair. Frowning,
Carradee held the notum bloom to her nose and peered at the black-haired nobleman over its petals. “If
the surviva of Lady Firebird confused the succession, how much worse now that she carriesthe heir of
an offworlder? A Federate, a—Sentinel ? What status must her daughter be given? Shdl we give that
halfblood-N’ Taian, citizenship, aswel?”

Carradee had anticipated the question. “No, Bowman. If, by any stretch of fortune, the Electorate and
the Assembly choseto restore Lady Firebird even to the succession, then, and only then, would we
consider the matter of her offspring. For what other circumstance would she be restored to the
succession, Noble Electors, than that of need?” Shelowered her voice. “ Thereis no need. Our
Princesses are nearly of an age to be confirmed.”

She strode up the center of the long, high-curtained sitting room. They hadn’t asked the one question for
which she had no answer, thank the Powers: What of these Shuhr? What if they truly meant to wipe out
the bloodline, as Firebird had warned in that terse communique Carradee received last week?



At the end of the chamber nearest the dark fayya-wood door into the outer hallway, she laid the blossom
on abutler’ stray. “Noble Electors, we shal make the motion tomorrow. We would be pleased to count
on your support.” Not that | expect it from any of you, she thought, but she never would have dared
say it aoud. “I ask only for her citizenship—as atoken, my friends. Only atoken. If she had meant to
harm us, to damage Hunter Height—" Carradee collected their gares and held them amoment. “Ina
tagwing fightercraft such as she escaped in, she could have done so, as | think you know. Whatever her
loydty, sheisafine pilot and a skilled markswoman.”

She tapped the door twice, and it opened. One by one and silently, Parkai and Bowman Ieft the
chamber.

Carradee paced to the nearest window and gazed out. This room faced the front, public gardens of the
palace, which lay brown with winter; under bright lights, only the evergreensretained their color. Two
long, white ground-cars pulled dowly toward the curb to receive Baroness Parkai and Count Bowman.

Her dependable support in the Electorate consisted only of the four commoners she' d gppointed. Others
seemed to waver between disdain and rel uctant assent. Phoena s poor, londly husband, Prince Te,
would vote with Rattela. The other younger noblesfollowed smilar patterns of influence.

That wasn’t the way Mother’ s Electorate voted. The Crown was afigurehead once again.

Fingering ayelow curtain—she despised jewel ed windowfil-ters, and had had them &l replaced with
antique sheers—Carradee sighed, then turned.

Rattdadill sat.

“Magjesty.” His pae green eyes narrowed beneath thin, plucked brows. “What do you intend to do if she
turnson usagain?’

“Shewon't.” Carradee stopped the warm pool of alamplight. “Have you—heard from Her Highness,
Rattela?’

“Princess Phoena? No.” The Duke shook his head, sniffed loudly, then strode out.

Fedling rebuffed, Carradee retreated through the east door of the chamber into her private gpartments.
Prince Daithi sat in pale mauve pgjamas, propped against severa pillows, reading a scan cartridge on a
glowing viewer, on the bed in hisown room. “Daithi?’ she asked softly.

His eyes, soft and dark like abrownbuck’ s, blinked twice, Brown curlslay carelesdy tumbled on his
head. Tall, gentle— though eight years her senior, he had the caring heart of achild.

Sometimes he seemed like the younger brother she had never had: the younger brother no Angelo had
ever had.

“Would you deep with metonight?’ she asked.

Helad the viewer on his brown velvric coverlet. “ Of course.” She rested one hand on hisright shoulder
and touched his smooth throat. He smelled of leta-wood soap. He' d bathed a second time today, as
usual, in case she made that very request.

She passed through his room into the adjoining double boudoir, and there changed into her nightgown. In
mid-brush stroke, she smiled at Daithi as he passed by. “I’ [l warm the sheets,” he said.

Carradee nodded as the chambermaid followed him through, carrying abundle of blankets. She sighed



contentment. If anyone could help her relegate Rattelato the zone of forgetfulness, it was Daithi.

Hours|ater, she woke perspiring. His Grace the Duke Muirnen Rattela had stalked her dreams,
chdlenging and belittling her. Hewaan't really like that. She ssumbled out to the boudoir. Examining her
scap, she thought she detected a hint of oiliness. A hundred strokes would do it good—and wake me
out of this dream-daze.

In her drawer she found the pulse brush. She st it for low speed, held its vibrating bristles to the crown
of her head, and shut her eyes. Then she st to brushing.

At the ninetieth stroke, terror seized her. She dropped her brush. The sensation was so strong, o
irrational—

It's coming from another mind. The thought flashed fully verbaized into her consciousness.

Sentinel ? she answered it. She fdt distant, scornful laughter, and groped for arationa anchor for that
sensation.

Shuhr ? She had ignored Firebird’ swarning message. Now the thought rang so loudly in her mind that
her lips moved.

A crack echoed behind her. Thewals groaned, then gave agrinding crash. The world flew to pieces
around her. Screaming, she flung up her armsto protect her face. Something struck her from behind. She
tumbled from her stool, clutching long tufts of carpet. The floor heaved once beneath her, and small
rattling noisestrailed off into slence.

The explosion—it had come from behind her—Daithi! She pulled her hands off her face. The boudoir
had gonetotally dark. Her legs and torso ached under someimmovable weight. By pressing with her
arms and shoulders, she could raise her head, but it smacked something hard.

Shelay back down. “Daithi,” she moaned.

For some time she drifted in afaint, then erratic crashing and crunching noises roused her. Perhaps
someone called her name, perhaps not. Shuhr? No, she thought. Sentinels?

And if they're in league?

Pain diced into her legs and lower back asthe weight on them shifted. “Hello,” she moaned. “I’m here.”
“"Mgesy.”” The mae voice sounded breathy and frantic. “Maesty, keep talking.”

“I'm at the dresser,” she began. “It'sdark. | think my legs may be hurt, and my back—"

A light flashed in her face. *'Y ou can stop now, Magesty.” When it moved aside she saw two faces, onea
comfortable, familiar face. “ Doctor Zonderma,” she murmured. Four masculine arms heaved along
timber off her, and shetried to crawl out of the trap that had held her. “ Daithi. Hewasin my bed. Find
Daithi.”

The doctor pressed a hypodermic against her arm. “We will, Madame. Lie ill.”

Governor Danton was good to come to her hospital room.

Carradee shifted on the bed, and its contours shifted underneath her. Doctor Zonderma assured her the



bone damage was reparable, that with therapy she would soon walk again. But Daithi...

Hewill live, shereminded hersdf. Be grateful for that, and wait to see what the doctors can do. She
gulped back adesireto let go and weep on the shoulder of this Federate governor, who had been kind
to her from the beginning. With whom she had never had to fight, the way she had to constantly fight her
Electors. But she must not weep with him. She was the Queen. She must make him seeit that way,
athough every ingtinct screamed her persond anguish: it was her fault Daithi had lainin that bed. She'd
invited him.

“If,” she said steadlily, “you can get larlet and Kessaree to a safe, unknown locale, do it. Please. Do it
quickly.” Then her reserve began to crumble. “Up until this point, Sr, whenever we have spoken | have
gpoken as Queen. Now | am amother. | cannot explain how these ingtincts swell up in me. For my own
safety | will be answerable, but | would never be ableto live with myslf if there were anything | could
have done for my daughters, and through my not having done it, they were harmed. Do you understand,
Les?”

The Federate governor fingered the cleft in his chin, and fading afternoon light gleamed in hisblond hair.
“1 do, Mgesty. | had three children of my own. Lost one. Between us, Madame, | have dreamed of
her—monthly, sometimes. | understand well. Now, there are several possb—"

“No.” Shutting her eyes, Carradee pressed her head back into the pillow. Her mouth tasted queer from
some medicine. “I don’t want to know where, Governor. If your suspicions are correct— if what | felt
just before the explosion was some sort of psionic dart, meant to inform me of my killers—if they come
again, and can read into my mind—I want no knowledge of where my daughters are sent into hiding.”
Grief tugged her heart. “That is, not now. Y ou can tel melater, but you cannot unsay anything you tell me

She opened her eyes. Danton was nodding.
“They want usall dead,” she whispered. “They do. Firebird wasright.”

The Federate governor swung one dark-trousered leg over the other. “Y ou are well watched, Madame.
Perhapsit will comfort you to know that we have enlarged a specia guard for you and your daughters
from the Specia Operations branch of the Federate forces, including anumber of trained Sentinels. Any
Shuhr agents on Naetai will haveto be very quiet, very careful. | doubt that they would dare try anything
againg you now.”

“But you will seeto the other matter?” she asked.

“Yes, Madame.”

“Yes” said Wdlan Bowman. “But if sheis... disabled... for atimeyet?’

Muirnen Rattelatook two steps along the long colonnade and stopped, running a fleshy hand up and
down the smooth white marble of apillar. Fortunate that the ancient palace till stood. Only two internal
walls had collapsed. Danton was wrong about precision explosives, the virtuelay inthe ancient N’ Taians,
who had built for strength. The palace: the Electorate: the Crown.

Fortunate, too, in away, that Carradee had not been able to presstheissue of the Wastling' s citizenship.
Carradee tended to forget that Lady Firebird still stood under a sentence of execution for treason.

“Shewill be” hesaid. A chill breezefluttered his collar ruffle; irritated, he smoothed it. “Emotiondly, she



will be unableto participate in government for several weeks at theinside. Thisisaccording to her own
physician, mind you. Psychosomaticdly, sheisdigtraught over the Prince sinjuries and must not be given
authority until his condition stabilizes. So. The Crown needs a regent, with authority to act at Electora
meetings. Emergency powersonly, of course,” he added, “but thereisno need to set alimit on histerm
of sarvice”

Count Wellan Bowman rapped the column with hiswalking stick. “ *larlet’saccession, at her mgjority,’
would make alogicd phrase, should any of the new-faction pressfor alimitation,” he said smoothly.

“Yes” Rattdadrew out histin of mints. “Yes, it would.”

Rain. Again. Firebird rolled over in bed asfar as she could, stared out the bedroom window, and
groaned. Brennen had left for work already. She shut her eyes, yanked the coverlet over her head, and
dozed.

Beside Brennen, she stood before the Federacy’ s Regiond Council, on Alta, beneath the high, gray
ceiling and white arches carved of sparkling Altan gypsum. From the midnight-blue robe she wore, she
identified the occasion: They had returned to Altafrom Hesed, just after being married. This had been
their first audience since dipping, against the Council’ s orders, to clean out Phoena srebd’ snest at
Hunter Height.

Whispers broke out in the gallery on the chamber’ sfar side, amplified in her dream to the rush of river
water.

How long could they walk apath on this slver-flecked stone, between Thyrica swishes and the
Federacy’s?

She woke shivering. She never wanted to go through that again!

Brennen had tried to explain, without making public the newly discovered matter of the shamah, how he
sensed in theintimacy of bonding Firebird’ sown flicker of epsilon strength, and her kinship with his

people.

The lost of Auriawill find her people, claimed the prophecy, will unite with Thyricain spiritandin
flesh. From new life will spring death, a pyre for the enemies of Thyrica. It was necessary they find
amore secure place a which to begin afamily, asquickly aspossible.

He d explained, too, that his act of apparent insubordination had rested on the necessity of following his
Sentind vows— despite Consular Orders. -

“ "What of the Federate Fleet?’ General Voers of Bishda had snapped. “ Specia Operations? What of
Delta Squadron, the strike group you have so paingtakingly built and wielded?’

“| leave Delta Squadron regretfully, hoping it will continueitstradition.” Brennen stood at attention and
spoke camly. “I hopeto return one day to Regiona Command, Y our Honors. | did not foresee this
development.”



“And then the High Command?’ The dark hodtility in Voers voice sartled Firebird. “Y ou are not yet
digiblefor indefinite furlough, Generd Cadwell. Areyou certain it is not a haf-time paternity position for
which you wish to apply?’

Firebird flushed. Brennen’ srapid rise to the Lieutenant Generadship did place himin an odd position,
without some privileges usualy accrued by one of hisrank; and the High Command, the council that
coordinated the vast Regional fleets of the Federate military, she knew to be alongtime goal of
Brennen's.

“Altaistoo dangerous aplacefor usto live, Y our Honor,” Brennen said, “too open to offworld
commerce, which the Shuhr could useto bring in their agents. Cannot an exceptiona furlough be granted
inmy case?

“Will any so move?’ Tierna Coll, head of the Council, swept her gaze up and down the table’ sarch.

Voersleaned forward over hisfolded hands. “Even should he resign adtogether, General Cadwell can
look forward to a noteworthy career—among his own people. | fed that he should stay here, with
Specia Operations, if heintendsto remain in Federate service.”

And Voersprevailed. Vividly she recaled the sensation of shock rising in Brennen when Tierna Coll
denied hisrequest.

“Then,” hesaid, “I must ask that you accept my resignation from the Regiond Command.”
“From Federate service,” General Voers amended. “ Distinguished Service category.”

Brennen turned to Tierna Call for confirmation, too intent on the Council now to control hisfedings of
betrayd. Firebird did her feet farther gpart, ressting dizzying disorientation, fighting cold fury of her own.

TiernaColl nodded.

“I do not wish to resign from Federate service,” Brennen said in alow voice. He paused and glanced a
Firebird. Over hisfine chin and cheekbones his skin had gone pale. She pressed her lips together. How
could they do thisto him? What could she say? She had given up her own homeland for him and his
Federacy, and now stood ready to sacrifice her future asamilitary pilot for his people and their shamah.
One highest priority, he had insisted, or she could never be awhole person.

“I have amission now, Y our Honors,” Brennen confirmed her thought, “and ahope, that in our linethe
threat of Thyrica s greatest enemies might be ended. Because... by doing so...”

Firebird fdt his resolve waver, then harden.

“... I hopeto servethe Federacy in away that | could not on Aha, | do ask that you accept my
resignation—from Federate service.”

A baby started kicking. Firebird sat up on the bed, seething. After al he had done for the Federacy!

She had to shake thismood quickly, or it would color her day as gray asthe endlessrain. Hurriedly she
dressed and headed for the Base and sunshine.

Soon she perched alone on astool at one corner of the Base ranging tower’ s deck, gripping aglassite
railing and peering down at breskersthat nibbled the stony beaches below the cliffs. Awe of the vast



Thyrian ocean had freed her from the tyrannica vividness of that dream; now, perhaps, it might quiet her
thoughts enough to catch that eusive Turning. In aweek of sporadic effort she had not succeeded. But
neither had she given up, nor told Brennen of her efforts.

The onshorewind tied her hair into auburn knots, but itssting in her face felt so clean and invigorating that
shedidn’t mind the tangles. Far to her |eft perched Shanneman’ s atop its tower, the restaurant where
Brennen had taken her for her birthday dinner. Northward, to her right, the sea-beaten cliffs bent
westward into another fjord and then faded into haze.

“Midress Caddwdl?" A young blond guardsman with only one fine stripe on hismidnight blue deeve
stepped out into the seawind. “ Generad Coordinator Caldwell asksif you could come and speak with
him.”

Surprised, she did down from the stool and walked in to catch allift.

When she dipped into Brennen’ s office, immediately his agitation made her fidget. Heremained in his
desk chair. “ Sit down, Mari.”

Shetook one of the black chairs. “Y es? Bad news?’
“Phoena,” he said. “ She vanished from Sae Angelo two to three Standard weeks ago.”
“What? Why are we only now hearing about it?’

Hedid ahand dong his desk top. “ The Occupation has just found out. Danton is maintaining secrecy for
the Palace, for a suspected Shuhr operative named Penn Baker disappeared aswell.”

Brennen sat glently while she absorbed the news and itsimplications. A Shuhr operative... and Phoena
.? Firebird clenched her handsin her lap.

“Yes,” said Brennen. “ She could have been kidnapped. She’ d be an easy oneto lure in with promises of
power. But | have other news, worse. Carradee has been involved in an explosion in her rooms.”

“No!” Firebird glanced up. No wonder hefelt agitated.

“Carradee s bed waslliterdly blown to splintersin the middie night, but Carradee wasn't in it. Shewas
injured by acollgpsing wal in the adjoining boudoir. The Prince' s condition is serious but stable. The
palace staff has been detained en masse for questioning; meanwhile, Sae Angelo isin an uproar.”

“I canimagine,” she muttered, fingering onelong, tangled curl.
“Governor Danton is sending Carradee’ s daughters off planet to asafelocae.”

“Hesed?’ she asked. Certainly two carriers of thelost Aurian linewould be allowed accessto the
Sentind sanctuary.

“Hedidn’'t say. His message concludes. ‘We ask, with al respect for your ahilities, if you have
congdered seeking sanctuary yourselves.” ”

Staring at his desktop, Firebird dowly shook her head.

“Genera Director Kindal camein shortly after | had the word about Carradee. He wants me to take
furlough and is offering to kegp my position open while we re gone. Soit’ s public news.”

“Andyousad... 7’



“I sad, ‘Werefuse to spend our livesrunning.” ” He did back his chair and stood. “Lunch? Home?’
“Certainly,” she whispered, dry-mouthed, and he helped her up.

They headed across the quadrangle and down apass way. At last Firebird felt certain of her voice.
“Right at the heart of the palace.”

“An expression of contempt, | think, and asymbolic blast a your heritage.”
“How much of it was damaged?”’
“Two non-gructural walls collgpsed.”

“The precision that implies, Brenn, the intimate knowledge of the palace...” She stopped in midstep.
“What if Phoenawas't kidnapped? What if she went to them?”’

“It... could be. | had thought of it.”

“Phoenal”

“Hush, Mari. They might havekilled her dready, whether or not shewent willingly.”
She kept walking. “ Do you think Genera Kindall believed you, then?’

“I think heisinclined to. If we must run for sanctuary, the better convinced the Shuhr are that weintend
to stay here, the better chance we will have of catching them flatfooted. They do expect defiance from
me, particularly snce my pride is supposed to have been shattered by Regional Command.”

Supposed to? she thought. She passed an open door. Hearing voices, shefdl quiet until they boarded
the devator. Asthey rode downward Brennen touched her hand. “Have you heard any more about that
rumor,” she asked, “that Regiond is consdering astrike at—"

“No. | have not.” He planted hisfeet alittle farther gpart and studied the chamber’ s meta-pane ceiling.
“We readl concerned by theindications of cooperation between Three Zed and Echo Six. Their rivalry
runs deep, though. They may fall utterly asaunit.”

“I"'m so Sck of waiting for something to blow up. I'm not complaining, Brenn, but I'll be mightily glad
when this, especialy, isover.” She splayed ahand on her belly.

“Y ou’re the one who' s determined to hang on here,” Brennen said as the lift stopped and the doors
parted.

Shewalked off. “1 carry two potential heirsto the N’ Taian throne, and the Electorate will demand
witnessesto their parentage.”

“Didn’'t you intend to give dl that up?’
“Yes, for mysdf. But | want my sonsto have al the options.”

Brennen paused just outside the parking hangar. “Y ou don’t need witnesses to prove parentage,” he said
gently.

“They’ll have enough trouble with the Electorate without my ignoring all the traditions.”

“That’snot like you.”



She pressed her lipstogether.

The earnest expression on Brennen' s face matched the determination shefelt in him. “Y ou must not
forget that their safety, their survivd, must remain our highest priority.”

“I' know,” she muttered. He would never force her to run for sanctuary unless absolutely convinced of its
necessity, would he? She stepped into the parking bay and found her path blocked by a stocky form.
Bosk Terrdll.

Not now! she moaned as she hated in midstride.

“Migress.” He spread hishands. *Y ou seem agitated. Isal well?’
“No. My sister has been hurt. Carradee, the Queen.”

Terrdl extended ahand. “I’'m so sorry.”

Firebird had to accept his gesture. As hisfingers closed, prickles danced up her arm. She pulled away as
quickly as decorum allowed.

Brennen stepped closer, and she caught his sidelong glance. He had sensed her recoil and her attempt at
control, she guessed, and now shielded her in his own cloud of epsilon energy static, lessto protect her
than to save himsalf from embarrassment. “Not good news,” he remarked. “ An explosion in the palace.
But she'ssad to be mending quickly.”

Terrdl rubbed hisfingertips together. “ Terrible. Please convey my wishes for aspeedy recovery.”
Shaking his head, he dipped by them into the corridor.

“Brenn,” Firebird whispered, leaning in hisdirection. “1 know what it is about him. He treats me too
politely. Like someonewho's not supposed to live much longer. LikeaWastling.”

“Too politely?’ Brennen stared up the passway after Terrell. “He's clean. He passed hisretesting and
Security review.”

“I know hedid. I trust him al thelessfor it. If he haslowered hisA.S. rating, he could fool the review
board, too.”

Chapter 7
Wastethe Man
Swistro - sniser

Juddis Adiyn watched Polar stalk across hisrichly carpeted office. Polar was bristling and not bothering
to conced it. That woman. That woman! Heraised ahand to flick at the new light sculpture on Adiyn's
wall, aglowing, three-dimensiona work of art replacing the geometric print Adiyn had diced.
Gold-plated guano! I’ ve never seen such arrogance! You should have seen her, pulling the ears
ofthat pruupa pup Tulleman culled, and trying to forceit to look into her eyes. Asif she could do
anything to it.

She had the epsilon strength, you know, before she took a vanity implant.

Polar extended his shield again, dimming the heat of his presence from Adiyn’s scanning. Of course,



Adiyn fdt him subvo-cdize on atight wave. And if she's an average for the line, the sister could be
dangerous. But they' re deadheads. Untrained. | would almost rather put our Princessinto stasis
than humor her. All she can talk about is *When will we send her back in triumph?’ She'd be
better company frozen.

Think of it asa training exercise. Polar. Adiyn lit his corn-screen. Polar wandered back toward the
gar-filled projection tank beside Adiyn’ slong desk, his black mood enveloping him like a vacuum suit.

The office door did open and agirl of about nine Standard years, one of Polar’ s subadult charges,
entered with fresh kaffa and flatcakes on awarming tray. She set it on acorner of the desk and turned to
hurry out.

“Oneminute, Millia”
Adiyn glanced at the girl. At the sound of Polar’ s audible, contemptuous voice, she stiffened.

Adiyn watched passively. Someone had to eliminate the substandard children, of course. Polar showed a
genuine warmheartedness toward the little ones, most of the time. But the children learned quickly to
avoid Polar’ stemper, knowing what it girred in him. Even a child would sense it now.

Polar glided forward to tower over her. “Y our Phase Three evaluations were less than perfect, | hear.
What was that about arefusa ?’

Your son Jerric got in my way, Commander, and | feared to cross him. She stumbled back a step.

“Thereis another blot on your record dready. Can we remove those blots? Or must we diminate achild
who shows too much weskness?’

Adiyn shut off the comscreen. “Kaffa, Polar?’ he asked in a soothing voice.

Certainly. Tothegirl, Polar said, “Let usdo this. Go down to my offices. Access the computer, bring up
your lifefile, and enter the termination program. In afew minuteswe shdl determine together if it will be
carried out.”

The girl’ s cheeks became paer yet. Sr. Shefled the office.

Polar took a cup and lowered himself onto the chair. | don’t know. Millia hastried very hard to
overcome her shortcomings. | would miss her, | think.

Adiyn shrugged. Do your job: whatever is best for the Unbound. Inhaing the kaffal swarm scent, he
offered thetray of cakes. Rage lingered just below the surface of Polar’ s control: Adiyn felt him struggling
with it as he shook hishead in refusd. Adiyn set down thetray.

Polar lifted his cup, sipped, and then dammed it down, doshing kaffa onto the desk top. Scorch the girl!
If she can’t do something so simple as serve kaffa at the proper temperature. . .

He stood. Adiyn felt hisanger escape, and with it rose his distinctive greed. Somehow he had cometo
cherish deep contact with the doomed and dying, sharing their moment of supremeterror. Polar reached
into his sash for the striker, paused, then shifted his hand and drew a bootknife. Sometimes, these little
things make all the difference.

An hour later, Phoenalaid down afine-bristled brush and patted her waves of chestnut hair into aframe



around her face, admiring the straight line of her nose, her clear complexion, her perfectly symmetrical
lips. Tedious though her days at Three Zed had become, with only afew scanbooks for company in this
blue-walled pair of windowless rooms, by night she had made a study of anew sort of prey. Dru Polar
mystified her, cold but strong, amagterful contrast to her spinelesslittle prince-of-convenience. On
Naeta the attention of every digible heir had been hersto appropriate snce she could remember. But
this new, heady game intoxicated her with victory as his defenses began to crumble before her beauty,
her perfection and regdity. Last night, after aweek’ s play, she had findly alowed him to hope for
conquest. She laughed slently. Theidiocy of the notion, that anyone might hopeto rule her! And what a
feather in her cap thiswould be, to claim the second-in-command of al the Shuhr for her lover!

She lowered her eyes and blinked coquettishly at the attractive image in the mirror, then started. Two
images gazed back at her, the second, that of along, black-eyed face, expressionless and compdlling.

“Drat you, Dru!” she scolded hisimage. “Don’t you know better than to sneak up on awoman like
that?" Shewhirled on the stool and thrust along finger up toward hisface.

He caught her hand, bowed his head dightly, and pressed her palm open againgt his cheek. “Don’t be
angry, Phoena. | have had along afternoon, very tiring. | hoped your lovely smilewould open amore
pleasant evening.”

Abruptly devoid of indignation, she decided she rather liked the Situation. “Y ou have nice enough
manners, when you remember them,” she said with a particular toss of her head she had found irresigtible
to N’ Taian nobles. “Perhaps dinner, then, to begin that evening?’

Sometimelater, they sat leaning against one another on the cushioned lounger in her outer room, Sipping
asweet exotic teafrom Sabba Seven-Gamma or some such world. Drowsy now, she held the plastene
cup asddicatdy asif it had been her gold-edged porcelain a the N’ Taian paace. “Dru,” she Sighed.
“When haveyou last had—had...” Shefound hersdf sammering.

“YS’?’

“I...” Thisinexplicable confuson interfered with her contentment. “1 forgot. I’ m sureit wasn't
important.”

Nodding, he laughed softly, knowingly. Not a nice laugh at all, but sheliked it.

She combed the ends of hisglossy black hair with her fingers. Finding atiny clump of something that
looked likedried blood, she pulled it free of hishair and flicked it asde. “ Dru?”

“Your Royal Highness?’

How sheloved the sound of that. She set the cup beside her on the squat end table and pulled her legs
up onto thelounger. “ Tell mewhen you' Il make me Queen.”

Polar lifted his chin. “ Soon, little bird. Soon you’ll be queen of all you can see. All Naetal will bow at
your feet,” headded with asweep of hisfingertips.

She sniffed.
“That' swhat you wanted to hear, isn't it?’
“I want the truth.”

“Ah, thetruth.” He stretched languoroudy and dipped an arm onto the lounger behind her. * *Would you



truly like to know what concerns me?*
She nodded.

“Some day, Phoena Angelo, that megaterrestrial government that callsitself a Federacy will tear itsalf
apart, world by world. Mind you, the unbound starbred will have had ahand in that. It isquick and easy
to seize afreighter, giveits crew to space and bring its cargo to Three Zed or Fxho Six, or to neutralize
an isolated world. But to bring our own men, unsuspected, into positions of authority within an ingtitution
the Sze of the Federacy —ah, that takestime. And care. At the least suspicion we must waste the man.
But Phoena, we are growing stronger than we ever have been. One day soon we will take the hate and
fear the common human hasfor the Sentind. And we will twist...” One-handed, he grappled with some
invisbleforce. “Who better to doit? In terror, the Federacy will shakeitsdf free of them. Then we will
have the Federacy. World by world, as we choose to take it. And we will keep it, safe from aien
intruson.”

“Safe.” She stared at his open hand. Wouldn't he touch her?“And you? What will you... You' ve never
redlly explained to me what you do here, Dru. What is g, a‘ Testing Commander? ”

Hebarely smiled. * | am aguidein evolution, my dear Princess. | believe you might enjoy certain aspects
of my duties. | will show you, one day soon. But not now. Now you will deep. | am tired.

Thelast thing she saw before waking the next morning was that pale, blue-veined hand, as he reached
toward her forehead.

Ten floors below his own office, in the main dome of Thyrica's Home Forces, Staff Officer Bosk Terrell
sedled both ends of aslvery message cylinder, then set it on the desk of the unoccupied cubicle. Helet

his shielding cloud of epsilon Static diffuse and remained in a position of mental slence, dert, atuned for
eavesdropping, but sensed none. He was undetected till.

Eyeing the cylinder, he frowned. He hated to send it. They would not like the news.

But other news, public enough for Them to hear of it, necessitated this. If They didn’t hear first from him.
They’ d sugpect insubordination.

Tucking the cylinder under hisarm, he dipped out into the passway.

He had his contingency plans. He wasn't finished yet. He guessed what his next assgnment would be: no
more waiting, watching, or listening.

Therewould be a gtrike.

Atlas.

Six days later, deep below Three Zed' sdome, in avast cavern lit with true-wavelength lamps, Dru Polar
halted in midstride and touched one finger to his belt. Beyond him, the huge pittena he had tracked nearly
to the kill bounded away, parting an aidethrough tal grass. Of all times Adiyn would call. “Polar,” he
sad doud.

“News,” said the Eldest’ svoicein his belt spegker. “Private and important. Come up.”



So much for vacation. “I'monmy way,” he said, with alast glance after the fleeing cat.

Without explaining, Adiyn played Polar the coded disk, rerecorded at Bishniac from Terrdll’ s message.
When it ended, Polar ssomped away. The deep, red-gray carpet of Adiyn’s office absorbed the sound of
hisfootfals, but evenin dim light Adiyn could see open anger on Polar’ sface.

He knew better than to waste a messenger this time. Adiyn chuckled.
Polar did not ook over his shoulder. Who in chaos could have requested hisre screening?

Adiyn shrugged. His cover was perfect, absolutely perfect. Twenty years clandestine and not a
quark of a suspicion. Now this. At least he reported the rescreening.

Dechow would' ve if he hadn’t. Terrell isn’t stupid.

He claims, Adiyn sent, the retesting could be random, it proceeded with absolute consistency, and
we' re not to worry. But | think he's under suspicion. Someone spotted him.

Caldwell?
He' sthe only new arrival in Soldane who could have, | think.
Blast Caldwell to atoms. Polar subvocaized hotly. So Terrell’s cover is gone. What now?

I’m ordering himto attempt a personal attack. He' sthe best we have. If hefails. . . Adiyn
shrugged again, observing that Polar’ s rising temper boded ill for someone. There are others. HE'sno
good as a clandestine any more.

Not too soon. He'll be watched. Suggest he not report for several dekia: deepest cover, until other
concerns crowd out any of their suspicions. According to Phoena’simpressions, Caldwell’s
Firebird will be entrenching and getting ready to scramble for power, even to head back for
Naetai, perhaps, so her newborn will have a chance at the N’ Taian throne. They think they need a
N’ Taian witness of birth, for some reason. Have Dechow keep her penned until Terrell judgesit’'s
timeto strike. At least two months, three would be better. Above all, don’t let him jump too early.

And Caldwell?
The girl first. She'stheir weak link.
Not so weak, perhaps, sent Adiyn.

Oh, come. Against Terrell?

Chapter 8
Tdlai

risoluto assai - very resolutely

A week later, the adminigtrative affairs of Base One were winding down for the afternoon when Brennen
saw alight pulse twice on the communications panel recessed into the left margin of hiswide desk. A



message from Captain Frenwick, just beyond the wall at her sation in the quadrangle, followed in five
seconds.

“Manto seeyou,” said the desk. “No gppointment, clams urgent.”

Brennen pressed the acknowledge pand, then with aflicker of epsilon energy channeled through one
hand he cleared a spread of papers, someinto a scribebook and some, committed to Sentinel-trained
memory, into asonic shredder. The desk assigned him matched the copper-hued ironbark thet lined his
gdeof thewalls, and like the office, it was almost embarrassingly expansve. He glanced up asasivery
frigate roared over on low approach.

Without hurrying, he pressed another series of panels—name bus ness query?—then stared again at the
frigate, now parting two squadrons on afternoon drill.

“Tela-Angdo, Td. Homeworld Nagtai. Won't state business. Shal | spdll the name?’
Tellai ? Brennen reached for the touchboard quickly thistime:
AUDIOVISUAL CONFIRMATION QUERY?

Captain Frenwick’ s husky voice filtered through the com consol€' s speaker. “L ook thisway, sir, for an
identity check.”

On the small screen inset into the desk’ s near corner, Brennen saw the silhouette of a dight-figured man,
standing as near the dome' s curving edge as his height would alow. Then the man stepped closer, into
the indoor lighting. When Brennen saw the face, round, small-nosed, dmost girlish, with large, soft eyes
asdark ashishair, he knew him.

Brennen pressed histransmit key. “Send himin.” He heard a clatter as Captain Frenwick replaced her
vis-pickup initsdot, and then, “ The door on theright, Sir.”

Brennen had cleared his desk completely by thetime Tellai stepped through the door. “Please sit down,
Y our Highness,” he said, dispersing his cloud of epsilon static to read Tellai’ semotions.

Prince Tel Telai-Angelo took the degp-cushioned black chair nearest the door, and Brennen watched
him catal ogue the curved ceiling of smoked glasted, the glossy ironbark walls, and the recessed filing
compartments. His long-lashed eyes stared up at acrossed pair of silver daggers, surrounded by a
squadron of gold-seded training certificates, with the framed Federate Service Crossflying lead; then
down at the desk itself with its twin recessed touchboards, multiple com center, and glass and leather
surface. When findly Td faced him, Brennen acknowledged that the office' s designers had succeeded.
The young popinjay had been taken down severa levels before he' d even spoken, and by then Brennen
made achilling guess.

“Have you heard from Princess Phoena?’

“Yes.” Tella groped into abreast pocket and drew out afolded scribepaper, but he held it tightly. “Y our
Excdlency...” Hecleared histhroat.

“I have resigned that pogt, Y our Highness. ‘ Generd,’ please.”

“Generd, then. | read thisto Governor Danton, and he sent meto you. It isfrom Phoena, in her own
scribing, but something’ swrong withit.” Brennen read a.curious mixture of fear and disdain in him. “He
sad if anyonein the Whorl could help me, you could.” He shrugged. “ So I've come. | suppose | owe
you an gpology, if | mean to seek your help.”



Help? Brennen controlled asmile. He would have liked to refuse outright—but he had an obligation to
Danton, at least. “All right,” he said quietly. “ For the present, we' |l forget your poalitics. I'll dowhat | can
for you, with one condition.”

He met and held the stare of the proud brown eyes. “I can’'t smply trust you, Tellai. Y ou’ ve Sarted
poorly. I must be certain that you aren’t here to murder me—or Lady Firebird.”

“| understand that.”

“Good. Thenyou'll dlow me mind-access, to confirm your motives?’
Tela blanched.

“Didn’'t you assume | would want that?’

“I did. But | hoped you had better manners than to ask. What guarantee do | have that you won't do
more than that, once you have me?’

“What areyou hiding?’

Tella looked away, and Brennen waited slently. A squadron of intercept fighters buzzed the dome, and
Brennen wished heartily that he were flying one of them rather than watching thisweak-willed N’ Taian
aristocrat squirm in ablack jassethide chair. He fingered the smooth leather of his desk top.

The Prince probably had plenty to hide, for Tel Tellai had supported Phoend s plotting for the throne
snce before Naetal had fallen to the Federacy; till, their power gamesinterested him lessthan Tella’s
frame of mind. Tellai posed anew threat to himsalf and hisfamily, athreat that had to be canceled
quickly.

The sllence wore on. Findly, Brennen spoke again. “ Do you want my help or not, Y our Highness?’
“Yes” Tdla mumbled. “What must | do?’
“Look thisway.”

Brennen caught him, held him, and probed gingerly at the surface emotiond layer of Tel’ sdphamatrix.
He confirmed the hodtility to and terror of himsdlf, dominant in aweb of plans and dreamsthat was
utterly tangled and uncontrolled. Tella did not know his own heart any better than when Brennen had first
probed him, back in the Lieutenant Governor’s office at Sae Angelo. Something in Tella’ s misplaced
pride recalled the labyrinth that had once been Firebird’ s emotiona sate.

Then aforeign image flew through the back of his awareness, one of the rare flashes of insght he had
been trained to catch and hold. Although too misty to visudize, it left him with theimpresson Te Tdla
held apivota point in his own future—but neither how nor why. Startled, he paused in his probing, then
withdrew, brushing ddlicately at the fear and suspicionto cam Tdllai.

Te shook hishead asif trying to throw off the probe Brennen had dready withdrawn. “That' sal thetime
it takesyou?’

Brennen closed his eyesfor afew seconds, then said, “I know what | need to know about your motives
and very littleese, in that time. Now tell mewhy you came, and I'll help you if | can.”

“Thank you, Generd. | never thought I’d be glad of your ahilities, but they’ ve saved me along,
convincing speech. Here.” He handed the paper across the desk’ s black scribing pad.



The normal, momentary weariness was passing. Brennen unfolded the sheet to book-page size and
pressed it flat againgt arectangular glassinset. * '1’d like to duplicate thisfor my records.”’

“Granted,” Tellal said Hiffly.
Brennen turned the sheet over, pressed a concealed panel with his knee, then picked up the letter again.
Daling Td,

| am safe and can write you now. We have friends at Three Zed with the power we need to accomplish
al our ams. Kegp Carradee cam—don’t let her go rushing off to Danton. She needn’t.

Shewas dlive, then, but in Shuhr hands. Brennen glanced up. “How is Her Mgesty?’

Tella fidgeted with aglver jacket button. “ She' s nearly well. 1t' s Daithi they’ re worried about now—or,
that is, when | |eft Naetai.”

13 YS?I
“He's... thatis... Carradeg snot saying, but no one has seen him since the explosion.”
Brennen read on.

They are treating me respectfully, so you needn’t worry. Soon we' |l be together, and Naetal will be put
torightsagan.

Till then,
Y our love,
Phoena

Brennen rested his chin on his hand. Even though he and Phoena had avoided one another scrupuloudy
snce the aborted cease-fire negotiations over Naetal, he had occasiondly dealt with her inhisrole as
temporary Lieutenant Governor for the occupation. This|etter’ stone was dl wrong. “Have you anything
esein her scribing? Something older?’

Tela blushed vividly. “I do, gr, but it isextremely persond.”
“I won't copy it, then. But | need to seeit.”

Brennen stared up into Tdlla’ seyes. Having just held him under access, he could read hisemotionswith
greater sengitivity, and Tellai struggled transparently between hope and indignation. Bren-nen waited.
One man would emerge from this meeting the acknowledged dominant.

Findly, the dender nobleman drew atri-D from his pocket and did it acrossto Brennen. It was a portrait
of Phoenain tiaraand robe, and its calligraphic message was persond indeed, accepting his proposa of
marriage and promising revenge together on the Federacy and severd other enemies, including Firebird.
Ignoring the contents of the texts, Brennen placed them side by side and compared scripts.

“Comearound, Tdlai, and let me show you something.” Tel hurried around the desk to stand by his
shoulder. Brennen pointed to severa short words that occurred in both texts. “ Can you see the difference
in the rhythm of her strokes? The hand isthe same, but the cadence has changed significantly.”

“Didn’t Phoenawritethis, then?’



“I believe shedid. If it saforgery it is superb, but | think we can assume sheisdive.”
Tdla rested atrembling hand on the desk. “ Have they done something to her mind, Cadwell?’

“It'slikely, I'm afraid. That would account for the changed cadence and for the tone of the letter, which
reads ‘ not Phoena’ to both of us. | don't think she' s been brainset, nor irreversibly atered, but they’ve
probably [ulled her to keep her under control.”

Tela swalowed hard and pocketed the portrait. “ Then I'll tell you what | think. | think she went to them
out of anger, when we al thought it wasrather nice that Firebird was having a baby.”

Brennen sarted. “You did?’

“Well, yes, Carradee and | both did. I'm afraid that Phoena does intend to help these people kill Firebird
and... Carradee, too. But | don't want to see either of them hurt. And—Phoena has a bad habit of
underestimating other people. These Shuhr...” Shrinking from his speculation, Tella walked away.

“Once they have taken what they want from her, will they keep her dive and leave her be?’

“They might, if they think she could be of some useto them.”

“Make her apuppet queen?’

“Possibly.” But even as he said it, Brennen guessed the Shuhr had no need of asymbolic ruler for Naetal.
Tdla hated with his back turned. “ Danton thought you might be ableto help.”

“Imight,” Brennen returned carefully. “ One way or another.”

“Would you help metry to get her away from these people? | have resources—the cost of fuel would be
no problem...”

“Why did you cometo me?’ Brennen pressed both forearms against the edge of his desk. “Y ou could
have joined Phoena. Why do you think now that they’ re dangerous and we' re safe? What made you

changeyour mind?’

Tella addressed the diskfiles across the room. “ That' s not easy to answer, Cadwell. It'smore a matter
of what you haven’t done than anything you have. | know more about you Sentinels now, and you in
particular, and dl | can say is, you' ve played things very quietly, compared with what you could have
done. | can’'t sdewith you, but | do respect you—as an opponent.”” Hewhedled suddenly. ”And | need
your help. Suns, Cadwell, isn't it enough that I’ ve swallowed my guts and cometo you? They’ re going
tokill my wifeif youwon't hedp mel*

“I'vetold you, I'll helpif I can. But | will do nothing for Phoenathat endangers Firebird. Maybe you
aren't avare that we're at risk oursalves.”

“I understand that.” Tella dumped back into the chair. “How is she?’

“She'swdl.”

“How long now?’

“A month and ahdf, Standard, if she carriesfull term.” Hefdt Tdla’ s spirits Snk as he spoke.

“| suppose you'll want to wait herefor that.”



“Most likely. Therewill be other factorsto consider, aswell. | have professonal commitments.” He drew
adeep breath. “ It would take time to decide how to move, and whom to leave with Firebird when she's
mogt vulnerable. If | wereto leave Thyrica”

Tdla folded his ddicate hands on hislap. “ Can you find me aplace to stay?’

That, sir, is exactly the problem. “You'll haveto be guarded, Tellai, and I’d prefer to know precisay
whereyou are. But | don't relish the idea of having you locked up.” Brennen considered the risks, the
advantages, and hiswavering glimpse of the shebiyl. “I'll make an offer with aprice”

“Offer away. | can probably afford it.”

“The priceisadeeper access. | want to know how you stand in thisintrigue, and why. If you can
convince me you' re not adanger to us, you may stay at our home—if Firebird approves. Y ou can
assume sheand | dways go armed, and we have an extensive security system in the house. The only
dternative | can seeis protective custody here on the Base.”

“Nothing dse?’

Clearly Tdla hated to put himsdf under his supervison—and control. Brennen shook hishead. “That's
dl | canoffer.”

“You havedl thecards.” Tellal laid his head against the back of the chair and stared at the celling.
“Which would you prefer?’

Brennen stood and walked around to a chair beside the abashed young Prince, then sat down, close
enough to touch him. Tellai blinked rapidly. “1 know how to keep secrets, Tellai, and avery strict code of
law controls my use of anything | learn.”

“No brainsetting. No—what did you cdl it, ‘atering.” ”
1] None.”

Tdla covered hisface with hishands, gtill struggling.

“They’ ve beenin therefor over an hour, Damacon,” said Ellet Kinsman.

Air Master Dardy plunked one foot on his desktop and shrugged, smiling with adl hisfacia featuresand
hisaphamatrix.

Leaning back on the cushion of hisextraoffice chair, Ellet examined her fingers. “ Of dl the complications
wedon’'t need.” Another Angelo, she thought behind her static shields. | would to the holy Word they
had all been smothered in the cradle. What right did they haveto meddiein the affairs of the Sentinel
kindred?

