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			Dedication

		


			To WTG

			I am grateful indeed

			To God and to you

			For