Shefdt an answering sweep of comforting frequency and glanced back at the tall man behind the desk.
Dama con Dardy, like Brennen Cadwell, was a gentleman.

Y es, there was the shamah. If indeed the popular interpretation was correct, the Angeloswere a
necessary pestilence. Still. If Prince Tel Tella-Angelo made enough of apest of himself, Brennen would
wish he d taken Ellet’ s advice. She had tried her utmost to prevent al this. Brennen was regping the
harvest he had sown back at VeeRon. He hadn’t simply married First Mgor Firebird Angelo. He had



wed into aturbulent family in aposition of power, something he should have considered far more
carefully man he seemed to have done. He d been blinded by a connatural matrix. ..

Pair bonding might last until death, but Firebird Angelo was not the kind of woman to enjoy along life.
She' d take the wrong risk, someday. Hopefully, someday soon.

Dardy levitated astylus and passed it from one hand to the other. They may all have to run for it
before long.

True enough. The Shuhr could befollowing Tellai. They shouldn’t have left Hesed. Not Firebird, at
any rate, if they were truly concerned about the Lost of Auria shamah, about uniting the
bloodlines in safety. About Brennen Caldwell’ s genes. She looked over at him, abruptly curious. Are
they planning to go? What do you know about it?

Dardy touched the stylusto hisforehead. If they were actually planning, and if | knew anything, it'd
be confidential, Ellet. But I'mnot in on all Caldwell’s confidences. There's deep water in that sea.

| understand. He feelsmuch too cordid, she thought in the quiet, shielded corner of her mind. Could he
be building toward a connaturdity probe?

She shuddered, deep inside, at the notion. For one man only, she was prepared to wait haf alifetime, if
necessary. Not Dardly.

Thetexture of Dardy’ s presence abruptly changed. Quiet, he urged.

Surprised to mentd inactivity, Ellet felt asubtle, eavesdropping tendril of energy dip away. She should
have sensed that. Was she so distracted by Dardy’ s attentions as not to notice. ..

How strange. It tasted of Terrell. Now, why would he—
Dardy reached for hisintercom unit and pressed two keys.' 'Thisis Dardy, Terrdl. Y ou wanted me?*

After amoment’ s pause, asynthetic voice answered. “ Staff Officer Terrdl isnot in his office at present.
Should you wishto leavea—"

Dardy stabbed at the desktop, and the voice cut off. He raised one eyebrow.
“He could belooking for me.” Ellet pressed up out of the chair. “Key over to my office.”

She walked around the desk and stood close beside Dardy as he punched in another numerical code.
“Captain Kingman,” began the smulated voice, “isnot—"

Ellet rapidly pressed numbers on the keypad. After amoment’ s pause, the desk spoke again. “No
messages, Captain Kinsman. Thank you for checkingin.”

She drew away from the pand, and from Dardy’ sleg, which she had been unconscioudy leaning againgt.
“| wonder who he was looking for,” she said.

Chapter 9
Outsder
schietto - Sncerely



The comscreen’ s persstent whistle interrupted Firebird' s best session yet on the blazer smulator.
Holding the portable firing unit, she hurried through the empty nursery to the master bedroom and keyed
the console over onto “answer” mode. Brennen' s face appeared.

“Mai?

She sat down on the white-covered bed. “ Brenn. What isit? Someone for dinner?’
“No. Tdla ishere. Hehasfled Nagtai.”

“Here?’ she gulped.

“He cameto ask my help for Phoena.”

“Any confirmation on where sheis?’

“Yes. Alive, but with the Shuhr. Of her own accord, it appears.”

Firebird groaned. “He' s serious?’

“Yes. | took him under access, and he means us no harm. He loves that woman with akind of
sdflessnessthat borders on idolatry. He sin the waiting areanow. Would you be willing to take him in,
until | decide whether or not | can give him any actual assstance?”’

Dangling the mock pistol off one finger, Firebird laughed.  Say that again, Brenn?’
Hedid.
She shook her head. “ Do you meanto let him live with us?’

“I don’t think you have reason to fear him. He actually seemsrather devoted to you. But he' sterrified for
Phoena’ s sake. He has reason to be.”

“Of course” Sweet-face Tella, Firebird snorted slently. The only man on Naetai fool enough to give
himsdlf to her bloodsucking sster.

“Areyou dl right, Mai?’
She glanced back up to the screen. * Y ou offered him a place?’
“| did, contingent on your approval.”

She was glad Brennen sat too far away to pick up her scorn. “If you' ve offered him aplace, | can't turn
him away. I'masmuch aTdla asheis; hisgrandfather was my father Irion’selder brother. Look at Tdl.
Smdll-boned and short. Just like me.”

“We can reprogram the sec system if he would worry you.”

“I trust your judgment, Brenn.” She brushed her hair back from her face. “ And your ability to Command
him, if necessary. If you say he' s safe, he can come.”

“Thank you, Mari. I'll tdl him.”

“I'll set up aplacein the extrabedroom.” She touched off the screen and then sat awhile, saring into
Thyrica s mists and shaking her head.



Brennen breskfasted with Tel and Firebird the following morning. When findly she sent him off to his
University Advisory Board briefing, it waswith atouch of irritation at his hovering. He had never hovered
likethat before.

Thejetcraft’ sroar died away, until she could hear only the dripping of mossy trees. Firebird returned to
the table by the long window, sat down acrossfrom Tellal, and folded her hands. “All right, he’ sgone.
Y ou have other questions, don’t you?’

Tella brushed aspeck of dust from his black sateen knickers. He' d come to them without atailor or a
dresser, poor thing. “Wdll, yes, | do. Especialy about him.”

That N’ Talan accent—it sounded so “right.” She wondered if she had begun to speak likea Thyrian. “|
know,” shesaid. “I’ ve been there”

“Has he—has he twisted you, Firebird? Forced your mind— brainset you... 7’

Shetook adeep breath. “Te, Brennen spent months waiting for me to settle my own mind about the
Federacy. The Sentinels are forbidden to impose their convictions on other people, with the death
penalty if they’ re caught in disobedience.” She wrapped her hands around her cruinn cup. “ That' sthe
chief difference between Sentinel and Shuhr, as| seeit: One group obeys adirict system of authority,
even asthe other seeksto destroy it. Brennen gave me reference materias, he willingly answered
questions, but he never, never forced.” Of her origind struggle with him, and her more current secret
search into Sentinel ways, she said nothing.

“But hetrgpped you.” Tdla’svoicetrembled. “Weadl know that. He met you, and zzt, he wanted you.
That’snot natura, Firebird.”

How did Tel know that? She sighed. “They cdl it * connatur-ality,” when two individuas mindswork the
same yet their persondities balance each others strengths and needs. They' re trained to stay aert for
connatura individuas smply because they can marry no one else. Only the highly connatural can pair
bond, and Brennen’ s nature is not quite like most of the starbred. He was unable to find amate he
wanted near his own age among them.”

“What did you think of al that?’
“Hefrightened me. But he offered something very tempting.”
Tel arched one eyebrow.

“Life” Firebird stared into the green shadows outside. “Life with honor, and acause| found | could
believein. And now, an enemy to fight together.”

Tdla pulled hishandsinto hislgp a the mention of that enemy. “Do the Sentinelsredly believein
this—folk prophecy?’

Firebird gave ashort laugh. “This particular shamah was made by their e eventh spiritual |eader, or
Shamarr. Some Sentingls can glimpse the future—they call what they seethe shebiyl, and it'samatter of
extremely high talent to be ableto catch it at all—so you see, because of their skillsthey must believein
it”

“Oh. Ah, | suppose Generd Cadwell seesit, then.”
“Occagondly, yes.”



Herested an elbow on the table. “ These Shuhr, then. Who are they, Firebird?’

“Aurian-Thyrian starbred like Brennen, with menta abilitieslike his, but who have left the Sentinelsto use
their talents againgt others. Outlaws, and their descendants. What | know is pretty grim, Td. Areyou
sure you want to hear it from me? | can access the Federate Register from thisterminal.”

“Would you, Firebird?’
“Jugt aminute. I'll refill the cups.”

As she made her way toward the kitchen for the cruinn pitcher, she recalled a conversation over kaffa, a
areception given when Brennen arrived on Base.

“There are basic flawsin the way the Shuhr operate.” Air Master Dardy had |ooked away from Brennen
and fingered the rim of his cup. “ They dways seem reluctant to set eventsin motion themsdves, taking
advantage rather of others mistakes: seizing others' unguarded goods, playing on variables others have
deemed important. Perhaps they see that as less random, more certain. We have heard that they breed
for talent. The birth rate on Shuhr coloniesis reportedly ten timesthat of Thyrica, but their population
does not increase. Their child mortality rate would be astronomical.”

Firebird hadn’t heard that before. “ Genetic problems? Inbreeding?’

“Y es, and diminations. Only afew would be alowed to survive to adulthood. Rumor saysthat al their
children gestate in womb-banks, and only those who eventualy pass the eiminations learn whose genes
they carry.” Dardy gave Firebird asignificant look.

So he knows about N’ Taian tradition. They probably all do, and they're just too polite to say
anything.’ * And those who survive the eliminations perpetuate the sysem?* shesaid. ” Y ou'reright.
That’s not so different from what our aristocracy practices. What effect do you think that would have on
aparent, bringing a child to existence intending only to—to..." To her surprise, she could spesk no
farther.

Brennen sat down beside her. “The practice of heir limitation is outlawed now,” he said firmly. “Naetai is
aFederate protectorate.”

How solemn he had looked. Firebird cradled the cruinn pitcher with both hands and walked back
toward Tel, wondering if she could ever make him see Brennen as she knew him.

“All right.” She sat down across from him and punched up the Federate database. * Shuhr.”

That night, she settled in beside Brennen on the bed. Therosiny smell of soaked kirkatrees mingled with
the faint, seductive scent of her miralily onitsdish at her bedside. Two small, red eyes gleamed briefly in
the darkness outside the window and then turned away, as fogwater dripped steadily. Firebird shivered.
Groundside evolution on Thyrica had gone little higher than the oozy night-dugs. They might be assafe as
Brennen claimed, but she could not match his blase lack of concern when she confronted one of the
arm-length crestures.

He made room for her between his arm and bare chest. “ So you spent the entire day at the termina ?’



“All day. It was ared awakening for Tel.” She hesitated. “He' s actualy not a bad sort—he cares more
about hisfamily’ shospital than its Tiggaree River farm holding. And you should have seen hisfacewhen |
showed him my lily. I’ d forgotten how fond heis of flowers.” Shelad her arm on Brennen’s chest.

He reached across and opened his pam on her belly. “Well, watch him,” he said.
“I will.” She thought for amoment. “It’sa pity he got entangled with Phoena.”

“Hedready regretsit, dthough he won't admit that to himsalf. He was young and envied power. She
needed to distract Carradee from the Hunter Height scandal, and he offered her awedding. But he's
loyd. HE Il ill defend her with hislifeif Il give him the chance.”

“He safraid of you.”

A baby kicked under Brennen’s hand. He laughed softly. “ Ninety percent of the people | know fear me.
I’ve learned to live with that.”

It would bother him. But there was pride in his complaint, too.
“I trust you to gentle him for me.”
“He sachild,” she answered.

Brennen arranged along curl down her throat and between her breasts. “He' s growing up fas, in the
faceof thiscriss”

“Do that again,” she whispered.

He was dready plucking up another curl.

Thefollowing day, Tel prepared breskfast. In return, Firebird tucked a shock pistol into her belt and
invited himinto the“ study.”

He hung back asthe door did shut, closing them into the broad, well-lit corridor floored with springy blue
mats. Coincidentally, they matched the lace on his shirt front. Firebird crossed to acabinet and palmed its
locking pand. The door rolled upward and vanished into the wall, and hearing Tellai step up behind her,
shemoved asideto let him peer in.

“Arethose wegpons?’ he murmured. “ But they’ re dl different.”

“Of course. If Brennen wasto work in different regions of the Federacy, he had to be familiar with
different sorts of hand wegpons. Most of these are basic energy-pulse blazers.” She hefted one with an
awkward, cubic collimating chamber. “But not al are easy to draw. | thought this collection would
interest you.”

Te examined atiny, bluemetd projectile gun that nestled with room to sparein hislong hand. “Wheredid
he get them? Surely these weren’t dl issued to him.”

“You'reright. HE d have had to return any issue wegpons. No,” she said thoughtfully, “I think each of
these has a different story. Some | suspect he claimed from their |ate owners.”

Td nodded dowly, laid down the gun, and stepped away.



She pressed atouchpanel just inside the cabinet to drop and lock the datted door. “ Cometo thisend,
Td.” Stepping lighter on the practice mat than on most floors now, sheled him to a computer terminal
with aparticularly broad screen and unusua touchboard. On the soft, dant-back chair before it, she sat
and then pressed a series of keys.

The screen lit in greens and blues. “ Do you recognize those cliffs, Td?’
“I... a... no.”

“Soldane spaceport.”
“What isthis?’

“A flight smulator.” She ran ahand over the touchboard. “ Federate standard console, on loan from the
depot for my sake. And now yours. Sit. First lesson.”

He picked at his cuff. “No, wait, Firebird...”

“I know.” She pointed a him. “Y ou’ d rather Sit at the uplevel termina and read history. The protocols of
Federate aristocracies?’

“History was my field, Firebird. When Father died, my schooling ended.”

“Wall. Y ou never know when you might need to be able to handle a Federate craft. Particularly,” she
added in agentler voice, “if you' re hoping to try to find Phoena.”

It was difficult to find time doneto try to Turn now, with Td in the house, but Firebird kept trying.

Midway through that month, after the treasured find day of the dry dekia, Brennen made asurprisng
request over dinner. “1 have asked severa military Sentinelsto meet here thisevening, Mari.” Holding his
empty glassin both hands, he eyed her closdly. “But it isa security matter. Would you—and Tdl...” he
nodded toward the dender prince, who sat across from her, watching shreds of a breaking fog swirl past,
“mind remaining downlevd for an hour or two?’

“That would befine,” Firebird answered hadtily. “Tel?'Y ou’ ve been promising to teach me another tile
game”

Settled sometime later on the master bedroom’ sfloor, she was just beginning to fed that she’ d caught
the hang of “ Fourth Stack High” when the comscreen whistled. She twisted around to reach it. “ Excuse
me, Td?

He rose quickly and backed through a door into his own room. Then she touched apanel. “Y es?’
“Can you come up, Mari?’ Brennen's voice asked. Hisface did not appear on the screen.

“They’ re gone aready?’

“No. It seemswe could use your help.”

Shefelt suddenly cold and didn’t know why. What could be sinister about talking with agroup of military
Sentinels—other than learning things she should not divulge?

He knows |" ve been trying to Turn.



Would that be a security matter?
She couldn’t answer. Shedidn’t know.

All thisflashed through her mind in asecond, and then immediately the rgjoinder: If the game was up, she
would accomplish nothing by hiding downlevel. “Yes, I'll—I’ll beright up.”

Then: Terrell, shethought. He could be here, now. Why was there no picture on screen?

She had found awrist shesth for her dagger, an old lesther one Brennen no longer used for his crystace.
Hadtily she buckled it on, took up the dagger in her left hand in such away that her wrist would hideit,
and then with only afew words of explanation, locked Tel into hisroom and headed uplevdl.

She chose the greenwel | staircase rather than thelift to gain afew extraseconds composure. Sliding her
right hand upward along the long spira banister, she brushed aside tendrils of dis-trugiavine. When she
rounded the second spird, she caught the scent of something sweetly smoky, and between the dimmed
luma globes saw anumber of dark forms scattered around her living area. There sat Ellet Kinsman,
leg-to-leg with—was it Dama con Dardy?

EHet’ s hawk-faced cousin Thurl Hoston, a historian, perched close to them on the darker of the long
tweed loungers, and she spotted General Director Kindall, Brennen's coworker, between Hoston and a
stooped but pleasant-faced woman. Two others, one sitting and one standing, she guessed she should
recognize but did not. The older man beside Brennen amiled, hisfull lips parting to release a stream of
pale smoke, as he pulled out his pipe and did aside to make room for her. But no Terrell. Relieved, she
gave her wrist atwist that bedded the dagger inits sheath.

Brennen beckoned her to sit beside him, with the pipe smoker. “Firebird, before we speak | must ask
your permission to perform ashielding on the memory you will carry of this conversation. Shall | explain
what that means?’

She glanced quickly around &t their right shoulders. A minor congtdlation: Sentinels, dl. Squelching the
apprehension she knew they would fed in her if any had dropped shields, she said, “No need,” and
turned coolly to Brennen, determined to behave as correctly as at aroyd reception and not shame him.

He smiled dightly, and shefelt well repaid for the concession. “ Thank you. Then let me explain something
that has been proceeding on Base these months: aconcept called Remote Individua Amplification, or
Ree-a. RIA would enable a Sentind to extend hisrange of epsilon influence many times, limited
eventualy only by the externd power source.”

Firebird listened, first only glad thiswould not concern the Turning, and then with keen interest, as
Brennen and asmal man standing behind the other lounger explained the theory of RIA design. Her few
questions met slent smiling refusalsto answer, o she never truly understood how such athing was
designed to work. Tak of epsilon carrier, though, perhaps she understood better than they thought.

Air Magter Dardy did an arm behind Ellet’ s shoulders. His boyish face looked uncharacterigtically grave,
haf lit by the globe hovering over hisend of the lounger. “Now suppose you explain the difficulty,
Cddwdl.”

Brennen pressed hisfingertips together and eyed her serioudy, reminding her suddenly and vividly of the
powerful stranger who had interrogated her ayear before... ayear? Could it have been such along
time—or so short?“1’ [l begin, but each of you should express your inclination. Man, make no effort to
dlence your fedings, postive or negative. It isimportant that we know your reactions.”



Their shields were down now, she knew. A queer little contraction rippled across her belly. Hoping no
one had seen, she nodded and crossed her ankles.

“Thusfar,” Brennen said, “we have conceded the practicability of the RIA design from outsiders,
Federacy and Home Forces alike, lest the nongifted worry that too much influence might make us
untrustworthy. The maxim, ‘ Power destroysitsuser,” speakswell for the attitude we face.”

“But wemust build it now.” The smdl design engineer peered down between Ellet Kinsman and
Damalcon Dardy, and EUet drew away from Dardy to eye the engineer. “We cannot be certain of
security. Who among us s absolutely confident that no agent of the Shuhr might have probed him
unaware? Evenif we do not build RIA, the Shuhr eventudly will.”

A shiver of apprehension played Firebird' s spinelikethe strings of aclairsa

“Yirring.” Brennen spoke past her to the pipe smoker. Vice General Yirring! she admonished hersdf.
Bosk Terrell’s supervisor!

Yirring pulled the pipe from his mouth and consdered its narrow bowl. “RIA isour own. | too hesitateto
alow word out. Once the Federacy knows of it, we can never recall that intelligence, and we might be
forbidden to continue. | for one would fed compelled to comply with such astricture.” Helooked up.
“May | add, dso, that my aide might be able to shed light on the subject if dlowed into the RIA circle, as
| proposed at our last mesting.””’

No! Firebird glanced a Brennen. Oh, dear, shethought. Now they all know how | feel about Terrell.
Brennenignored her. “Kindal,” he said.

Genera Director Kindd| sat forward and sent along sidelong look past Hoston to Air Master Dardy
before he spoke. “But we have built areputation of trust over the decades, of openness on which the
Federacy has come to depend. The moment word of RIA escapes, the High Command will want to
know why it was not informed of the existence, even in theory, of such awegpon. We cannot consider it
anything ese. RIA isawesgpon.”

Firebird nodded dowly, wondering what conclusions the Sentinels might draw from her conflicting
emotions: athrill at RIA’s potentid for good or ill—concern at the clouded, vagudly hostile glances she
wasfielding from Ellet Kinsman and Thurl Hoston— amoment’ s fond salutation as some pushing limb
wedged itself againgt her ribs—and behind dl this, twin gpprehensons. What has Terrell learned about
thisfrom Yirring, and What are they going to do to my memory?

“Y et thetiming seemsremarkable,” said Thurl Hoston. “Theimplications of RIA to the shamah intrigue
me. Perhaps the Shuhr will eventudly fall to the fruit of our RIA research, if not in thisgenerationthenin
the next.” The white-complexioned historian waved a hand toward Firebird and Brennen. “ The research
must be allowed to proceed at maximum speed. For that reason | fed it should remain secret, unaffected
by outside influences.”

Brennen rubbed his chin. “ And you, Harris?’

The engineer pushed up off the lounger to stand straight behind it. “1 designed RIA with Federate service
inmind. | had hoped to offer it to al the worlds of the Federacy in the trusted hands of the Thyrian
Sentinels, to enhance the serviceswe dready offer: intelligence, protection, enforcement.”

Dardy dtretched. “Cadwell, you haven't told her how you fed.”

“I'm neutrd. That iswhy | suggested we meset here.”



“Youwaver.” Hoston stared down hisaquiline nose. “We can dl fed it.”

Brennen nodded, picking at atuft of upholstery, and Firebird felt doubly uncomfortable: for both of them.
“Thisishard, Thurl. Y ou know how many years| spent in Federate service and where | had based my
hopes for my future. But severa months ago, | was unexpectedly thwarted by distrust, because | was
born starbred and trained a Sentindl.”

“TiernaCall,” Ellet whispered. “ She wouldn't believe you, nor Firebird.”

“Youwereno hdp.” Hisirritation rose with Firebird's. “We nearly lost Nagtai, and Alta—would have
lost them, if Firebird and | had not intervened, against Tierna Coil’ s orders and your advice. At the cost

of my position.”

“I have gpologized,” said Ellet. Firebird was certain Ellet sensed their doubled, silent retort. “ But your
experience supports my conviction.”

“Mistress Cadwell.” The stooped woman beside General Director Kindal brokein. “Y ou see now why
we have called on you. Raised an outsider but bonded into our kindred, you can show the reaction of
othersto the Situation without our breaching secrecy.”

Ah. Firebird remembered her now. Mistress Kindal. “| cannot react for all outsders, not even dl
N’ Taians” sheindsted.

“Of course, Mari. Only yoursdf. But vocaize how you felt, learning this had gone on without your
knowledge, without even ahint from me.”

“A littleindignant,” she admitted, “but only alittle. | expect you to keep secretsfrom me, when they are
of military sgnificance. | felt very curious. | wanted to know how it would work. But ayear ago, | might
have asked if nothing could be done to suppress these people.”

“You see?’ Ellet’ sshort black hair framed aglowering face. Suppress.” Theword ishers, Brennen,
your own Mistress.”

“Anything se, Mari?” Brennen asked camly, not quite looking her way.

Firebird thought back to her early impressions of the Sentindl kindred. “Has it occurred to you that no
Sentingl sts on the Regiona Council? This Federate Region includes Thyrica”

“And twenty other systems. We know that.” Dardy smiled tolerantly and managed to look alittle less
charming. “We prefer to maintain middle rank when we serve the Federacy.”

“But why?’ Shetried to Straighten her back. “ Does something keep the Federates from trusting a
Sentinel with power? We' retold you virtualy founded the Federacy. But has there ever been a Sentindl
on the High Command?’

“No,” said Brennen.

“Why not?1 have wondered if Sentinels avoided positions of such authority to prevent the kind of
accusations you' retrying to rule out now. But if you people have not brought about this absence
voluntarily, perhaps you should reevauate just how deeply the Federacy trusts you. Y ou could be
mistaken.”

“Yes” Brennen'svoicetrailed off to asigh. She sensed that she had stirred his emotions deeply; pride
wasinvolved, and the depth of his commitment to his people, but also hisambition, and an odd feding of



ajob-not-done.
And these were out in the open for al his brother and sister Sentinelsto see.
“What else, Migtress Firebird?’ asked General Director Kin-dall.

Shetook along breath of the smoky air. “We dl fear what we can’'t control,” she said quietly. “You
Sentinels have struck an extremely delicate balance over the years smply to maintain acceptance among
the Federates, your dlies”

After along slence, Brennen spoke. “ Any other reactions, anything at dl? It will beimpossiblefor you to
speak of thislater, unless | remove the block | am about to place.”

Firebird hesitated. The curious part of her wondered how the epsilon carrier might function in that
operation, even as apprehension gathered again. Working in her memory... what might Brennen discover
about her Turning... before dl these witnesses?

Wresting her fedings back to the matter at hand, she searched them carefully.
“No,” shefindly sad. “That'sdl.”

He reached toward her. *'Y ou will remember,” hesaid in his camest voice, misreading her darm. “But if
you try to speak, or if anyone outside this group tries to probe the matter, your memory will divert the
query.” He pressed afinger to her forehead and closed hiseyes. Shefelt nothing, waiting slently,
scarcely bresthing.

A minute later, he straightened and leaned back against the lounger. The only resonance she caught was
his continuing unease, most likely concerning the RIA question. “ Thank you, Mari. Y ou have been agreat
hdp.”

“Yes” sad Generd Yirring. “ Asyou werein caling attention to the matter of reducing one€ sA.S. rating.
We are glad to have you among us, Mistress Firebird.”

Coming from another man, that remark would have eased her urgent need to find aniche in this society.
Asit was, shefdt chilled. Was hisaide what she feared?

Sherodethelift thistime, still wondering if Brennen had found in her memory the work, the frustration,
the study she had aready invested in his people’ sways—or if he even redlized she had shut him out of
that field of effort.

A slvery messageroll lay at the corner of Brennen’ s desk when he reached it the next morning. Before
examining the cross-space cylinder, he touched up his day’ s schedule on screen, ran a check on Bosk
Terrel’ sduties, then carefully noted dl times of probable contact. He had done this every day since
Firebird voiced her suspicion.

Then he reached for the cylinder—and glared. A long-familiar row of letters and numerals gleamed on
oneretaining ring, and Regiond Command, Alta, had little reason to contact him any more. Brennen
dipped afinger into the mechanism, automaticaly thumbing the dick security sedl. Theroll opened aong
one seam, and he pulled free a sheet of tranducent paper. A golden Consular crest flared at one corner.

He scanned the sheet hatily, laid it upside down on the black scribing pad, and then sat motionless,
resisting asnking sensation and anger he did not want clouding hisfaculties. Mentally, he scanned the



summonsagain.
Genera Coordinator Cadwel, Greetings.

Regarding: The disappearance of Her Highness Princess Phoena Angelo of the Naetai Protectorate
Sysem.

Certain of our scout stations confirm the passing of a subspace wake matching that of a craft posted to us
by Governor Danton of Naetai, and its course toward the Zed system of the Shuhr.

If Her Highness has indeed been abducted by that people, repercussions among other
Federate-protectorate peoples could be disturbing. “ Protectorate’ status implies enforced safety for a
people under our shield.

Lady Firebird s status remains dubious with the N’ Taian people, and measures have been proposed in
some quartersto petition the Federacy again for revocation of her citizenship. Technicaly sheremains
under “ protective custody,” asyou well know, asthe Surety for her conduct.

Because of your intimate knowledge of the N’ Taian aristocracy, the Regiona Council requests that you
assist Specia Operationsin the matter of Princess Phoena, as an independent operator. Our
reciprocation would include your restoration to full Security | privileges, and also to digibility for use of
Federate facilities, even should you remainin Thyrian service.

Admird Jay Madden On Behdf, F.R.C.

Chilled despite his control by theimplicit threat againgt Firebird, Brennen turned the paper and fingered
the familiar crest. So Phoena s whereabouts were public news now—but not the fact that she had gone
to the Shuhr of her own accord.

He understood the Federacy’ s tenuous state of affairs, trying to confirmits ability to protect citizens of its
subjected state, and yet to avoid premature conflict with the Shuhr. But his own position had abruptly
become more delicate ill. Scanning thefina sentence, he confirmed its unwritten, underlying message: If
ever he hoped to return to Federate service, requisition a Federate ship, or use Security channels...

Stll, hefdt confident he could pull off arescue. HE d managed more difficult things before, and to get
back on track for the High Command, the risk might be worthit.

He eyed the cylinder once more, hoping to find reply passage prepaid. It was not. They did not request
an answer; hewas smply to go, secretly and without overt support. If he failed in the effort, Man would
have only this sheet of paper to prove Regiond’ srequest for his action. He had seen Federate pensions
granted on such evidence to widows and widowers with dependents. He did the paper toward the

copying pand.
Then he hesitated, one hand over the touchboard.

What would she say to that? He pursed hislips and watched atransport soar over hisdice of the
smoked glasjd dome. Firebird would accept no pittance from Alta. He would not mention the message,
neither to her nor anyone ese. But neither would hetell Altahe did not fed inclined to comply—yet.

He shifted his hand over the touchboard and keyed his“at-station” code to Captain Frenwick outside,
then turned his attention to his schedule, dropping the trand ucent sheet into the shredder.

Chapter 10



... From New Life...

stringendo - pressing, becoming faster

Particles of the Federate communique were settling in Brennen’ swaste bin when, back on Trinn Hill,
Firebird straightened and took along, deep breath. Something like a strong hand seemed to grip her belly
and squeeze.

She set her morning cruinn on the kitchen counter and stared out into therain. Is that you? she asked the
twins. You're awfully early.

Because Brennen’ s mind was reaching toward her in sympathy, he felt her flicker of redization and
dread. And—what was this?—a flickering sense of danger streaked across the back of hisepsilon
meatrix.

Something’ s going to go wrong.
He touched up his clearing captain on the desk console.
13 8’ r?!

“Captain Frenwick,” he said in adeliberately modulated voice. “ Cancel my appointments, please. I'm
wanted at home.”

College, hetold himsdlf ashe hurried to his parking area. Spieth will help her. Twins often come early.
That glimpse of the shebiyl... was probably entirdly unrelated.

Spieth had warned Firebird that |abor, unmedicated as was the Sentinels' way (to prevent damage to the
infants epsilon potential), would start dowly and accel erate—and that Brennen would not be alowed to
help block the pain until shewaswell progressed toward ddlivery. Walking a secluded, epsilon-fielded
area of the College grounds on hisarm, Firebird began to sense the acceleration. Before night fell, her
labor established in earnest. Each contraction started like ajab in her lower back, then her muscles
tightened around her sides, ending with the girdling stricture. Each grew just dightly harder and longer.

“All right, love?” he whispered.

The pressure eased. “ Still fine”

“It' salmost too dark to see, Mari. Let’'sgoin.”

“Onemore. Please. It may beawhile beforel’m out in thefresh air again.”’

An hour later, heingsted; then she walked with himin the medica center’ s misty atrium below
maoss-hung trees, wishing for the white stepping stones and turquoise-lit Sides of Hesed' srippling poal.
Controlling sensation with the skills Master Spieth had taught her, she concentrated, too, on closing out
the emotiona surgesthat originated in her body’ sinvoluntary tumult.

Breathe, she commanded hersdf. Focus—relax. ..



She clenched Brennen’ sarm, and she felt his deep concern. “That one hurt,” she admitted.
“I think you’ ve done as much as you should aone. I'll send for Spieth.”
“No.” Sherested her head on hisshoulder. “1... I'll bedl right alittle longer. Let her deep.”

“Too late, Mari.” He touched her hand. “ She' s awake now.”

“The contractions begin... how?’” White hair nestly combed asif she dwaysrose just after midnight,
Master Spieth laid athin blanket across the second tiny cot in abroad, white-walled room.

“Here.” Firebird rubbed the small of her back as the precious few minutes passed between contractions,
when she could speak.

At the edge of her vision, Brennen reached for a glass of water and then leaned against along windowbar
todrink it.

Spieth folded her wrinkled hands. “ A woman'slabor proceeds asit will. This, however, appearsto be
the kind that becomeslong and difficult. I'm so sorry. Still, you are here, and safe.”

“I wasn't supposed to have children at dl.” Firebird felt tender musclestighten convulsively again, and
she looked to Brennen.

She was trgpped. Thistime Brennen stepped in. The discomfort diminished to amanageable level.
Perversdly, shetried to shake off hishelp. She ought to face the anguish, let it take her, ride throughiit.
Clutching a high-backed chair, she rocked back and forth, and the pressure became pain as she lost
control. “ The Redjackets execute Wastlings who become pregnant—-or abort them—"

“Stop talking! Breathe—focus—breathe, Firebird!” Startled by the Command in Spieth’ s voice, Firebird
obeyed.

“That’ sbetter,” the Master said softly when the contraction passed. Spieth came around beside her,
glancing at didson theroom’ssidewall.' ' Be reasonable. Let Brennen close out the worgt of it for you
now. — You' redoing perfectly,”* she said to Brennen. “Hold on.” She massaged Firebird' s back.

“Has Td been sent for?” Firebird gasped. “ Brennen, you must send for Tel. The Electorate will demand
awitnessto their parentage.”

Brennen began to knead her shoulders. “He' sdown alevel from here, reading, under guard. Quiet
yourself. Review the calming pattern, quickly. Closeyour eyes...”

Firebird complied. She dismissed conscious thought and focused her attention, as Spieth had taught her,
on theimage of awhitewall, bare and clean and flawless. It was working!—driving her will out of the
grip of pain, forcing her emotionsto react to that menta pictureinstead of her physical turmoil. Sherode
through an entire contraction without Brennen’s help.

Opening her eyes at itsend, she grinned her triumph a him.

As hours passed, however, as night lightened to morning and then afternoon, the work became dulll,
wearing repetition that grew dightly more difficult a every recurrence. Firebird knew she must maintain
conscious focus, but her sirength was fading, her mind beginning to wander. Brennen's help eased them,
but the contractions became gtill more painful.



Night fell asecond time. Master Spieth helped her up to asitting position on the bed. Firebird stared
around her, vaguely disoriented.

“Trandtion phase,” Spieth had announced afew minutes earlier. “Thank you, Brennen. Y ou must let her
goondone”

Firebird had been warned. Now she must remain aware of the changes ripping through her body, so
Spieth would know when delivery approached.

Whether from stress or exhaugtion, al her senses had diffused, fading into a Sate that was not degp—the
pain risng again con-finned that—but was something less than full consciousness. Had shelgpsedinto a
link with these frightened twins who would have Brennen' s strength? Was such athing possible?

Brennen’ svoice, though close at hand, sounded faint, and Spieth’ slined face blurred. Only Firebird's
anguish seemed red, and theimage of the wall, flawless and impenetrable, that separated her from that
pain. No—wasit pain behind that wall, or wasit her salf? Where had her senses fled?

Scarcely aware that she had fallen back on the bed, Firebird closed her eyes and tried to force her will
through that wall. It resisted. She pressed harder. She was through! And there on the other side, she
found...

Terror.

She reded back from a shifting, spinning phantasmagoriaof death, but could not draw away. Figures,
misty figures, lay in atangled agony ahead of her, and the distance between her point of consciousness
and theirs shrank inexorably.

All around her women died in ghastly ways, and al the gpparitions were—hersdlf.
Horrified, shetried to flee outward, to raisethewall again.

Another contraction mounted. The physical pain fed her terror, drew her into the spectacle, and joined
her point of consciousnessto. ..

... Shelay face down. Cold stone pressed against her cheek, and the warm blood pooling under her
chest smelled heavy, nauseating. The knife dice across her throat throbbed as each pul se degpened the
gticky puddie...

... Her vision shifted. Stars gleamed cold in the black of space; her skin shrieked with cold; she could
not breathe out any longer. At any second her body would decompress, exploding al the softest
membranes...

... Shift again: The haf-gloved hands of aman literdly twice her szetightened dowly & her throat. The
world spun and went black...

... Then she stood at the north wal of Hunter Height, facing the traitor’ s fate she had so narrowly
escaped ten months before. The searing disintegration began: her skin and flesh burned away asthe
D-rifiesof the execution detail remained steady on target...

She understood dimly that she had passed out of redlity, that these were images she had created, over
years of nights spent lying awake in her slent paace suite. She had forced hersdlf to dwell on death and
pain on those nights, had tortured herself with visons of dying lest terror reduce her to cowardice when
her time came.



That part of her lifewas over, |eft behind with her Wadtling fate, yet in thisrecess of her mind theimages
lived on, unforgotten and fleshed.

That recognition gave her enough presence of mind to wrench free from the center of the horrors. Battling
the pain of a contraction now, too, shefelt her point of perception pull out of theimages consciousness,
but this“point” that was her saf began to shrink asthe pictured welter of images swelled.

Shewas dying, then, redly dying thistime. For what other reason would shefed asif she were vanishing,
fading out of life entirely?

Shewould never see her sons.
Blackness spread around her. Silent it was, ill and festureless.

Sudden anguish assured her that she lived. Another contraction took hold of her muscles. She heard
muttering voices but didn’t dare open her eyes, lest the hdlucinations thrust themsalvesinto the outer
world and show her onelast vision of death, ared one. If she could only shut it out, perhaps it would not
clam her! What welter of evil memory had she brought into the psychic peace of the Sentind College?

Brennen’svoice, closein her ear, urged, “Man! Firebird! Breathe!” He drew away. “ Spieth! She's...”

As she gathered hersdlf in automatic response to Brennen's cue, Firebird heard Master Spieth’ svoice
gpproach. “... blood oxygen isdipping dangeroudy. Keep her awake, or we' || have agenuine criss...
No! You must till stay out.”

Awake.

Theword jogged her memory to a phrase from Spieth’ s book: “ Theinward-chasing of the mind toward
desp...”

P nah.
She had Turned! Surely she had Turned. It had been no hallucination—she had seen her inner self!

“No!” she shrieked. Her voice came shrill, choked. “Bren-nen!” she screamed as another clench of pain

began.
Someone seized her hands. Clutching back, she endured the pain, unable to regain control.

When it passed and she dared to open her eyes, she saw both Brennen and Master Spieth, and Tel
hanging back behind them. The time was close, then. A pair of ashen-faced Sentinel's stood at the edge
of her vison. Unfamiliar medical equipment had been moved into the room and loomed close by.

“Do not let that happen again.” Spieth too |ooked gray-faced.
“Y ou have only afew moments before the next begins. Prepare yoursdlf.”

Brennen let go of her hands and dipped achip of iceinto her mouth. “Y ou cannot afford to lose control
likethat, Mari. | can keep you conscious, if you maintain control.”

She swallowed the precious drops of melted ice. She must have been panting for hours. “But, Brenn!
During that last contraction, |—"

“Notime. Look.” He motioned toward amonitor closeto her head, gleaming green on ablack wall. “It’'s
beginning again. Faceit!”



Despairing, guessing the effort would finish her thistime, she closed her eyes and obeyed. Control
returned. Again, her sensesfaded.

Thewall rose before her, massive, spotless. For an instant she hesitated and dmost turned away. But—if
this were some bizarre visuaization of P nah, then on the other side of that wall, past the terrors, must lie
the epslon carrier. Sheflung hersdf through.

The visions regppeared. Facing them but holding distance around her point of awareness, she reached
inward and outward and in al directionsin an attitude of prayer. She held to that for support and
examined therailing tumult.

When by sheer concentration she thrust aside one rushing, swelling image, it retreasted without fading into
the others. She struggled to shift her perception, to see deeper, find the epsilon carrier.

Woven around and through the figures of the nebulawas ancther tangle, lines of strange, flickering energy
like gleaming cords that kept the imaginings bound deep inside her, so theterror of dying could not reach
her consciousness.

Could that bethe carrier?
What else could it be?

She shook off exhaugtion that threstened to quash her within sight of fulfilling her quest. Fearing that if she
logt Sght of the glimmering lines she would never seethem again, she pressed deeper lill, farther from
consciousness. A new image sucked her perception into deep, dime-covered waters. Weights gripped
her ankles. Light faded; the rippling surface vanished overhead.

A blaze of pain exploded in her face. Brennen' s distant voice commanded her to breathe. Dark waters
swirled, hiding the glowing cord.

Not
Fear of drowning and the terror of failure doubled her strength.

Lungsal but bursting, Firebird groped under the murk toward afaint, blue-white line of illusory force
shimmering through dime.

She saized hold. It writhed under her touch, grew and shrank like some kind of dien creature. Again the
pain burned her face, then pressure asif the waters would force themsalvesinto her lungs. She clung,
closing her airways againg degth itself, and struggled to wrench the knotted coil free of the phantasm it
bound. Longer than she could have bdieved possible, she held her breath. Like atickling touch on alimb
she did not have, the sensation of contact with this energized entity grew keener.

But her strength was fading. Unable to twist it loose, shetried to shrink her point of awareness again and
pressit into the cord.

It dipped her grasp. Other visons whirled around her. Cold air stabbed deep into her lungs. New pain
rose and seized her, tearing pain that sucked her deeper. Degper. She felt hands seize her, many hands,
hands that squeezed, hurt like claws...

Spieth’ sface focused in her eyes, and shefdt the “otherness’ of the medica Master’ s epsilon probe
driveinto her consciousness. All shreds of illusion fled. “Hold there, Firebird!” she shouted. “Brennen:
now!”



Firebird tried to shake Brennen's hand off her shoulder. He mustn’t see the horror, mustn’t touch the
cord—

Roughly heturned her to face him. “Man.” He caught her stare and held it by the force of hiswill. “You
arein my strength now, Firebird. Y oursisgone. Hold! Only afew minutesmore...”

Pain! Firebird gave alast sartled cry and then surrendered to Brennen, unable to move or struggle or
even think. She saw only his eyes, blue and unblinking, felt only the Command that held her. Longer,
longer... shewasturning insgde out. ..

Without warning, he released her. She gave alittle hiccupping gasp, saw the startled look in his
eyes—and fainted.

She awoke much later to see Spieth’ siron-gray eyes hovering where Brennen' s had been.

Firebird recoiled as memory returned dl a once, and with it understanding of what had transpired.
Caught up intheillusion of drowning, she had refused to inhae, might even have suffocated her unborn
sons moments before they would have breathed of their own accord.

“You fear me?’ the Master asked quietly. A delicate probe flicked at the fringes of Firebird’s memory.
She choked. “Magter, arethe—"

“Bedill.” Spieth took the probe in degper. Holding down her defenses, although the deep touch brought
up awave of queasiness,

Firebird waited out the access open-eyed. Movement at the corner of vision caught her glance. A
blue-skirted sekiyr gpproached, both armsladen. The oblong mass on the girl’ sleft arm yelled
vigoroudy, but Firebird' s attention, forcibly held, could not focus onit.

After aminute, Spieth averted her stare and withdrew. For awhile she did not speak. She sat erect at the
edge of Firebird sbed, asFirebird fought back tears of embarrassment and lingering pain.

“Thisisincredible,” Spieth said at last. “Now | see why you struggled so. | would not have thought such
athing possible. But had you been aone, we surely would have lost you—and both your sons. Y ou were
that near degth.”

Both? An awful fear gripped Firebird. Apparently the Master sensed it. “They live,” she answered before
Firebird could ask. “ Both are hedthy, in the nineties on the response tests.”

She glanced at the sekiyr’ s squalling burden and returned thanks. Then she whispered, “Brennen. Where
ishe?

“Goneto regt, Firebird. | put him down mysdf; he was distraught. Y ou will see him soon.” Spieth
pressed a hand againgt Firebird' s forehead.

It felt cool and satiny. “Will | be able to touch the carrier again? And without...” Firebird faltered. It
seemed asif | was. . . dying.”

Pity broke through on Spieth’ sface like stars out of dip-state. “ Try it and see. Try now, while you recdl
the sensation and the focusing technique vividly. Y ou arerested. | am here, and | will not let you cometo
any harm.”



Firebird closed her eyes and focused inward, remembering thewall and the horrific tangle, and followed
recollection down to experience as Spieth’ s presence hovered at the edge of her consciousness,
observing. Her reluctance dmost thwarted her as she searched for the faint, tickling sensation contact had
brought, while trying desperately to shut out the awful hdlucinations. If Spieth recognized the visonsfor
what they were, she would dmost die of the disgrace. Spieth had thought her brave, afighter!—not a
terrified child fixed on theidea of her own dying.

At last she succeeded, but the touch brought up ashriek of fear, asif shelived dl the visons at once.
Unable to stop, she flung away the contact like hot iron and escaped outward.

Spieth sprang off the bedside but did not go far. Gripping one hand with the other, she stepped close
again. “Excdlent.” She nodded, but Firebird saw her lips pressed tightly together. What kind of thoughts
were passing across the Master’ s mind, concedled by affective control ?“Very, very interesting. Not only
have you achieved P nah, but recognized and secured the carrier. That isa second-leve sill. | am
surprised. Y ou may yet surprise usdl, Firebird. But—you have other businessnow. Linna,” she
beckoned. “Firebird...”

Firebird turned to the sekiyr and reached for the child on her arm, the source of the wailing that had gone
on a the edge of her attention. Trailing blonde hair over theinfant like ablanket, the sekiyr lad himin
Firebird' s crooked elbow. She turned back athin wanning blanket to reveal a purplish head crowned
with soft brown hair, wrinkled from forehead to chinin fury. “Thisis the second-born,” the girl
whispered.

“What' swrong?’ Firebird clutched thetiny, shaking thing. He smdlled of disnfectant. “Isheadl right?’
“Hungry, | would guess”

Firebird wished she could escape the source of shrieking, or at least silenceit, but beneath that tension
flowed a deep, awestruck joy, the peace of utter conviction that at last she had done something
absolutdly, inarguably right.

She peered a his brother, who lay quietly on the girl’ s other arm. Linnafingered the blanket away from
hisface. This head wore afaint sheen of fair hair. Glancing down to confirm the unavoidable comparison,
Firebird ran afinger acrossthick, dark curls. “Kinnor,” shewhispered. “Little warrior. Y ou have cousin
Te’shair. How did that happen?’

“Kinnor—kinnora. That'slovely.” Spieth stopped pacing behind the sekiyr and reached onto arepulsor
cart for something Firebird could not see. “Ah.” Shetilted her head back. “1 fedl young. Y ounger and
more energetic than I’ ve fdt in years. Perhapsit’ s the shamah, starting to operate aready.”

Firebird pursed her lips. She had never seen the Master so animated.

“And that one?’ The sekiyr’'s gaze followed as Spieth took the elder twin and held anurang bottleto his
mouth, rocking her body from sideto side. He lipped disinterestedly, sighed, and then fell back adeep.
Firebird found that she could not look away from his gently squared, fine-featured face.

“Kid,” she murmured. “Brennen chose the name months ago, to follow my family tradition. Itisa

N’ Taian hunting bird. Kid Labbah, after Brennen’ sfather. And Kinnor Irion, for mine” Shefdt her chin
quiver. She still couldn’t look away. “ Oh, Master Spieth. Kiel lookssolike...” She gulped. “ So like...”
She struggled to finish the sentence. “ So like his own father.”

Then she wept without hope of controlling herself, clutching Kinnor to her breast. What is he going to
think of me?



An hour later, after Firebird tried to feed both twins and then surrendered them to the sekiyr’ s care,
Brennen came down. In the door of her chamber, he stood motionlessfor several seconds. Shelet his
emotional state wash over and through her. He was deeply shaken.

L etting the door close behind him, he camein and sat beside her on achair.
“Have you spoken with Spieth?’ she asked.

He bent toward her. “Briefly. Mari...” He leaned away. “ She confirms...” Helifted his chin and looked
directly into her eyes. “Mari.”

“I Turned.”
“I fdtit.”

He did not approve. And now that it had happened, she was not certain she approved. She stroked her
smooth, cool sheet. Severd excuses she might offer rose to mind, but none seemed adequate to ease his
distress.

To her surprise, the door swept open and Spieth stepped in. Firebird felt Brennen' sirritation, and then all
foreign emotion cut off. Which Sentinel was shielding her perceptions?

Brennen lifted one foot and studied the sole of hisboot. “We Il haveto go to Shamarr Dickin, while
we're here at the College. He hasto know... what has happened, and how the established patterns of
your aphamatrix are reorienting. It could drive you mad, if you tried to continue. Y ou must believe me.
But Aldana—"

Firebird opened her tired eyeswide. She' d never heard him call the Master by her first name.
“Dickin could order... what happensto Mari?’

“No,” Spieth said camly. The medica Master seemed hersdlf again: quiet, professondly confident. “Not
yet. She' s not strong enough to face a degp access during the period of maternal bonding. | will
approach Shamarr Dickin. Brennen, congratulate your Mistress.” Spieth pointed at him. “She has
accomplished what no other in her Stuation has ever accomplished before.”

“I do,” he said softly, and Firebird thought she saw sincerity in his gaze, dthough she could not fed! it.
“Mari isthe strongest woman | have ever known, Magter.”

Spieth gave Firebird atiny, triumphant smile. “And time you admitted it, Master Brennen. Now. The
deed isdone. We can do nothing to changeit. Firebird.” Spieth’ s lips curved down once more. “You

will do nothing about Turning again, until | speak with the Shamarr. Y ou haven't the strength for it, and at
any rate, Brennenis correct. Thereisthe risk of madness, with this great an upheaval in both your apha
and epsilon matrices.”

“All right.” Firebird rubbed her fingers againgt her pams.

“I’m glad you consent, but you may aswell know you didn’t have achoice. I’ ve put you under
Command for afull day. And Tellal, and the sekiyr Linna, too, until | release them, Brennen. They will

not tell anyone she has Turned—if they even redlizeit. For now, it isour deepest secret.” Shetook astep
backward. “Keep it so, Brennen. Y ou arethe only onewho isfreeto talk.” Another step. “Besides

mysdf.”



She hurried out, and once again, Firebird sensed Brennen' s disquiet.

He seated himsdlf on her bed. “What is this between you and Magter Spieth?1 think | have aright to
know."’

Sighing, Firebird regathered her poise. “ At my request,” shesaid, “Master Spieth agreed to do aresond
scan. Two months ago. Shedidn’t tell me anything concrete, Brenn, but—" Her spark of pride flared.
“Shedid say it wasacrime | had not been tested as a child. And she encouraged me, lent me atraining
book."’

“Spieth did?

Firebird leaned back on the pillow, fedling weak and miserable. “ lwantedit. .. for mysdf, but dso... for
the babies sake. | wish I'd never doneit, Brenn. Y ou can’'t know. What | sawv—"'

Gently hetook her hand. “Tell me,” hesaid. “If you can. No one wants to access your memory for it, but
wedl felt your terror release, when you fainted at the end. We thought it was only the pain of childbirth,
but it seemed abnormdly intense even to Spieth.”

In afdtering voice, shetold him about the spectrum of deaths, and the nights she had spent deepless,
cregting them.

When she finished, he kneaded her wrist and hand. “ Oh, Mari. Mari, I'm proud. Proud as| ever have
been. But I'm afraid for you, too.”

HWI,,Iy?l

It pained him to spesk—she fdt it—but he met her stare. He spoke softly, dmost in awhisper. “With
that epsilon carrier convolved inward with images of degth. .. if you try to useit... what will it do to you?
How could anyone contral it, even with training?’ He shook his head. ”No one knows how to train you.
Noonehasever...ever... experienced thiskind of a Turn before.”

Chapter 11
... Will Spring Death...

appassionato - impassoned

Asif totry thefit of hismusica name, Kinnor sang mercilessy that night, ingsting on her undivided
attention. At dawn, Spieth’ s assstants took both twins away, and Firebird dept the dreamless deep of
totd exhaudtion.

For days she remained too tired, too occupied, to think beyond the two tiny shilyaha, heirsto the
shamah. Vividly she remembered her Wastling upbringing, and the mother who could not afford to waste
affection on achild tradition marked for early death. Firebird had known little warmth, except from the
pal ace staff—and now she gradually learned to touch and love Kinnor and Kidl.

From thefirst day, their persondities diverged. Kidl remained quigt, patient, dmost serene, every little
movement purposeful; but Kin complained ludtily at the dightest provocation. During her days at College,
severa Sentinds and sekiyrracame quietly to her rooms; each brought asingle flower to Firebird, paid
respectsto Kid and Kinnor, and then stole away.



Tel had been told how the Aurian plague had robbed the Angelos of mae heirs. “But | redly didn't
believeit, until they came.” He gathered up little Kin, speaking softly despite the child’s squdling. “I had
of course assumed your heir would be agirl. And you never did tell me you ‘waited twins, though | might
have guessed it from the Size of you.”

Firebird resisted the urge to snatch back her baby. How odd that the Thyrians called Kid firstborn, while
Naetal would claim Kinnor as her heir. As second-born of fraterna twins, Kin was considered first
conceived by atradition medica science could neither prove nor disprove.

Senging their father at the door, she turned her head on the pillow. “Brenn.” She cradled Kid with her
arms and body as Brennen tiptoed to the bedside. “ He—seems comfortable with me. Can you imagine
that? A baby?—with me?’

Kiel stared steadily at her with Brennen’ s unearthly blue eyes. Brennen glanced aside at Tel and Kinnor.
Te bounced him vigoroudy , and Kin quieted. “ Huh.” Brennen shook his head, staring at his son. “It
worked.”

Td grinned up a Brennen. “My friend Rattela s children were difficult, too.”

Soon shereturned to Trinn Hill. A long month passed there, forty days of numbing routine, little deep,
and tense waiting for a pronouncement from Shamarr Dickin that did not come. The best she could claim
was that she nearly had her dender figure again, and abouncein her step.

One &fternoon, after a satisfying hour of serious practice down-leve in her bedroom while the twins dept,
Firebird laid her ringing clairsa on the bed with the uncanny fegling of being under surveillance. She heard
no sound of Tellal, locked in his own room away from Kid and Kinnor. But someorie stood at the front
entry, and she urgently needed to let him in. She smoothed her red skyff, adjusted the miralily in her
hair—she' d taken to wearing it, to keep her spirits up—ypulled on her shoes, and then hurried toward the
hdlway lift.

In midstride she stopped and blinked the afterimage of bronze stringsfrom her eyes.

That waswrong! No one stood at the outer door—the window-si de bedroom monitor, activated for
street watch, showed only sheets of rain—and the entry alarm had not sounded, so no one could be
insde the security entry either, except someone like Brennen, who was rarely stopped by locks—

Oh, no.

Let him in, came the compulsion again, stronger than before, and Firebird knew that an enemy stood
ingde thewalls of her stronghold, and if she unlocked the voice-coded inner door, the Shuhr would have
her life.

At one corner of the bedroom’ s security pandl was an activation tab for the inner lock. She didn’t need
to go to the door, nor even uplevel. If she held down the tab and spoke aword, he would bein, and al
would bewdll.

No! It would not!

She breathed hard, righting the foreign impulses. Tel was so close—but he was |ocked away—and what
could hedo to help? And was hismind, shiddless as hers againgt thiskind of attack, under itsinfluence
aswdl?



She took two steps toward his door and then stopped as though tethered. The intruder would not alow
her away from the control pand.

Pressthe tab. Y ou do need help. Y ou need him to comein and help you.

She managed another step toward the foot of the bed. Beads of perspiration welled on her forehead
from the effort of righting the inner promptings; she had to take five more steps, and she hadn’t the
grength.

A glance a thetri-D of Kid and Kinnor hanging on her wall gave her the will to step once more. He
doesn’'t want just me, sheadmonished hersdf. He'll kill all of us, and all our hopes.

But her legs remained stiff. Shewas growing dizzy, and feared that if she fainted he would take control of
her body. Brennen had intimated that it was impossible to put an unconscious person under Command,
but thisintruder was controlling her from a distance beyond Brennen'slimit.

Terd|?
Yes He safriend, let himin. The push felt commanding and reassuring.
No!

She could walk no farther, but she could crawl. She dropped to hands and knees and crept around the
bed, hdf the remaining distanceto Tella’ s pamlock, before collapsing pronein tears of frustration.

“Te!” she managed to cry, then regretted it. He could never desctivate that lock from inside.
“Firebird?’ Hisvoicefiltered through the sted door.

Shetried to answer, but her tormentor held her so firmly that she could only squesk again, “Td?’
“Areyou dl right?’

“No.” There. At least he was warned. But what now? And could the invader read her as easily ashe
could direct her?

“Let mein, Frebird!”

She groaned and rolled over. Tel might try to force the door, but it was tamper-proof. The security
engineers had seen to that. For the babies sake.

“
Go back to the control panedl.

No!

She could kill theintruder with aword if she touched the right tab. But touch the wrong one and. ..
“What isit?’

Asshetried to struggle in too many directions, her mental control dipped. She rose off the floor and
retraced those agonizing steps with ease. Before she could stop, her arm reached for the security panel.
She watched horrified as her hand touched the lock activator and held it down, overriding the lethal



“digpatch” circuit.

Now speak.

She bit down on her tongue and tried to wrench her finger away.
May | enter now?

No! she wanted to scream.

Spesk!

Although she could not move away, not dl the com center’ s defensive circuits were overridden by the
lock tab. Before Terrell could read and respond to her ingpiration, Firebird hit the aarm pand with her
thumb. Seventeen minutes away a Base One, alight would pulse a Brennen's desk.

Was he there?

Seventeen minutes. Almost forever.
Let himin. Spesk.

Tella pounded on the door.

Brennen yanked the little jet’ s hatch closed and fired its engines with the kind of speed he would have
used going into battle. “Caldwell,” he snapped into the craft’ stransceiver. * Clearance. Please.”

Rapid engine check, control check. He'd do her no good if he crashed halfway home because of an
equipment malfunction. “Clearance granted, General Cadwell,” crooned the voice on the speaker.

Hetook the inland break way strip at max. After that, he could do little more than set the controlsfor
automatic, because he dwaystook thisrun at full speed.

Seventeen minutes.

Only haf watching airspace, he stretched hisfocus toward Trinn Hill.

That faint but unmistakabl e sensation touched Firebird. Between the pair bonded, shalow contact was
possible over this distance, but Brennen could do little more than confirm that she wasin danger.
Concentrating on the sensation of his quest-pulse, clinging toit like alifeline, she pulled away from the
control board, struggled around the bed and across the room, and smacked the pam-pand on Tel’s
door.

Tdla sprang through, horribly pae. “What isit?’
“Someone at the upper door,” she choked. “Don’'t—" The claw caught her tongue again.

Tdla pulled her to the bedside and sat her down, then stood over her and wiped her forehead with his
slken handcloth.

“Brenn’scoming.” She pushed out the words. “Don’t let me touch that control board. It sa Shuhr. A
grong one. Get my—"



Abruptly the compulsion to bring in the Stranger became a salf-destructive convulsion. Tellai seized her
hands. Brennen'’ s probe rose to meet the attack; he felt closer now, stronger. Firebird went rigid, her
mind a battleground for foreign powers.

She had no weapon to bring into this battle but her Turn, athing of powerless agony. But Firebird could
not lie down and die. She drove inward, imagining the wal, and swept through.

Theintruder followed. His point of presence seemed to glow with delight as he perceived the
desth-march of her imagination. He wanted her to destroy hersdlf. The visonsfed his sirength. They
intendfied...

In agony, sheflailed for the gleaming cord of epsilon energy deep at the core of her horrors.
Deeper—deeper—

With her lagt effort, she touched it.

“Now, Td?

Brennen stood beside the long windowall, exhausted. He had found hiswife collgpsing in Tdla’ sarms,
her consciousnessflickering out like a spent glow lamp, very nearly dead—and she would have died, if
he' d been just alittle later. He arrived bardly in timeto lend his strength to her failing nervous system.

But she had not revived.
What had happened” ?

Now she lay unconscious, pae-cheeked, her hair spread on the pillow like dark flames. In the next
room, Kinnor wailed. Fire-bird’sclairsalay on the floor beside their bed, and Tellai pressed his hands
againg the sdes of her throat. “Pulse ill steady,” he answered softly. “ She' stoo tough to fade on us,
Cddwel.”

Brennen gave the dender nobleman as much of a smile as he could muster.

“I've cdled—" Thetone of the uplevel darm interrupted Brennen. “ That will be Dickin,” hesaid. “Please
stay with her, Tel.” Brennen ran to the main entry, two stairs at a stride, and activated the tab.
Simultaneoudy, theinner and outer doors did wide.

Dickin must have seen the dark-haired body lying insde the entry the moment Brennen saw it. Brennen
knelt on the stones. “ Terrell,” he whispered. Hagtily he extended a quest-pulse toward his motionless
coworker. No flicker of menta activity remained in the body.

Stll knedling, he glanced up at the Shamarr. | came in through the service port and didn’t see him, he
subvocdized rapidly. | suppose— He stood. —we' d better Ieave him here, for now?

One hand on hiswhite tunic' s breast, Shamarr Dickin touched the arm of one of the uniformed Sentinds
beside him. Loren, stand guard outside.

Brennen stepped aside at the edge of theinner door. Not necessary, Shamarr. Thisis a security entry.
Dickin raised one white eyebrow and €l oquently glanced down at the corpse.

As you say, Master. Come. Brennen led the older man and histwo remaining companionsto the
household lift, trying as he went to compose himsdlf, shielding with epsilon atic his absolute confusion.



In the downlevel bedroom, Firebird lay on the broad bed, Tella a her sde. The young prince stood and
bowed when the Shaman-entered.

Dickin nodded toward Td but walked briskly to the bedside. “Not aflicker here, either,” murmured the
Shamarr, throwing off hiscloak. “ Friesst. Cddwell. Assst me.”

“Td, would you seeto Kinnor?” Stiffly, Brennen sank onto the bed. Gently he pulled the crushed miralily
from Firebird shair, and he dropped it toward the floor. It caught on the strings of her clairsa.

Blue

Blue everywhere, avast firmament, awide sea.

Could she be swimming? No: Shifting, shefdt solid warmth under her. She blinked hard.

Blueagan.

She lay on her back, and Brennen held her in his stare. Her arms ached, stretched taut under his weight.

“There” hesad, and shefelt an intenseinner release of tension. “That’sdoneit. T, get aglass of
water.”

A shiver of euphoria shook her. The attacker had failed. Shewas dive!

Brennen released her arms and sat back. Her wrists hurt. She rubbed them. Had she been struggling to
hurt Brennen, under the invader’ s control ?“ Brenn, I’ m—"

Then she saw the others. It took her only a second to recognize the Shamarr. Not alarge man, Thyrica's
spiritua hierarch still had so potent a presence that Firebird wanted to rise and curtsey. His snowy hair
and white tunic drew attention to the only contrast he wore: agold star on his shoulder, eight-pointed like
Brennen'’s, but set with asingle sgpphireand circled in slver.

“Brennen, what—"

He touched afinger to her lips. “We need you to be till and not ask questions. We' Il tell you what we

Tdla returned with the water. Barely rising on the pillow, Firebird took the glass. Tel could have killed
me, she reflected as she sipped. Brennen read himright. He swith us. Td walked to the foot of the
bed and sat down past Brennen, looking frightened but determined. And | nearly killed Tel, at Hunter
Height. She gave Brennen the empty glass.

He remained hunched over her on the bedside. “ The problem, Mari, isthat your aphamatrix has been
manipulated. We re not certain what € se happened, but we must assume that everything you see, hesr,
or verbalize istelegraphed to the Shuhr. Shamarr Dickin has brought you back-—Mari, you must just lie
quiet for now.”

“But... how could | beinlink? | don't fed anything.”
“Thisisnot like access. We do not use it. But we know it can be done.”

She shut her eyes and shook her head. Glory! Why had they ever |eft Hesed? Chaos take her
ambitions—and the N’ Taian succession!



“We must assume,” hewhispered, “but it may not be so.” He stroked her cheek. “Rest for awhile. |
must spesk with Dickin, aone.”

“All right, Brenn.” Shelet her head fal back. Brennen stood and strode from the room, followed by the
Shamarr. A second Sentinel walked dowly to the sweep of windows and peered out into the downpour,
an unreadable expression on hisface. All right, shethought, if anyone' s listening. Angrily shetold the
Shuhr what she thought of them, with avicious string of vituperaive she d learned inthe N’ Taian
Planetary Nava Academy and never spoken aloud.

The Senting beside the window turned to face her. “We did what we could in this brief time, Mistress.
Shamarr Dickin has urgent businessthis afternoon.”

A cry sounded in the next room. Tel straightened and hurried out.

Firebird watched him go, then looked up at the Sentindl.' * Thank you for coming.” She ached to say
more. Were the Shuhr listening? Minutes stretched away, and the downpour droned on.

At lagt the other two men stepped back into the bedroom, Bren-nen deferring to Shamarr Dickin.
Firebird had never felt Brennen so dismayed, not even before the Regiona Council.

Shamarr Dickin offered ahand and pulled her to agtting position. “We must see you again, Mistress.”
He studied her with keen, pale blue eyes. “But it must not be soon.” Dickin gathered his escort with a
nod, and they swept out together.

Brennen sat down beside her. “Y ou sill mustn’'t ask questions, Man. We hope you' re free, but we' re not
certan.”

“Can | ask if anything’ s been done about catching Terrdl? It was him.” The moment she had asked, she
wondered who ese might want that information.

“Y ou honestly don't know.”

“Know what?" Shetried to open to the touch of hisfedings, but his emotions had been forced down
deep under affective control, where she could barely touch them. What had Dickin told him?

Wearing ableak expression, hetook her hand. “Man. | can’t tell you. Not now.”
“| understand. Then—let metell you why Terrdl fooled you for solong.”
“Oh?’ Hefingered the tab of hisleft cuff, where his crystace lay hidden.

“He knew you were watching for danger. He put alot of effort into hiding from you. But he never
guessed |.... would read him.” She sank back into the pillow. All her body ached. “Te’ swith the
children.”

Brennen shifted on the bedside. “Yes. Listen, Mari. | will tell you one reason why Shamarr Dickin
reacted so strongly to what just occurred. It isa secret | have kept from you but not inten-tionaly, and if
the Shuhrhear, it will do usno harm.” He dropped his emationa blocking and freed a surge of sheepish
pride. “We smply don’t discuss these matters. When | won my Master’ s star | was young, my lady.
Much too young for that kind of authority and respongbility. Y et the College did not deny it to me.
Instead, when the time came for me to be vested in the Word, | was given the shock of my lifetime.” His
pupils shrank, and he seemed to see something far away." * Shamarr Dickin himsalf stood to sponsor me.
| amost burst with pride. Then he explained at great length, before all the Mastersin attendance, that this
was no honor but adreadful burden. | wasto answer to Shamarr Dickin asto my spiritud father.”” He



smiled ruefully. “ That cooled my wild streak. No more raids without orders, as| had done on Gemina.
Not until youand | |eft Altafor Naetai, in fact.”

She sensed Brennen' sinner turmoil. Perhaps, at last, he had serious doubts as to whether he had made a
mistakein bonding her. “1she angry with me?’ sheasked inasmall voice.

“No.” Helooked down at his hands. “With me. For risking the future of Thyrica”
“How?’

“By leaving sanctuary with you when | should have known better,” he said quietly. “He has
recommended me for discipline. Deferred, | hope. But he' s not displeased with you for following the
independent pattern of your connatural mate. Nor am |. Heisalarmed by ... events. So much that he has
lada... prohibition on us”

“Canyoutell me?’ shewhispered.

“Why not?” Shefdt bitternessin him. “1 am not to touch your mind, Mari. No Sentindl can. | cannot
now, nor tonight when | cometo bed.”

“Brenn,” she whispered, aghast. Not inlovemaking? Clearly that was the gist of Dickin's prohibition.
What had she done?

She dared not ask, dared not mention the fact she had Turned, not with the possibility of Shuhr listening
in. Why had the Shaman-waited so long to react this strongly?

Brennen walked to the inner door and tapped gently. Te’s head poked through. Y es?’
“Arethey dill adeegp?’ Brennen asked.

Tel nodded.

Without aword, Brennen dipped through into the nursery.

“Areyou dl right?’ Tel walked out to Firebird’ s bedside.

The gravity of what Brennen had just told her held her down.

Not to touch the depths of him... how could she live that way? She glanced up. Tel stood close by,
concern plain on his childish face. “I think so, Te,” shesaid. “Thanks... for your help.”

“Oh. Ah. Heavens around, Firebird, how could | have done any less?’

A minute later, Brennen reemerged. The two men helped her rise, and silent by unspoken agreement,
they al headed for the main elevator. Firebird ssumbled twice between her bed and the lift cubicle.

Brennen made kaffa, and they sat on the lounger near the green-well drinking it asloud rain outside the
windowall darkened from soft gray toward black. Firebird fought ahungry rumblein her belly. Brennen's
fedings seemed tumbled and discordant, as though he were arguing with himsdlf, obliviousto her.

“Brenn?’ sheventured. “I’'m hungry. Aren’t you?’

He uncrossed hislegs and shifted on the lounger. “ Some fresh air would help you get over this. Would
Shanneman’ s suit you?’



“Of course. But | can cook.” Sherosewearily. “I’m not that far gone.” A wave of dizziness crumpled her
onto the lounger. “Oh.” Shetried to force levity into her voice as she pressed back into the cushions.
“Maybe| am.”

“I"dliketogoout,” putin Tel. “To get out of therain, if such athingispossible”

Firebird felt that perceptible tip of Brennen’s emotions smooth out in decision. She pushed curiosity out
of her mind. “What about the children?’

“We'll takethem dong.” Brennen got up off the tweedy lounger and strode across the room. Tel offered
Firebird hisarm. Gratefully sheleaned against him, and together they stood.

“Brenn?’ Firebird caled. “Would you mind bringing my cloak?’

Brennen stepped into thelift. “No. I'll beaminute, Mari. | must make acall.”’

Chapter 12
Two-Alpha

trio bravura - for three performers, demanding al their skill

Shanneman’ swasfilled with diners fleeing the orm in the diff-sde clear zone, and aknot of
uneasy-looking offworlders, including two amphiboid Oquassan diens, sat cliqued together at midroom.
On the way to awindowed seaside dcove, Brennen brushed by atdl, uniformed officer Firebird only
half saw, for she had half closed her weary eyesto savor Shanneman’ s warm, exotic odors.

“Oh, sorry, Cadwell.” The straw-blond man had Air Master Dardy’ s voice. Firebird opened her eyesin
urprise.

“No problem, Dardy. Tell Claggett we re here.” Brennen bent down and laid the deeply deeping twins
on theinner curve of an unoccupied booth. So innocent they looked, far below unconsciousnessin the
barely living state Sentindls called tardema-deep. Firebird had been reluctant to bring them thisway, but
Brennen had insisted they’ d take no harm from it—this once. Tel took her deep green cloak and draped
it over an unoccupied booth.

“Right away.” Before Firebird could speak, Dardy hustled off. Disgppointed, sheraised ahand in
greeting toward the offworl ders—certainly she understood their nervousness, surrounded and
outnumbered by Thyrians—then sat down and turned her attention to the menu embossed on the
tabletop.

She convinced Tdlai to try retafilli, an Altan specidty. The food came quickly and tasted wonderful, but
midway through the mesal, she began to sense that Brennen was e sewhere. He sat staring, toying
one-handed with asmal, heavy, golden bird-of-prey meddlion. Tarance had given it to him twenty years
before, he' d told her, and he had carried it everywhere he went during his years of Federate service.

Once again hisfedings hid behind that cloud:; chilled, she realized that he suspected the link with Shuhr
agents remained unbroken. Brennen could not hide the tautness of his nervesfrom her.

So she ate her spicy restafilli and haf of his, and blocked the resonating tension from her own mind by
snging avery old, cheery song in her memory. She was recovering from her afternoon terror, full now,
and she'd fal adeep with her head in her plateif shedidn’t try to stay dert.



Asthey finished kaffaand brittle, buttery Destonian kdee wafers, apair of intercept fighters, deep
shadowswhoselong T shape made her catch her breath, skimmed the rim of the diffsin beautiful unison.
Sight of the craft Brennen had taken into battle at VVeeRon did more to rouse Firebird than any number of
cups of kaffa.

Brennen seemed to sense that. He dropped the medallion into a pocket of hiswide web belt and said,
“Mari, it'sbeen along time since we did any night flying. So long as we have the babiesin't-deep, would
you liketo take T up above the clouds?’

Firebird swung around to stare a Brennen. “I’d love it—if wecan doit.”
Td draightened and glanced toward al corners of the restaurant. “ Do you think it would be safe?’

“No worse than going home.” Brennen emptied his cup. “We gtill don’t know that Terrell was working
aone. We'll smply take a ship that can shoot back.”

“HF-117.” Brennen identified the craft, then stepped aboard, carrying Kiel.

AsFirebird climbed the stepstand after him with dark little Kinnor, her cloak flapped a her ankles. She
gripped therall tightly with one hand, ddighted to board a Federate military craft a last. Far down at the
end of theline of identical gray shipsloomed asingle deeper shadow: one intercept fighter. It had been so
long since she' d flown aN'’ Taian tagwing, even counted in Thyrian monthd! If only...

No. They’d never dl fit. Squeezing once with Brennen into aN’ Taian fightercraft had been difficult
enough.

With Tel close behind, she ducked through this bulkier craft’ s hatch and eased between the padded,
brown rear bench and front seats, then over—between—down onto thefirst officer’ s chair. She found
and touched the striplight waker on the bulkhead beside the hatch, then carefully laid Kinnor—so limp
and quiet-—on her lap. Thewhite glare of spacefield floodlights vanished as Brennen secured the entry,
and a sucking whoosh tickled deep into her ears as the sedled cockpit began to shimmer with bluelight.

“The controls are set up just like a Brumbedl Except this...” Shewaved ahand over one end of the
slvery console that curled around both forward chairsin a dotted patchwork of screens, panels, and
gauges. Tella peered over her shoulder at the display, his brow furrowing in avaiant attempt a
comprehension. Thisboard was far more complex than the smulator’'s.

“That' s an advanced energy-layering system.” Brennen handed her another limp little form and reached
for acargo net between the seats. By searching out mirror-image controls, she found the other. In haf a
minute, netted securdly, Kid and Kinnor dept unmindful of their strange bedroom.

Brennen activated the generators. “ The HF-117 isthe best-shielded craft in the inventory.”

“Y ou should know.” As she pulled off her cloak and folded it carefully, shefelt hisemotiona blocking
dideaway.' 'No checkout?’

“1t' s been fueled and checked for us.”
He hadn't called ahead from Shanneman'’s, had... ?

She gripped the edge of her seat, scarcely daring to redize what he meant. What if They were listening?
Brennen lit the navcom-puter screen and charged the ordnance banks, then opened the interlink.



“Two-Alphacoming up.” Hisfedingslay poised between determination and desperation, precisely asif
he were going into bettle. A tremor did down her arms.

Brennen turned to her asthe six external sensor screenstook up a pae blue-gray glow. “I’'m sorry, Man,
but it must bethisway. Werun or die, al of us, thistime.”

“Shebiyl?” she blurted out.

“Yes. But Dickin saw it. He was angrier than I’ ve ever seen him.” As Firebird choked on the idea of the
Shamarr commanding Brennen off the home world, he glanced back over his shoulder. “Tdlai, you know
something about weapons. But have you ever flown in afighter?”

Tel’ sface went deathly pale beneath the blue striplights. “No. And I'm not really aspeed lover. Motion
sckness”

“Then strap in snug and keep your hands off the panels. I’ m sorry, but thiswill be rough. Help him, Mari.
Canyou?’

“But we have nothing with usl” Tellai clutched the edges of Brennen's seat back.

‘ "We have rations in the compartments and clothes on our backs, and that’ s enough.” Firebird twisted
around and pulled the black webbing across his pale blue velvric shirt. Though her eyes were adjusting to
the odd light, he looked green. ” Brenn, do we have any trisec?*

“Under your seat. And you take about four stims. Y ou need to be able to act, now. Y ou can rest later.”
Hedid alever back. The ship rose smoothly and began to glide forward.

Bending, she stretched her arm asfar as she could to reach alittle shelf between metal struts and eased
out severd dtrips of wafersin clear cellopaper. “Here, Td. Take two of these now.” She sorted out a
sheet of green triangular tabs and tossed it back over the seat. “And therest if you need them. They'll
keep your dinner inyou.” She looked down at the little passengers webbed snugly into their cradles.
Tardema-slegp. She shook her head. He knew what was coming, all right. Thetwinswould remanin
that state, needing no care, until wakened.

And he' d brought dong the medallion, too. The clueshad been in plain Sght.
She swalowed her bitter, red stimulant caps dry-mouthed.
“Thanks,” Tel said weakly, and tore open his packet.

Firebird dropped back into her seat, strapped in, and clipped on aheadset. “But if they’re scanning in on
me—’

“We can’'t worry about that now. The smplest infrared detector would have spotted aflight of thissize.
They’ ve been waiting out there for usto do just this, and by now they’Il have had areport from...
Terrell’ s coworkers. They know who we are. They don’t know our ships, though, nor our pilots. We
may surprisethem yet.”

“But, Brenn—"

“Only your vocalized thoughts.” He touched another pandl, and the engine s pitch rose. “ Those
uppermost in your mind, the ones you dow down and think in words.”

“Oh,” she muttered, adjusting the webbing on her seat.



“Listen, Mari,” Brennen said softly. “I can’t promisewe' |l get away. Even Dickinisscared. Y ou know |
wouldn’t forcethisif it weren't our last hope, but it'sapoor one. They have fast ships and talented
people, and I’ ve never flown againgt them in these numbers before. While we' ve dawdled they’ve
gathered their forces.”

“How many arethere?’
Theinterlink interrupted. “Hight two, stand by.”

Brennen reached up and flicked a switch. “Two-Alpha, on taxi.” Ashe answered Firebird, voices
continued to echo from the receiver. “We don't know. | had hoped we could bregk for it doneif it
became necessary to run, but they’ re watching for us. They sense you, particularly. Y ou can’'t shield your
presence from them, and I’ [l be too busy to shield you.”

She nodded and eyed the readoutsin front of her. One ready-light began to blink on the pandl.

“We can assume there will be afight.” Brennen reached down beside his seat and pulled alever. “But the
escort takes the brunt. We stay out of it if we can and dip quickly. If too many of them close on usfor
the escort to handle and we' re engaged, we' |l split the controls as before. Y ou shoot, | keep usfar
enough from them to protect dl of you from... | don’'t know what they might send at you, but I'm certain
they’ll try. If they do, keep your hands off the ordnance board.”

She ached to ask if hisresearch had yielded anything helpful, but because of Te’ s presence and the
possibility of Shuhr eavesdropping, she didn’t dare. She hunched over the orange ordnance board near
centerline. Controlsfor Six energy guns, twenty heat-seekers, and two Nova-class drones. enough to
keep four crewmen busy. She adjusted the guns' tuning dides randomly to cover avariety of dip-shield
waveengths.

Movement on the sensor display over the weagpons board caught her attention. Their ship had skimmed
to one end of the breakway strip, but she hadn’t realized they were being followed. Now she saw afull
double squadron arrayed behind her: fifteen more shipsin along, narrow diamond. So, not al Brennen's
late hours had been in research. Some had been in preparation for this very need, and hisfriend
Damalcon Dardy had been in the thick of the plot, while she was kept ignorant. Tonight she was grateful
she' d not known the plan, to betray it to Terrell.

Brennen diverted full power from the generatorsinto the propulsion system. All acrossthe board, lights
cameon. Theenginesroared. “Go limp, Td,” hewarned.

Suddenly the sensor screens came dive. A mass of ships swept in from behind. Firebird choked back a
cry.

Acceleration smashed her into her seat before the pursuers ap-peared on the curving visual screen
overhead; then she saw they were Thyrian, another double squadron of gray heavy fighters soread wide
in mass deltaformation. She felt the rumbling shock wave pass over.

They lifted. Brennen pulled in below and behind the fifth echelon of the upper group. The flight swept high
over the seg, into the thick cloudbank. Above her, the curving visua screen glowed eerily, aghost cloud
illuminated by landing lights of craft above her. Gradualy Brennen pressed forward until their ship nestled
bel ow and between the third and fourth echelons of the upper formation, and like aflock of kiel hunting
aong N’ Taan diffs, the flight banked again, broke through the storm, and soared over atmospheric
bludine

Firebird glanced back. Kiel and Kinnor dept on; Tela’ s breath came shallow and irregular. She drew a



deep breath and spoke againgt the heaviness of accel eration to Brennen. * But what about the house?’
“I'veleft Kindal amessage,” he answered tersdly.

Firebird pressed aresolution panel, extending their beyond-visua B-V sensors range a hundredfold. The
sguadrons shrank from amgestic flight to two small diamonds dashing outsystem acrossawide,

exposed field of space.

Her conscience protested. Those other pilots were offering their lives so that she and her family could
escape.

“They aredl Sentindsin the other ships,” Brennen answered before she spoke. 1 chose them out of the
ranks because they could keep the plans shielded away secret and defend themselves against Shuhr.
Most of the Alert Forces are here. All had the option of staying. Not onetook it. It’sthe shamah they’re
defending: not us, but the prophesied defeat of the Shuhr.”

The engine thrummed below her sest, the ventilator hissed beside her. She watched the sensor display
slently, anxioudy.

“Therethey arel” Tdlai cried, just as she spotted the blips.

Three ominous ova shapes, surrounded by an insectlike flurry of escort fighters' gpeckles, emerged on
the port B-V screen from behind the ball of Shesta, one of Thyrical s companion planets. Twelve ships of
the upper diamond peeled away to engage, asthe rest of the phalanx wheedled sharply starboard.

“Layinginadip courseisgoing to betricky,” she said.
“Shouldn’t betoo bad, if that' sdl there are,” Brennen returned. “ That’ sfar fewer than we expected.”
Firebird bit afingernall; it split, leaving along rough edge.

They had reached only point-one c. The heavy craft accelerated far dower than thelittle DS-212
messenger Brumbee she d ridden before, and until they |eft the interference of Thyrical smagnetic field,
there could be no jJumping for the safe, quasi-orthogonal space beyond lightspeed.

“Oh, dear,” she murmured, rubbing the ragged fingernail againgt her seat cover. Another cluster of pips
appeared on the starboard screen, cutting them off.

Then athird formation came into sight on the edge of the fore sensors' range: a hundred blips, some
surely drones the others controlled, spreading like the vanes of afan to closethemiin.

Firebird' s sense of humor did not desert her. Thisis what you wanted when you married him, it
reminded her as she steadied shaking hands against the ordnance board and swallowed awave of
nausea. Fighting at his side!

And if we ever reach sanctuary again, she answered it, we stay!

Ellet Kinsman sat egting alate dinner at her servo table when amessage darm whistled across her
modest gpartment’ s main room. From the tone of the database’ s call, the message was Priority 1, from

College.

Such messages dway's had the utmost importance to Ellet Kinsman. She dropped her fork, biteand dl,
and stepped across the room.



GENERAL SENTINEL ALERT, read the bluescreen above her smal reading desk. PRESS 1D
PANEL AND STAND BY.

Ellet complied, curiogty piqued, but disgppointed. She' d thought it a specific message for herself.
And then the screen lit.

ALL FORCES: SHUHR ALERT. AN ATTACK HASTAKEN PLACE ON THE CALDWELL
RESIDENCE. OTHER RESIDENCESMAY BE TARGETED ASWELL. OBSERVE ALL
PRECAUTIONS.

Ellet’ s pulse quickened, and she glanced back over her shoulder a her windows. When she looked again
at the screen, there was more.

MISTRESS FIREBIRD MARI CALDWELL HASBEEN PLACED ON AVOIDANCE STATUS.
DO NOT APPROACH; MAINTAIN EPSILON SHIELDING IN HER VICINITY..

A-gatus? What in Sx-Alpha—?

Ellet stared at the message for afull minute, trying to somehow fit those two paragraphstogether. They
made no sense. Who had attacked whom? Had Firebird hersalf proved to be Shuhr? Had They done
something to her? What could make her such adeadly threat to dl Sentinels asto be put on A-status?

And what about Brennen' s children?

Dardy. She snapped her fingers. Dama con Dardy would know. Leaning over the touchboard, she hastily
punched up his access code. Not only would he know, shetold hersdlf whilewaiting for relay to his
database, but he’ d want me to know as quickly as possible.

Two minutes crept by. He' s not home. Peeved, Ellet dipped off the stool. Aimlesdy she wandered away
from the desk. He' sinvolved, then.

Sudden memory swept her back intime. ..

... Shesat in hisoffice. Tdla had just arrived. She asked if the Caldwells might haveto leave Thyrica,
and Dardy touched his stylusto hisforehead. “1f | know anything, it'sconfidentid, Ellet.” Shefdt again
thetingle of hisepsilon gatic, something he normaly did not usein her presence,

Dardy. Hewasinvolved. He was gone.

He was closer to Brennen than she’ d imagined.

Hesed. They were on their way to Hesed House, in the secure, Sentindl-guarded Procyd system.
How can 1 get to Hesed?

Her glance fell on her uneaten dinner, sill lying on the servo table. Quickly and efficiently, she dumped
the cold leavingsinto the recycler and her dishesinto the ‘washer, then returned to the reading desk’s
stool. The message <till glowed on her bluescreen. She stared.

If Firebird had been placed on avoidance-status. ..
What was Brennen going through?

Wasthereachanceof... freeing him... now?



The darm pulserang again, directly in front of where she sat. Unruffled, she touched akey.
REPORT MAXSEC, ALTA.

That was the entire message. No explanation followed, no further order: it must be confidentid, then, and
important. She was needed at Regional Command.

Ellet grimaced. She wanted to go to Procyd, not Altal

Instantly she disrupted her protest and clamped down her affective control. It would do her no good to
form careless aggressive habits. She had control.

Before rising from the stool, she acknowledged the message by pressing ten keys at once.

Chapter 13
Echo Six

allegro energico - quickly, with energy

Another pair of Thyrian fighters broke off the formation and charged a gap in the Shuhr snare, trying to
destroy the symmetry of the enemy’ sfront. But like heatseekers, the renegades had |ocked onto their
target, and the arc began to close around the Thyrians defensive haf-globe, Shuhr catchfield ranges
overlapping, cannon lighting. Firebird did into hypnotic accord with the sensor screens, trandating
two-dimensiond readoutsinto athree-dimensiond battle.

“Ready, Tela?" Brennen accel erated with the escort as Firebird poised both hands over the board. Tel
groaned. Another gap broke open near the edge of the Shuhr formation below them. Firebird spotted it
as Brennen vectored in.

“Cancd formation. All shipsto fighting pairs. Two-Gamma, pull in with me.” A companion closed with
them until their forward energy shields overlapped. Aft, other ships paired. Forward, the gap narrowed
rapidly. Could the Shuhr read strategy from her mind? No time to worry about it. They had flown into
cannon range. Firebird raised dip-shields as the eighteen Thyrian ships dove for the wall.

Scarcely aware of the familiar quivering in her body asthe dip-shield took hold, shefdlt the ship red with
energy unevenly absorbed. Three enemy fighters closed inward on them. Brennen brought the HF stable
again so she could target ships on the screens. Shefired the port gun twice at the closest, then sent two
heatseekers down the beams. Brennen’s glanceflitted from fore to visual screens as he pushed the fighter
toward escape velocity.

“Blagt,” Firebird muttered, asthe enemy caught her heatseekersin midflight and sent aflurry of missilesin
return. She clipped one an instant before it passed on her wingman’sside.

“Thanks, Alpha,” came adegp mae voice on theinterlink.

“Any time.” Enthusiagtically she picked away the rest of the swvarm with the port laser cannon. They
could have been deflected by being particle-shielded, but that would drain the generators outpuit.
Brennen needed that output for speed.

The ship lurched sideways. Firebird glanced at the screen and saw only empty space on her right where
that wingman had been. Her insides sank.



“What wasthat?’ Tdla’svoice quivered.

“They got Gamma from the other Side,” Brennen said tightly. “We re on our own.” Herotated
upper-starboard and gave Firebird a clear shot at the ship that had destroyed their wingman. Betting the
enemy pilot would also avoid using particle shielding, she sent him amissile and counted three. One pip
on the screen abruptly vanished.

Asmeta hail swept by she doubled the particle shields, which briefly arrested their acceleration. A
brilliant light charge passed just before the nose of their ship, atomizing a candescent trail through debris
and momentarily blinding her through the overhead visud screen. Firebird bit thetip of her tongue. If they
had been just quicker, just farther aong, they would have been overloaded—and dead.

Which we still could be at any moment. She drummed her fingers. Without shield overlap. Brennen
raced into the gap | eft in the wall by the disintegrated enemy ship. Shefet him accelerate again, with one
hand over hisdirectiona stick and the other thumb covering the throttle while four fingersflew on the
navcomputer. “I’'m afraid it will be worse than this, trying to get down at Hesed. If they could send
DeepScan sgnals over that range, we d never makeit.”

She fired another burst of energy aft a the Shuhr ship chasing them like fury. Ahead waited open space.
“Canwe jump for Hesed on this course?’

“No. Wrong heading. Have to make an intermediate jump. Anyone still with us?’

She stared hard at the compviewer readout. “It looks like... four ahead and about five aft that haven't
quite broken through. .. and that first pair isaround.”

“| can cross-program them from here.” The ship pitched asthey were hit from behind. The lunge,
forward and down, tested the clasps on her harness, but the particle shield held. “ But only the ones that
areclear tojump. Youfly.”

She seized the flight controls before her, and as he swiveled away to the sideboard she kept accelerating
evasvey, with one hand on the stick and the other at the shields.

Suddenly she had an idea, so crazy she dmost dismissed it. “ Brenn, do we have power and life support
enough to hit Echo Six and il reach Procyd 7’

“What?' Helifted one hand off the sideboard.

“Could we draw off some of the shipswaiting for usat Hesed by hitting one of their home bases and then
running again?’

He scarcely moved. “Yesl—BLut... Yes, that may be the one thing they wouldn't expect usto try.

They’ ve probably pulled their forces from Echo Six to gather thisfleet, too.” For amoment, he bent back
to the computer keys. “Wecan doit,” he declared, “and it’sin thisdip quadrant.” He programmed a
sequence, then called into the link, “ Jump in forty seconds. Who's clear?”’

She had not missed that pause. “ But,” what? Hastily she squel ched the thought and tried instead to raise
the old careless song to the crest of her awareness.

Ten ships answered. After he touched ten pandlsin rapid succession, he hit abar to cross-program and
activate.

The jJumplight pulsed. One kick and they would befree.



“Beready for anything when we break,” he caled to his escort. “We re headed for Echo Six.”

It didn’t matter if the enemy heard him. That was hisintention. They would arrive long before any
lightspeed communication, and not even RIA could send an epsilon wavethat far.

The computer took over the craft and hurtled it onto course vector. With dip-shields already activated,
the trandight drive engaged, and Firebird faded into her sedt.

They were away. The blank screens gleamed steedily.

Firebird let out the breath she had been unconscioudy holding. Brennen presented his right hand with
with asmilethat deighted her. “Very professond, Mgor.”

She pulled him close and kissed him so hard her teeth hurt. Sip-state, and safe for awhile. They had
fought together at last.

In aminute she remembered Tdliai. She drew away from Bren-nen and pulled off the headset. Massaging
her scalp, she twisted around to see how Tel had taken the battle.

His eyes shone as big and round as Triona s twin moons. Focused as though hypnotized on the sensor
display, they gleamed with tears.

“Areyou hurt, Td?" she asked softly, pressing a control to recline her high-backed seat.

“I guessnot.” He cleared the gravel from hisvoice. “1 was thinking about Phoena. Those are the people
that have her. Wasthat amajor battle? That is, compared with. .. you' ve both done that sort of thing
before”

Brennen rubbed his pams on histhighs. “We were hit. If our shields had gonewe d bedead, just asina
full-scaewar.”

“I'd never make asoldier,” Teliai groaned.

AsFirebird dried her own palms, the ragged fingernail scraped on her skyff. Brennen pulled a packet of
gray concentrate cubes from below the console and shared them around. Firebird crunched and
swallowed, stretched, and pushed the seatback farther down.

“Y ou should deep, Mari.” Before she could protest, Brennen touched her forehead and drowsiness
reached up for her. Shefell adeep in seconds.

When hunger woke her, both men dept. T curled toward the aft bulkhead; Brennen lay with his head
rested againgt the back of his seat, looking asif the dightest change in attitude would wake him, and to
her surprise, atear tracked down one cheek. Gamma, she remembered. Brennen knew those crewmen.
Firebird located her own cache of flavorless gray concentrates and washed down a double handful with a
packet of vaguely tart dectrolyte drink, wondering if she should awaken either of them. The break
indicator showed over aday remaining on the jump. With a glance down a Kid and Kinnor, who lay like
smdl duffels stowed between the seats, she loosened her harness, pulled up her cape, and tucked it
around her, for comfort more than warmth. Curling toward the starboard side of the hull, shelet the
thrum of the superlight engine and the odd dip vibration lull her back to deep.



Carradee Angel o stepped anxioudly into her long, lamplit sitting room, where the Federate Governor sat
waiting. Heroseto greet her. Last week, he’ d brought the horrifying newsthat larlet and Kessi€' s shuttle
had vanished. They’ d been sent into hiding, true enough—but no one had intended that they disappesr.

At leadt, that' swhat he had told her. You’ re dealing with a telepathic enemy, she’ d decided. The
Sentinels would want you to think they’ d vanished, even if they hadn’t.

She extended a hand to the sandy-haired Governor. “Y our Excellency,” she said in asoft voice. “You
wished to bring news personaly, and not through my acting regent?’

She seated hersalf beside him beneath a darkened window, and he returned to his chair. “Y es, Madame.
| am sorry, | have no word as yet on your children. Thisisofficia news of Firebird's.”

“Has she named the child, then?’
Danton shifted on his seat, and she saw that he wanted to smile. “Y our Sster has borne twins.”
“Wdl!" Carradee laced her fingers. “ There sno twinning in our family.”

“I'mtold,” Danton said, “that Sentinels are able to manage such thingsfor their wives, if the women want
to have dl their childbearing over with a once.” He crossed hislegs and leaned back.

“Oh.” Carradee straightened her skirt. How unnatural. But nice, | suppose. Then she had a second
thought, which she hurriedly dismissed: If Brennen Caldwell could give her twins, what else could he
do for her that a normal man could not?

“Fraterna twins.” Danton smiled openly, now. “Two sons: Kid Labbah, and Kinnor Irion.”
Carradee shandsfell on her lap. “ Sons. Y ou did say sons.”

He beamed. “1 did say sons, Mgesty. You recdl, perhaps, the Sentinels' insstence that the Angelo line
descended from acarrier of the Aurian plague?

Carradee rose off her chair. Scarcely noticing that Danton stood, too, out of protocol, she walked afew
steps down the patterned carpet. “ She wastreated. | remember you saying that, ami Phoena nearly dying
of rage a the very suggestion.”

“Yes, Madame.” He stepped to her side.

“When Daithi is... better,” she said, blanking theimage of her beloved parayzed on hisbed, “perhaps|,
too, should be... treated. Quietly.”” Sheturned to him. ” Can your medics hold their tongues?*

“Of course, Mgjesty.”

“I cannot decide now. Later. Thank you for coming, Governor. Isthere any other message you wish to
giveme?’

“No, Mgjesty.”
“Isthereno...” She hated to sound frightened, but she was. “No more sign of Shuhr activity here?’
“None.”

She extended ahand again. Hetouched hislipstoit. Still smiling, he left the chamber.



Carradee paced to the far end of the long, dim room. Sons of an Angelo. Aurians. Sentinels.
larlet!

Kessaree!

And then, more deeply anguished. .. Daithi!

She did ahand up and down a dender lamp pole. Danton did not know—could never be told—that the
finest medics on Naetal had barely kept her husband dive. He lay degping now, in her new, temporary
chambers, sedated as heavily asthey dared keep him. Quietly, with Rattela—whose work as her
temporary regent, until she could settle her familia concerns, had been irreproachable—she had agreed
upon the desirability of trying to conceive again. For the sake of the Angelo family, she needed another

heiress—quickly.
But the act wasimpossible, and Electora law would disbar any heir medicaly concelved.

Daithi did have moments of painful lucidity, granted by the doctorswho felt even the safest sedatives
could not be administered continuoudy. Daithi understood the Situation. If thiswent on, hewould fed it
hisduty...

No. He can't, shewailed to hersdlf.
... tosuicide, and leave her freeto marry again.

With larlet and Kesse missing, Phoenawas | eft heir pro tempore—but, appalled by Phoena s
defection, Carradee had eliminated Phoena from her mentd list of potentia heirs. Publicly, she doubted
she could afford to do so not in front of Rattela, certainly!), for that would leave only—

Carradee stopped in her pacing. Firebird had sons. Sons. An incredible occurrence inthe Angelo line. If
they were confirmed as heirs. .. even one of them, Kinnor, the elder...

For Daithi’ssake. ..

She raised one hand to touch the ornate frame of a glowering portrait that hung between high windows.
Could I haveit done?

Rattelawould opposeit, of course. But what of the others? We do have more male than female
Electors. Perhaps they would support a Prince.

She certainly didn't fed dien. If they could be made to understand that the Angelo line was part. ..
Aurian... dready, and had ruled them well for six centuries, then the Electors could not consider
Cddwdl’sheritage dien.

Glancing up at the glaring, long-dead Grand Duke, she drew her hand away from the portrait’ sframe.
Oh, yes, they could!

They could even gtrip the throne from the Angelo dynasty. That privilege was reserved to the Electorate.

No. Not after sx hundred years. Her sense of history and heritage rebelled at the notion. She stepped to
awindow and gazed out over the lights of Sae Angelo.

Painfully she recalled her mother’ s masterful way with her Electors. The throne was legdly afigureheed,
and Siwann, asared ruler, had been the exception. Only once in Carradee’ s experience had an Elector
dared to countervote Queen Siwann. That stubborn young Elector had been Firebird, on the occasion of



initiating the tragic VeeRon War.
Firebird had been right. But that was water downriver.

Carradee drew hersdlf erect. | will be strong. | must.

Eventudly Firebird, Brennen, and Tel held a shipboard council of war. “Of course, this could very well
beatrap.” Brennen hooked oneleg over astabilizer bar. “1 wish | could ook at your mental fiber, to see
if that Echo Six ideawas your own or if they sent it at you.”

“You could tel that?’ Tellai asked. Firebird saw in the set of hisbrowsthat he only half believed.
“Maybe. But | can't, now.”

A-status. Shefdt hisdisquiet.

“Soit could still beatrap.” Td took hisdrink packet from the empty seet.

“It could. As| told the squadron, we must be reedy for anything.”

He spent the next hours evauating Tellai’ s progress with Federate console design. Firebird climbed into
the back and listened, pleased by her pupil’ s progress.

But with weaponry, he had to begin from zero. Once, in frustration, he turned on her. “ There must be
eader waystodie”

“Oh, yes. | recdll two Wastlingswho smply disappeared. Maybe they died easy, but | doubt it. Y ou may
know more—"

1] M a.i .11

Abashed, she hushed her surge of Wastling spite for the Heirs of the ten noble houses, disappointed to
find she had buried her own deep-seated prejudices dive. Prince Td Tdlai-Angelo had cometo them, a
Wasdtling and a Sentinel, for help. He could not be held responsible for the traditions of the N’ Taian
aristocracy, nor the crueties of other Heirs.

“Sorry, Td.”

“No, don't be.” Herotated back toward the ordnance panel. “1 wonder how much Naetai has been
disadvantaged by some practices I’ ve aways condoned.”

“Good.” She glanced at Brennen. “Brenn, should we wake the twins, do you think? Does it affect your
energy leve, to keep them in't-deep?”’

“Not at dl. Dickin put them down at Trinn Hill for just that reason. | can wake them at Hesed.”

Firebird gave him asideong look. “Y ou people thought of everything, didn’t you?’

They wrung precious hours of deep from thetimein dip. Nerves and anticipation had to be silenced.
Whatever awaited, it would be better faced rested than overwrought. Now the glowing green digital
break indicator approached zero. Firebird sat erect and full of fight, with one hand at the gun controls



and the other firmly clenching astabilizer bar, waiting to be thrown forward and thrust into battle. The
find seconds counted off under the blue striplights. Glowing digits melted, accompanied by asoft but
irritating warning buzzer.

Then camethe pitch of deceleration. Drop point: Firebird raised the particle shiddsingtantly, praying the
feared trgp might not exig, then stared transfixed at the sextet of sensor screens, watching for minute
anomalies or moving objects anywhere near the plane of the binary Echo stars planetary system below
them. The screens showed ten other shipsin aloose, roughly oval group, moving with theirs down
toward the ecliptic, and nothing else.

“Looksgood,” she said hesitantly.
Brennen leaned back. “1 think you'reright.”

She switched off the shields and felt the ship accelerate. On the curved pand overhead, distant stars had
focused out of chaos while she watched the screens. Huge, yellow Echo Alphashone near its small red
companion gar, and just beyond the Echo system, aweirdly glowing, pae dust cloud filled much of her
field of vison. Likean aurora, it pulsed and shimmered, and when Brennen opened hisinterlink, the
speaker roared likeasmall engine.

“One-Beta, do you copy?’

“Copy, gr,” thereceiver replied with abasso that rumbled far below the crackling din.
“One-Epsilon, did you makeit?’

“One-Epsilon, standing by.” That was Dardy’ s voice!

Brennen too gave asilent laugh of relief. “ Excdlent,” hesad.

“Beta, take the squad insystem and make all the trouble you can, while we check the outer bases and try
to scare them into recalling their Hesed fleet and leaving the sanctuary unguarded. But be careful. This
could be atrap. Thisinterferenceisridiculous. How' s your copy?’

“Eight-over-gx, gr, but I’ ve never heard such noiseon alink.”

“Thenwe'll lose audio contact as soon as we break formation. Laser-pulse would be too dangerousto
use, this closeto a Shuhr base.” Brennen checked the screens again. “WE |l try to rendezvousin twelve
hours near Seven'sorbit. That will give you sometime a Six. Maybe you can take down their heavy
shields and neutralize any attack ships. Use your own discretion. I'll sgnal on
four-two-zero-zero-point-nine when we comein to rendezvous. Did you copy?’

“Yes, dr.” The deep voice repeated the order.

Brennen changed course dightly, and Firebird watched the other ships pull into atight wedge. The RF
interference might proveto be ablessing. A minimum of radio-frequency interlink transmissionswould
gray toward the Shuhr colony, and their chances of striking effectively would increase with the element of
urprise.

Soon the phaanx looked small on the screens. “Why didn’t we go in ontheraid?” Teliai sounded dmost
disappointed.

“Beddes mass detectors, they’ || have mentaic fielding, smilar to the perimeter we use to guard Hesed.”
Brennen pulled away from the console. Firebird sensed arelaxing sigh that he did not express but felt



deeply. He had been concerned that they’ d planted that ideain her. “You see,” he continued, “no one
can pass a certain zone undetected. His mental activity reveds his presence to atrained sensor. Anyone
they won't pass, they can force to land and surrender or drive insane. Y ou would both be affected at a
far greater range than those Sentinels, though these two—" he leaned down and touched each of his
sons, “in tardema-deep, they’re virtualy invulnerable. So we' Il hang back. If the others destroy the
fielding, we can get in on the drike, too, if there istime enough before their Thyrian ships catch up with
Us”

“How isthefidding projected?’ Firebird asked.

“Someday | will show you. If we reach Hesed.”

They sank on the plane of the system, decelerating only dightly. Two of Echo’sinner planetslay near
aignment with outermost Eight, about fifteen degrees from Echo Six. When Firebird checked the
computer’ s screen and then the externds, she saw Brennen was setting a course toward Eight.

A few uneventful hours flight at barely sublight speed put them close. Firebird, maintaining awide
scanning sweep on the link, began to detect signals at thelow end of the band. “1 think,” she said dowly,
“someone’ s about to pick usup.”

“Good,” Brennen murmured. “Let’'sgoin.”

He decderated hard. Within minutes atrio of scout ships appeared. Firebird took one immediately, and
of the remaining pair, one broke off and hid behind the small icy planet, while the other gave her and
Brennen five minutes of tumbling gun-and-shield. Firebird finally ended the dudl with alucky hit on her
opponent’ s stabilizer vane during aflicker of hisdip-shied.

They gave chase after the other. Still fearing atrap, they pressed even Tellai onto watch, and it wasthe
Prince who saw the silvery speck vanish into the dust cloud.

“Hm.” Brennen pursed hislips. “ That's ahopeful heading. He could be running for the Alta sector, and
Hesed isvery close”

“Shall we take care of whatever they’ ve built down there?’ asked Tdllal, releasing his snugger with
off-handed ease that showed he was beginning to learn the ropes and anxiousto proveit.

“I think s0.” Brennen spoke serioudy, but Firebird felt hisamusement.

Panetsde, abeacon guarded afew buildings. Tela tried his hand on the last run, wheding the fore
cannon from the rear seat controls and missing as much as he hit, but grinning like asm-gamer on ahot
streak. He did show asurprising talent long stifled by hisfear of speed, ashisgraceful “ Tellai hands’—so
like Phoena s—tapped the panels. Firebird was tempted to Sit on her own: the Angelo hands, wider and
shorter-fingered,’ ’for clenching the reins of power,” as some derided. She had never minded them
before. Why now?

Because Kinnor has them. Wigtfully she glanced down at her “touchy” twin. He till dept.

They turned in toward Six. Echo’ stwo stars glowed brighter than before, just off center on the visua
screen. Two hours remained before their scheduled rendezvous on the interlink. Firebird caught a
concerned look from Brennen and spoke quickly. “1 fed fine.” She stretched. “But maybe | could catch
onemore nap.”



While she dept, they bypassed the orbit of Echo Seven. She was dreaming about Phoena, an endless
chase around asmall, sweaty-smelling black world that was supposed to be Three Zed, when Brennen
began to react hard and quickly to some threet. Instantly she came awake.

Thefore screen glittered with ships converging on Echo Six.

Within the swarm clustered asmaller group; the rest of their squadron would shortly be trapped near the
southern pole by the descending mob.

“Well, you werelucky,” Td said through clenched teeth. “ That must be the gang that was waiting for us
a Thyrica We best them. And you're dill freeto jump.”

“Not without them.” Brennen accelerated toward the planet.

Firebird found the prearranged frequency on the transceiver. “ Hights One and Two, thisis Two-Alpha,”
shesad, clearly detaching each syllable from the others. Her repetitive signaing was answered only by
overriding Stic.

“Set atone,” Brennen suggested.

She switched on a G above middle C and keyed the signder to alively, syncopated rhythm.
“Aren’'t we getting out of here?” asked asmadll, frightened voice behind her.

Sheglared a Tdla. “ Those are our people,” she cried. Aristocrats! “And, besides—"

“Man,” Brennen said sternly. “Keep your mind on the present. Y ou don’t know who' s listening, and
WEe re coming into range of a scan team.”

Frantically she squel ched her words and thoughts of escape to Hesed, of the need to draw off its Shuhr
blockaders, and the futility of trying to run that Hesedan blockade aone. She’ d had no sensation of
access, but she had to believe in the danger.

As Brennen’ sfingers danced across the board, the globe swung on their screens until its southern pole
lay dead ahead. Below, the swirling battle abruptly dowed. A wave of hodtility washed into Firebird and
dowly ebbed. “Brenn—"’

“I felt it. Don't touch the board. They could try to make you fire on our own ships.”

The pattern on the ventral screen changed. Against the orbiting spirals of Shuhr craft struggled atight
wedge of fighters, dowly rising free as the enemy shifted focus onto Firebird and Brennen.

“Mari!” Brennen cried.

Startled, Firebird pulled away from the console. She had been going for the ordnance controls, againg al
reason.

“Get in back with Tel. | can't hep you now. Tella, hold her.”
“But | can't help you aswdll from—"

The ship lurched as Shuhr firebolts grazed their shields. For thefirst timein Firebird' s experience, raw
anger flooded the bonding resonance. She fumbled hastily out of her harness and squeezed between the
sests and over the babies, dmost landing on Tdllai.



“| can do some shooting for you, Caldwell,” Td offered with an edge of determination in hisvoice.
“Only if you hold her, too.”

Tel grappled Firebird’ s handsin one of hisown, then reached for the sidehand ordnance board. From
her uncomfortable position stretched across the bench, Firebird watched. Thank the Powers Brennen
gave him a little weapons training!

The Thyrian ships had nearly cleared the swarm of Shuhr. Brennen fought hisway toward them asthey
began to drive through the secondary swirl attacking him. Findly the last aggressor was shot avay, and
the Thyrian squadron englobed him.

Firebird sarms ached. “Isit safe to move now?”’

Brennen turned around, then leaned close and |ooked sharply into each of her eyes. No emotion passed
hisshields. “Let her go, Tel. But watch her.”

She twisted her body one way, then the other.

“Two-Alpha, thisisOne-Beta. Areyou dl right, Sr?’

His glanceflicked to the interlink speaker. “Good enough. Report on your attack run.”
“It was undermanned. Even the fielding was down.”

Brennen interrupted. “ Fidding down?’

“Confirm, gir,” answered One-Beta s deep voice.

“Then who'sharassing Firebird?” Tellai hissed.

Brennen covered his microphone and whispered, “I’ d guess afidding team on one of their larger ships
knows her aphaprofile well enough to target her. That would explain why they’ ve left you done.”

One-Beta continued his report. “We flattened the ground level on the first flyby and were going back to
clean up with the Novas when guests started arriving.”

“That’sdl right. We may need those drones.” Asde, he added for the N’ Talans' ears, “ Their civilians
can dig themsdves out of the lower levels. Eventudly.”

“Women and children?’ Tdla sniffed. “Look who they’ retrying to diminate: you Angelo women and
your babies.”

... and children, Firebird sinner voice echoed. She leaned down to stroke Kinnor’ s silky, strangely
cool cheek. Even among the enemy there are lives worth saving, children who might have grown
up noble and good if they had been born on Thyrica.

On a Shuhr world that kind would die very young, she decided.

“We could take another run on the colony,” the voice on the speaker was saying. “ These new shidds are
takingitwdl.”

“I"d like to, but there aren’t enough of us.” Brennen kept his stare fixed on Firebird. “We had best make
afast jump to Altafor reinforcements, if we hopeto finish thistetter’ snest.”



Alta. Firebird nodded. The Fleet, and safety. They couldn’t refuse us help—could they?

Brennen addressed the interlink. “ Disengage and make ready for ajump, Alta quadrant, asfast asyou
can get clear.”

The Shuhr ships above began to pour missilesinto the Thyrian sphere a an unprecedented rate of fire.
Firebird reached automaticaly for the guns.

Tella dove over and seized her arms. “Stop it, Firebird!”

She choked off afrustrated retort and let him pull her down onto her face. With her eyes closed, her
other senses became sharper. Shefdt the gunsfire, then the missiles. The ship gave acoughing groan,
and Brennen'’ sfedlings changed to anxious waiting. She opened her eyes and pressed up dightly. Tdla’s
fingerstightened on her wrids.

“Oneof our Novas,” Brennen said quietly. Then they waited again.

The visud screen flashed, and Brennen whooped. “ Took its reactor! The biggest ship, Mari. Hold tight to
Td”

Wildly the HF tossed as waves of debris began to dide around its doubled shields, expanding in
concentric globes of destruction through both fleets. Firebird pulled upright and stared awed at the
instrument screens. Along the perimeter of the outermost wave, the less massive Shuhr fighters, whose
shields could not turn the meta storm, came apart and became part of the wild, brilliant chaos.

Then, on the dorsa screen, aflight of surviving Shuhr ships pedled away, headed for open space. Caught
in the maelstrom their missile had crested, the Thyrianslagged, helplessto pursue.

The Shuhr flight vanished. A second drew away.

Brennen glanced aside. “ Altaheading,” he announced grimly. “Unlesswe dip quickly we Il never best
them.”

Firebird shut her eyes and rubbed her face angrily against the rough fabric covering the bench. She had
telegraphed again.

A double arc of renegade ships stood between the Thyrian fighters and the sanctuary of space. Again
they drove at it, but the Shuhr fleet commander tightened it around them. Two ships at the rear of
Brennen’ sformation were destroyed by missilesfrom astern.

“Oh, no!” Td pointed toward the overhead viewscreen. “ There stheir Hesed blockade fleet!”

Out of the shimmering radio cloud emerged fifty more ships, bearing down on the béttle.

“It couldn’'t be!” Firebird squeezed Te’ sfingers. “Not yet!”

“You'reright,” Brennen muttered. “It couldn’t. All ships, am drones,” he called into histiny microphone.

Tel released Firebird’ s hands to wipe perspiration from hisforehead, and immediately she found hersdf
reaching for the other ordnance board. Disgusted, she twined her fingersinto adoublefist and clenched it
between her knees. Then redlization struck her. It was atrap, Brenn! These came from somewhere
else! They smply didn’t know how fast our shipsarel”

Brennen accel erated again. She pressed deeper into the seat. “ Prepareto fire,” he said in the Singsong of
ordering sequence. “ All remaining drones”



Shetightened her legsto hold her rebelling hands.

“Now!”

The drone hold coughed. Brennen followed the huge missile briefly, then pulled away.
“Tighten up,” he ordered hispilots.

The squadron of drones sped forward and the fighters banked aside, and Firebird knew each cluster of
blipswould look much like the other on enemy screens. Some renegades gave chase. Othersclosed in
onthe Novas.

Half aminute later, the first drone found atarget. The visud pand splashed with new light. Attuned over
Brennen' s shoulder to six pale screens, Firebird felt the squadron ride broadside along waves of debris
that had been Shuhr ships, accelerating away from the ecliptic as the second fleet closed itstrap.

The jJumplight flashed. Brennen turned to the computer and made a minute course dteration. “ Correction
in heading,” he announced to the interlink. He hit the bar one second before the indicator zeroed.

The ship spun and accel erated past lightspeed, and as the stars turned pale and vanished before her,
Firebird felt a scarcely tangible touch dip away.

She dumped forward. Once again she had betrayed her people. The Shuhr were undoubtedly racing
toward Altato head them off. The Thyrian ships had proven they could outrun the Shuhr’s; thistime,
though, it would be terribly close. Brennen had said so.

Brennen turned his head, laughing crazily asthough exhausted, and returning triumphant apology for her
quilt.

“I’'m sorry | deceived you, Mari. But it worked.”
“What?—Y ou tricked them,” she breathed.

“With your help. Think clearly, now that you can. They couldn’t best usto Alta. I'm sorry for playing
with your matrix. They may cause sometrouble at Alta, but | am sure Regiona will manage. Meanwhile,
| think we' |l have an easy time getting down at Hesed.”

Of course, shethought. Then, recdling that |ast humiliating audience with the Altan Council, she
wondered if perhaps Brennen struggled with spite of his own, and would be amused to see Regiond
dtirred up by a Shuhr gtrike in hisabsence. “Brenn... 7’

He unharnessed, then flexed his hands. “Y es?’

“No.” That's not Brennen’sway. “Forget it.”

Chapter 14
For Phoena's Sake

offertorium - presentation of the offering

No Shuhr blockaders chalenged them at Procyel, and under falling darkness with lights out, they glided
slently in on Hesed' slanding strip. Half the origind escort had engaged the Shuhr at takeoff and



retregted to Thyrica; others' shidding had failed. Only nine heavy fighters remained.

Onto the scorched field Firebird stepped, carefully holding little Kiel closeto her. Grimy and sdty, she
was anxious to see him awake again.

Near the foot of the boarding ladder that had been floated up to the craft stood two familiar, poised
figures: one man tal and lean, whose pale yellow hair and white belted tunic dmost shonein the fading
light, and one feminine, dender, erect, with hair that hung far below her green belt: Jenner Dabarrah,
Master of the Sanctuary, and Mistress Anna.

Anna Dabarrah smiled warmly and held out her arms as Firebird drew close.

Firebird carefully gave Annathe child. “He sin tardema,” she said, then wondered if she needed to
explain that to the Sentind woman.

Holding him tenderly, Anna pushed the blanket away from hisface. “He sbeautiful,” she said, and
Firebird felt wanner despite the evening breeze.

Tella followed. Last down the steps came Brennen, carrying Kinnor. Tel walked boldly forward. “ Tel
Tdla, sr.” He bowed to Master Dabarrah. “Well, actudly, it's Tellai-Angelo, Y our Honor."’

“You arewelcome at Hesed, Y our Highness,” said Master Dabarrah, “as amember of Mistress
Cddwdl’sfamily.” He extended an arm toward hismigtress. “My wife, Anna.”

Annainclined her head toward Tellai, and her deep brown hair touched with silver dipped forward over
her shoulder, covering Kidl. Casually she tossed it back.

“Master.” Firebird caught Dabarrah’s eye and expressed silent thanks for alowing Tel to passthe
perimeter a Procye [1. Under normal circumstances, he would have been turned away like any other
non-Sentindl.

“Migtress Firebird.” AnnaDabarrah nodded again. “ Are you and the children well?’

“Yes” Firebird inhded thefreeair of Procyd. “But | could deep away adekia. Master Dabarrah, what
has happened to Car-radee’ slittle larlet and Kessaree? Are they al right? We understood they wereto
come here”

The lanky Master Sentingl addressed Brennen. “ The little ones' transport |eft Naetai two months ago. It
has not arrived.”

Brennen’ s stare remained steady on Dabarrah. Firebird groaned. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw
Tdla raise one hand in agesture of helpless protest.

“Noword at al?’

“None. Mdfunction, perhaps.”

Perhaps not. Firebird held down the first shock of grief. What would Tel be feding?
“Comein.” Dabarrah gestured toward the House' s elevator. “ Please.”

“Let metake the children while you bathe and est,” offered Anna. “ Brennen, come to our roomsto
freshen; Firebird, you know the way to your own.”

Down the white stone walkway Firebird followed a blue-skirted sekiyr. Beside her, past itswhite



latticework railing, rippled avast underground reflecting poal, its blue-green underwater lights reflecting
asymmetric patterns off a high white ceiling and darkened skylights. Paths of stepping stones showed like
square shadows floating on bright water.

In the suite where she had spent her wedding night, she gladly shed the skyff and trousers she had worn
sncedinner at Shanne-man’s. Then she bathed quickly and dipped into acool blue gown she found laid
out on the bed, near the wall of water that cascaded down the room’ s south side. Water flowed
everywhere at Hesed, it seemed. Of course, she mused as she smoothed the long waves of her hair.
Men from watery Thyrica built this sanctuary.

As her thirsty ears drank in the liquid sounds, she caught afaint breath of the scent of Soldane, sweet and
pungent. So those are kirka trees on the islands.

Such alovely prison. Will they ever let us leave?

Y et the depth of her relief to have reached sanctuary awed her. Had the hormones of pregnancy and
motherhood done this? Had shelost her hunger for adventure, or had the dlure of this garden world
enthraled her, so that she would never be acalow warrior again?

Her children were safe. That was enough.

Brennen waited on the walkway with Tel, whose plain gray jumpsuit lent him anew aura of understated
maturity. “ Dabarrah’s office.” Brennen extended an arm, and as she took it, he stepped out down the
walkway. “We are expected.”

Dabarrah stood insde, waiting, like awhite-and-gold statue. * Y our Highness,” he said, “forgive mea
moment’ s necessary rudeness. May | speak aone with the Cadwells? Briefly?’

“Oh. Certainly.” Td retreated out the arch toward the poal.

Dabarrah nodded to Brennen, who looked serious and felt troubled. “Y ou have to know, Mari.”
She sat down on awhite stone bench, the serenity of Hesed ebbing.

“... Why Dickin hastold usto keep apart.”

“All right,” shesaid. “1 see. Here, we' re safe. Before, the Shuhr might have. .. heard... what the trouble

IS

“Exactly,” hesad. “Mari, somehow—and thisisthe danger, we' re not sure how—you killed Bosk
Teardl.”

She sat stunned. “What?”’

“Wefound his body in the house s security entry. No sign of injury, no poison.” Heflicked at ablemishin
the white stonewall. “No other explanation.”

Firebird glanced from Brennen to Dabarrah. The elder Master pressed his pamstogether.
“Do you remember what you did to him?” Brennen asked.

“No. | didn’t try to do any— No, wait. | tried to fight back, it strue. But | didn’t know how. | got no
farther than Turning. After that—nothing.”

“ After that, your menta strength was so totally exhausted that you nearly died. | had to lend you beta



strength to keep your autonomous systems functioning, while your own energy rebuilt.”” Shifting hisfest,
he fingered his cuff tab. ” The images of death you told me about: If they’ re truly bound by the carrier, as
you envision them, they might have caused his desth. But we don’t know. And we don’t know whét to
do. You only Turned?'

“That's... dl | remember.”

“If we—Dickin and Dabarrah and I—understand it correctly, his epsilon control over hisown life centers
could have convinced him he was dying... killing him. If so, only the starbred face any danger from
contact with you, and those of higher potentia would be in greater danger. It would take the mental
grength of two, a leadt, to kill thisway—"

“Or sowe believe,” Dabarrah said, carefully, asif correcting an overconfident student.

“No Sentinel has ever been ableto do this,” said Brennen. “Y ou have no control, no training. | think you
seethe potentid danger...”

Wide-eyed, she nodded. “To you, Brenn. And...” She paused, horrified. “ The babies?’ Sheturned to
Dabarrah. “Isthere anything you can do?’

“That iswhy you were sent here.” Dabarrah spoke gently. “My degreeisin ps medicine. Itislikely | can
help and guide you, where others could not.”

And the other reason | was sent here was for isolation, she thought miserably. To keep other
Sentinels safe...from me. Oh, squill.

And is that why they put the babies in tardema-sleep? So 1 couldn’t harm them?

Footsteps approached on the waterside walkway. A young se-kiyr entered, followed by agliding cart
crowded with earthenware dishes. The sekiyr extended the cart’ slegs and carefully set out dinner as
Master Dabarrah pulled stools to awooden sideboard.

Brennen stepped to the arch. “Tella?” he caled.

Firebird took the thick stew Brennen served, filled with chunks of vegetables so bright they must have
been carried on the run from garden to kettle; coarse-textured brown bread with a seductive aroma; and
berries—colored and faceted like garnets, they were the size of eggs but smelled like melons.

After thefirst few mouthfuls, however, she hardly tasted them.
| killed a man. Using only... 1 didn't meanto... .

Brennen and Td ate with more enthusiasm, discussing the battles at Thyricaand Echo Six with Dabarrah,
though Firebird saw and sensed occasional glances Brennen sent her way.

I’ll be all right, she kept thinking at him.

When Brennen explained how they had tried to draw off the Shuhr blockading Hesed, the elder Master
nodded solemnly. “ They vanished two days ago, without preliminaries,” said Dabarrah. Firebird pricked
up her ears. They had not met the Hesed fleet at Echo Six, after al. How many ships did those renegades
own?*“In therespite,” Dabarrah continued, “we have run messengers everywhere our peoplelivein
numbers. We have a so had long words with Alta, who passed news to the High Council a Elysia. No
action is being taken yet, and we are fully self-sufficient should they reingtate the blockade, but plans of
severd sortsare being discussed—asisyour RIA work, athough only among ourselves.”



RIA? Nibbling a achunk of brown bread, Firebird attended again. Immediately shefelt acautionary
surge from Brennen. Tel, examining afour-bite garnetberry, seemed not to hear.

Brennen set down his cup and fingered itsrim. “And you can help Man? The Magters from College did
what they could, quickly, for the aphatampering, but she needs deeper hedling of that sort, too.”

Sheflushed.

Dabarrah stretched out hislong legs beneath the cart. “Yes,” he said. “But | will need to research and
observe carefully before acting. Y ou will be somewhat vulnerable, my lady, particularly if the blockaders
return, and turn an attack downward. But you will be here, and we will seethat you are cared for.”

Firebird sghed, surrendering to lethargy, and then yawned mightily.

Brennen rose. “I'll see you back to therooms. Then | wishto talk to Te and Master Dabarrah alittle
|Orge,..”

She pushed back her stoal. “I can find my way. Good night, gentlemen.”
Dabarrah stood as Brennen sank back onto his stool. “Let me walk with you, Mistress Firebird.”

Firebird accepted Dabarrah’ s arm, wondering if he wished to begin his assessment aready.

Brennen watched them go. Through the arch, the central expanse glowed, turquoise rippled with dusky
blue shadows.

Hesed: He had feared he would never stand here again. He had returned, but neither at peace nor in
triumph.

“I have loved Magter Jenner,” he said softly to Tdl, “since | served as asekiyr under him. He showsthe
power of gentleness more clearly than any other.*

“I seewhat you mean.” Td tipped his head back, cracked his neck, and then met Brennen'sgaze. “It's
not Dabarrah’ s authority that gives him such strength of spirit, but the other way around.”

Brennen nodded, surprised. “ Y ou' re stronger yourself than anyone redlized. Until you came up againgt
red adversity, you had no chanceto show it.”

““Thank you.” Td did from hisstool onto the long stone bench, gazed dowly across the office' s bank of
communications termindls, then out toward the vast pool. " Thisis an impressive place, Cadwell.*

“It' safar cry from the Angelo paace.”

“It’smore serene. Quieter. But there’s more power at work. Even | can fed it.”

“Hesed is probably the most heavily protected enclavein this region of the Federate Whorl.”
“Then Firebird and the babies arefindly out of danger.”

Another sekiyr camein. After laying his mug on the bench, Brennen transferred dishesfrom the
sdeboard into the cart’ s shelves as she retracted the grounding legs. She steered it ouit.

Yes. Out of danger, he thought, surprised by his bitterness. From the Shuhr and from the Federacy’s



threats. And, perhaps, from herself. He stirred, unable to ease a heavy new sense of mortality, and
followed the sekiyr with his stare, recdling his own days of sanctuary service. “We should never have
left.”

“If you hadn't, would | have been able to contact you?’
“No.”
“ThenI’'mglad you did.”

Brennen shifted uncomfortably and ignored Tel’s comment. “ At Hesed, we live closeto the soil. We do
without westher control, grow food the old ways, and keep animals—to refresh the spirit and remind us
of our kinship with the rest of cregtion. That isone of our oldest definitions of the Word, Tel: the created
universe, dl that fillsit, and the expressed laws that keep it functioning.”

Tel nodded dowly.

Brennen laced hisfingers around one knee and went on. “Everyone a the Sentinel College spends at
least onerotation here as a sekiyr, relearning the rel ationship between creativity and authority—our role
inthe Word—and mankind’ s old ways of matching basic living skills with salf-expression. Reearning the
satisfaction of meeting our own survival needs and of adding beauty where necessity has been satisfied.”
Hefingered the repeating corn-sheaf pattern on his earthenware mug. “We are not evolving gods, but
sarvants. Many of our ederly return to spend their last yearsin defensive fidding service. The sekiyrra
perform most manua labor, but everyone must work to maintain the retrest and keep it as naturd as
possible. Firebird will probably be excused from the heaviest labor because of Kinnor and Kid, but you
and | will enter the task rotation tomorrow morning.”

Td flexed hisdender ams, dmost smiling. “ That’ swhere you built the shoulders, Cadwel 1?7’

“It'sagood life, which serves a profound need in the starbred. Even on Thyricawe are a people apart.
Hesed is our sanctuary, and in time of need it would be our last retreat. Y ou'll be content.”

“No. Never content, so long as Phoenais aprisoner. | camefor your help.” Tel drummed hisfingerson
the bench beside him. “I don’t know that | would have the audacity to ask again, now that 1 understand
your Stuation. But every day she' sthere, | can't help thinking it will beworsefor her.*’

Brennen sensed Tellai’ sache, hisfear and desperate hope. “If | stay herefor Firebird’ s sake, you'll try to
goyoursdf.”

The dark eyes met hisagain, welcoming scrutiny. “Yes,” Tel said.

Brennen commanded his musclesto release, his unaccustomed sdlf-doubt to let him go. “You haven't a
chance”

“1 know.”

Numbly he rubbed his face. Phoend s person had become a nexus of attention, regardless of her
persondity. Thewords of the Federate summonsrosein his memory: Regiond’ s offer, its ultimatum, and
the threat—veiled, to be sure, but there—against Firebird' s citizenship, and therefore her life. Compared
with the N’ Taian regime, the Federacy was a paragon of ideals—but as ever, the bureaucracy spawned
by implicit trust in afew officids sometimesfailed. There was aneed for ethical men and women on the
High Command, aneed a Sentind could fill.

And undoubtedly the Shuhr were subjecting Phoenato inquiriesthat daily increased therisk to them dll.



Certainly Terrell and other Shuhr agents had drawn on such research.
Terrel had been Shuhr. That hurt.

“Thetwo of us might succeed.- She' d come away for me.” Tellai began confidently, then faltered. “I
think.”

One more echo of Brennen'sinner argument insisted on being heard. Firebird has never hesitated to
offer her life honorably. Never.

“I don’'t mean to be unkind, Tel,” Brennen said doud, “but you would be ahindrance. Y ou saw how they
worked at Firebird s subconscious. If | have to protect you, I'll never be able to work against their
survelllance. If anyone goesfor Phoena, | will. Alone”

Td’sexpresson wrenched a him.

“I'll think it over,” Brennen said gruffly, unsure of hisvoice and mind. “I said | would help youif | could,
and | intend to keep my word.”

The autumn morning broke fresh. Bursts of wind cooled sekiyrrawho labored in Hesed' s gardens, east
of the hill where Firebird picked her way down the grassy dope with Brennen. Her pale blue gown
trailed the last of the summer flowers, and tears chilled her cheeks. Last night, with infinite sympathy,
Master and Mistress Dabarrah had refused to give the twins back, fearing her unknown power over their
unformed minds. And now...

“I understand.” Firebird pushed the words out as evenly as she could. “ Of course. | seewhat’ s at stake.
Y ou've donethiskind of thing dl your life. But won't you wait until Master Dabarrah has my problemin
hand? He might need your help. Kiel and Kinnor need you.”

My training isin other specidties” He said it with deep regret. " Dabarrah iswell trained and equipped
for hiswork, Mari. And the children have Dabarrah and Mistress Annaand every teacher and sekiyr a
the sanctuary to carefor them, until... Dabarrah feds certain you have. .. learned to control that wild
tdent.”

Shefet betrayed by fate and her own heart, which had given her love to this man and the children she'd
never hoped for, only to demand death and separation. “It’ satrap, Brenn! It s not Phoena they want,
it syou!”

Hewalked on down the grassy hill without answering.
“Not even Danton wants Phoena, Brennen,” sheingisted, lengthening her steps.

“No.” Heturned his head so she could hear hiswhisper. “ There, you' re wrong. The Federacy contacted
me weeks ago.”

“And... 7" Shehated in midstride.

“If attempting to save your sister isamatter of Federate security, asthey claim, | would befreeto useall
my abilitieswithout breaking the laws of our people, evenif | had to take her againgt her will. And if |
succeed, the Federacy wants me back. Do those things comfort you?’

She stared out over theriver into the red stone of Hesed Valey. At the corner of her eye she saw him



take several more steps down the meadow, then turn back.
“Is Phoenaworth it, Brennen? —Isthe Federacy?’

Helooked up at her, and she devoured the sight of him standing with thewind in hishair. Shefelt his
heart a peace, for danger did not turn him from hisresolve.

Her own heart keened with the fear of losng him. Your fame is assured, she wanted to cry. Must you
be a hero a hundred times over ?

“Mari,” he answered, “where would we be, if Tel hadn’'t been thereto help you at Trinn Hill?”
Silently she shook her head.

“And a Echo Six, when you came under attack again?’

Firebird brushed away another icy tear.

He reached out and closed hisfingers around her hand, and they walked on, down toward the House.
“Remember why Tel cameto us, and what | promised him. It has been as hard for him to change his
thinking asit wasfor you.”

“Harder, maybe.” She stepped over the burrow of some smdll creature and lengthened her stride to
match Brennen's, watching the ground, where |eaves were reddening on red stones. “He has a secure
position on Naetai, and he could till returntoit. | had nothing left to live for."”’

“I’'m glad you seethat.” He stopped again. “Now that your sSster has seen the enemy, maybe she too has
found enough wisdom to redlize what they are.”

“Brennen.” As her eyesfilled with tears, he drew her into hisarms. It was on thetip of her tongue to beg
him not to go aoneto Three Zed, not to risk himsalf when she needed his support more than ever.

She spoke dowly and emphaticdly. “You don't... need . . . togo.”

But for Tel’ s sake he wanted to go, folly though it seemed. Td’ s shifting attitudes hung in the balance,
and even Phoena was not beyond redemption. Firebird had been ready to diefor far less over thered
sands of VeeRon.

“If you forbid me,” he said softly, “I'll say. | have never before saved my life by shdtering it, but | have
no right to demand a sacrifice you' re unable to make.”

“It' sthewrong time. And the wrong reason.” Shelet her chin droop. Hisarmstightened their circle.

Hedidn't answer, but she read hiswillful numbing of emotion—not ashielding, but careful affective
control. He ached beneath it, for her and for the timing. She fdlt, too, his awe of the shamah and his
reserved paternal pride.

And did he fear her mysterious ability?
“I won't forbid you,” shesaid &t last.

He nearly crushed her againgt himsdlf. “Y our strength,” he whispered beside her ear, “has dways been
greater than your fear. Be strong for Tel when | am gone. If | can win Phoend strust and her freedom, it
will beavictory for dl of us”



Shedrew on his calmnessto gather hersdlf together, and when she had mastered her grief, she tangled
her fingerswith his. They walked on down.

At the hilltop fielding station, he had shown her the system that protected Hesed from unauthorized
approach, as Thyricawould beif isolated for defense. Now they stepped into the musty underground
hangar where the HF-117s had been parked. To her surprise, one craft had been partialy gutted, and
portions of its electronic heart were being transferred onto asmaller craft. As she watched, athin sekiyr
walked across the bay with alarge cylindrical object hovering several inches above his outspread hands.

“That' satoroida juncture,” Brennen whispered. “Doesit ook familiar?’
“| saw severd up at thefielding Sation.”

He beckoned her outside. On the grassy breakway strip, new growth glistened in the scars of their
landing.

“We progressed far enough with the RIA equipment to mount two systemsinto HFs when the emergency
arose, and we brought one along,” Brennen said as he walked. “ Dardy tested it at Echo Six. The power
isgtill very low, but it should give a Sentindl the remote capability to passthrough afieding net
undetected. I'll takeit to Three Zed.”

Shedghed.
“I would take you adong if | could. At any other time, your skillswould have been invaugble.”
“Thank you.” Shedidn’t look up. “You can’'t wait? Y ou're certain?’

He shook his head. “ The Shuhr are as unbaanced asthey have ever been. We ve disabled their fleet and
virtualy wiped out their larger colony, and any Echo Six dementsthat survived will be as eager for Three
Zed blood asfor ours, if their defenses had been cut to gather that fleet. Now isthetimeto go, before
they reach anew balance and the blockaders return to Hesed.”

“I seethat. If only it weren't Phoena.”
“PhoenaandTd.”

“Yes,” shewhispered.

“Two hundred ships!” thundered Juddis Adiyn. Phoenanearly put her handsto her earsto mute hisroar.

Adiyn wore black, as did the other forty men and women in the long centra office, for he had declared a
day of mourning. The Shuhr fleet commander, atall man of charismatic features, stood before Adiyn’'s
desk, flanked by his subordinates and surrounded by the staff of Three Zed.

“And they had how many?’ purred Dm Polar, who sat between Adiyn and Phoenaat one end of the
ebony desk top. Polar’ s satiny orange sash was the brightest flash of color in the room. Phoenaliked
that, though she distrusted his hasty glancestoward Cassia Tulleman, ripe and supplein tight black
shipboards.

“Eleven, Mine Eldest.”

“What wasthat? | don’t think 1 heard you correctly.” Mockingly, Adiyn touched one ear.



The fleet commander raised hopeless eyes that hardened into acceptance of hisfate. “Eleven ships” he
repested digtinctly. “ Eleven reached Echo Six. Heavy-fighter class, trained to fight asa unit, and solidly
led. And something else, too, some disrupter field we have never encountered before. We had more
guns, Eldes, it istrue, but many of my pilots had not flown warships before last month.”

Adiyn rose from his chair and strolled around the projection tank. “ Do you have any idea how much
work went into collecting thet flegt?’

Phoena compressed her lips as the graying Eldest paced before hisline of officers. Theidiots. She
couldn’'t believeit hersdf. Her N’ Taian contact, Penn Baker, and a quarter of the Shuhr’ sfighters had
died, and Firebird had €l uded them again. Those in charge would not make the mistake another time, if
she had anything to say abouit it.

“I do, Mine Eldest. | hijacked twenty of them.”

“Do you think that excusesyou?’ Adiyn’s pacing brought him before Phoenaand Dru Polar, and he
turned again. “We cannot afford to lose more men. Y our staff will have another chance. But,
Commander, | don't think we can afford to keep you.”

Phoenaglanced sdelong &t Dru.

Adiyn lowered himsdf back into his desk chair. “ Do you re-member why this battle was fought? The redl
reason, please, asyou seeit.”

The commander took severa deep breaths before speaking. “ The old shamah spoke of our desath,
Eldest. A pyre. At the hands of a—aunion of Thyricawith alost outbred Aurian line.”

“One of those log, outbred Aurians stands before you.” Adiyn stared down his nose at the commander.

Phoenaglared but did not otherwise express her irritation. That ridiculous prophecy again. Dru had
dluded to it severa times. Hisbelief in such aprimitive notion confirmed what Phoena had known dl
aong: N’ Taanswereintellectually superior to both Sentines and Shuhr, powers or no powers. She
didiked humoring anyone, but Dru was atitillating lover. Fascinating, frightening. Thrilling.

“And you will dieat her hands. Polar. Show Her Highness how to operate the striker.”
Polar did awegpon from the vermillion sash. The fleet commander went pae.

Eagerly Phoena stood to examineit, as Polar rolled it between his hands. It had the look of abaron’s
baton of office, aslver rod with arow of buttonswithin finger’ s reach of its knurled handle. Dru touched
one, and a needlelike probe sprang from itsfar end.

“If you'd like to seewhat it can do, use alow charge and avoid the nervous system. You'll haveto be
cautiousif you don’'t want to kill too quickly.” He did ablack stud toward the pomme. “ The farther up
the shaft you set this, the more power to the probe. Activate here.” He stroked an orange button below
the thumb cradle.

Phoena snatched the baton. If only she' d had one of these at Hunter Height! For a minute she retracted
and extended the probe: to get thefed of holding it, and entertain her audience and victim alittle longer.

She stepped out between the desk and the commander, faced Adiyn, and inclined her head. “ Sir, this
Angdoisat your service. Shdl | demongtrate the consequences of failing our cause?’

Benignly, Adiyn smiled. “Please”



Phoenalooked the fleet commander up and down, ordering herself to stay calm. In afit of frustration she
had strangled her pruupa, but she had never personaly killed a human, not even aWastling, and she did
not want Polar nor the othersto know that. She guessed she was the only person in the room without
that distinction. She considered the commander, who outweighed her by half.

“You. Andyou.” Sheflicked agraceful finger at two of the commander’ s subdterns. “Hold him for me.”

The commander flinched but did not cry out when she touched the probeto his elbow at very low
power. She crossed behind him, considering, then pierced the back of hisknee. When again she pressed
the orange thumb stud, hisweight shifted instantly, and hisinvoluntary back kick missed her by
centimeters.

Lovdy, shegloated. Lovely.

Then she began to experiment in earnest.

Later, Dru Polar escorted her to her rooms. “What was your hurry?’ he asked as they rounded a corner
of the brown-walled inner corridor. “Wewere dl enjoying oursaves.”

“I certainly didn't expect the highest power level to kill him from afinger touch. That'salong way from
thebrain.”

“Effective useis very complex. At that power, if you' d even approached amajor nerve, he'd have gone
ingtantly. Asit was, hetook awhileto die.”

“Hedid.” Phoena stepped regdly, heady with the omnipotent sensation of having ended ahuman life.

At her door, they stopped. She dipped into hisarms, but not too close, and lowered her eyes
Seductively. “If | get achance at Firebird, will you lend it to me again?’

“| think that can be arranged.”

“What' s the absolute worst you could do with it? I’ d want to know | was giving her the very dowest way

“Lowest power, throat pressure point.” His eyes seemed to crackle as he reached for the side of her
neck and caressed at the hinge of her jaw, below her ear. “Here,” he breathed. “Very, very dow it will
mn

She pulled away in momentary fright, then pressed againgt his hard, muscular body. No man had ever
drawn her sointensdly.

“Shdl | stay tonight?” he whispered.

“No.” Shewriggled free and palmed the lock. “I’ m worn out. Too much excitement for one day.”
Slipping in, she gave him akittenish smile, then pushed closed the door she could open from the
passway—»but not from inside.

Brennen allowed no one but Firebird to see him off. He gripped her hands as they stood on the grassy
breakway strip beside the RIA-modified DS-220. Dawn and her heart were breaking.



“Noregrets” Hekissed her cheek.* " Thisismy life. Y ou knew thisrisk when you married me. | would
doitagain, if you'd have me. Would you?’

Shefdt one of hislegs pressing againgt her own, smelled hiswarm breath. “Y ou' d do it again, knowing
that in taking me, you got an obstinate woman who had to learn to Tum—and Phoenain the bargain?’

“Yes.” Tenderly he pressed hislipsto her other cheek. “Be patient.”
“I loveyou,” she answered. “I’ll dwaysloveyou.”

His surge of love and gratitude burned as he covered her lipswith his own, held tight, then pulled away.
From the pocket of his belt he drew the bird-of-prey medalion on agold chain. “Keep thisfor me,
Mari.” Her hand closed on the memento of his childhood. “ Stay close to Dabarrah until you' re healed.
There are those whose association | cannot avoid, such as Shamarr Dickin, but Master Jenner | trust of
my own love and valition. Hewill do al for you that can be done.”

Brennen swung up into the cockpit with the briefest glance over his shoulder. Clutching the golden bird,
Firebird backed away. The dawn sky was thickening to rain, asit had on the spring morning two days
after their wedding, when they had lain in astone shdlter just upriver.

Shefdt hisanguish, tangibly distinguishable from her own, gradudly disgppearing under atention to
procedure asthe generators howl modulated into the purring sublight engines. The silvery craft rose,
hovered a moment, and then streaked off. She clung to the awvareness of his presence asit dipped from
her like oil weed.

It flickered and went ouit.

Firebird st her tear-streaked face toward the House. Half blind, she sscumbled to thelift.

Chapter 15
Wdl Rewarded

allegro malinconico - quickly, melancholy

Just outside Three Zed' sfielding net, Brennen eased the ship into along orbit matching the planet’sand
activated RIA. All itscircuits checked. Relaxing in the pilot’ s chair, he tentatively extended his awareness
forward, and asin practice a Thyrica, the sensations that reached him through the imperfect RIA relays
became dightly blurred. He sifted space above the planet’ s surface cautioudy for satellites and orbiting
ships.

Several hourslater, satisfied that he had located each one, he asked his computer to correlate data. A
pattern sprang up promptly on the six screens: portions of the fielding net double-covered the planet, but
over some areas only asingle satellite projected epsilon energy. He chose the single-covered area
nearest the colony and turned RIA toward its satellite, shielding himsdlf from the barrage of Shuhr
energiesthe satdllite broadcast. Againg that outwelling he fdlt inward, into the physica form of the
sadliteitsdf. Tracingitscircuitry, hefound smilaritieswith Hesed' sfielding design: resond circuits, a
toroida juncture. Once he understood the differences, he nudged the energy in oneline acrossagap to
another, Smulating a disruptive meteor pass. It shorted dead.

Quickly, knowing the groundside fid ding team’ s checks could find and reset the mafunctioning circuit a
any moment, he pulled off the RIA headset, engaged the main drive, and eased forward, dert for any



chdlenge. His ship was armed well enough to survive a chase outsystem into dip, but hisgod lay
planetsde.

He could have used Firebird' s hep. An empty place was beside him where she should be, her intense,
dert gaze framed by highlightsin auburn waves, reflected from the pand lights. After waiting dl hislifefor
aconnatura woman, to lose her would be anguish like that when he had lost hisfather. Why had she
awakened that wild talent?

Sheingsted on trying to become all she could. He could not begrudge her that.

And little wild-hearted Kinnor, and Kiel—with a burst of ep-silon static, he ended the emotional
digraction. Hislife was worth risking now because of that family, amicrocosm of humanity.

Still wishing he were at Hesed, he dropped through the breach, dipped again into the RIA system, and
probed ahead for Three Zed' s mass detector. Nothing yet. He was still untracked. He set an autopilot
course, then again took up the RIA accord. With his atention findly focused he brought the ship nearer,
and at last sensed the mass detector’ s outer field asit began to echo with his craft’s presence. His
extended consciousness rode awave downward to the main complex. The part of his mind that remained
free of RIA directed hisleft hand to the dip-shields. Power to the mass detector dipped as groundside
energy gunsfired automaticaly on the threatening object. He might still be unnoticed, however, for
occasiond hits of meteoric debriswould pass any fidding system. At the next moment hisdip-shields
deflected energy, but he had already nudged the mass detector’ s circuits. On the ground display, the blip
vanished.

Once again he turned his attention to guiding the DS-220, with occasiona checks through the RIA unit to
seeif his presence was yet monitored. On minimal power he glided between black bouldersto asmadll
clear space, fired braking rockets to set down, then secured the ship and waited.

When an hour’ swatch left him unchalenged and till apparently unnoticed, he packed uniform and belt
pockets and prepared to gpproach the dome. From ahollow inthe RIA bank he did asmall metal ring
that was actually two rings, joined around their circumferences. a detonator mechanism for the ship’s
inbuilt explosive system, easier to concedl than atouchcard. Now that RIA had passed two redl tests, its
vaueto each side had tripled. The Shuhr must not capture its secrets. Thering felt cold on hisfinger and
alittietoo large, an oddly familiar sensation. After amoment’ sreflection, he remembered that he had last
worn aring asasekiyr. On hisleft side, opposite his blazer, he hooked a shock pistal.

He activated another security cycle, which would stun anyone but himsalf who tried to gain entry, worked
into avacuum suit and helmet, sealed and pressurized them, and stepped off the ship.

Phoena sat beside Polar in the lowest level of acircular thester, watching Juddis Adiyn lead four young,
dark-haired Shuhr down atriple flight of broad stepsto the stage. Phoenawould have taken them for full
adults, but she knew better. Dru promised blood tonight. Her pulse pounded with anticipation, but the
uncanny stillness unnerved her; she suspected she would never adjust to these people and their silent way
of communicating. Somewhere near her seat, someone was wearing a stout, unpleasant perfume.

She nudged Polar’ sarm. “Will Adiyn spesk aoud?’

“Of course. It straditiond at Find Confirmation.” He sounded wistful, arather amazing display of
emotion, for Polar. She made amenta note to ask later why he let himsdlf fed so sentimental about
these—*Wastlings’ seemed a good term—then glanced again at the stage. The two girl-women had tied
back their hair, and al four wore skin-fitting white shipboards. It looked like a paupers double wedding.



Adiyn strutted to center stage. “ Sig, Lerra, Care, Torin, you stand at the edge of full adulthood.
Thirty-three were born in your year and you four remain, the most fit to be called Unbound, to rule your
livesaswewill one day rule humanity, by only onelaw: the rule of power. May you prove worthy to
wield that power. But you wait upon the judgment of your elders. Do any of you wish to leave the floor?’

Phoena poked Polar. “What?’ she whispered.
“If they’ re afraid to go through with this, he' Il kill them cleanly now.”
“Ah.”

“Then, adults...” Adiyn smiled benevolently. “1 call you forward to leave the mark of your witnessng on
each candidate.”

Dru bent for hisbootknife. “Well?" Phoena asked queruloudy. “Now will you tell mewhat thisis about?’

“The Elders have judged these four, and every full adult isto draw blood on each candidate to confirm
him. Some, however, have ordersto cull one. None of the candidates knowsiif, or when, or by whose
hand hewill dig, or if hewill be momentarily initiated a Full Adult.”

Phoena strangled her flash of sympethy. “Do you kill tonight?’
“Perhaps. Watch and see.”

He went through this, sheredlized, asthefirg cluster of Shuhr adults stepped forward with their dirks.
They' ve all been through it and survived. Only haf consciousthat she waslicking her upper lip, she
watched astiny red streaks budded on white fabric and other men and women took the places of the
knifewidders.

“May 17" she whispered.

“ NO_”

Brennen checked the charge on his blazer, holstered it, and stepped softly to theinner door of the
dome ssmall-craft bay.

Interesting. Thelittle knot of machinery at the edge of the open door had an epsilon lock, hardened
againgt mental tampering. Brennen would have liked to study it, but he crept out into the corridor,
surrounding himself with ashielding cloud of epsilon static so no Shuhr would sense his presence. He
remembered Phoena sauravividly, but he dared not extend a quest-pul se through any door lest
someone notice him. Instead, he dropped to the bottom of the nearest lift shaft and began to search for
somefile or record of where Phoenawas being kept.

When Polar stepped down to the stage, one girl dready lay dead, struck through the heart. Thetaler of
the two boyslooked amost N’ Taian in stance and feature, and againgt her determination, Phoena hoped
he would be spared. Polar grasped the surviving girl closeto hisbody and held hisknife at her throat for
severd heartbests before grinning, drawing back, and scratching her scalp.

Phoena clenched the arms of her seet. She had seen him like this. He had undoubtedly focused hismind
inward on oneterrorized candidate, dl his sentimentdity forgotten.



When al the adult Shuhr had returned to their seats, that girl and Phoena s boy remained standing,
visonsof bloody triumph. Phoenasighed, glad for thetal youth and findly free to admit it. Polar
remained intent on the stage, rubbing aknuckle againg hischin.

Adiyn stepped down again. “Care Scurrly, | welcomeyou.” He presented the shaking girl an ornate
dlver dirk. “Before your initiation, | ask onething more.”

“Eldest?’ Thegirl stood baffled and exhausted, like the boy beside her. Phoena glanced around the
thester’ s bowl.

Adiyn swept out an arm. “Kill him,” he ordered.
Victory faded from the boy’ s eyes. Phoenainhaed softly. “ That's cruel! He thought he had madeit!”

Although trembling violently, the girl hesitated only amoment before driving the blade into her age-mate' s
chest. Polar’ s stare followed as one more body fell on the bloody stage. Then he shut his eyestight and
exhded dowly, asthegirl cleaned her new knife. “ Did you say something?’ Polar asked at last.

“No.” Phoenadumped in her sest.
Polar shifted full around to face her, and he looked amused. “Didn’t you enjoy that?’
“Yes. Your people may be few, but they will never be weak.”

“Good.” He gtraightened suddenly in his seet, asif hearing adistant voice. His glance flickered toward
Adiyn, and adow smile spread across his long face. “ Go back to your rooms,” he said. “ Something has
comeup.”

She wanted to protest. Her legs, however, stood her and turned her up the stairs before her mouth would
open, just as Polar Commanded.

Brennen found quarters that carried Phoena s presence, but they stood vacant, dimly lit by atiny bathing
room luma. A ruffled nightgown lay on thefloor, so he leaned againgt the bedroom wall and waited, fully
dert but fully shielded.

Intime he grew drowsy. He swallowed a stim capsule and called up in mnemonic sequence dl his
dedlings with Phoena, searching each encounter for aclue that might congtrain her hostility. Unfortunately,
he had never had occasion to access her dphamatrix. The puzzle plagued him. If he had not yet solved
it, it might have no answer a dl.

At last, the outer door did open and the overhead lumipanels glimmered on. Brennen shrank deeper into
darkness, strengthening the epsilon static around him.

But she came done. Light, clicking footfals gpproached as the outer door swung home. Through the blue
arch Phoena walked, waving on the bedroom light as she passed. She wore yellow, agown of more
color than substance, and on her loose, shoulder-length chestnut hair lay acirclet of amber stones.

He stepped away from the wall.

Phoena gasped and spun on one sandaed foot, hair and arms flying. She would have run shouting back
the way she came, except that Brennen anticipated precisely that reaction. Energy flickered through his
am.“Tsa.” Heimmobilized her just short of the arch.



Waitching her dark eyes, he touched her alphamatrix, barely stroking, gently reassuring her. “Phoena,” he
whispered, using hisvoiceto channd caming overtones. “No fear.” Again he was struck by the intengity
of her will. It resisted his as powerfully as Firebird once had done, but her savor, fatally flawed by an
unswervingly selfish focus, resonated with startling blood lust. He counted ten dowly before dropping his
hand.

“I’'m sorry, Y our Highness. | would rather not have done that.”

Phoenaturned to face him, eyes narrow and defiant now, hands clenched at her sides. “ Brennen
Caddwell,” she seethed. “You dien filth. Thistime, you two have gonetoo far.” She glared around the
bedroom. “Whereis she?’

“‘She’ Phoena?’

“Firebird,” sneered Phoena, and she took a step backward. “ Do you redly think you can destroy Three
Zed the way you took Hunter Height? Areyou letting her lay in the explosives thistime? Only thistime
it snot going towork. You'll never leavethis place dive, either of you.”

“She’ snot here, Phoena,” he answered levelly, stroking again to calm her. “1’ ve come done. But not to
destroy thisfacility, Y our Highness. I’ ve come for you.”

“To do what to me, Caldwdl?’
“To get you away from the Shuhr before they murder you.”

Her body relaxed, though she laughed shrilly. “Murder? Me? Cadwell, your hyperactive mind has
created aflattering little fantasy. Let meinform you, Generd, that | am the personal guest of Testing
Commander Dru Polar—who, | assure you, isten timesyour equal. | have been accepted among these
people. | will leave this colony only as Queen of Naetai.”

Asheligtened, his probe found the discontinuity indicative of repesated, incautious breaching. She wasno
longer hersdlf; only deep access healing would restore her personality. He projected understanding and
respect into her subconscious—cautioudy, lest anyone sense his activity. “1’ ve come on behalf of your
husband, Phoena. Prince Tel came for my help, hoping to rescue you himself. | would not let him try.”

“Td!” Shehdf laughed, half spat the name,
Brennen stood quietly.

“For your information,” she snarled, “1 only married Tel to get Carradee off my elbow.” She whirled
again, led back out into the Stting room, and then draped herself on the lounger.

“Carradee,” she continued as Brennen walked nearer, “isasmpering idiot with no fed for the dignity of
thethrone. And Tel—"

“Helovesyou.” Brennen stared down at her. Shelooked so much like Firebird—taler, fuller figured, but
just asbeautiful.

“That' shisprivilege. But there are others. Even here.”
“The Shuhr have lulled your defenses. Y ou cannot see the danger.”’

Shetossed her head and gave a short, unpleasant laugh. “I’ m no longer the innocent you tricked at
Hunter Height, Brennen Caldwell. I’ velearned alot about you people since | came here. | know what



abilitiesthey have—you, in particular. It pleases me to inform you that the Unbound have asuperb
intelligence cadre on Thyrica, and that there isfar too much power here for you to overcome. Just try to
destroy usand you'll see”

“I’ve come for your sake, Madame. Not to try to destroy the colony.” Brennen took one step closer and
diverted dl the effort he could spare from concealing his presence into supporting hiswords. “You arein
terrible peril. I'm not leaving without you.”

She looked up and met his stare, hating him. “Then you were stupid to come. I'm not leaving. The
second you' re gone from here, | intend to call for Dm.”

He probed. Through Phoena s eye of memory he saw “Dru” holding aknife at the throat of a
dark-haired girl who was aready wounded in baffling ways. This then was the Testing Commander, who
had tampered with Phoena s mind—and body. He recognized a keen sensua shading to that memory.
Shewould not leave Polar willingly.

“Then for the sake of your family, | must take you.” He angled one hand dightly and modulated hisvoice
into Command. “Y ou will comewith me. Y ou will come silently.”

She opened her mouth to protest, but no sound came. He dowly lowered the hand. Still she did not
move. Satisfied with hishold on her, he stepped toward the outer door.

“Come,” he ordered.
Phoena s sandal s clicked as she walked forward.
“Take off your shoes.”

Awkwardly she kndlt and obeyed. Benesth the compliant exterior her fury flamed, and for an instant he
wondered how in dl the habitable worlds Tellal would regain her confidence.

That, hetold himsdf, is Tel’ s problem. Mine is to escape with her. Quickly. “Y our Highness, if weare
caught they will destroy us both. Y ou must believe me. Even Commander Polar has no affection for you.
Give meyour help.” He searched her eyesfor warmth but found none. Even after al his subtle stroking,
he expected none.

Nudging the door’ s opening circuits, he stole through. He sensed Phoena s surprise; could she not have
opened it? He amplified her uneasiness. A chance—perhaps alast chanceto win her.

Down alevel heled, through a darkened maintenance areafar from the fed of living presences, toward
the hatchway where he had entered.

The inner door had been shut.

He pressed the pampanel: nothing. With al the skill aMaster Sentingl could focus, he nudged for the
locking circuits. Nothing. Fielding technology impenetrable.

They must contain their own children, hetold himsaf firmly. Particularly if they breed for talent.
“Where did you comein?’ he asked Phoena, then forced the knowledge from her memory. * *All right.
Go."” Heturned her back toward the heart of the facility and made her run.

Shuhr. Ahead. Hefdt theflickering energy of their epsilon matrices, heard their voices. He shielded
himsdf.



The muttering stopped. Brennen backed into Phoena, drew his blazer, and modulated his carrier for
access, to Command the breach deep into her dphamatrix to hide her. Leaning against thewall beside
him, gasping and panting, she shook her head defiantly and squeezed her eyestightly closed.

He could not afford a concentrated effort. He unhooked his shock pistol and fired; he would have to
carry her. Phoena crumpled quietly to the floor, unconscious and undetectable—now. As helifted her,
dow, measured footsteps came closer, hated, then drew away again.

Perhaps, then, they had not felt her presence. Perhaps they knew of some poorly guarded exitway. If he
scanned skillfully, they might not sense—

A foreign probe brushed past him. Ingtantly he withdrew his own. Balancing Phoena over one shoulder to
keep his blazer arm free, he ran back the way they had come, down along ramp. He paused and risked
another probe.

The counterblow nearly stunned him.

Down toward the maintenance area he pelted at a dead run. At every corner heraised hisarmtofire,
then let it fall and pump. Phoenawas not light. He had to |eave the complex now, or they would sedl it
before he could breach alock.

Abruptly hefelt what he had feared: the presence of another, close behind. He shielded himsdlf heavily,
with al the gatic he could raise.

It was not enough.

Never had he felt such power asthis presence carried, coming closer, effused with the assurance that he
could not escape. He blocked pain and exhaustion from his awareness, and till he ran with Phoena
bumping on his shoulder, aware that the presence followed without tiring. He passed a series of rooms,
al closad. Around one bend farther, out of sight, he sensed other Shuhr before him. Breathing heavily, he
drew the blazer, dropped Phoenainto a doorway, and then pressed in to stand over her.

Footsteps echoed at his back. Hefdlt it again: the pursuer, the power. One figure rounded the bend
behind him, then another. Which was it? He stepped without hesitation acrossthe hall and fired. A
horrible how! ripped through his subconscious. More figures appeared ahead.

Hewhirled again, stepping across the corridor as hefired to keep the Shuhr at each end of the
sraightaway. He hadn’t time to draw his crystace.

He—

Brennen woke curled on adark red-gray carpet, hisleft shoulder aching dully where ashock pistol had
connected, hisleft cheek stinging. Automatically he blocked the pain. Presences, strong and foreign,
pulsed dl around him, and he shielded himself, not only from their probing, but aso from any awareness
of the she-biyl. To know without doubt that he would momentarily die for Phoena Angelo would end the
hope that kept him moving. He ran hisright hand down his forearm. The crystace was gone, but thering
remained. Hastily he twisted its halvesto join the contacts that would blast his escape ship apart.

Then he sood—dowly, searching the long office with hisinner eye for wesk linksin the chain of strength
that surrounded him, hoping to find one mind open enough to voice-command.

He found only Phoena, glowing with triumph. Before amassive black desk, she stood between two men



with tangible darknessin their eyes. Dru Polar and Juddis Adiyn, he understood without spoken word.

Polar. Brennen could not deny a compelling confidence in that dark-browed face, amagnetic aurain the
lashless eyes. Besde Polar, Adiyn seemed a shadow, athough Adiyn wore his authority like a
broadsword. Subdued resentment sparked between them. If the circle had aweakness, it was that
rivary.

Brennen pulled his hedstogether and straightened his back. Phoenasidled closer to Polar.
“Phoena,” Brennen rebuked her.

“Brennen,” she mocked in syrupy tones, and she extended an arm toward him with atwisting motion, as
if flinging dirt away. “You' Il never kidngp me again. Do you believe me now? Dru tellsme he and Adiyn,
together, can Command you. It'syour turn at last.

“ Dru?’ Phoena pressed her pamstogether and struck a graceful pose. “1 want to see him crawl.”

“Naturdly.” Polar turned to Adiyn. Slowly he raised ahand. Brennen felt him halt, savoring the moment,
and as Brennen waited under absol ute affective control, the doubled entity condensed before him that
had chased him down Three Zed' s halls. At the degpest level Polar’ s energy began to flow, but Adiyn’s
epsilon aurabarely flickered. They were not linking, dthough clearly Polar intended to give that
appearance and even Adiyn thought it was the case. Polar bore the touch of some other hand. Only
Brennen' stdent and training enabled him to senseit.

The pressure of Command fell on him, like wiresthat first circled hislimbs and then possessed them,
dithering into his bonesto move them at another’ swill. “ Crawl to her, Cadwell,” Polar sneered.
Brennen’ s body buckled to the floor, and hisarms dragged it across the room to Phoena sfest.

They were no longer bare. Savagely she kicked him, full in the face. He sprawled at the center of the
circle, counting rapidly to clear the haze of shock as he automatically blocked sharp pain in cheek and
chin. Thirty-two of them stood there, focusing probes and shields againgt him and waiting—for
something, something very specific. Helet hisouter cloud of static down, but till could not catch it. He
recognized one man from araid he had coordinated againgt the Shuhr at Mazra, three years back: thin,
bony-limbed Agtrig Tulleman, staring vengefully as Brennen met hiseye. Three Tulleman haf-brothers
had died in that incident.

But what about Polar? He rolled onto his stomach to scrutinize Polar again. What absent other
empowered the Testing Commander?

His shoulder throbbed as he pressed again to hisfeet. He wiped the blood from his cheek; then, steadily,
he walked back toward the desk, halting three meters from Phoena. Even here she stood like a queen,
suffused with satisfaction and the pride that was her heritage.

Juddis Adiyn took her hand. She turned to him and smiled with coyness that nauseated Brennen. Adiyn
raised her fingersto hislips. “Y our Highness. Y ou have served uswell.”

She curtsied.

Brennen fdlt the circle tighten expectantly. He touched a hand to his cheek. It came away bloody. He
wiped it again.

Adiyn dropped Phoend s hand and bowed. “Y ou may take that knowledge with you,” Adiyn said, “to
whatever afterlife you expect. Polar?’



Instantly, Brennen understood. The Shuhr anticipated death: but not his, not yet. Movement behind
Phoena caught his eye. Dru Polar reached into the folds of his crimson sash and drew out an arm+-length
rod, glossy silver that momentarily reflected the blood red of his sash, with only athumb-cradle and
severd control buttonsinterrupting the length between its pommel and distal end.

Phoena saw him asecond later, and at her flash of terror there rose a pleasured flush from every mindin
the chain around.

“Drul” The outrage of long habit heated her voice, but she stared terrified at his hand, the whites of her
eyes showing al around the pupils. “He doesn't meaniit! Dru... !”

Dendric striker. No. Not even for Phoena. No world cdling itsdf civilized participated in this
wegpon’s manufacture. Obvioudy Phoena, body gtiff, her emotions humming with terror and fury, knew
precisaly what it would do.

“Don’t toy with her.” Stepping toward the holo tank full of stars, Adiyn wiped one corner of his mouth.
“We ve had enough play for one day. Just get her out of our way.”

Phoenatook atiny step backward. The auburn hair skimming her yellow-gowned shoulders glistened
under officelights.

“Ordinarily, I’d agree. She has been helpful, Jude.” Polar seized Phoena’ s hand. As shetried to shrink
farther away, he coiled hisfingers around her wrist. “ But she wanted to know about this, for her Sster’s
sake, Cadwell. What were your words, little Phoena? Tell Master Brennen.” His dark brows barely
lowered. Brennen sensed a controlling thrust of epsilon energy leave Polar.

“If I—" Phoena squeaked to a hdt. Polar barely strengthened his effort, and her voice became smooth
and sultry . If | get achance at Firebird, will you lend it to me again?’

Polar'shand did up Phoena sarm, his Control of her never flickering. “1 think that can be arranged,” he
sad quietly, asif repeeting old lines of hisown.

Phoenablinked in lazy contentment. “What' s the absolute worst you could do with it?’ she murmured,
obliviousto the circle of leering Shuhr. "I’ d want to know | was giving her the very dowest way out.”

Brennen pressed hislipstogether. Phoena would have spoken thisway. But how to free her?

“Lowest power.” With along finger, Polar did acontrol al the way back into his palm. “ Throat pressure
point.” He stroked the angle of Phoena sjaw with the striker’ s needlelike probe, and dowly, he
relinquished Control. “Here. Very, very dow it will seem.”

He jabbed the contact into the side of her throat.

Brennen tensed: trained ingtinct urged him to step forward before Polar could activate the weagpon, but he
dared not tempt Polar to finish her. Phoena croaked atiny protest. Her hands crept up toward the
griker. Polar shook his head sharply. “Put them down.”

Phoena obeyed, drawing along, husky breath. “1 am, Dm. | did.”

Behind alayer of static Brennen modulated his carrier. Perhaps, even through those shields, Polar could
be Commanded.

Polar did his hand around her shoulder, pressing hislower body against hers. “Poor little Phoena. |
haven't done a thing, though. Maybe | won't. Y ou know how we play.”



Histhumb shifted to poise over the orange stud.

“You don’t need to do this, Dru. I—* Her voice took a new note, one Brennen had never thought to
hear. "Please, Dru... Please?

Polar paused amoment, then pressed hislips againgt hers. Brennen held his breath until Polar pulled
away.

Her shoulders dumped. “ Dru? Don't—kill me.” Phoenaglanced toward Brennen. From her stricken
brown eyes, hope had vanished—but though her dignity had gonewith it, they glittered defiance. He saw
Firebird in those eyes. Infuriated by Polar’ s hands on that vision, he flung aburst of disruptive energy.

Polar flung it back. “Down!” his voice cracked.

Again Brennen tumbled to the floor. Helay till, momentarily dazed, while his carrier rebuilt. Polar
caressed the small of Phoena s back.

“Even now Cadwel would save you if he could.” Adiyn leaned againgt the glossy surface of the holo
tank. “Y ou know that, don’'t you? Isn't it touching, Y our Highness?’

Polar’ s epsilon auraflickered as he eased the lulling, deep-leve discontinuity off Phoena s consciousness.
Brennen fet her moment of confusion—of hesitancy—and then her mentd shriek as suddenly, findly, she
understood that she had never used Polar; that Polar had used her from beginning to end and let her live
only long enough to trap Brennen; and that he was about to use her for the final time. Brennen guessed,
too, Polar’ sreason for removing al anesthetic tampering from Phoena s affective sense: to let her terror
risetoitsfullest. It was risng, uncontrollably, fud for Polar’ s hunger.

Brennen struggled to hisfeet. “ Phoena,” he whispered as he inched toward the desk. He sent cam, now:
peace, for the Crossing.

Sherefused it. In an instant Phoena turned ferocious, like a cornered anima done with cowering. “You
were going to make me Queenl” she shrieked. She flexed her hand into a claw, pulled it back to strike
for Polar' sface—

And Polar’ s hand tightened on the silver rod.

Phoena collgpsed, walling in avoice that was only haf human, and Polar followed her down, holding the
gtriker at the angle of her jaw until her head thumped on the carpeted floor.

A wave of neural contraction spread dowly down her arms, her writhing torso, her legs... upward,
across her face... until in his epsilon senses only an explosion of pain burned where awoman had been.
He shifted hisweight to spring.

“Hold him!” Adiyn shouted as he stepped away from the tank. Four Shuhr broke the circle and seized
Brennen by his shoulders and arms, too engrossed in the spectacle of Phoena s agony to divert epsilon
energy into Command.

As her nervous system battled to override wildly sparking receptors, Phoena clawed at her throat and
arms, her cries echoing from the celling and resounding in his mind. Polar ssood mationless, hands
pressed together around the striker, eyes fixed and unseeing, mouth barely open, histongue touched to

his upper lip.

Revolted, Brennen leaned hard forward. His captors held him fast, as a second wave of neura
contraction began to wash back up Phoena s body toward her contorted face. Her limbsflailed on the



dark carpet.
If it weretoo late to save her, then, could he shorten this?

Standing close to Brennen, Adiyn sent laughter into his awareness. Put her out of her misery? No,-
Caldwell.

Brennen thickened his shields. Phoenabegan to moan. A third wave was building, rippling back down
her body, but thistime no flailing went withiit.

His handstightened to fists. He glanced from Adiyn to Polar and then away, repelled by Polar’ s rapture.

“Andif you put her into tardema-deep, she'd live alittielonger,” Adiyn continued camly, softly. “But the
damageto the neura sheath isirreversible. As soon asyou brought her out of tardemashe would finish

dying.”

Brennen watched in silent, sick horror. The third wave crept down her body, dowly diffusing. Her body
pulledinto afetd curl. A dow minute later, she gave asinglelong gasp. Like claws, her twitching fingers
gtill reached for Polar; her lips had pulled back in ataut grimace, and atrickle of blood stained her cheek
where she had bit her lip. She could no longer move, but Brennen felt her agonized hatred, fully
conscious—and fully aware she was dying.

He dropped his epsilon cloud and inner shielding. If he could do nothing else for Phoena, he could force
the engrossed Shuhr to fed how deeply he pitied her. Perhapsit would be the only compassion any of
them ever experienced.

Polar’ slashless eyes|ost their glazed ook and focused on Brennen. “Release him,” he rasped.

The gripping hands dropped his arms. Brennen sprang forward and gathered Phoenaiinto hisarms,
guesting with alast pitying, calming touch for her awvareness. But even ashe held her, it ebbed away. Her
eyelidsfluttered. The echoes of her agony faded.

And she was consumed.

Brennen kndlt helplessly, cradling her lifdless yellow-gowned body againgt his own. What incredible
irony, he groaned. He was her only mourner.

At least Tel had not seen this.

Adiyn flicked afinger, and the men who had held Brennen stepped forward again. Before they took
Phoend s body from him, he gently closed her eyes, uncurled her clenched fingers, and straightened the
amber circlet on her hair.

Then he wiped blood from his own cheek, stood, and turned to face Adiyn.

Very chivalrous. Adiyn folded his hands acrass hismiddle, and his“voice’ rumbled in Brennen'sapha
meatrix. But you are a fool. You face a similar fate.

That is not in my hands.

True, Polar projected, walking closer. A sated smile played at hislips and gave his eyes adeepy gleam.
Itisin our hands. We have had time to plan for your coming. Read me and see.

Instead of probing asinvited, Brennen shielded himself and took two steps backward.



Polar laughed. Coward. He readjusted the power control of the striking rod. Then he raised hisleft hand.
1] Come.”

The swollen entity that was Polar and something el se buffeted Brennen. Adiyn added his own effort.
Brennen planted hisfeet and threw his strength into resistance. The compulsion to move battered him,
growing steadily as they matched hisresistance in kind. Step by dow step he approached Polar.

The contact bit hisforearm. Anguish crippled his senses and lashed his body, too strong to override.
From the circle eager probeslicked forward to strip his memory. Too distracted by pain to shield, he
turned to hislast defense, and willing himsdf unconscious, he crumpled to the floor.

He cameto himsdlf lying down, in acell that made no pretense of being aguest suite. The black ceiling
rosefar over hiscot, which was anarrow strip as hard as some floors, and a bare luminescent strip shed
little light on rough black stone walls. Ghost echoes of neura pain flickered through his body, his shoulder
throbbed, his cheek burned. Over him stood Dru Polar, with Adiyn and a buxom, black-haired young
woman in apale blue coveral whom he recognized from the circlein the office. Cassia Tulleman, she
was slently telling him, and how she would loveto rip him gpart for the smashing of Echo Six, her home.
Ashe dropped hisfeet over the cot’s edge to Sit up, he glanced at her hands. With those nalils, she could
probably doit.

Then he started. When she stopped sending he no longer felt her presence, nor the others': only pain,
pain that did not fade when he willed it away.

Turning with ddliberate careto link with hiscarrier, he felt nothing.
They had dosed him with blocking drugs. For ten days at least, he would be an epsilon cripple.

“As| was saying,” Polar began aloud as though the conversation had only begun, “we have made our
plans. They are hdf fulfilled, Cadwel. We have enough of your blood now to clone fresh chromosomal
material for our gene pool. And | promise that before we finish with you we will take at |east one other
victim. Y our wife, and hopefully your children.”

You haven't the power to break the perimeter at Hesed, he subvocalized, then redlized he could not
send. Brennen glanced around again, forcing himsdlf to concentrate on the single factor evidently working
in hisfavor They intended to hold him aive and out of stasis. “'Y ou haven’t the power to bresk the
perimeter at Hesed,” he repeated a oud.

“That'strue.” Adiyn’shead bobbed once. “But we won't need to attack Hesed to take her. She'll come
tous”

“No.”
“Y ou know she will, Cadwell. We know her, too, you're forgetting. Weknow her... likeasser.”

Phoena. They had taken that knowledge from Phoena, and it was true. When he did not return to Hesed,
Firebird would try to comefor him, cost her what it may. He had alowed himsdf to become scent for a
second trap.

“Ah, you agree,” Adiyn observed. “Good.”

Infuriated by his shiddless transparency, Brennen tried to close dl information from histhoughts, to
expressonly fedings. “Evenif you kill us both, the children will be safe.”



“Thaose children won't be able to threaten usfor along, long time, and by then we will have won. Oh,
and another thing. We'll not actudly kill her.”

Brennen resisted the baiting until an image sprang into his senses from outside. He shrank againgt the
coarsewall. They had shown himsdf and Firebird and...

Cassia Tulleman threw back her head and laughed enthusiasticaly. “Oh, that was classic!” Then,
apparently catching an undercurrent Brennen could no longer touch, she stepped away from Polar. She
looked fearful—and if Polar fed on fear, what did Cassia expect from him?

Polar reached into his crimson sash, obvioudy just as pleased with Brennen’ s hel plessness, but
controlling himsdf more effectively. “ That isright, Sentind. Unless the Chad-negiyl has other plansfor
her, you will kill her yoursdlf.”

Heflourished the striker. “With this”

Chapter 16
TheCall

accelerando poco a poco - gradudly faster

The day after Brennen' s departure, Master Dabarrah called Firebird to the private study adjoining his
com center. Motioning her to achair near his desk, the lanky blond Master seated himsdlf. “ Areyou all
right, Mistress Firebird?’

Firebird crossed her ankles under her chair. ““Not redlly,” she said softly.

Dabarrah extended one hand across the desk. “It isnormal for the pair bonded to fed this grieving when
separated. We dl haveto learn to deal with the sensation. Unquestionably, Brennen isfeding the same.”

You'retrained, she protested silently. And sois he.
“Hewarned you to expect this, did he not?’

“Yes” Miserably, she curled her fingers together. “Months ago. W€ ve been separated before. Just...”
shetrailed off, “never sofar.”

“I remember the feding,” he said, and when she glanced up, he was smiling sadly.
Shetried toraly her spirits.

“S0.” He drew back his hand and leaned toward her. “ Are you prepared to see what can be done?
Specificaly, before| can initiate evaluation of the dphatampering, we must begin to know what caused
the death of Bosk Terrdll. It is possible that you had lessto do with it than we have had to assume for our
own sfety.”

“For Kiel and Kinnor’' s safety, too. Yes.”
“I would like you to Turn again, now. | shdl observe from adistance, well shielded.”

She pressed her lipstogether. “I’'m on A-status, Magter. Isit allowed?’



“For me, it isalowed. Have you forgotten my training?”

“Ps medicine,” shemurmured. “1 see.” Fedling frightened —of what his pronouncement might be—and
sheepish, wondering if she' d be able to repeat the action at dl, Firebird sat still. She had to make the
effort and forget the anguish.

“Now, my lady?’

“All right.” She stedled hersdlf againgt what she knew she would find and pressed inward. No sense of a
probe followed: Dabarrah had to be shidding heavily. Twice she caled up the vison of thewadll, and
twice sherecoiled. She sat resting. Then, forcing herself to focus, she pressed through. Again she entered
the roiling mass of vision bound by glimmering cords of energy, flung her will toward one cord, and
touched it. It stabbed, it strangled, it burned. Humbled and horrified by this scar of her Wastling years,
she shuddered as she opened her eyes.

Dabarrah stood across the room aready, pacing rapidly. It was so unlike him—unlike any Sentine—to
show such agitation, that Firebird stared, speechless. At last he returned to her side. “ Fascinating.
Firebird, that was not at all what | expected to find.” He shook his head. Firebird wondered if he redlized
how rapidly he was speaking. “How odd. How—I’m sorry, Firebird, | am not feding myself. Go. Thank
you. Oh,” he added as she stood to leave. “ Very well done, your Turn. A remarkable feat for one of
your age and background. But odd. Very odd.”

Firebird paused just short of the archway. “Master? What is that, in there?’

“"Many sekiyrrafind their first experience unsettling.’” He paced closer to her and laid aquivering hand
on her shoulder. “ Frequently, one' s persondlity isless an extension of the core of identity than acover for
it. And you, long past the usual age to begin training, must expect to find contrast in agreater degree.”

She looked up into hisgray eyes. “Isthere achancethat | could learnto trainit?If it proves...
nonmalignant? And, Master, what about Kinnor and Kid?’

Dabarrah pressed his pams together and touched hisfingertipsto his chin. “With the carrier convolved
inward, | fear you will be ever unable to direct energy. But there are other kills. Wewill see” He
nodded vigoroudy. “We will see about the shilyaha, too. Thereistime, my lady. They will not grow and
be gonethiswinter."’

She spent the rest of that day working beside the sekiyrra, pulling spent garnetberry canesin the gardens,
and she dined that night with Tel. He had learned to groom veil, Hesed' slong-legged riding animals, but
his heart, like hers, was at Three Zed, and conversation dragged.

The following morning, she stood at the quiet waterside edge of Hesed' s commons. It was deserted,
except for awhite-haired couple sharing ching teaat a dining table. Something warm and sugary was
baking in the kitchen; in Dabarrah’ s study, a meeting had been caled—aRIA evauation, she
guessed—hut she was not invited.

Anna Dabarrah stood close by. Dabarrah and Mistress Anna, alone at Hesed, knew why Firebird had
been placed on A-dtatus; the others knew only that she was not to be “ approached closaly” —accessed.
The sekiyrrawith whom she had worked kept their distance, though; the wise and the careful shunned
her, and al maintained static shields so as not to read her fedlings.

Except Tel, and Anna, now guardian to the twins.

Firebird reached up to her throat and touched Brennen’ s bird-of-prey medalion. She woreit, now, a



smal comfort in her solitude. Early this morning, Annareported, Kinnor had changed from an dert if
difficult baby to the very embodiment of tension. Suddenly he could not keep il at al, except in deep;
he demanded congtant touching, comforting, stroking. “The problem seemsto liein his epsilon center,”
Annasad, “but it isnot adysfunction. Wewill seeif helearnsto comfort himself.”

“Heneeds hisfather.” Firebird glanced over her left shoulder a the retired Sentinels Sitting peacefully at
their tea. “ Brennen knows Kin’s makeup. Brennen could help him.”

Anna s hands stroked the white rail, out and together, as Firebird sudied her profile. Childless at forty
Standard years, the Mistress of Hesed had become mother to eight sekiyrraat any time, year in and year
out. Not atypicd motherly face: deep, intdligent eyes and anose dmost jewelike in symmetry, alittle
too long for beauty on another woman, but on Anna part of the whole.

“Madgter Dabarrah,” she said, “will help Kinnor. Y ou cannot panic. Too many smal things go wrong with
every child. Mogt problems vanish with time and tenderness.”

“I hope the Master hurries.” Firebird stared down into the water. And | must stay away, she mourned.

But she feared more for Brennen than for Kinnor. It had been only three days since he left—-and she
hoped to see him in seven—yet dl this morning, she had not been able to shake the sensation that
something had gone terribly wrong. A forgotten dream, perhaps, and perhaps not.

Annaflicked long, slvered brown hair behind her shoulder and gazed up at the gleaming skylights.
Perhaps Annd s heart saw children she had never borne, who might be sekiyrranow.”” Babies of strong
epsilon potentia can be difficult because they have no way of telling you what’ s disturbing them—and it
could be some other’ sinfluence. | was ten when your Brennen was born, and my family lived near his, in

If she had lost Brennen, how could she hope to deal with her twins problems?
Annatossed her head. “1 don't think you' relistening,” she said. “Firebird Man, how may | help you?’

Firebird wondered if this close surveillance was merely the woman'’ s nature, or if Annawas under orders.
“I think I’ d like to return to the garden, Anna.” He'll come back to us. He must.

Annareached for her hand.
Firebird pulled it back. “Don’t touch me, Anna. Please. I'll crack.”

“Firebird,” the Sentind woman said gently. “Y ou should not stray too far from cdl, should therebe a
blockade emergency.”

“I know.” Firebird spread her hands on therailing. “And | must stay close for fear of menta attack until
the alphatampering is hedled, despite the fact that the blockaders are thirty-five hundred kilos out, only a
hundred-fifty times Brennen’ s range. Who knows, perhapsthe Shuhrhave...” She found she could not
sy “RIA” evento Anna. “... projectors of their own.” He can’t die there. It's not possible.

With ahand-lifting gesture, Anna caught her gaze. “Firebird, you must control your emotions. Y ou are
disrupting the sanctuary. Brennen will return. Hewill save your sster if anyone can.”

Firebird drew back a step. “Don’'t comfort me with platitudes.”” Her wistful depression turned to
unreasonable anger, and shedidn’t careif the elderly couple sensed it. ” Brennen has taken avirtudly
untested craft againgt an enemy that represents al he despises. Heis outnumbered by hundreds, and his
only dly will be stedth. He has gone for the sake of my wretched, scheming sister, who helast saw trying



to execute him by disintegration. And the shamah isno help, no assurance at al of hissurvival. Brennenis
the finest Thyrica could send againgt the Shuhr and was probably the best intelligence officer the
Federacy ever had, and if he succeedsit will not be because of platitudes, but because of skill—and hard
training—and perseverance—and prayer.”

Without letting Annareply, she fled down the pavement to the golden double-doors of the groundside lift.
If only she could fly —get into afightercraft and pushiit to itslimits—get off the ground—

When she stepped off onto the lawn she stopped in surprise, hearing music. She followed the haunting
melody up onto the hillsde. It sounded... like akinnora, beautifully played.

Kinnor, she moaned slently. What’ s wrong, little Kin? Do you miss him, too?

Hafway to the top, she found the sekiyr. He sat cross-legged, black hair falling unheeded into hisface,
and he was playing akinnora. Firebird had a sudden, heart-wrenching flash of memory. Corey Bowman
of Naetal had waved jauntily from the stepstand of his own tagwing fightercraft the last time she had ever
seen him, and black hair tumbled into his eyes, too, before he tipped head into helmet for battle. He had
died that day; instantly, she hoped, and painlessly, hisfighter turned to fusion fire under the lasers of
Brennen’s Delta Squadron. Her more-than-brother, black-eyed and rebellious, wildest of the
Weadllings...

She blinked hard, stepping dowly so not to disturb the sekiyr and shatter the dear illusion.

Helaid down the instrument, though, sensing her approach, and looked up with solemn blueeyesina
clear ovd facethat dispelled dl imagery of Corey Bowman. “Y ou're Mistress Cad-well.”

“Andyou're... 7" Firebird winced. “Forgive me.”
“Labeth Kingman.” Hefingered his narrow gold sekiyr’sring.

Inwardly she groaned: ardative of Ellet’s. A cumulus cloud passed in front of the sun, railsing prickleson
her arm. “Pleasefinish, Labeth. That piece waslovdy.”

As he plucked another intricate mel ody, she sank onto the soft, cropped grass. At any moment he would
leave, avoiding her, but offering some gracious excuse.

To her surprise, he finished the piece and then lifted the instrument from hislap. “Y ou play, don't you?’
“A... gmilar instrument. And I’ ve dabbled with the kinnora.”
“I thought so, from the kind of attention you pay.” He held it out to her.

She wanted the comfort of the clairsaso badly... but on kinnora, she’' d make such an amateurish fool of
herdf...

Firebird. He' s offering friendship. Take it!

She accepted the little harp, balanced the dark wooden soundbox on her thigh, and picked out asimple
tune.

He amiled. “ Sdf-taught?’
“On kinnora, yes.”

He reached for the upper arch. “Let me show you the proper position.”



For an hour she listened, watched, and tried to imitate L abeth Kinsman, joyoudy confused by his direct
gaze and gentle fearlessness. That afternoon, when Labeth was caled for work, they harvested the last
snow-apples together, Firebird at ground level and Labeth in the treetops.

The round, whitefruit felt heavy in her hands, and the rapidly filling basket promised food for monthsto
come. The Sentinelsareright, it isgood for the spirit here... whoops! She bent to retrieve a dropped
fruit, but just before her fingers closed it flew to the basket, apparently of its own accord.

“I’'m sorry,” Labeth called down. “I should' ve seen that sooner.”

“It' sdl right.” Gazing out over the vadley, she leaned againgt the rough trunk and finaly asked, “Labeth?
Areyou related to Ellet Kinsman?’

Crisping brown leaves fluttered as he laughed, rising from tenor to counter-tenor. With arattle of
branches, he dropped down to land beside her. “1 am her brother.” He regained the mature timbre. “Not
her favorite, I'm afraid. It s not easy, being the youngest in the shadow of such agrand lady...”

Firebird thought of Carradee and Phoena. “Believe me, | know.”

Heflicked along-winged insect off the basket. “ But we correspond, and I’ d heard of you ayear ago.
She never mentioned the clairsa, only Cadwell. Ellet isaraptor, Firebird, with asharp eyefor the quarry.
She'll dowel for hersdlf.” Hefting a snow-apple, he bit into it noisly and then grinned.

Remembering Ellet on her lounger, pressed againgt Air Master Dama con Dardy, Firebird smiled, too.
But when Labeth rose again up the trunk, she closed her eyes, letting her heart cry inlonging and anguish.

Brennen!

Ellet Kinsman flung down apile of papers and addressed the celling of her closelittle cubicle. “Any
deadhead with the Second Division could have done this!” Brennen had gone to Hesed, and here she sat,
on the Specia Operations floor of the MaxSec Tower, at Regiona Headquarters on Alta. Stuck on a
hafwit'sjob.

But Orders were Orders, and EHet had been cdled. Sighing, she sent aflicker of epsilon energy at the
scattered papers on her smal square desktop and swept them together. Daylight streamed in the tiny
window on her |&ft; through the open door in front of her, she could hear secretaries voices.

Once, the cubicle two-to-her-right had been assigned to Brennen. And will be again, shefumed. He
may have been dismissed, but . . . Shefinger-pressed awrinkle from her uniform. Only yesterday, she
had discovered and initiated an appeal procedure. High Command might see things alittle differently from
Regiond.

There is compensation in being on Alta. She undoubtedly knew more now about the current N’ Taian
Stuation than Firebird hersaf. The Electorate' s secessionist e ement was coming very closeto trying to
dethrone the Angel os—ostensibly along-term regency —because of Carradee’ sfamilia problems, but
evidently the “dien blood” was afactor, too.

That would change Firebird' s attitudes. Ordering the papers on her desk top and drawing a deep
breath, she rescanned the top page.

It was apolicy review, regarding the status of the Carolinian mining colony, VeeRon. That explained why
she' d been called to assst. She had watched the N’ Taian invasion of VeeRon, witnessed the horror of



“dirty” weaponsthat sterilized aworld for centuries. Apparently, the last colonists were struggling to
keep VeeRon' sirradium mines open—it was a skeleton crew, men without families, only enough to
maintain the mining robots— bedim them, EHet observed. Then, No, it was their home.

But the N’ Taian attack had left so much radiation in the atmosphere that the Federacy was drafting a
recommendation that Caroli evacuate it permanently. No dome, no matter how well shielded, would
block al radiation. No wonder the use of those weapons was forbidden by al known tregties.

Scorch those N’ Taiang! All of them! Particularly—
A shadow passed in front of her door and hovered at its edge, then tapped against it.
“Comein,” EHet said.

A young woman with silver hair dipped through, wearing Thy-rian blue and afour-rayed rank star. EHet
quickly scrolled through memory and located the woman, a second-year commissioned Sentinel. The
name was Kyr—

“Kyrie Spieth.” The girl sduted, and added subvocally, Hello, Sentinel Kinsman.
Ellet, she sent, isfine privately. Welcome to Alta.

Thank you. Kyrie handed her amessage cylinder. From Caroli; probably relevant to your policy
review.

Excellent. You' ve been there?
Just got in.

Ellet motioned Kyrieto fold down the extra seat from the wall of her small cubicle. Kyrie sat Sdeways,
resting some of her weight on onefoot.

What'’ s the mood on Caroli?

The slver-haired girl leaned one arm against the wall. To be honest, the VeeRon review isn't getting
much public attention. They’re more concerned about the series of reports on the fact that Three
Zed is helping rebuild Echo Sx.

Fact of life: The Shuhr don’t cooperate, returned Ellet. People don’t like having their assumptions
shaken.

Kyrie nodded soberly. The morning | left, | heard that the recruiting for Carolinian Home Guard is
up forty percent over thistime last year.

Dropping her pile of papersinto afiling dot on the right Sde of her desk, Ellet consdered.
Ellet?
Sheraised her head to look directly at the younger Sentinel, alerted by the cautious tone of that address.

Isit true, Kyrie sent, that there’s research afoot that would give us a new advantage over the
Shuhr?

Ellet began to strengthen her shields, then hagtily aborted the gesture. She could not afford to darm the
young Sentindl by acting too senditive.



But what had initiated this speculation?

She' d have loved to accessthe curious girl, to seeif RIA had dipped out into general Sentinel gossip, but
she knew her Privacy and Priority Codes. She could not justify using force here. Minor deception,
however, was dlowable.

Not to my knowledge, she answered, holding her inner shiddsfirmly in place. Unlessthe younger
Sentingl actively probed, she would not sense Ellet’ s epsilon activity. What have you heard?

Hopeful speculation, probably. Kyrie shifted into voca speech. “What' sthe shamev like?’

“Lady Firebird?’ Ellet leaned back againgt her desk chair and once more spoke upward, toward the
ceiling. “ Strong. Strange. Foreign.”

“Not one of us.”

Ellet grimaced. “Close enough.” Spieth. She suddenly remembered amatter that had been kept quiet in
the Starbred Families. A Spieth had married out of the Families two generations back. That would
account for Kyrie' sunusua hair—and, cometo think of it, for Master Aldana Spieth’ s unusudly
sympathetic acceptance of Lady Firebird.

“Why hasthe College put her on A-gtatus?’

Why, indeed? Ellet thought without sending. “I'm sorry,” she answered. “I’'m not at liberty to say.”
Bardly, she strengthened her shieldsin arefusa gesture.

“Oh. I'm sorry.” Kyrie' semotiona state, which had relaxed during the conversation, returned to that of a
respectful subordinate.

“Nothing scorched.” Ellet leaned forward again.
“A pleasure to meet you.” Kyrie stood and refolded her seet.
And you, Ellet sent. Kyrie pamed the door shut behind her.

Ellet pulled the Review Board hardcopy from its dot, reconsidered it, then dropped it in again. Carefully
dipping finger and thumb into the opening surfaces of the Carolinian message cylinder, she brokeits sedl.
The papers dropped flat on her desk. Ellet gave them aquick once-over, confirmed that they dedlt with
her assignment, and then dipped them with the Review Board papersinto thefiling dot. Timefor lunch.
Another day, and she'd be done.

She rested her arms and head on her desktop. Hesed. How to get to Hesed, then, quickly?—and once
there, how to convince Firebird to try to rescue her sster Phoena? The notion had been strengthening at
the back of Ellet’smind for two days, dong with the certainty that Ellet could somehow makeit work.

Ellet wasn't duefor fielding rotation for years, though. And shewasn't Sick, in need of sanctuary. The
only legitimate excuse she could think of, that would necessitate atrip to the sanctuary, would be pair
bonding, and despite Damal con Dardy’ s hints and meaningful epsilon touches, she was not acandidate
for that state.

Not while Firebird Angego lived.

Ellet pressed asingle pand on her desk top, darkening the window glass, and shut her eyesto think.



Brennen lay in hiscdll, too exhausted to deepV AH day, the Shuhr had worked at breaking him, and now
he' knew the misery of resistance without epsilon shieds. He hoped Adiyn’ s staff had gleaned only trivia,
for he had kept his mind focused on trifles. He understood their methods and so dedlt with them even
without his epsilon abilities, but he would not outlast them.

Aching, herolled over on his cot. Too many years had passed since he had endured pain without the
ability to block it. Hewilled himsalf unconscious; Polar shot him full of stimulants and continued.

At least he retained affective control and he could forget the pain afterward. He shifted again and turned
to other thoughts.

Unless he could prevent Mari’ s coming, her death seemed as certain as his own. But how to warn her
away? Any day, they might break his defenses. What if they knew Firebird could kill... had killed?If
they knew, and she came, what kind of “research” would she endure?

And what if they gained knowledge of RIA?

He shut his eyes againgt the grim cell and a buzzing heedache. The blocking drug had begun to wear off
early, afact he desperately hoped to hide from his captors. They must have underestimated their dosage.

If only he could touch some other mind, reach across space to call someonein. (Impossible, hisinner
voiceinssted.) If the Federacy would attack this bedimmed colony and destroy it, Mari might be spared
the consegquences of their rashness, though he would die with the Shuhr. But whom among the Federates
could hecdl on? (There, you see?it taunted.) He would have to reach someone near Regiona
Command, a Sentingl sengitive enough to him to catch the faintest, most distant cry, if with returning
strength he could launch one so far. Who... ?

Ellet.

He sat up and stared through darkness toward the ceiling. Ellet’s mind would be open to him. His
dightest touch would gtir her to action. (But what kind of action? He could easily lure her to her
death, too.) He must make it clear that she must not come done into the trap, that she must bring others,
convince Regiond to attack.

(Not the fleet! He had been forced from Federate service and would not cry to them for help.)

Who am | fooling? he groaned. The Federacy could justify atacking from its own ends. If 1 can touch
Ellet at all from this distance, that will be beyond anything | have undertaken before.

He formulated aterse message of mental images: Ellet, RIA, Fleet, soon. He shaped and integrated it
into asingle form and imbued it with urgency. Recalling the sense of hugeness he had experienced while
linked to RIA, he cdled that sensation to mind and drew himsdf inward, focusing dl hisreturning strength
onthecal. Then heflung it outward in dl directions and dropped exhausted into deep.

The following evening, Cassia Tulleman stepped through the black cell door. At each shoulder of her
deeveessjumpsuit astreamer scarf fluttered, white below her shimmering dark hair. He rose off his cot
and warily greeted her.

“I’'m not staying,” she answered. “But if you want to egt tonight, I’ d suggest you come with meto Polar’'s
guarters. HE s asked usto dinner.”

1] US’?’



Sheturned haf away from him, displaying her provocative silhouette, brown beneath white gauze. “He
has asked me. But I’ d rather not go done. | am choosing to bring you. Come, if you' re coming.” She
inclined her head toward him. “ Areyou?’

Hefingered the cuff of histunic. “Y ou do fear him. What has he done?’

Cassadrew aslver shock pistol. “ After you,” she purred, and she followed him down the passways,
directing him at each CQjner.

As he stepped into Polar’ s gpartment with Cassid s hand arched on hisarm, he blinked, visudly
hammered by theriot of color in the outer room, each chair and lounger apparently chosen to clash with
the shade of its nearest neighbor, the stretch of flooring just undernegath, and the walls behind. Above a
long mirrored cabinet built of red-and-black grained wood, there hung the trophy head of some huge
catlike beadt, itslips curled back to show six upper fangs. Though the room’ s opulent spaciousness
relieved his cramped kinesthetic senses, its harlequin brightness crowded him. Could Polar be color
blind, or wasthis histaste?

Polar wore along shimmering shirt of deep magenta belted in black and very tight black pants; hishair,
combed in waves, glistened with matching magentaflecks. Not color blind, then, unless someone
dresses him. Brennen saw resentment in his eyes as he greeted them, asif he had said, “ Cassia What's
this?”

She caressed Brennen’sarm. “A change of scenery will stimulate the memory—yes?’

Polar’ s glance returned to Brennen. “ Certainly, Cassia, if it will entertain you.” He poured aglass of
ruby-colored liquor. “ Steen, my friends?’

“Naturaly.” Cassatook the cordial.

Polar raised one eyebrow toward Brennen as he handed Cassia her drink, and Brennen shook his head.
Even if the liquor was not laced with killcare or some other hypnotic, he had good reason to stay dert,
shiddlessin thiscompany.

The doors opened soundlessy as Brennen took afan-backed chair beside Cassiain the dining acove.
Hurriedly ayoungster set before them adinner that looked and smelled very different from the

subs stence food Brennen had eaten the previous night. He dispatched the delicately spiced dishes
quickly, without trying to concedl his enjoyment. Cassiawatched him, amused, but he refused to take
notice. Even if kindness had not been her intention, tonight he moved unfettered among the Shuhr,
watching them. If he ever escaped, he would have knowledge no other had reported.

Ashe sipped excdlent, fresh kaffa, a second boy removed platters. Even stripped of probing ability,
Brennen could see that the child radiated fear in Polar’ s presence, amost dropping agoblet in his haste
to be gone. Brennen thought of Firebird, his Wastling, who like this child had expected to die young, of
Hesed and his own children.

Polar pushed back hischair, strolled to awall unit, and opened a cabinet. “ A fascinating thing.” He
shifted and twisted his hand just so. Brennen heard the familiar singing note of his crystace as Polar
turned. Hisfirgt, unshieldable impulse wasto try to wrest it from Polar’ s hands. Cassialaughed, while
Polar’ s expression broadcast taunting superiority. He siwung the shimmering, virtudly invisible blade of
the Sentinels' ceremonia wegpon around his head. “I’ ve tested it on afew substances. permastone,
dur-astedl, subadults—I haven't been ableto shatter it, but | suppose | haven't tried with al my strength.
| would rather keep it for my collection.” Fingering off the sonic activator to return the Aurite crysta’ s
molecular bondsto their stable length, Polar tucked it into his black sash, then haf smiled. Brennen



S destepped toward another pair of loungers. When he committed himself to one, Cassapointedly joined
him.

Polar watched them. “ Cadwell, | came across arather cluttered compartment in your surface memory of
knife-fighting skills. Have you been studying recently?”

“Not recently.”
“Of course.” Opening one hand, Polar gestured knowingly. “1t'smore likely that you’ ve been teaching.”
“Not recently...”

“Cassa has been tutoring my son Jerric.” Polar glanced from Brennen to Cassia, and Brennen sensed a
dightly tipsy undercurrent in Polar’ s superficid tone. “Here we are with an hour to spare, afid I’ ve had
too little lighthearted sport for weeks on end. If the two of you would enjoy a practice match, | would
find that both nove and entertaining.”

“Not him, Dru. He stoo likely to hold back and waste my efforts,” she said, but she plucked the scarves
from her shoulders.

“All right.” Polar flexed hisarms. “I’ll take you, Cassia, if you' rewilling. Too long without practice leaves
on€e sedge rusty. Our pet Sentinel can referee.”

Cassaand Dru reached for their boots, and each came up with atriangle-bladed dirk half the length of a
Carolinian dagger. Observing no preliminaries, they smply went at each other, Polar from his stance and
Cassiaout of thelounger. Their litheness did not surprise Brennen. At Three Zed and Echo Six only the
fittest would survive.

Before Cassiahad fully risen out of her crouch, Polar’ s blade flickered. “ Score,” Brennen cdled. “Polar.”
Cassid sbare arm bled just below the elbow.

Polar led her to the cabinet and drew out amedicd kit. In aminute, they returned to center floor.

“We ll try that again.” Polar poured and drained another cordid. “ There. Perhaps now we are more
evenly matched.”

“Ready.” Cassa stone defied him.
“Begin.”

Polar’ s early gtrike, evidently meant to intimidate, seemed to anger Cassia. She dashed randomly. Polar

hung back in acasud stance, dl hisweight on onefoot. Suddenly she stepped in close, tripped him, and

swvung her dirk down. Hetwisted as hefdll. The blade diced only shirt and skin, but it was anear miss of
amgor artery.

“Score,” Brennen said softly, sensing Polar’ sfredly broadcast anger and surprise. “ Tulleman.”

Cassanursed Polar thistime and then ignored him, walking instead to Brennen’ slounger. Polar stayed
behind, leaning on the cabinet with yet another goblet, from which he sipped more ddlicately.

“Now, Sentinel?” she asked. “Now that you know | can hold my own?’
Herose uneasily. “All right, Cassia. Polar, will you lend me ablade? Mineis e sewhere.”

Polar chose another dender dirk from the cabinet. In the moment both men held it their eyes met, and



Brennen glimpsead hatred flickering there, not theleast blunted by liquor.’ That onesandiendesgn.’* A
corner of Polar’ s mouth twitched.” *Watch your grip.’*

Hefollowed Cassato the center of the room. Polar turned to watch, clenching his blazer in hisright hand
and aknifein hisleft, on guard.

Cassacrouched, eyeing Brennen hungrily, arms glistening. Brennen adjusted his hand around the
unfamiliar grip. Its hold was perpendicular to those to which he was accustomed, and he would swat with
theflat and not cut unless he paid as careful attention to hishold asto Cassia. He did not dare harm
her—he did not even want to blood her—but he could see in the smilelines around her eyesthat she
would thoroughly enjoy dicing him for sport.

She sprang. He ducked and dodged but did not counterattack.

“Comeon.” She planted clenched fists on her hips, black hair quivering with the shake of her shoulders.
“If you're not going to cooperate, give the knife back to Dru.”

He nodded and stepped out counterclockwiseto lead in with aglaring feint, then parried her
counterstroke with thefiat of hisblade. Meta rang.

She pulled back, wringing her hand. “What are you trying to do, disarm me? We don't play that way.”

“So you won't fight, Sentinel?” Brennen spun in time to see Polar drop the blazer, shift knifeto hisright
hand, and lunge.

Swiftly Brennen backed out of the Shuhr’ sreach. “No, Polar.”
“You’ d best defend yoursdlf. Y ou could serve my purposesjust aswell with one—less—arm!”

Polar lunged again, closer thistime. Brennen sprang away, watching for the dightest opening. Polar
offered none but crouched closer yet, steedy on hisfeet: barely, dangeroudy drunk.

Brennen prepared to legp in any direction as he Turned, seeking his carrier across the gap that continued
to narrow asthe drug wore off.

Therel He quenched hisjubilation. The P nah felt tenuous, but he would be able to use resources Polar
expected him to lack.

And what of Polar’ sresources? In Adiyn’s absence Polar would not cal up that power-gorged imitation
link, would he? The thought blazed across Brennen’s mind before he could blank it: Does Polar guess
that | know?

Polar’ s attention flashed to Cassafor gpproval. Brennen attacked.

Polar responded with astonishing reflexes. Brennen ft fire on his chest. Automaticaly blocking the pain
with familiar epsilon energy, heamed acut a Polar’ swithdrawing knife arm. Polar laughed as he sorang
away. Brennen'shold on the grip had shifted, and what might have been an effective dice was a comical

swipe.
The black-haired Shuhr returned to his crouch, gloating with hislashless black eyes "We ll tape your
rentslater, al at once. Say it, Cassa Score. Polar. And here’ sabetter.”” He charged again.

“Drul” Cassiashouted. Brennen saw the knife homing for his shoulder. “Cool down!” He twisted aside.
“Adiynwill haveyour heed if you maim him!”



“He I have no such thing.” Polar spun and stabbed again from well within Brennen' s guard.
Brennen’ s backward legp saved hisarm but betrayed him.

Trangparently flinging fury away, Polar abandoned his attack and stood very till, eyeing Brennen.
Brennen felt Polar’ s probelick at his epsilon matrix. He relinquished the Turn too late.

“Cassa,” Polar saidicily, “our guest isin need of his medication. Would you be so kind asto administer
it?’

Cassia stopped circling. Her face clouded for an ingtant, then she tossed her head. “1 would enjoy that.
Of course, Dru. | don’'t suppose you keep any in here?’

“Ah, but I do.” He gestured toward a black carryall on thefloor.
Brennen tensed, wondering if he dared fight, as Cassia sorted through ampules.
“I wouldn't,” Polar said quietly, very sober now.

Brennen fingered the thumbguard of the dirk and Turned again. The carrier flickered; he had not regained
solid enough linkage to depend onit.

Cassafilled along-needled venous syringe and flicked its barrel dmaost casualy. Brennen could fed her
crowing a him. You'll hold him, Dru?

Polar lifted ahand in casua Command stance, strode forward, and took the alien knife from Brennen.
“I'm ready.” Cassia stepped up. “Kned.”
Kned ? Brennen sent, hoping only to gain alittletime.

There are other positions. But thisis the best for the spinal fluid. Shelet adroplet fal from the
needle.

Brennen swallowed hard. Nonsense.

On your knees, Caldwell. Polar’ s hand shifted.

Chapter 17
The Dreams

con molto affetto - with deep feding

Brennen’ s bead tilted inexorably under Cassid staloned push, and aUV beamer kissed the hairline a the
base of hisskull. A cold bite of pain mocked his hopes; he felt amoment of dizziness. Then Polar
released him.

He scrambled to hisfest, fighting to retain contact with the carrier, although he knew they watched and
laughed. The pain of the knife dash across his chest increased steadily as his control dipped. He wiped
sdt water from hiseyes.

Cassaflicked afingernail across his shoulder. “'I'll tend you. But you' d better get back to your room.



You'll beadegpinafew minutes”

She shoved him onto the sted-hard cot. “Lie dtill.”
“It will heal, Cassia,” he protested as he begged aching musclesto relax. “I’ ve had worse.”

“Oh, haveyou?’ Her smile widened greedily. She pulled off his shirt and began to work at the crusting
wound with adamp, warm handcloth from the kit. He pulled away and rolled toward thewall, barking a
knee on black stone.

Suddenly fire crawled over every centimeter of his skin. Gasping, he twisted to face Cassa.
She smirked. The burning sensation ceased without leaving even a sense of warmth. He shivered.
“What wasthat?’

Cassialaughed. “My wild talent. Synthesizing a heat response at the nerve endings. Shall | cal it up
agan?

He groaned. “No.”
“Thenliedtill,” she hissed.

He grew warm, limp, and drowsy as Cassa checked the dash with a“ scanner, then dressed it with a
strip of biotgpe. She touched hisleft cheek, near his ear, where he had cut it falling in the corridor, then
been kicked by Phoena. “Y ou're going to have ascar. | likeit.”

When she finished, she laid the kit on the floor and began to massage his body. Her hands were strong
on his shoulders, and when she worked deep into the inner layers of muscle, hischest lost dl pain; there,
her touch became gentler, avoiding the taped knife stroke. Somehow she kept her claws out of hisflesh.
Hedghed shdlowly.

Shelay down on him. Like perfume, athread of epsilon energy dipped past shields he no longer could
raise, and her stroking became an inner caress, wickedly sweet as she kneaded his shoulders.

Exhausted and drugged, Brennen could no longer muster the strength to resist her gently. With
vehemence he had not used in Polar’ s quarters, he threw her off, and shefell to the floor. The access
dissipated.

Grimacing as sherose, she reached for the shock pistol on her belt. “ All right, Sentinel. How will you
please me?—stunned?’

He pushed up to st, blinking dowly, hoping she would believe him even more deeply drugged than he
felt. Hisweary body sagged forward. As she stepped closer, he reached out a hand.

“That’ s better,” she whispered.
He lunged forward and closed his hand over hers on her wespon.
Shelaughed.

Groggily he considered his choices. He could not shoot her down. Cassia could open the cdll door from
ingde and he could not, and plainly if he continued to resist, he would only excite her to more repel lent



demands.
Still he gripped her hand, and the pistal.

A second ddlicate tendril dithered into his consciousness. Its texture had Firebird’ sfierce pride but a
heavy “otherness’: he could never have bonded Cassia. He knew he could please her, though, and she
would know it, too.

She stood motionless, eyes half closed, guiding her stroking probe deeper.
It was not easy to ignore that sensation. “Please go.” He dropped her hand.

“Mm.” She gtraightened and withdrew. “ That’ sa start. | could develop ataste for your kind,
Sentinel—when you' re awake.”

“No, Cassa.”

“Youthink, ‘No." ” The sound of her retresting footsteps gave him little comfort.

Td sat in Firebird srooms late at night, dressed like her in along nightrobe. As on the past four nights,
they shared hopes: Brennen and Phoena ought to have returned aday before, might return momentarily.
But Firebird' s sense of disaster had not diminished, and tonight, when Tel mentioned Kinnor and
Kie—two Standard months old, today—she began to cry: long, racking sobs that shamed her.

Unexpectedly he reached out and pulled her head to his shoulder. He was not Brenn, but the gesture was
comforting, hisarmswarm, and his shoulder aready becoming too firm for an aristocrat’s. When she
stopped shaking, he kept one arm around her waist.

“| should be shat, Firebird.” He whispered so softly she could barely hear him above the unending
cascade down thewall. “I wish | had never left Naetai. Brennen would still be here, if not for me.”

She groaned at the guilt lined on hisforehead and brought hersalf under shaky control. “Don’'t talk that
way, Tel. We made our choices, and not in ignorance.”

“Firebird, they’ll be back. I'm sure. But if—if—Brennen.... doesn’t return, men neither will.... | mean, if
Phoenais... gone—men you're no Wastling any longer. And if you ever wanted to go home—"

Thetears gathered again. “It will be avery long time before | stop hoping he' Il be back.”

“Let mefinish.” Td laid hisother hand on her arm. “Please. | couldn’t bear to see you left awidow
because of me. I'd owe you—well, anything | could give. If you wanted it.”

Firebird saw that he, too, wavered near tears. “ Thank you, Td. I'll remember that.”

That night Firebird’ s dreams began. The visions of death seeped up into her deep, robbing her of thelittle
peace she hoped to find. One recurred: Camly she leaned against awall, facing an amphitheater full of

N’ Taian nobleswith acloth target laid over her chest. She stood patiently, discussing baligticswith a
sgngleguard, dowly losing that uncaring cam until she redlized it was death— the end of &l hope and
victory—she awaited so passively.

Then she began to run, chased closdly by—by what? She did not dare turn to ook, she must escape!



For Brennen faced some terrible danger. Only if she could reach him in time did he stand a chance of
surviva. She could even hear him, pleading in akind of desperation she had thought her capable hushand
incapable of feding. She must bring RIA. She mugt bring help. The Flest— even, illogicdly, Ellet
Kinsman.

After two nights of thisand afrustrating first attempt at throwing pottery, she begged an appointment with
Dabarrah.

“What can | do?’ she asked forlornly after describing the dreams. “Isthiswhat Brennen feared, the first
symptoms of losng my mind?’

He steepled hisfingers and eyed her across the desk. * Perhaps the recurrence of these dreamsis a better
sgnthanyouthink,” hesaid camly.

Sherubbed a sore arm. “How can that be?’

“I believe that you have begun to sense the core layer of repressed imagination. Perhapsthe carrier, now
dirred, isbeginning to work free. If S0, it will increasingly dominate your thinking and dresmsfor a

period.”
“Isthat good?’
“Inyour case, | cannot say. The horrorswill lessen, the more you understand and face them.”

“l see. But I... hope...” She halted. She didn’t know what to hope. She passed the back of her hand
over her eyes. “| am defeated by my own fantasies. | thought that by facing death in my mind | could cure
myself of fear. | thought | had learned courage, Master. But | merely bound up my fear of desth with
cords of epsilon energy.”

“Do not dedl too harshly with yoursdlf,” he answered. “Y ou suffered much as a child, and indeed only
your courage dlows you to touch thet carrier a dl. Y ou do not know how this criss may resolveitself.”

“Brennen,” shewhispered. “I'velogt him.”

“Not necessarily, Midtress. He is dive; one can tdll from observing you that the pair bond remainsintact.
But this separation, a thistime, iswise, however difficult for you to endure. | should hear back from the
College within aweek, with word regarding how I— we—might proceed with your eva uation and
training. Then, my lady, it could well be that you will be dlowed histouch again.”’

“And our sons?’
“Perhaps. They are defensdess, Firebird Mari, and very, very vulnerable to you.”

Later that day, atrio of Sentinels ran the blockade with messages, foiling the Shuhr’ sjamming of
DeepScan transmissons. Firebird heard most of the news over lunch, from Labeth. Hearing of Rattela's
attempts to strengthen his regency left her in achoking fury. She and Rattela had detested one another for
years. Also, Ellet sent word of a Shuhr attack on a colony world near Alta.

But Labeth brought no word of Brennen.

Master Dabarrah cdled Firebird to his officeimmediately after the medl. Uneasily she seated hersdlf
before his desk, flicking the hem of a soft red gown closer to her ankles.

“I have had other news from the blockade runners that you must hear, Mistress.”



“Yes?’ she asked, her voice barely aquaver.

“Not what you fear. But aword has been put in my ear from sources very close to the Federacy’s
Regiona Council. Y ou heard about the Shuhr attack at Kerramour City?”

She nodded. Sources close to the Regional Council. That must mean Ellet, she thought.

“The circuits of command close dowly, but apparently the Federate fleet is preparing a counterstrike.
One reason for delay has been the need for absolute secrecy, to gain every possible advantage against
the Shuhr, whom they fear with an even deeper, more superstitious dread than we do.”

She glanced away, catching Dabarrah’ simplication. The Federates dreaded the Sentinel kindred, too,
reluctant though both sideswere to admit it. How different the interrelation from her old view asa
N’ Taian outsider!

“In the unity of the Shuhr worlds, which have feuded for so long, the High Command sees both athrest
and atarget. The Shuhr forces are gathering again near Echo Six. The planned counterstrike entails
smultaneous attacks on both known localities.”

“And—will anything be donefird... 7’

“If anything is officidly known of Master Brennen’ swhereabouts, or planned for hisaid, my messenger
brought no word.” He laid one hand on the desk. “1 think we must assume not. Y ou must not spesk of
thisto anyone—except Prince Td, should you wish that, since hiswifeis probably till a Three Zed as
well. Even here, we must maintain security.”

“Officidly known?’ Firebird cried. “Where else could he be?’

“Mistress Firebird.” Dabarrah raised hisbrows. “Be dill.” Ellet. Firebird stared ahead, unseeing. She's
got to do something!

Tel leaned away from the white railing and watched Firebird hurry from Dabarrah’ s office. He could tell
from her long, jerky strides that she was badly upset. He did not fed entirely stable himsdlf; tonight, he
could think of nothing but Phoena.

These two weeks at Hesed had changed him. He was stronger, both physically and emaotionaly. The
pastora setting strengthened the link he had dways fdt with nature, and hiswork with breeding
animas—for which, he’ d been assured, he showed ared talent —heightened his sense of identity asa
man, astep above the beasts.

And Phoena had Ieft him.
She had dways acted asif she needed him, asif she treasured what he could give her...
And she had gone to the Shuhr.

When Firebird retreated through the arch of her rooms, Tel stepped out across the stones. Firebird
hadn’t noticed his growing agitation, these last two days. He hadn’t mentioned it. She wastoo full of her
own concerns—and this matter hurt his pride too badly. Thiswas not something one shared with a
woman.

So hewould go to Dabarrah, the heder.



When he rapped lightly at the door of the Master’ s office, he was not surprised to hear the Magter's
voice cal softly, “Comein, Y our Highness”

He passed indde. The Master sat on the long, white stone bench carved into the left wall. Tel sank into a
gtill-warm wooden chair. He half expected, half dreaded that Dabarrah would ask, “What can | do for
you?’ And how would he say it? How would he humble himself a second timeto a Sentindl, ashe had
done before Brennen Caldwell, to ask for the kind of help only they could give? He glanced around the
office, at banks of silent equipment, white sone—and the serene Madter.

“I have newsfor you,” said Dabarrah. “Bad news, perhaps.” Slowly, carefully, hetold of the impending
Federate strike.

Tel waved the news away. “ Surely they’ll be out by then. They’ re probably on their way, will be back
tomorrow.”

Dabarrah’ s hair shone white-gold in the lamplight. “ So we dl hope,” the Master said. “And | senseyou
have come to me for something else. Relating, perhaps, to Princess Phoena? Something you wish to
settlein yoursdlf before her return?’

“What can you do?’ Tel asked. “1 haveto know al you would do, before | consent.”

“I know you have been abandoned.” Dabarrah turned aside, pulling hislanky legs up onto the benchin
front of him. “I will not—I cannot—diminate your hurt. Y ou would not wish thet; it would diminish you
asafedling person. But you have now built the strength to dedl withit. | can go back with you, and
refresh your memories of your timeswith Phoena. If you recall her more accurately, knowing now what
she has done, you may gain adeeper understanding of her motives, and your own. That isakind of
access hedling. Isit something you fed can help you?”

Td curled hisfingers around the Sdes of the chair. “Yes, Madter. | think... | understand my own motives
better now than | did when | |eft Naetal.”

Dabarrah gave him aquestioning look.

Td reached for his sash ends—but he wore no sash now, only simple gray shipboards. “I... remainedin
correspondence with the Duke of Claighbro—Rattela—while | resded on Thyrica... as| supposeyou
know.”

“We knew, though nothing was said to Mistress Firebird.”

“Yes. |... have cometo expect that of you. Well. Muirnen Rattelaand | were very good friends, before.
Before the invasion, before Hunter Height. Y ou have only recently had word of Rat-tela s attemptsto
take power on Naetal. | had heard of hisintent already. |... encouraged him, especidly when hewrote
of Phoena snobility and sacrifice asaleader in the Loydist cause. | assumed he meant to encourage
Carradee to abdicate in Phoena sfavor. | dreamed, once, of sitting beside Phoena sthrone. I’ m not so
certain | believe that any more. Rattelais hinting a disbarring the entire Angelo family. He wantsthe
crown!”

In the silence of the room, Tel heard water running beyond the arch. He shifted on the hardwood chair,
relieved to have confessed his old ambition.

Dabarrah turned to lean forward again. “All thiswill affect the N’ Taian people less than you think, Td.
Our primary concernisfor the safety of the Angelo women—all three, if at al possible. Should the
Situation arise when you deem it gppropriate, | would appreciate your conveying to Her Mgesty and her



husband the Prince that they would be welcometo join you herein safety.”

“Oh.” Td stared, considering. “ Daithi—could he be healed here, perhaps? So that Carradee could have
another daught— another heir?’ He pressed hislipstogether. “ Though, if the An-gelo genes are your
concern, you should know that Carradee will not marry again.”

“Prince Daithi would be welcome, of course. Do you think the Queen and her consort would be happy
here?’

“Absolutely. Oh, Master, absolutely. But only if Carradee felt she had discharged her duty to Naetal,
done her utmost, and been sent away ... She would seek to fulfill that priority fird, yet...” He pushed
upright in the seet again. “Either Phoena or Firebird would have made a stronger Queen.”

Dabarrah smiled wryly. “I will not arguethat, Td. Will you send to Her Mgesty?’
“By the next blockade runner out.”

Dabarrah stood. “Y ou would be more comfortable in the inner room, then, if you wish to go through with
the heding.”

Tel pushed up out of hischair. “1 am ready,” he said. “My conscienceis clean, now.”

Brennen struggled apprehensively to consciousness, fearing a any moment to be led again by the
probe Polar had flung repeatedly through his aphamatrix. The lights had been brought up, and—he
tested cautioud y—his body had been rel eased from voice-command.

Then Polar had finished once again.

It was the fourth day of interrogetion. Polar wastoying with him, going dowly, prolonging his struggle,
savoring hisfear. On the third, Polar had claimed he' d broken, presenting him a sheet of data. But
Brennen saw nothing Polar’ s agents could not have learned from Bosk Terrdl’ s cohorts on Thyrica, and
he said as much. Thistime he wastold nothing: adifferent kind of torment, because he had begun to
weaken. Eventuadlly, Polar would stop dallying and call up the power of that Other whose energy
provided theimitation link with Adiyn. And then?

The sound of footsteps alerted him to Polar’ sreturn; no sense of approaching mind, he observed dully.
Only his outer senses remained.

He pulled himsdf upright and opened his eyes, then sat at the edge of the stedy dab, gripping itsrim with
both hands. That last defense, willing himsalf unconscious, had returned to his control when he
discovered away to counter Polar’ s stimulants. He had used that defense relentlesdy at each inkling of
dippage. Intime, however, it would exhaust him beyond the ability to useit.

Polar stepped up close beside him. “Very interesting, Caldwell.

Next timewe shal ‘discuss your Ree-aproject in closer detail. And why should P nah be so heavy on
your mind?‘

Brennen bardly kept himself from reacting with bald emotiona violence. Had he comethat closeto his
breaking point?

“But not today. Tomorrow. Come. | have something to show you.”



In a second laboratory, two Shuhr carried athin, dark-haired boy between them and forced him onto the
metd table. As Brennen took a stool, double-guarded himself, Polar rolled his own stool close.

The boy groaned.

“Bedill,” Polar said. “1 will easethisfor you if | can. And be comforted by the fact that Caldwell
watchesthistime"”’

The boy turned dark eyes on Brennen, who saw mingled with hisfear an awful hatred.

“Better.” Polar reached for the boy’ s chest and let his hand lie there. “My redl hopes are built on this,
Cddwdl. Today | think you will see how timely and fortuitous your arriva among us has been.

“Sadly, thisboy hasfailed in histestings. Asacull, he was chosen for this demondration.”
“I can see he' sno volunteer.” Brennen clenched hisstoal.

Theboy shot him abaeful glance.

“Manners, Cadwell. HE s unhappy enough as matters stand.”

“Now, let me explain the procedure. With electromagnetic disruption probes here...” He dipped ahand
under the small of the boy’ sback and taped on awire. “... and here...” He repeated the act at apale,
sweaty temple. “1 will be able to bring about a momentary reversal of polarity of hisepsilon wave. The
subject’ sautometic reaction to thereversd isto Turn—he can’t help it—and if at that instant | can link
mentally with him, the superimposition of antipodal waves should rel ease a surge of wave-synchronous
energy. It will be mine permanently, if | can fuseit with my own... al the experimenta evidence points
that way, anyway. It will leave him little more than a vegetable, unfortunately, but hypotheticdly ableto
movea my will.”

“Hypothetically?” Brennen repested dully.

“Yes. Thusfar, al such attempts have failed. We have been unable to proceed past this point, for
reasons you will see”

Abruptly Brennen felt he understood why Polar owned power that reeked of duplicity. The “research”
had proven more successful than Polar would publicly acknowledge. “Y ou are anxious to have me
observe, then,” he said, to mask his suspicion.

1] Oh’ ya”

Brennen understood. He wished he did not. “But—~Polar, this boy istoo young to have begun to
exercise—"

“Does age affect potentia ?” Polar turned away. “Proceed.” Astwo techs hurried to carry out the order,
Polar |leaned over the boy’ s body. “Now,” he barked.

Polar’ s energy thrust outward, surged, and then faded into the epsilon silence in which Brennen now
lived.

The boy lay without breathing, hisface gray and contorted.

Sighing, Polar whirled the stoal. “ As you see, none of my subjects have survived the reversal process. |
fed certain that their epslon strength has proven too dight to maintain menta function. A strong enough
subject, though, might survive long enough for me to accomplish fusion. Possibly.” Polar smiled, showing



arow of perfect yellow-cream teeth. He saluted mockingly and then spoke to Brennen’ sguards. “Take
the Generd Coordinator back to await further... debriefing.”

Keeping dl thought silenced, Brennen waked with the pair back to his quarters. The door shut behind
him without asound, and thistime Brennen was glad to seeit close, grateful to be left aone, to think.

He dropped onto his cot. What had really happened in that laboratory?

Had Polar devoured the boy’ s potentia, made it his own, as Brennen suspected? Or had the
“demongration” faled, as Polar claimed?

Reversed polarity.

Could that be Firebird’ swild talent? Through some mutation over twenty generationsin the isol ated
Angelo line, had sheinherited anaturdly reversed-polarity epsilon wave?

He sat up straight, imagining Firebird' svivid visions of degth, bound up with her epsilon carrier and
empowered by Polar’ s notion of “wave-synchronous antipoda fusion.” If both Terrell and Firebird had
been Turning at the moment of contact, al Terrdl’ s native energy and that of the fusion would have been
diverted into making the visudizationsred. .. into convincing him he wasdying... intokilling him.

Could it be true? Or could that power surge Polar sought so eagerly smply provefata in al cases? If
that were s0, then she was adeadly danger to al Sentindls.

He couldn’t begin to understand.
Onething, however, he understood perfectly.

Brain death or “fusion,” Polar intended thisfate for him.

Chapter 18
TheHoly Tale

lucernarium - song for Vespers, or evening worship; its texts most often refer to light

Evening lay gentle on Hesed' s commons. Firebird sat aone at awooden table near the kitchens, staring
out over the water. Around its edge, dim lights shone pale turquoise. The water shimmered, and in her
memory she saw Brennen, in white and gold, prepared to take her forever as hiswife. A tear pooled on
the underside of her chin.

Acrossthewater, adark figure hurried along its edge, afolder under one arm. Tal and dender, it looked
like Ellet’ s brother Labeth. Solemnly she watched him stride dong—

And stop, and knock at the door of her room.

She did not move. Today, after leaving Master Dabarrah’ s office, she had caught a glimpse of Kid and
Kinnor: Annaand asekiyr had been sitting on a blanket on the hillside with them. Firebird had run the
other way.

She wished now she had tried to get closer. Another tear coursed down her cheek as Labeth walked
toward the commons.



She wiped her face dry and tilted her head to look up at him. “ Good evening, Labeth. Are my babies
wdl?

Hisdark eyesblinked once in an expression that might have been carefully modulated concern. “Firebird.
I’'mglad | found you. Yes, they arewdl. May | join you?’

Firebird laid ahand on the chair next to her own.
Setting hisfolio on the table, Labeth seated himself. For afew seconds, he gazed at the water with her.
“How go your studies?’” she asked.

Heturned hislarge blue eyestoward her. “I’ ve been commended on access penetration. So they go well.
But | came to show you something I’ ve found.”

“Oh?’
Labeth laid ahand on thefolder. “You'redl right?’ he asked solemnly.
“I'mal right, Labeth.” She rested her forearms on the table. “What have you brought?’

“Well.” Hetoo leaned forward. “Master Bendict has been working on anew trandation of Olami Auria,
acollection of Aurian holy tales. They were never used as sacred writ, but asteaching storiesfor the
Aurian children. There sa Colonid trandation that’s commonly used in study, but it’ sincomplete, and
Master Bendict has been trandating the lost stories. He read methistoday—" Labeth drew two sheets
of fresh, pale parchment from the folder. 1t brought tearsto my eyes. | know you're having adifficult
time, Firebird. | thought... You find comfort in your music, as| do. Do you ever write? Have you ever
tried setting aballad?”’

“I finished one not long after | first arrived at Hesed, based on acharacter from N’ Taian history.”

Labeth’ slipsformed an 0. “Then thisisyours, Firebird.” He touched the top sheet of parchment. “Thisis
the story of Ahriyth of Metsura, and I’d like to hear it some day, if you can makeit abalad.”

“Who was she?’

Heleaned away, and hislong, ova face became serious again. “1’d like you to read it yoursdf. Tell me
what you think tomorrow.” Sliding the parchment back into its protective folder, he eyed her. “You are
al right?”

A ddlicate touch of “otherness’ at the edge of her perception told Firebird that despite A-status and
orders, he wanted to know for himself.

“Thingsaren’t good, Labeth,” she said. “But Master Dabarrah has seen me daily for aweek. He says,
now, my aphamatrix is definitely conducive to training. Perhgps he's smply acknowledging the Angelo
stubbornness, but | expect things to reach acrisis point soon enough.”

“Thismay help.” He stood, looked once dowly around the high, blue-lit underground hall, and then
dipped thefolder under her elbow. “Tdl mewhat you think of it tomorrow, if you can.”

“No one can write aballad that quickly.”
“Jugt tell mewhat you think of it. Good night.”

“Good night,” she murmured, and as he retreated past the kitchens toward the sekiyrra s quarters on the



pool’ s north side, she drew the parchment out again and skimmed the boldly |ettered first lines of
paragraphs.

Ahriyth, the wedthiest woman in Metsura. ..

In her was degth. ..

What? Firebird felt acold shiver pass down her spine, and she read on quickly.
Three men had set out to win her. Three had died...

Grimacing, Firebird turned to the second freshly caligraphed page.

Y et there was awise young man of pure heart. ..

And their children grew strong in Metsura. ..

She gtarted. Could it be that she had killed Bosk Terrel because there was evil in him!l—That he had
brought death with him, and so suffered it himself?

If that were true, then despite the terrorsinside her, she posed no danger to Brennen—to Kidl, nor
Kinnor—only to those who meant her harm.

With wild hopein her heart, Firebird flung paeans of thanks toward Labeth. She knew he would not
sense them, but she needed to shout or dance or do something—

Something wild and joyful, like the Firebird she once had been.
Brennen.
Caught short with her handsin the air, she glanced around and carefully lowered them.

Their children needed ablood parent, someone who could nurture them in Sentinel ways, understanding
and sharing their hereditary synaptic patterns. If the effort to bring him back cost her life, it wasworth it
gtill, for Kiel and Kinnor’' s sake.

R1A. Fleet, soon. The memory of that dream was so strong.

The parking bay beside the House held several non-RIA-equipped spacecraft, some of which could
possibly pass the Shuhr blockade, if manned by a skillful pilot.

Better to wait for a RIA ship.
BlessLabeth. Blesshim!
She tucked the folder under one arm and hurried to her rooms.

Thefollowing day, she was less sure. No one had drawn that interpretation from “ Ahriyth of Metsura’
before, she guessed, only Labeth, asekiyr, and Firebird, an outsider. If the tale had been logt, few had
senita dl. Yet perhapsan “ Ahriyth” with thiskilling ability appeared only once amillennium; how, then,
would anyone know if she were that woman? She didn’t dare ask Master Dabarrah. Weary and
disstisfied and unsure of hersdlf, she was till determined.

Shewould go for Brennen as soon as she could find away, to die with himin the Federateraid, if she
could accomplish nothing ese.



Late that afternoon, another group of blockade runners reached Hesed' s perimeter. After watching the
little ships glide in on the grassy gtrip, Firebird seated hersdf in the commons for dinner with Tel. Shewas
midway through the soup course when a sandy-blond man and atal, dender, black-haired woman
approached across the stepping stones. Firebird set down her spoon, stared, then scrambled to her feet.

“Ellet!” She hadtily extended ahand. “And Air Master Dardy. Welcome!”
“Midress Caddwdl,” Ellet Kinsman returned smoothly.

Tel good. Firebird laid ahand on his shoulder. “My sster’ shusband, Ellet: Prince Td Tdla-Angdo. Td,
thisis Captain Ellet Kinsman of the Federate forces, and Air Master Damalcon Dardy of Thyrica."”’

“Yes,” sad Ellet. “We know of you, Prince Tdl. We have just come from Master Dabarrah’ srooms.”

Firebird sat back down. Dardy seated Ellet, then walked off to find a sekiyr to bring two more bowils.
Firebird could hardly speak, her mind echoed so loudly with the etheredl, desperate voice of Brennen.
RIA, fleet, soon... Ellet.

“I've had the news,” Ellet said quietly, “from Master Dabarrah. I’ m sorry. For al of us.”

Firebird met her stare. Which news? Did Ellet condemn her for |etting Brennen go to Three Zed, as she
sometimes blamed hersaf? And did Ellet know, now, why Sentinels had been told to shun her?

Tel checked the silvery pitcher. “I'll get more kaffa” He hurried off toward the servo, leaving Firebird
adonewith Ellet.

Firebird took a deep breath. “I’m glad to seeyou.”

Ellet Kinsman glanced darkly in Tel’ sdirection, as he bowed gracefully to asekiyr and then turned back
tothetable’ "Tonight,”” she whispered. “We need to talk.”

Firebird answered with anod and gravely dlowed Tel to pour her another cup of kaffa.

“He'sdive, then,” Ellet remarked as confidently as Master Da-barrah had done. “ And since he hasn't
returned empty-handed, we can assume his RIA unit took him past their fielding. The RIA shipsrun the
blockade herewell enough. He sthere”

“A prisoner.”

Ellet had hinted that she wondered about Firebird' s A-status, but Firebird, relieved to learn Ellet did not
yet know thefull reason for it, turned the conversation to Brennen. Easly.

The constant cascade poured down the long wall of Firebird and Brennen’sroom, and beside the wide
bed, alumaglobe shonedimly.

“I must do something, Ellet.” Firebird clenched adick red and blue audio rod in frustration. “Kiel and
Kinnor need their father. | need their father. If | thought | could break out of Hesed' s perimeter and pass
thefielding at Three Zed, nothing could kegp me here. Y ou' ve seen Mistress Anna, and everyone e e,
with thetwins. Evenif | failed, Kiel and Kin would be raised aslords— or princes.”

“1 know.”

Firebird sighed. “What can you tell me about the Situation at Three Zed? Have the plans changed?’



“No. The fleet meansto destroy every square meter of both colonies.”
“That'swhat | feared.” Firebird bowed her head, and auburn hair tumbled over her shoulder.

“They suspect he' sdlive, too, but they won't authorize araid on hisbehdf. Their attack must bea
aurprise—only Regiona Command knowswhen it will come, and few of usknow it’sbeing planned at
al. A raid would dert the Shuhr, and according to Regiond, the stakes are too high now to gamble for
hissake.” Ellet grimaced.

Firebird frowned. “ The Council ... arethey ill angry with him?’
“They’'vesad nothing.”

Absently tapping the audio rod against her bedside table, Firebird let her stare wander around the room.
“What kind of ship do you have?’

“Our group came with two 212 Brumbees and one J6 transport with aRIA system.”

Firebird came asdert asif she had been handed an armed missile. “ Y ou have...” she pushed the word
out through the lingering counter-compulsion, “RIA?

Ellet bardly smiled. “One RIA craft. We' vefound away to make RIA catch acarrier, to ease the effort
of modulation and spare epsilon strength for finer work. There arefive RIA ships now, sill conceded
from the Federacy. Aswe were coming to Hesed through the blockade, we were dlowed one.”

“Why... 7" Firebird stifled her curiogty. Ellet Kinsman's business was her own.

But Ellet answered. “ Dama con wishes Master Dabarrah’ s blessing for our bonding. | have not given my
consent, but for his advice, and for news of you and Brennen, the run to Hesed was worth therisk.
Dabarrahismighty inthe Word.”

Of course. A detached portion of Firebird's mind absorbed and accepted the news. Dardy, Brennen's
friend; Ellet, with whom Brennen had admitted margina connaturdlity. It fits.

As does Ellet’ s reluctance to take anyone but Brennen, bedim her!

“Might | be dlowed to look at your ship, Ellet?’ she asked without turning to meet thetal Sentind’s
eyes.

“I"d have been surprised if you hadn’t asked. Y ou’ ve undoubtedly been too busy these dayswith
important matters for much flying.”

Firebird flushed, and she spun to see Ellet’ s face, solemn and knowing. A hint of an understanding crept
into her mind. Ellet meant to give Firebird her chance to run to Three Zed, knowing it would probably
cause her death-—in aworthy cause, as before: thistime, achance Brennen might escape adone. Firebird
did afinger up and down the audio rod’ s gleaming surface.

Undoubtedly Ellet, too, suffered from visons of Brennen in Shuhr hands.

Ellet’ s cheek bardy twitched. “I would not even be surprised to find Damalcon willing to check you out
init tomorrow morning. There will be time before we meet with Dabarrah.”

Ellet strode out across the stepping stones, barely controlling her satisfaction. Although untrainable and



unstable, Firebird was now determined to go—and would unquestionably fail a Three Zed.

Dardy had arrived at Altawith the RIA ship, never suspecting Ellet hoped to send Firebird after Phoena.
Dabarrah’ s news that Brennen dready had left nearly crushed Ellet—temporarily.

Ellet was no sekiyr to be thwarted by bad news.

Tomorrow, Firebird would be gone. To keep aRIA craft from faling into Shuhr hands, she and Dardy
would bejudtified in taking a Brumbee and chasing her (and thereby avoiding the question of forging a
pair bond tomorrow—athough Dardy was a good man, attractive enough for pleasure, and certainly
connaturdl).

(But he was not Brennen Caldwell.)

Sincethey’ d never be ableto intercept her in dip, they would arrive within hours of her a Three Zed.
The Brumbee wasfar faster than a J46. The two trained Sentinels would make an effort to free Brennen.
Assisting another Sentinel in danger was expresdy alowed by the Privacy and Priority Codes, regardless
of risk or expense. Ellet and Brennen—and, hopefully, Dardy—would return with both ships. That was
how she would judtify it to Da-barrah.

But if Firebird’ s ship is destroyed by the Shuhr before we can arrive there...

Ellet amiled. We save the RIA secret. And return with Brennen.

Firebird found Dardy willing to check her out, although her cautious attempt to run up the RIA unit was
lessthan encouraging.

When shereturned to her chamber, however, she found not Ellet but Mistress Anna—holding fair little
Kidl. Red-faced and shaking, for afull minute Annastood cradling Kid, silently chalenging Firebird to try
rationdizing that RIA flight.

Firebird stepped into the room. Kid...

“Thisisyour son,” Annasaid hoarsdly. “ The heir of your body and theimage of your husband. How dare
you consider leaving him? How dare you, Firebird?’

She ached to touch him. Would Annalet her?

Let her ? She was hismother! “Y ou have taken him from me aready, Anna.” Firebird s voice shook.
“He' smore yours than mine, now.”

“Do you congder yoursalf more equd to the challenge than Brennen? Do you wish these children
orphaned? Never to know mother or father?’

Firebird crossed to the cascade and parted the watery curtain with one finger, but she could not take her
eyes off little Kiel. Image of hisfather! Gently squared chin, sapphire eyes... “Never to know the horror
their mother found insde hersd f?”

Mistress Anna caressed Kiel’ s round cheek with her nose, then looked up, her emotions controlled once
again, her expresson softer.

“If,” Firebird said hurriedly, “anything were to happen to me, Anna, please don’t let them know—"



“Y ou are safe here. But Firebird, you are so frightened. That’ swhy you anger so easily nowadays.”
Annaappeared to relax further, though Firebird was never certain of most Sentingls' truefedings. They
controlled so blessed well. “Would it comfort you to write atestament—now? Perhapsiif you knew Kiel
and Kinnor would remain safe at Hesed regardless of circumstances, it would ease your heart. Master
Jenner and | would be more than willing to stand astheir guardians. In the morning, when you can think

clearly again, that will bring pesce.”

Firebird sank onto the bedside, keeping dl her own emotionsfirmly in check. She must bring Brennen
back. No second thoughts. She pressed her palmstogether, hard. “Yes, Anna. | think it would.” Then
she stared up at the Sentind woman. “Let me hold him.”

“1 cannot.”

“I am hismother, Anna Dabarrah, and you brought him to my room, using him, usng me. | have

never—" Her voice rose steadily. “—Never broken your prohibition, as unnaturd asit is. | would never

harm him.” And here, now, shefdt certain it wastrue. “Give himto me.”

Sowly, Anna stepped closer. Shelaid the deeping child in Firebird’ sarms,

Hefdt heavier than she expected, with afaint, milky smell about him. “Oh, Kidl,” she whispered.
Squirming, he gave ashort cry. Annareached down.

“I'am not hurting him.” Firebird sat fiffly for amoment, then lifted him up to Anna.

Annatook him and strode with him toward the door. “ Come to Magter Jenner’ s roomsthis evening.”

Brennen. Firebird sat alittle longer on the bedside, staring through the curtain of water, across space.
I’ m coming.

The testament was made and witnessed. Standing at one edge of his office, Master Dabarrah watched
Firebird stride away, down the poolside. Mistress Anna stood beside his desk, her head bowed, reading
the paper carefully one moretime.

She means to go, Anna subvocalized. Her tightly guarded expression said nothing, but on the resonance
of the pair bond Dabarrah felt intense reproof. | thought her heart would change, when she saw this
on paper. That'swhy | offered it.

Closing the outer door and dimming the office lights, Dabarrah barely shook his head, displeased with
himsdlf. He should have told Annathe news from College the moment it arrived. He had waited for an
opportune and private moment, and that only made this day difficult: for Annaand for Firebird.

Annalad down the parchment and folded her hands againgt the skirt of her long silver gown. | will send
a sekiyr to watch her rooms. Guard her. Keep her here, under gentle restraint.

No, he answered.

Dabarrah fet her momentary confusion, then it turned to waiting steadiness. She would not protest while
uninformed. How he loved thiswoman!

The College sent a word | received only today, Anna; those who want her banished from Thyrica
have gained support. They are all but ready to pronounce the sentence and never let her return.



Yes, we could keep Firebird here. She would be welcome. But would she be happy?
Yes. Intime—

Happy with us? Feeling, as she would, that we had denied her the final chance to try to bring
back Bremen, for their children’s sake?

And her own, sent Anna, but without condemnation. Yet you are right. Kept here against her will, she
taints the Sanctuary with her misery.

Dabarrah felt her mood change, and answered, It would slowly tear her apart if that bond were
broken by his death. | don't feel certain she would survive long. | wish he had considered that
before he left her.

But. . . Sheflexed her fingers. The last we heard, the College Masters were going to let you train
her.

Dabarrah shrugged. They have been evenly divided for some time. Perhaps | let my own hope for
the outcome cloud the issue.

Sadness, sympathy, and pain flooded the bonding resonance.

Are you ready to be a mother, then, Anna? he asked, laying an arm across her shoulder. | can think
of two teaching Sentinels here who would join Firebird in her effort if they understood the
situation. Tomorrow morning, | will speak to them, choose one, and send Firebird on her way
with our help and blessings. He sank with Annaonto the white stone bench, careful not to sit on her
long, Sraight hair.

You know her strength, Annasent. She will bring him back or die.
Yes. Yet | think either of them, given the choice, would rather make the Crossing together.
Instead of alone.

He covered her hand with his own and wrapped her in his shielding cloud, pressing comfort through her.
Together they sat quietly, until he added, Thereis the matter of Sentinel Kinsman.

How does that follow, Jenner? Does she guess what Firebird means to do with the RIA craft she
brought?

Ellet came to Hesed precisely for that purpose: to lure Firebird away to her death, hoping to
precipitate a rescue effort aimed at Brennen. Dabarrah showed her the sum of Ellet’ s actions that had
led him to this conclusion.

Indignant, Annagtared a him. So now, because Ellet has precipitated the situation, we must send
one more Sentinel into the trap at Three Zed, to assist Firebird and help protect the RIA secret.
Annabrought her emotions under complete affective control. | would not have thought it of Ellet. She
isthe responsible one, Mistress Firebird the volatile one.

Neither is so simple as that, he sent in return. Ellet’ s sense of responsibility has showed serious gaps

Is shetrying to regain a chance at Brennen for herself, then? Why did she come here with Sentinel
Dardy? Is she deceiving him as to their compatibility?



No, no. They are deeply connatural. In denying him, Ellet isresisting what is probably her only
chance for bonded happiness within the ethical system.

Annadipped out from under hisarm and stood. You should discipline her, then, Master Dabarrah.
Yes. Would you bring her—and Air Master Dardy—to the office, my love?

Annastood silently for afew seconds, fingering her skirt. Then, smiling, she nodded. Indeed. She turned
to the door.

The moment Firebird got back to her rooms, she called Tel in and detailed her intentions.
“Fuel banks are charged? And there' s room for four, to make our escape?’ he asked.

Sitting on the head of her bed, she nodded. “ Easlly—although it cuts the psychologica volume below
minima. The question iswhether | can learn to control that projection module well enough to matter
before we reach Three Zed. It'sonly athree-day dip, and | haveno training. I'll haveto doit on
inginct.”

“I have every confidencein your instincts, Firebird.” He paced to the other side of the bed. “I can
practice piloting in dip on the override sms, so I'll be ableto help if you need it.”

She thought for amoment. “ Arewe crazy, Td?’

Pursing his soft, sengtivelips, he exhaed sharply. “Maybe. It doesn’'t matter. Y ou' reright; they probably
didn’'t manageto get away. If that is S0, they’ll be caught in the Federate attack. So we must go. It's
smple”

“WE |l haveto leave quickly. | can't keep secrets from these people, and they dready suspect.” Firebird
leaned back against thewall. “ They'd just as soon berid of me, | think. But you needn’t go, unlessyou
want to asbadly as1 do.”

Tel smacked his pamstogether. “ Can you be ready in an hour?’

“Half an hour would be better, if you can manageit. | don’t think even Annawould be watching for me
SO soon.”

“Good,” he said, and he strode toward the door.

“Meet me here” she said softly.

Ten minuteslater, Anna Dabarrah stood againgt the office doorway. Inside, Ellet Kinsman and Dama con
Dardy occupied dl her husband' s attention—and haf of hers. She should call asekiyr to attend Kinnor
and Kid. Y et she had just checked their apharhythms, and they were deeping deeply. For half an hour,
they would not need her.

Only half an hour. That much time, 1 can offer to Ellet and Damal con. Closing the office door
behind her, shewent in.



For the only time since the prohibition had been lain on her, Firebird stole into the Dabarrahs private
rooms and found them empty of adults. She stood in the dim light, gazing down at two tiny warming cots,
then bent and kissed each child, heart aching. Little sons of destiny, she crooned slently. I'msorry.
Onetear splattered on atiny cheek, but fortunately it was Kid’s. Hewriggled but did not cry ouit.
Firebird wrenched away from her sons' cribside, crept dong the pool, and dipped back into her rooms

to finish packing.

“I’ll fly it out.” Firebird dip-seded the craft. Inddeit, the air smelled of damp earth and kirkatrees. “But
once the blockaders come on screen, you' d better take it and leave me the guns.” At the edge of her
vison, Td stowed and secured their satchels. She worked through the preflight sequence, sinking her
materna depression deep. “WE re going to aert someone no matter what we do, so we' || makethisfast.
It sastraight shot out the hollow. I [| accelerate the second we hit the bay’ smain aide. Ready?’

“Ready.” On hisface she saw hard determination, and though she despised the object of hisaffections, in
that moment she knew she loved Td.

They blasted into a starry sky and soared on full impulse. Firebird noted a single blip on the fore sensors.
Shuhr blockader ahead. Hurriedly she punched in the fielding drop code she had seen Dardy use.

But theinterlink came dive. “RIA Eight,” spoke Master Da-barrah’ s voice over the headset. “Y ou have
no clearance. Identify yourself and your intended destination.”

T’ slong-lashed eyes grew wide and worried. Ignoring her sensor screens, Firebird took a deep breath.
“Three Zed,” she answered evenly.

For threelong bresths, she heard only the engines.

At Dabarrah’ s elbow, elderly Master Keeson spoke urgently. “ Two—three other blockaders, now,
closing on them from south and west.”

Dabarrah sared helplesdy at his main communications board. “ The volatile one’: Anna slabd had
proven true. Firebird had moved too quickly, thistime. Touching one finger to the glowing surveillance
screen, he considered two options. to use the fielding system to Command Firebird back to ground, so
she might leave Hesed tomorrow with at least one experienced Sentinel on board, or to let her go on,
now, alone.

Those Shuhr were closing quickly. She might not be ableto land in safety.

No one’s near the parking bay—he asked Keeson, head of hisfielding team, who could get a support
ship up, quickly?

The ederly Master’ swhite head shook. She took the only RIA craft in the bay.

Frowning, Dabarrah leaned toward his pickup mike.

The onboard link spoke again. “ Are you alone, Lady Firebird?’

“No,” shesaid. “Prince Te hascomewith me.” The controls vibrated under her hands. On the board,



Td crossed hisfingers.

The Shuhr ship they had been tracking centered on the fore screen. “ Take the controls, Tel.” She
reached for the ordnance board. Unless Dabarrah alowed it, they could go no farther. But she would see
one Shuhr blockader dead. Td set the craft into arolling turn while she armed amissile, and the moment
the ship began to level out, shefired.

Magter Dabarrah spoke again, his voice firm and gentle. “ Go, daughter of courage. Go with al the
blessing we can give. And HisHighnessaswell. But hurry. Three more craft are closing with you.”

“Thank you, Magter.” Silently scolding herself for inatten-tiveness, she extended the resolution of the aft
screens. “Yes. | seethem. Thank you, Master,” she repeated, and shut off the link.

“Got him!” Td cried. Theblip ahead vanished.

“I'll takeit now.” Firebird diverted her thrusters and set in avertica course, and the speedy little
transport ship responded as designed. The push put them out of range, first of the following blockaders
and then of the planet’ s gravitationd interference. She fed the ship’s computer the celestid coordinates
she had surreptitioudy researched from Hesed' s database, and the navcomputer trandated the
coordinates into a heading for Three Zed. Firebird took a confirming readout and then pressed the jump
bar. The dip-shild activated, the trandight drive pressed her spine againgt the seat’ s frame, and they
were away.

“Judt likethat? Tel asked.

Firebird smiled down the console, wishing she could kiss him but not daring to offend his sengibilities. She
sighed and stretched, then sat fingering Brennen’ smedallion onits chain at her throat. “Just like that.

Now, the work begins. Unless| canlearntoridethisRIA unit in three days, we'll do just aswell ringing
the bell and asking the Shuhr to teke usin.”

In his bed beneath Three Zed’ sdome, Juddis Adiyn lay staring at light threads dancing projected on his
ceiling. Bluesand purples, yellow and palered, againgt the black of night—

... the young woman he knew to be Firebird Caldwell, deeping in a spacecraft near a strange young
man, dreams of deadly fear and deadly purposefilling her mind...

(Excellent! Shewas on her way, then!)

Hefdt it fading, thisglimmer of the shebiyl. Of dl his acquaintances, he done could seeit with such
clarity, and for thislong. Adiyn closed hiseyes—

The path branched. He pressed his awareness upward—

... shelay a hisfeet, writhing out her life. Nearby, Cadwdll, holding the dendric striker: anguish
hammered him to hisknees...

Excellent. And probable, then. Polar will want to Share this.
But only probable.
Feeling smug despite his salf-warning, he pressed across the gap to another branch of gleaming vison—

... anexplogonin hisbrain, fireand blinding light.... and then darkness....



Too far along! Go back!

But he could not. Adiyn cursed the shebiyl that afforded such clear glimpses but would not yield to
manipulation. What lay further back on that path? Where the nexus point, how to prevent
disaster?

He quieted his pounding pulse. Many times, he had seen his own death—sometimes as a high
probability, sometimes even at Dru Polar’ s hands—so he could not let that chance rule his
expectations. He sent signals through his body to stop it from perspiring. Then, though the shebiyl
faded, he pressed his point of focus across, toward yet another dim branch—

... Shelay a hisfeet, writhing...
Yes. An attractive woman, in death. Very much like the sister.
Two of the line accounted for. Next, the children.

Asthe shebiyl faded, he drifted toward deep.

Chapter 19
ThreeZed

sempre crescendo - dways becoming louder

Carradee Angedlo gripped thearms of her gilt chair and stared up and down both branches of the
U-shaped Electord table, unable to internalize the debate going on around her, able only to realize that
fate was about to play acrue, crue trick.

Close on her left, Welan Bowman stood. He cut afine figure in black, tall and white-faced, leaning on a
diamond-crusted walking stick. “... but under Federate supervision, the Assembly has received more
and more power. Before the Electorate loses al authority, we must consolidate behind astrong ruler. |
wish to express my support for the Duke of Claighbro’s motion.”

Carradee kept her eyes open, her back straight. That made seven of them. Seven of the highest-ranking
nobles of Nagtai, asking with asingle voice that she step off the throne. Seven Electors out of
twenty-seven.

Beside her, Rattela shuffled hislegs under hisbulk and stood ponderoudly but regaly. “Madame.” With
one satin-swathed arm, he made a sweeping motion that took in both sides of the table. *Y our serviceto
Naetal inthismost trying of times shall never be forgotten, never diminished in respect, no matter what
course taken from thisjuncture. Y ou alone, perhaps, could have led us through the adjustment to the
Federates temporary overlordship.

“Y et the dtuation is changing.” He pressed his pamstogether.

Her Electorate. She had chosen severd of these men and women specificaly for their respect for the
Federates, to ease the transition into occupation—and then, one day, Federate covenance. How were
they taking this?

One commoner, aprofessor in a scarlet robe, nodded solemnly at the Duke.



Rattelaleaned one arm on the table, knitting his scul pted brows. “Madame, we sympathize deeply with
you. We know how strong is your concern for His Highness, and your preference for remaining with
him.” Rattelaglanced at the empty chair at Car-radee’ sright sde. “And Madame, you cannot keep the
truth of his condition from the N’ Taian people much longer.”

Carradeeblinked. It wastrue; gladly she would give up thethrone, if it meant she could have Daithi
whole agan—qgladly!

“Without an heiress, Y our Mgesty, thelineisin grave jeopardy.” Rattela smoothed the ends of hisblue
nobleman’ s sash. “Naetal must have astrong, single ruler—even if only aregent-designate, acting on
behalf of the Crown. Thereis aprecedent, as you well know, early in the second century of the Angelo

dynagty...”

Carradee let him talk. She knew the story of Grand Duke Tarrega Erwin. Everyonein the room should
have known it. Regent for the infant Queen Bobri, Erwin had guided Nagtai safely through the Coper
Rebdllion. Her left foot began to itch, but she dared not move to easeit. That would look wesk.

Rattela stopped speaking. Regents. They were speaking of along-term regency. Unlike her mother,
Carradee had never been happy with power. Would it be best for Naetai?

The giff fabric of her skirt rustled in the silence as she straightened under the Chamber’ s high dome.
“Should aregency prove desirable, thereisthe matter of rank. First Lord Baron Erwin, Baron Parkai. As
the highest nobles of the land, have you considered the weight that would be thrust upon you, should one
of you be chosen to serve asregent for our daughter, larlet?’

As she sat down, she saw whispers pass around the table. They had assumed Rattela, leader of the
Secessionist movement since Phoena s defection and temporary regent while she cared for Daithi, would
take on any regency left by her absence. And asfor larlet—most of them thought her dead. Carradee
knew procedural justice. Presenting larlet as her heiresswould dow the proceedingsto afuddbug's
crawl.

Buadin Erwin stood on her |€ft. A vigorous man in his seventies kept implant-young in appearance, he
cocked one eyebrow at her.

“Madame, my father’ sremoval from this body after the VeeRon War has|eft somewhat of astain on our
family. At present, if called upon to serve as Regent, | shall decline for the sake of maintaining good
relations with the Federate governor.”

“Oh,” Carradee murmured softly. It made sense, but she was surprised to hear him pass by the honor so
quickly.

Besde Rattela, young Reshn Parkai rose.” For the same reason, Madame, my father’ sinvolvement in
and degth at the Hunter Height debacle would preclude me from accepting the rod.”

And that |eft His Grace, Muirnen Rattela, Duke of Claighbro, Stting beside her, smug in hisdignity. She
wondered briefly if the Barons had truly stood down out of honor, or if Muirnen Rattela had made offers.

Carradeefdt lightheaded, asif she were floating away from the world she had dways known. Where
would she go? What would she do?

Shewould continue to care for Daithi. Governor Danton'’ s words came back to her, and those of
Tella’ s recent message—the offer of sanctuary, where Firebird now lived. And, perhaps, her daughters,
too, hidden and safe.



She hesitated in midthought. No one had contested her nomination of larlet as her successor.
Rattdlameant to havealong rule.

Carradee rose again. “Noble Electors, this body is now recessed. We shall meet tomorrow morning at
nine hundred. At that time, we... | shal lay before you certain documents. That isal.”

Her touch deactivated the recording microphone at her place on the table. She stepped back from her
chair and walked toward the gilded doors. Slowly—they could wait. The hedls of her leather pumps
clicked on the gold-shot black marble floor; the high white dlipse of the celling echoed. Other than that
sound, the chamber lay absolutely till. Sheimagined she could fed the stare of Rat-tela s soft green
eyes, following her down. Two red-jacketed guards stood beside the gilt doors, reached simultaneoudy
for handles, and pushed outward, letting her through. The doors shut behind her: boom.

Numbly she stood in place, listening to the faint scraping of chairs and asudden risein voices.
Carradeefled up the long, curving stairsto Daithi’ s room.

Solicitor Merriam, whose forefathers had been lega counsdl to queensfor two centuries, cameto her an
hour later, dl the tools of histrade in his papercase: dataterminad, parchment, long black pens. He
spread them on a spird-legged table and pulled up achair.

“I wish two documents made.”” Carradee sat fiffly on the other sde of the tablein the dim light of the
sitting room. After agood cry under Daithi’slimp arm, she had bathed, put on fresh clothes, and made
up her mind. She wasready, now, to face the changesin her life.

Perhaps she was not strong enough to make a Queen, but Muir-nen Rattela could steer the course of
Naeta’ s future without the Angelo fortune. That belonged to her and to her family—not the Electorate.

“Two documents,” she repeated. “A document of abdication.

“And anew will.”

The red stone of abroad, glacia valley poking in places through long winter-browned grass, and
graceful, man-high brown riding anima's cantering on low hills: These, and acold blue sky veiled by wisps
of high cloud, framed Carrade€’ sfirst vision of the Hesed Vdley.

When the lanky Master Sentinel who introduced himself as Jenner Dabarrah took her underground and
she saw the vast pool rippling under the skylights, her grieving eased. larlet and Kes-saree had vanished,
despite her hopes—hbut that was months ago, now. Firebird had gone only yesterday.

She would weep later.

She saw Daithi revived from travel sedation and safely bedded in awarm, impressively modern
gpecid-care cubiclein Hesed’ smedical center before she followed the young man assigned as her
guide—L abeth was his name—to the waterside commons. At Master Dabarrah’ s circular table she met
hislong-haired wife, and a smiling young couple he introduced as Sentind Dardy and hisbride, Ellet. The
young woman's dazed, joyous stare never |eft the man’ s boyish face, and he waited on her with constant
tenderness and deference.

“Bonding shock.” Dabarrah leaned toward Carradee and spoke gently, with asmile full of warmth. “It
lasts only afew days. It isgood for the Sanctuary to have them here. All of usfed their love and wonder,



and they do not mind our company. They scarcely notice us.”

Carradee stared alittle longer at the tall, oval-faced woman. She certainly seemed happy. Was that what
had happened to Firebird?

These were good people. Governor Danton had been right.

She spooned the last drops of rich brown broth from the bottom of her bowl, then tidily refolded her
napkin. “Now, Magter,” shesaid. “May | see my nephews?’

The computer brought Firebird’ sRIA craft out of dip-state at awide margin from Three Zed. As
Firebird expected, it seemed all too soon. After grasping Tel’s hand in unspeaking understanding, she
relinquished the ship to him and did on the splayed-finger headset.

Edging inward toward P nah, she felt strangely composed by the redlization that thistime she dared not
fal. Theterrors of ahundred deaths did not touch her; perhaps Dabarrah wasright, and she was coming
to terms with them. She passed through the horror-storm, secured the carrier, and then reached back out
for the RIA harmonic.

Instantaneoudy she became a huge presence, able to send her point of consciousness wherever she
chose. She exhaded gently in relief and let that point drop toward Three Zed, dert for sgnsof motionin
high orhit.

“There,” shemurmured to Tdl. “I'vefound their net. But don't goinyet.”

To her dtered perception the satdllites fdt like queer, disembodied intelligences, glaring into space in their
rotations. How to blind one of those eyes? She could rely only on ingtinct, on this crude sense of
visudization, and aremark made long ago by her traitorous old instructor at the Planetary Nava
Academy, Vultor Korda, deprecating a Sentinel who could only “push afew dectronsaong.'” If phase
control weretruly among the smplest skills, perhapsin concert with the powerful RIA unit she could kill
asadlite

She extended her probe alittle farther, to touch one solar-sailed cylinder. Passing within its metd walls,
her changed senses registered a cacophony of eectrica activity, hissng and buzzing in staccato rhythms.
Likethe visudization that dlowed her to Turn, this sparked an idea. Perhapsif the“RIA sense” told her
she could hear, she could also Sing.

Imagining anote at utter, tritonal disharmony from the satellite’ sfundamental pitch, she willed that noteto
sound, using the satdllite’ s circuitry as her instrument. It vibrated at the frequency she commanded. The
satdllite howled around her, every surface a sounding board. A series of harmonics began to build, tone
on shattering tone, that made her cringe and dmost flee. Thenit fell absolutely Silent.

Across avast vacuum she wrenched her awareness back into the pilot’ s seet of the RIA ship. “I got one,
Td,” she gasped. At last she appreciated how exhausting the outlay of menta energy could be. “There.”
With the computer’ slight wand she set a spark onto the fore screen and covered one smoothly moving
point of light.

“It'stoo far from usnow.”” He pulled one hand off the controls. ”We vefalen back in orbit.”
“Chaseit! I'll ligen for otherdl”

The transport shuddered as he accelerated in pursuit of the dead surveillance satellite and its corridor of



margina safety. Firebird snugged her harness, leaned back with her eyes closed, and forced herself again
into accord with RIA. Pressing the RIA sense forward, she scouted for the weird music of those satdllite
eyes. It seemed she waited forever for the ship to drop, al the while trying to hold blinders before the
sckening visonsthat rose with her carrier. They roiled more vividly than ever, and she wondered if the
RIA circuitsfed them. She hummed softly to distract hersdlf: ameody she' d composed in dip for
Labeth, and Ahriyth of Met-sura.

“We rethrough their orbital dtitude,” Tel said in aloud whisper. Hisvoice broke the RIA accord.
“Where do we set down?’

She too wanted to whisper, eyeing the sensor screens. “ Squill, Td, | don't know.” Extending the RIA
probe once more, she began to scrutinize the black spherefor “sounds’ of life. “Take us aslow asyou
can,” she murmured, and she swept the point of avareness aong the planet’ s distant surface. “We don't
know if those other satellites see down aswell as upward. This could take awhile.”

For an hour she searched, and she finally spotted the colony by its cackle of enharmonic voices. “That
dome, Tel. Don't get too close.”

He cut speed and dropped lower yet, into the shadow of ablack peak. “Here, Firebird?’

He set down with ajolt Firebird choseto ignore. Gladly she pulled off the headset and shook out her
hair, shaking free, too, of asickening dread at the pit of her ssomach. For awhile she would be very glad
to avoid contact with that epsilon carrier.

Td rosefirg. “Hurry, Firebird.”
“You dill—

“Go. I'll guard the ship.”
“You'resure?’

“I"d only trip you up.” He looked away, and she knew how badly he wished to go in, despite his
determination to help where he best could.

“Thank you, Tel.” She unclasped her flight harness and stood. Working quickly but deliberately so not to
unnerve hersdlf, she checked through the gear she' d scavenged from the ship’s emergency supplies: food
concentrates and painkiller jellies, two recharges for the Federate-issue blazer she' d found under the
pilot’schair, apair of doorbreaker chargesthat would send their pulse to apand’ s edge and detonate
there, and alittle eectronic tap circuit. She unclasped her web belt and did the pouch around to ride on
her 1eft hip opposite the blazer. Doesn’'t look like much, she observed. She hoped, however, to depend
not on gear but the bond link to find Brennen, and then on his abilities to escape.

Just before sheleft the ship, she embraced Td awkwardly through the gawky pressure suit. “Give me
oneday,” shewarned as she opened the helmet’ s clasps, preparing to donit. “I probably won't survive
eventhat longif | don't find Brennen, but give me a Standard day. If I’'m not back, or if you see any sign
they’ ve found you, get off world fast.”

“Hirebird.” He sniggered, amost uncharacteristic, ungentle-manly laugh. “ Do you think | could do that?’
“Tel,” shegrowled, knowing she could threasten him no longer.
He only shrugged.



Ruefully she amiled. “You'reright. | can’t order you away either. Be careful, then, if you comein.
Chances are, wée' |l be dead together.”

Then he did kiss her. Firebird stood amoment with her head bowed, searching for words to apologize
for the hatred she once had nurtured for him and hiskind. She couldn’t. She could only hope he
understood, when ten minutes later she turned back and saluted him, near the edge of the craft’ svisua
range.

Struggling againgt the too-large vacuum suit, she crossed the boulder field between ship and dome under
afirmament of sense-deafening, silent blackness. As she skirted the dome' s perimeter, aminor airlock
cameinto view, guarded by asingle man.

Firebird stole nearer, keeping to the shadows. When she fdlt she could inch no closer without being seen,
she steadied her blazer on the dome and shot the dark figure. It folded and fell silently. She crept in,
closed the small side ‘lock, and brought the air pressure up. Once insde the entry bay, she hurriedly
unsuited.

The bay vibrated with the creation of auxiliary power. Firebird tiptoed across and then peered down a
long inbound corridor, twitching at the safety stud on her blazer with atense forefinger. The way seemed
clear. She began her search.

It was not difficult to sense the layout of the dome; the curving passages ran parallel to the outside,
straight onesled in or changed level. She halted at the first junction. Now, where? And how to stay
hidden?

A powerful hunch, vaguely like the bonding resonance, told her Brennen would be much nearer if she
took the left straightaway.

But wasit atrap? A defense invented by the Shuhr to lure any intruder to his death?

Resolutdly sheturned left and hurried inward, straining to hear footsteps. The dome remained uncannily
quiet.

At every junction and lift shaft the sensation repested, until ten minutes later she stood before a
blackened, forbidding metal door, itslockpanel arrayed with colored tabs and an aphanumerica coder.
She hesitated, fighting the panicky sensation of being one minute too late, and the auditory halucination of
bootsteps approaching.

Placing ahand on the door, shetried to relax. Once her panic submitted to control, she kicked the door
rapidly three timeswith ameta-tipped boot, then waited—then did it again. After another second shefelt
afaint, thrilling surge of avareness asif she had awakened—Brennen!

Thefirgt ingtant’ sjoyous welcome turned suddenly toice. Firebird gasped asif diced by the painful,
inexplicably faint but frozen touch. Init shefelt awordless cry: to flee—to seek out the Flest—to go
back to Hesed. For help he would have been grateful, but Firebird he wished anywhere lsein the

gelaxy.

That, too, passed. She reaxed into the contact, loosening her right hand to let it risein his control. Surely
he had been able to observe the unlocking sequence on that pand.

Nothing happened. Confused now and badly frightened, she took mattersin hand. From the gear pocket
at her belt she pulled out one of the little charges and pressed it to the door. It seized hold with a soft
chunk she hoped Brennen recognized.



She set the delay for three seconds and stepped up the corridor asfar as she dared. A wild crackling
noisefilled the hal, and then the pand fdll outward with the clang of ahuge gong. She gathered hersdf to
soring into the cel.

Brennen was faster. He legped through the frame, over the door that lay in the passway.

Whole—shefelt whole again! Firebird stood dazed, bathing in the sensation, letting it flow over her and
through her and—

Brennen saized her hand and pulled her up the corridor, hedls pounding. At the corner of the hal he
palmed apanel and pushed her into atiny service room. He pressed in, palmed the uncoded lock pandl,
and then clutched her. Gasping in the dim orange half-dark she kissed and caressed him, rising to the
urgent press of hislips, despite the desperate need to escape and the certainty that others heard the fall of
that massive door.

Shelaid her head againgt his chest and circled hiswaist with her arms, then pulled back to see him. His
face looked thinner than she remembered; adark scar crossed hisleft cheek near his ear, where some
wound had gone untreated, and they had taken his Magter’ s star. But under the tiny orange lumahis eyes
gleamed, windows to the soul sheloved. Her handstightened at hiswaist, and she might have sung for
joy, but shefelt no need to speak. The touch of resonance pulsed faintly in the depth of her mind.

It did not deepen, though. She drew away, confused. Was he shielding—did he fear her?

“Blocked, Man,” he whispered. He touched the medallion hanging over her shirt front. “Drugs. They
injected me again only an hour ago—I can’t even touch my potentia. How in dl theworlds did you get
here?’

“Inoneof theRIA ships. With Td.”

“Youwhat?” Brennen breathed, and he pulled away. He shook his head dightly and touched two fingers
to the corners of her eyes. “1 can't believeit. But hereyou are, and | seetruth in your eyes. Man!” He
did hisarms back around her shoulders and pressed againgt her. “But, RIA. The Shuhr—"

How shewished she could sense hisfedings! “Td’sguarding the ship,” shesaid. “I won't... Turn. |
won't do anything to harm you.”

He drew aragged breath, and her doubts fled. Keen on that breath had come the intensity of
uncompromising pride and approva. Even without the bonding resonance she could read that. Together
they sank to aditting position in thetiny, cramped cubicle.

“Brenn. I’'m not so sure any more that | would harm you if you—touched me. | read an Aurian story—"
“Nor am|,” hewhispered quickly. “I’ ve seen research, here. Can you Turn now?’
1] Na/v?7

“I’ve been blocked,” he went on, “but if another could Turn and open completely to me, | think his
epsilon energy might take me across that blocking to my own carrier, for aslong as | could hold the Turn
myself. If we can’'t make it work, we have very little chance of escape. If it harms either of us, nothing is
redlly changed. Don’t worry about what happened to Bosk Terrdll: try.”

“Of course.” Firebird took several deep breaths and shut her eyes. Did sheredly believe Ahriyth's story
gpplied to her? She was relaxing againgt Brennen' s shoulder, envisioning thewall and dl that lay behind
it, when passing footsteps brought her dert.



“Easy,” whispered Brennen. He dipped her blazer from the holster and trained it on the door’ s edge.
Thefootfals passed.

“Try once more. It' sworth the delay.” He closed his arms around her again, one hand at her waist and
the other arm across her shoulders, the loosely held blazer tickling her spine.

Severa minutes later she till sat there, tears streaking down her cheeks. Brennen helped her to her feet.
“| suspect you're trying too hard,” he whispered. “It ought to belikefaling adeep.”

“I' know. I’'m out of practice—by decree.” She wiped her face. “Where’ s Phoena?’
“Sheisdead, Man,” he said softly. “ The Shuhr executed her the day | arrived.”
“No! Oh—poor Td!”

“Poor Td, indeed.” He shook his head, and faintly, like an echo of the resonance they had known, she
felt hisregret. Somehow it did not seem possible for Phoena to be dead. She could not grieve for
her—later, perhaps, though nothing guaranteed she would live that long.

“Td iswaiting with the ship,” she said, “about a haf-kilo off. Do you know away outsde?’

Hesmiled faintly. “I have afed for the layout here. First, though, we should see if we can sabotage their
power source. With the distraction of a power-down, we would probably stand the best chance of
escape. They know what RIA is, now, I'm afraid.” In the dim orange light he grimaced. “ Fromme. |
wish we had another blazer.”

“Keep mine. Generator, then. That would kill their fielding and energy guns, too, so we could take off.
But what about the airlocks? They use power.”

“Auxiliary.” He reached for the door’ s edge.
She shook off sympathy. Therewasn't timefor it. “All right. Let’sgo.”

With two fingers he pried the diding door open. He peered through and then swept her into the pass way
ahead of him. “Drop shaft,” hewhispered. “End of thishall, turn right. It will be on theleft. I'll cover
behind.”

She dtretched back to plant alast kiss on histhroat for luck, then sprinted down the brightly lit yellow
corridor. Her heart started to pound; exhilarated, she began to believe they would escape.

But careening around the corner, sheflew practicaly into the arms of atall stranger in black. She
recoiled, flailing wildly for balance. Thiswas a Shuhr, arenegade! His hand angled upward: “T'sa,” he
hissed. Her body froze in awide-armed stance.

He smiled with his mouth, but his dark eyes narrowed. “Mistress Cadwell! Oh, don't be afraid.” He
took astep forward. “1 won't harm you. Standing orders. dive and unhurt. Have you found him?’

Brennen rounded the corner, Firebird' s blazer at the ready. The Shuhr’ s glance darted away, his hand
changed angle, and Firebird felt the Command shift from her. Caught off balance, Brennen sprawled on
the dick yelow floor. Firebird pulled her black dagger from its hidden sheath and lunged.
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The stranger grabbed for Firebird’ sarm. She twisted away, her reactions appallingly dow, dulled by
days of inactivity. She wished she could kill again, conscioudy, as she had killed Bosk Terrdl —if*she
hed killed him. Don’t overextend! she admonished hersdlf, and she thrust short with the night-black
blade. He struck her elbow aside, but he was d ow—much dower than Brennen, even when Brennen had
“matched” intraining he—and ingstently he kept one hand at apeculiar angle. That was hisdifficulty! He
was gill holding Brennen under voice-command!

He swung and seized her. Firebird wriggled out of a half head-lock, escaping the rank smell of his swest,
and sprang in behind him. Abruptly he shifted hisweight to fal backward, Brennen had pinned her that
way saverd times, in training, but Brennen had never fdlen with dl hisweight, nor had sheheld alive
blade. She clenched the beaded grip two-fisted over her ribs, planted the point in the Shuhr’ s back, and
lethimfdl.

His agonized shriek tore at her ears. Her head hit the floor, and they rolled together. Skull ringing, she
pushed away and pressed shakily to her feet. Her ribs hurt. A blankly staring corpse lay on black stone.
She shuddered violently.

Released from Command by his captor’ s death, Brennen hurried up, knelt, rolled the body over, and
drew out the dagger. From point to hilt the black blade shone wetly red. Firebird retched again, surprised
after dl she' d been through to find hersaf sickened by abloody knife.

Wiping it clean on the stranger’ s stained tunic, Brennen gently said, “First knifekill, Mari, quick and
clean. Well done.” He handed up the dagger, hilt first.

With quivering hands she fumbled it into its sheeth. “ Good training,” she answered lightly, but she did not
meet hiseyes.

Brennen till bent low, searching at the dead man’ sbelt. “Hewasn't armed. Pity. Here.” He gave her
blazer back. “We |l get another.” He broke into arun again, leading up the passway toward the drop
shft.

Firebird came close behind, running hard to smother her shock, and jumped down the shaft after him.
Knees bent, she landed; then, like racers from ablock, they pounded down the stone-floored lower
halway.

Brennen vanished around a corner. Firebird felt the sudden surge of hisaarm. Despite his blocking, the
fear grew painful and loud. She skidded to a hdt barely around the bend.

In the wide access to the stone-lined generator chamber stood two men and awoman, each angling a
hand in such away that Firebird knew she was caught, even before she felt the invisible cords draw tight

on her body.

They looked so ordinarily human, and yet—yet—their eyes, like Terrdll’ s hands, betrayed them.
Quick-moving and suspicious, those eyestrusted no one.

She dared not try to Turn, dared not even think of trying to use her Turn as aweapon against them. They
watched her like hunting kiel.

First one stepped closer, then another. Then the third. AH wore battle gray, except for the younger
man’ swide, sulfur-yellow sash belt.



“What' sthis, Cadwell?” The older man came another careful pace on stocky legs. Behind him, ahuge
complex of generating machinery hummed softly.

The younger pair, lean, dark-haired and agile-looking, stepped close to Firebird, separating her from
Brennen. She stood panting and did not try to flee.

“Migtress Cadwell.” The elder’ s voice flowed like honey. “We heard you had arrived. We have been
expecting you.”

The younger, larger man gave arasping laugh she supposed was meant to imitate a polite chuckle. “My
lady, you are surprised? Certainly you didn’t think you arrived without our notice.

Y our strike at our satellite lacked al subtlety. Indeed, you disgppointed me badly. | thought surely the
woman of Brennen Cad-well’ s choosing would dedl with our mass detectors.” He sniffed softly. ”No,
yoursisaddightfully transparent, fredly broadcasting mind. Asisthat of your friend outsde—or shal |
say, ‘was,” in his case?*

Td—no't shewanted to cry, but the Shuhr spoke on. “In fact, | had to call aspecia training sesson
under my lieutenant, just to keep the entire security divison from interfering with thelittle dramawe are
about to play.”

Drugged an hour ago—had everyone watched her come in, then, but Brennen? Firebird' s hand
tightened convulsively on the grip of her blazer, usdessdown at her Side. Her finger rested far from the
firing stud and would not move.

“Forgive our lack of manners."” The older man who had spoken first stood back. "1 am Eldest Juddis
Adiyn. My colleagues, Testing Commander Dru Polar and Cassia Tulleman. Polar, in particular, has
anticipated meeting you. He and your Sster were very close.”

" Very close” Polar touched a hand to his forehead and bowed. " To the depths of her subconscious, to
the very moment of her death. So you see, | know you well dso—as she knew you.”

Firebird' s hacklesrose. Whet little pity she fdlt for Phoena died in that instant, and the old rancor
returned.

Cassia Tulleman stepped closer, her fluid movements unhampered by her military-cut shipboards, and
ran afinger down theline of Firebird’ snose. “Migress of the faithful Master.” She turned the fingernail to
scratch. Caught in Command, Firebird could not pull back. Her eyesteared with pain as she glanced
from Cassiato Brennen and back again. Brennen's expression, closed and hostile, told her that Cassia,
like Ellet, had tried and failed. Firebird fet the faint, drug-fogged touch of Brennen’s emotions vanish, as
he shielded them from her. Was there more to fear here than death?

“Yes, Midtress.” Polar kept his dark, lashless eyestoward her. “Much more. Wewill show you how she
died.”

Indignant, Firebird silenced her thoughts. These were no Sentinelsto respect her mind’ s privacy.

Polar gpproached Brennen. From the shimmering yellow sash he pulled asilver rod aslong as her
forearm. “Takeit!” he barked. Brennen's hand jerked out. Firebird-Stood terrified by the sight of
Brennen voice-commanded. “Y ou remember, don’t you? Throat pressure point...” As Brennen gripped
the haft beside the orange thumb stud, Polar’ s hand dipped a ong the surface, touching and diding
controls. A long needle thrust from the other end. Firebird recoiled.

“Ooh,” breathed Cassia. “ She' s phobic!”



“Sol see’” The corners of Polar's mouth twitched, and Firebird groaned. Brennen had tried to help her
fight that irrationd fear. If only she had perssted!

“Migress” Adiyn hitched histhumbsinto the pockets of his shipboards. “ Anticipation isfrequently
sax-tenths of pleasure. Let me explain precisely what Master Caldwell will do with that den-dric striker.”

She glanced again a the silvery rod. Polar brandished it as Adiyn spoke.

“Neuromuscular ultracontraction isinvariably fatal, and it will take what will ssemto beavery long time
before sensation ends. When you have died, this honored guest will be taken to his own more public fate.
Isthat right. Polar? Y ou are prepared?’

At Polar' sdow smile, she glanced a Brennen. He stood visibly shaken; the scar dong his cheek |ooked
dark and angry on hisfair skin. Horrified, shetried at last to break the Command. She could not.

“Firgt, the pleasure a hand.” Polar touched Brennen’ s shoulder with the striker. “Bonded as heisto you,
he will experience— ah, yes, your imagination responds. | shall seethat he senses your emotional State,
snceat present heislessthan fully able”

Firebird gritted her teeth, trying to project to Brennen—-through her fearful defiance—trust and
forgiveness and the hope he*d escape.

“Acch,” Cassiahissed. “That’ svulgar! Y ou can do better than that, woman! Don’t you believe Adiyn?
Givethis murderer the end of your blazer!”

Firebird' sright hand came up, till holding the weapon. Automatically her forefinger did off the safety
circuit and took up the dack on thefiring stud. Several meters down her sights she saw the glacia-ice
blue of Brennen’seyes. If only she could swing her arm and sight on Polar instead!

“Maybel’ll let you doit,” Cassasad hadtily. “ Save your Sentinel from what he fears the most. We could
bargain. Perhaps you’ d like to hear what happened to your nieces.”

“I would not,” gasped Firebird.

“But my brother Astrig was there. He said they were such pretty little girls”

“No!” Firebird cried. She would trust nothing the Shuhr woman told her.

Cassa shrugged and stepped away. “Fine. Y ou're as ungrateful asthe rest of them.”
“Caldwell,” Polar barked. “Goto her.”

Firebird felt Brennen raisetota resistance, but it had as much effect asthat of afragile miralily trying to
cling in ahailstorm. He gpproached step by unwilling step, holding therod low and stiff-armed. Her
blazer, like a creature she could not control, followed his eyes. When he had crossed the distance, it
touched the bridge of hisnose. Still Cassaleft her forefinger free.

Apparently Polar sensed that. He bristled. “ Cassa” The two young Shuhr glowered at each other.
“Canyou?’ Firebird read on Brennen'slips.

Turn?Firebird quailed. Thevisonsingde had never hinted at this end. Drawing a deep, shaking breath,
shetried to blank out her surroundings. the humming generators, the Shuhr hungering for her agony, the
promise of degth in Brennen’shand. To passthewall would multiply the terrors. Her faith had fled.
Guessing shewould kill Brennen if he were caught in those horrors, she hesitated.



Then shetried, praying the bickering Shuhr would not sense her effort.

Beyond dl ese, Brennen' s nearness distracted her. She could ignore everything but the presence she had
longed for so desperately. Everything but Brennen, powerless though he stood.

Gasping, she let her eyelids fly open. Her blazer till rested on Brennen’ s nose, and down &t her side, his
hand held the silvery horror.

“I can’'t,” she mouthed.
“Try,” he breathed.
Polar gestured angrily, turned away from Cassia, and stepped close. “Now.”

Even Firebird could sense the huge, engorged unity of power that sesemed to be Polar and Adiyninlink,
exerting their strength together, though Adiyn hung back. Her terror rose fresh as Brennen'sarm lifted.
The contact jabbed the angle of her throat, and panic seized her. She aready stood unable to move;
now, she could scarcely think.

“Doit, woman,” Cassaurged from the other sde. “Kill him! Kill him before he can kill you, and save him
thewatching!”

“Cassal” Polar shouted. “Follow orders or stay out of thisl”

“Y ou low-blooded—empty-headed—half-watt!” Cassia shrieked, and Firebird’ s hand remained freeto
fire.“Youdon't rulethe Tullemand”

“And you have no right to kill Cadwell!” bellowed Adiyn. Polar’ s hand twisted violently. Cassiafell
away from Firebird, crashed against acorner of the corridor, and dropped to the floor.

Firebird stood motionless, released from Command but held helpless by the terror piercing the skin at her
throat. Although Brennen kept his hand steady, the pulse pounding in her carotid artery made the needle
quiver horribly.

Polar laid one hand on Brennen’ s shoulder and one on hers, and dreamily shut his eyes.

Again Firebird felt Brennen’slove pressing into her: abenediction, atill-we-meet he meant with dl his
heart.

Herethen, for the last time, she would touch him at the core of their souls. If that touch killed him, she
would at least cheat the Shuhr of their pleasure. Reconciled to her destiny and flushed with a queer
excitement, she bowed her head to recaeive hislast blessing.

—And Turned.

A flicker of terrorized strength licked up through her. Back upon it flowed an incredible surge of energy.
It must be Brennen' s carrier, resonating with her own—

The skin of her throat tore. Roused by pain, shelet go of the Turn, wheeled, and fired. She wanted
Polar, but Adiyn wasthere. He fell backward, eyeswidein surprise.

Something landed on her back. Firebird felt her head seized, her neck twisted by hands that tangled into
her hair and gouged her scap with long, cutting nails.

“Brennen?’ she choked. Had she killed him? Where was he?



Cassid s voice seethed unintelligible words into her ear. Flaming anguish erupted through her body. Hate
and horror and nauseating “ otherness’ pounded into her, throttling her awareness with amental
stranglehold. Pinned, burning, and unable to do anything ese, Firebird groped back down toward the
terror and energy she could not control. Cassia clung snakelike to her point of awareness, tightening her
amsaswdl, while searing, crippling heat licked deep into Firebird. As Firebird’ simagination absorbed
Cassd sfiery attack, anew glimmer of blue-orange flame joined and illuminated the miasmaof unred
degth. She could dmost smell smothering smoke.

Abruptly Cassia s psionic coilsloosened. Firebird sensed sudden fear, heavy with otherness.

She exulted. Thiswas how Bosk Terrell had died! Defiantly she flung hersdf inward, heedless of her own
peril. The Turn became awrenching dive into extinction, and she took Cassawith her. Immaterial smoke
thickened as they plummeted. Firebird struggled for alast cool bresth. Cassia sterror grew in her senses,
she thought she heard along, quavering scream. Fiercely she accelerated thefdl. For an ingtant the vision
shifted: InaN’ Taian tagwing fighter, they plunged toward the black mountains of VVeeRon. Impact: an
ingtant of terror. It was done in a heartbeat. Then she felt nothing at all.

The moment Firebird caught her epsilon carrier, Brennen seized the spark: avicious strength that startled
him in its desperate, haunted intensity. He drove that spark across the drug-induced chasm between
control and his own carrier—it was there! Crowing triumph, he grabbed hold. Access-linked with
Firebird across adoubled carrier, he glimpsed her blazing core of energy—and anguish.

Then aswdl of power rose through him, shock waves blasting through histrained checks and controls:
so much energy he could not direct it, but he dared not stop its flow lest he return to the hel pless,
blocked state. Throwing both hands wide in bewilderment, he sent the striker flying and stood stupefied.

Antipodal fuson—Polar’ sresearch—surely thisweasit!

Bodily, Polar flung him to the ground. Brennen rolled automatically to bresk thefal, struggling to bring
the inward explosion under control. From too little epsilon strength he had passed suddenly to far, far too
much!

From Adiyn’sloosg, lifeless hand, ablazer flew to Polar.

Forcing back the energy storm to keep it from overpowering his control, Brennen willed itstiniest wisp
into hisvoice. He pressed up from the floor, stretched out a hand, and Commanded Polar.

1] DQNn! ”

The Shuhr fdl sdeways. His blazer glanced againgt stone, momentarily knocked loose of his hand. Still
minimizing the frenzy of power, Brennen directed the excessinward on itsdlf, holding energy with energy,
and let free akinetic burst to cdl that blazer.

It did past him, out of control across the stone floor. He groaned. In al his memories of training, no
indruction lingered to help him channdl this eruption.

Polar staggered to hisfeet and reached into the air before him to gather and focus power. Again, energy
coalesced with Polar’ sthat was not his own. In front of the black-haired Shuhr condensed the thickest
epsilon shield Brennen had ever sensed. Heloosed the torrent that filled him in a desperate strike at
Polar’ smenta centers, but the gtatic shield held unbreached.

Brennen gasped, fighting despair. What was this entity? Againgt such an adversary no menta attack had



any hope. Its only weakness was Polar’ s human body. He must strike Polar physicaly, cut him down.
But Brennen had nothing to throw, no weapon of any kind.

From his sash, Polar pulled Brennen’s own crystace—Polar’ strophy. Itsfamiliar whine cut through
Polar’ s shout. “Know, Sentindl, that you die by the will of the Chad-negiyl.” Hehed hisarm high over his
head, poised to throw.

Chad-negiyl—the Shuhr overlord empowered Polar! Roused by fury, Brennen sent alast word of
Command, backed by the torrent of energy bursting its gates—not at Polar, invulnerable behind his
shield, but at the crystace.

“Down!” he Commanded it. Energy flowed up, and through him, and was gone.

Polar vanished with a crash. The chamber fell silent except for the piercing note of the crystace and the
generators hum.

Brennen struggled to his feet and lurched to the spot where Polar had stood. An impact crater two-foot
wide and half ameter deep, bisected by adender trench afull meter long, had been blown into stone.
The crystace lay in the trench, but burying most of the blade slength. ..

Turning away, Brennen swallowed hard. Benegth areddish-gray, smashed object that |ooked only
vaguely asthough it had been ahuman heed, he had glimpsed awidth of gray deeve darkening with
moisture. Under that, in the crater’ s depths, lay an unrecognizable mass.

The crystace had crushed pommé first through bone and flesh into the stony floor, the shock waves of its
passing reducing Polar’ sbody to the jdlly that lined the crater.

That's a new use for a crystace. Brennen exhaled with shaky rdlief and relinquished the Turn.

Then he saw Firebird lying near the chamber’ s back warl, her limbs tangled on black stonewith Cassa's,
auburn hair and black twisted like silken rope around both their throats.

Aghagt, he sumbled toward them. Had Firebird killed again? Thefirst time, he' d barely saved her. He
rolled her onto her back to quest for echoes of consciousness.

Hefdt nothing.
She was gone: her deadly P nah had taken her at last.

Heinhaled to scream denial, not caring who would hear. Let them come; he would bury her body under
corpses, and—

Redlization dapped down his anguish. He had |ost the carrier again and was blocked; of course, he
would fed nothing! Cradling Firebird’ s head, he fumbled, searching for apulse.

There! At the side of her throat it barely throbbed, aswhen she' d killed Terrell. Desperate with relief, he
searched her body for other injuries, but found only scratches and the crusting cut at her throat where the
probe had torn free.

Hereached for Cassia. At no angle could hefind apulse, either in wrist or throat.
The Shuhr woman was deed, then.

He straightened and eyed dl corners of the chamber. The right kind of menta touch might revive



Firebird, but because she lay stunned, she could not lend him the bridging spark to hisown carrier. He
was helpless.

But not yet beaten. From the crater, he carefully plucked his crystace. He staggered across the chamber.
The* gpecid training sesson” caled by Polar might keep the rest of the Shuhr away, might givehima
chanceto get Firebird to that RIA ship. Te— what had they doneto Tellai? With shaking arms he pulled
himsdlf up along ladder onto the metd grate platform high on the generator. Under normal
circumstances, he could have jumped it. He glared for aminute at aglasted cover curving protectively
over the row of relays, bolted and locked in place.

Activating the crystace once more, he diced the cover away, then reversed every switch on the board
with asweep of hisarm, plunging the chamber into blackness. When he touched off the humming
crystace, the silence seemed to roar.

Toeing gingerly for each rung, he descended to the smoothed basalt floor, then dropped to his knees.
Cautioudy he crawled back. The notion of pitching headlong across Polar’ s crater made him extremely
cautious.

Another minute' s groping in darkness brought him to the sound of Firebird' s shalow breathing. Gently he
lifted her over his shoulder, but when hetried to step, hislegs buckled, light though she was. He let her
fal again. Infuriated by his exhaustion and impotence, but till too full of adrendine for the deepiness of
the blocking injection to touch him, he took her by both shoulders and shook, first cautioudy and then
harder. “Mari,” he pressed. “Mari.”

Shedid not rouse. “Mari,” hewhispered. “ Getup!”
Sliding his hands down her arms, he found her wrists and began to drag her up the passway.

Chapter 21
Beyond the Wall

delicatamente - ddlicately

Tdla groaned, pressing the hedls of hishandsinto his eyes and folding forward over the instrument pandl.
She was dead—Phoena was dead...

“Help her, Tel. Please,” gasped Brennen. Firebird lay where he had let her drop, on the deck of the
gpacecraft’ s cabin. Through her helmet’ sfaceplate Tel saw her dark eyes open but blank. Hastily he
unlatched the hedmet and twisted it free. Brennen fell againg the airlock, dip-sedling it with one hand, then
released his own suit’s clagps dong chest and waist.

“She' sdive? What happened to me—and her?” Numbly Tel stripped Firebird' s heavy metal-and-fabric
Uit awvay.

Brennen stepped out of his own pirated outer garment. “Y ou were put into tardema-deep by afidding
team that’ s temporarily without generator power. That'swhy you' re free of it now. And she—she' sbeen
through another psionic attack.”

“Will she—live?’

“I don’'t know,” Brennen whispered. Her eyes closed and her mouth rel axed open, uncontrolled.



“How long has Phoenabeen... 7 Td shoved the bulky suits under the bench.

Brennen knelt to dip an arm around Firebird, but stopped and looked at Tel. “ Three weeks,” he
whispered. “I’'m sorry.”

Tel nodded. Hislip quivered, but he frowned hard and controlled it.

Brennen lifted Firebird onto the rear bench and strapped her down with black acceleration webbing. “Do
you think—"

“Don’t tak, Cadwell.” Tel lifted one of Firebird'slimp hands and pressed it to his cheek where he'd
bruised himsdlf fdling unconscious. “Just get usout of here.”

“I don't think | have the energy left to fly this. Can you?’

“Oh.” Td hurried toward the pilot’'schair. “Yes. | can.”

Dabarrah sat up straight in bed. For an instant, he hoped he’ d not wakened Anna; then he saw her
vacant pillow and heard her in the adjoining room, softly crooning alullaby.

What? Brennen? Is that you?

The voice spoke again in hisaphamatrix, quietly, asfrom agreat distance. // is, Master. I'mon RIA
link, about two hours out.

Dabarrah covered his eyes with his hands, the better to focus on that faint subvocdization. Brennen." We
had all but given up hope!

Mari hadn’t. She' swith me, in deep psychic shock. She has killed again—but she controlled it,
Jenner. She and | have touched, and | am unharmed. | saw her wall. In fact—

Dabarrah sat motionless as Brennen opened his memory, revealing a montage of daysin the hands of the
Shuhr, of research, and antipoda fuson—and his guesses regarding Firebird' sfrightening talent. e
know so little about her bloodline. Who' sto say if the mutation might have occurred before her
progenitress reached Naetai? Master, sheis not a danger to us—though maybe, some day, to the
Shuhr. Remember the shamah. | am certain of it. | will proveit, when we arrive.

Dabarrah formed histhoughts with care. | am glad to hear you speak so, Brennen, but there will
remain testing.

Bring her out of shock and | will do the testing myself. There was a pause. Kinnor—and Kiel. Have
they changed? Dabarrah clearly felt the longing that rode that wave of epsilon energy. The new RIA
unit’ s accuracy had been greatly improved.

Of course, Brennen. They change daily. Two hours, you estimate! He ordered the wordsin his mind
but did not attempt to send. Queen Carradee has come here, to sanctuary. What of Prince Tel, and
the sister, Phoena?

My regardsto Carradee, if you speak with her before | can. Tellai is unharmed—but—Phoena is
dead.



Tel stepped through the hatchway out into the predawn wind. Just beyond Master Dabarrah, under the
lights of Hesed' sgrassy landing strip, asmdl figurein dark green waited at the foot of the boarding
ladder. Brennen had warned him to anticipate Carradee. Tel glanced back over his shoulder into the
ship’sdarkness.

“Go ahead,” said Brennen Caldwell’ svoice. “I’ ve got her.”
Squaring his shoulders, he stepped down the ladder. Hesitantly, Carradee waved.
He hurried toward her. “Carradee. Mgesty.” Knedling on the soft grass, he took her hand and kissed it.

“Prince Tel. It isyou. You look so different.” Beneath loose blonde curls, her forehead wrinkled deeply.
“Areyou dl right, Te? Phoena... They tdl me...”

He sighed relief. They had spared him having to tell her himself. “Y ou know, then.” She watched him,
waliting. He saw pity in her gray eyes. “Yes, I'll bedl right. Cadwell and | have... taked. Give metime
to mourn her, Carradee. Please—"

Abruptly Carradee gave alittle gasp and clutched his hand. Tel got to hisfeet. Brennen had emerged,
carrying Firebird. Shelay in hisarms, her legsdangling lifelesdy and her hair hanging in auburn waves
over hiselbow. Carradee shivered, dropped his hand, and pulled her woolen coat close.

With agrave nod to Carradee, Brennen passed them, Dabarrah at his elbow. Tel stepped out behind
them, leading Carradee. An image of Phoena exploded into his mind: Phoena, as he had known her.
Beautiful, powerful, noble.

No. That noble image was Phoena, as he had imagined her, and she had never existed.

Tel covered Carradee’ s hand with his own. Carradee needed him here, now. A sekiyr strode toward
him, carrying awarm jacket. Tel dipped it on. “ Generd Cadwell seems certain Firebird will live,” he
sad. They waked dowly, faling farther and farther behind the others. “ At least, he's more certain than
hewastwo daysago.” Td paused. Cadwell, theinvulnerable, implacable Sentind: He existed only asa
facade, abeautifully controlled image that concedled the real man behind hisrole. “I don’t think we begin
to understand the kind of love these pair-bonded people have for one another. But—" He pressed
Carradee’ s hand, and she smiled. She, too, who had been Queen of Naetai, was awoman. “I am glad
you came, Carradee,” he said. “Thisisagood place.” He stared up at the shadowed red rock of the
Hesed valley. “ A good place. But what of Naetai? Was Rattela unkind to you?’

Haltingly, Carradee explained dl that had transpired. He nodded as she spoke, and as the sky lightened,
the breeze blew strands of dark hair into hisface. Carradee Angelo Second, whom he had never seen
happy since her accession, looked content here.

“And Firebird,” shefinished. “She must recover. Y ou see, the Assembly would not |et the Electorate
disbar our line, not permanently. | was alowed to abdicatein larlet’ sfavor, and for that time, Rattela
serves as regent. But once—if...” Her voice quivered, and at the golden double-doors of the groundside
lift, he paused to hear her out. “Master Dabarrah has promised to send ateam looking for larlet and
Kessaree. But if Naetal declaresmy princesseslegally dead...” Shetrailed off again and glanced down
at the grass, then looked directly at him, her brows arching in sincere anguish. “Unless Daithi and | have
other children, the Crown passesto Firebird. And her sons.”

Te dmost laughed, imagining petite, straight-backed Firebird, her chintilted as obstinately asever,
wearing the jeweled N’ Taian crown. Firebird. The proud, capable little Wastling . . .



Soberly, he dismissed the image. Firebird had chosen anew road. Could she go back up it, back to
Naetai ?

And could Cddwdl go dong?

Smiling at that thought, Tel stood aside for Carradee to step onto the lift. She dipped her hand through
hisarm again. “It’ s peaceful here,'” she said, looking once dl around her. ” And Daithi is... he seems...”

The lift began to drop. And what of the twins? Where do they belong?
“... he'sbetter. Happier. Come with me, Tel. Come see him. Would you?’

Firebird and Brennen will straighten it out. They' re capable. Suddenly content, Tel made a half-bow
to Carradee asthe lift doors opened. “ Of course, Mgesty. It will be good to see Prince Daithi again.”

There had been fire, and terror, flooding the region between dreaming and waking, but Firebird was
ready to wake, now. A warm weight lay on her chest. She raised ahand to touch it and felt silky hair on
afirm skull. Shethreaded her fingersintoit.

Then something warmer yet invaded the recesses of her awareness: the sensation of atropical seathat
amdled of incense...

“Brennen,” she murmured.

The drowsiness let her go. She opened her eyes. Brennen pulled up to a sitting position. White stone
shone overhead.

“Where... 7" Sherolled her head to either sde. Beyond white walls, water whispered and splashed, and
she caught a breath of damp kirkatrees.

“Yes. Hesed,” he said softly. He took her hand. “How do you fed ?’

That ddlicate touch remained at the fringe of her consciousness. He shouldn't be inside her dpha matrix,
but hewas. “Whole.” She shut her eyes. “Brenn. Y ou're here. Where are Kiel and Kinnor?’

“Close” He squeezed her fingers. “ Dabarrah let me waken you in private. He and | shared memory a
number of timeswhile you dept, Man. It’ sbeen days since he brought you out of shock paradyss. He
thought it best to let your menta energy regroup before rousing you. Then, he said, you could be tested.”

“Tested?* she asked deepily. "When? For what?*

Hetouched her chin, leaned close, and kissed her. When he drew away, he whispered, “1 am testing
now, Mari.”

Thetouch at the back of her mind grew stronger and began to stroke. Closing her eyes again, she
trembled. Was everything terrible going to come untrue, al at once?

“Brenn,” shesad. It was difficult to concentrate on speaking, with sensation rising in every niche of her
body and mind. “The blocking drugs they gave you, a Three Zed. Just before | reached you. Y ou beat
them.”

“There smedical equipment, shipboard, on dl our trangport craft,” he murmured. “Blood cleansing. Y ou
remember. Wedid it to you, once.”



“A long time ago.” She opened her eyes. He was staring into them. The sensation of penetration
intengified. She breathed deeply.

“Don’'t Turn,” Brennen whispered. “Let me. And we will seeif dl this A-gtatus has been necessary.”

Despite hiswarning, hiswords cued an immediate visudization of the wall—but the power behind it held
no dlure. “Do you remember that explosion of energy?’ he asked as he stroked and caressed, al without
touching her. “In the generator chamber?’

“It'snearly thelast thing | do remember. Did | kill—her?’

“You Turned,” hesaid, “as| did. | think that’ s what we' d better not try when we' re done. And yes,
Cassaisdead.” While he spoke, the probe stirred her memory: days alone a Hesed, her anguish over
giving up thetwins, her determination to go to him, whatever the consequences. “We will have to repesat
the doubled

Turn for Dabarrah. Another day. When you are strong again.“ He began to dowly pull the tendril free.
"We bdlieve we have identified the cause of that psiclysm, and why you can kill. Y our carrier is different,
gpparently, and amplifies any of ours beyond contral.

“But that will come later,” he said, and he withdrew. “We' re safe,” he whispered. “Y ou pass.”
Straightening, he touched apanel onthewall. “Done, Master,” he said. “ She controls beautifully. |
think—" He glanced back down at her. “It' sthe family stubbornness.”

Lazily, Firebird shook her head. “Which family?”

“The Aurian family. Dabarrah is sending down some people who want to see you.” He shifted and
arranged her hair on her shoulders. “ There samessage roll waiting in our room, from Regiond
Command.”

Something was about to happen. She could fed Brennen’ s anticipation; yet she lay till, willing to play
aong with him. “ They want you back on Alta, do they?’ she asked.

He rubbed the short, dark scar on his cheek. “ Perhaps. | haven't opened it. But | have fulfilled their
conditionsfor reinstatement. That would be my guess, too.”

“It would do me good to see them ask you back.” In contentment she closed her eyes again. A minute
passed, then another. “ All those fantasies were wasted, Brenn.”

Histhoughts must have been focused on something digant. “HmMM?’

“Beyond that wall, | tried to conquer my own death. But facing death is nothing likeimagining it, and the
strength | needed came from... e'sawhere. Strange, that it should have worked out thisway. That wall,”
sherepeated. “It became awall between us.”

Shefdt him take her hand.
“Did we accomplish anything, redly, Brenn?’

After ashort pause, he said, “Yes. Our strike at Echo Six, and the death of two of Three Zed' s colonia
commanders, give Alta s attack a better chance of succeeding. And, Man, think of what we' ve learned,
of the possihilities... between us”

She heard footsteps and opened her eyes.



Anna Dabarrah glided through the arch, followed by adender sekiyr. A kicking, blond baby gazed at her
from Annad s shoulder. The sekiyr came from behind Annato lay dark-haired Kin on Firebird' slap, while
Brennen watched. Kinnor didn't stir. “He' s been so content since you both returned, Firebird,” Anna
sad, as Firebird fingered Kinnor' stight little fist. “ Apparently he does need hisfather. They seemto be
linked at such adepth that Kin sensed Brennen'stridsat Three Zed.” Glancing aside a Brennen, whose
intensifying radiance wanned Firebird with unconcealed intensity, Annaheld out Kiel. “I gpologize, Lady
Firebird.” Shelooked a Brennen again, asif gpologizing to him, too. “We were only trying to protect
them. Y ou must know that.”

“I do.” Careful not to jostle and wake Kinnor on her lap, Firebird accepted Kid as carefully as she might
take acrystal goblet. He hiccupped, stared alittle longer, and then broke into abroad smile. “Kid,” she
whispered, cradling him with both arms, and then she reached down to touch Kinnor’sdark curls. “You
know me, don’t you?Y ou know your mother.”

“Ghh,” sad Kid.

Firebird shut her eyes, her cheek pressed to her son’s, and silently rgjoiced. “ Anna, isit over?’ she
asked. Then, swept through by sympathy for Carradee’ s grief for her own babies, she opened her eyes.
She must ask about—

But Annaand the girl had left the room. Brennen folded Firebird, Kidl, and Kinnor together into hisarms.
“Y ou will have much to learn, Man. But there are no more walls between us.” His voice came muffled
through her hair as he rested his head on her shoulder. She struggled to reach for him, but he trapped her
armsingde hisown, and he was too strong. Holding tightly, he said again, “No morewalls.”
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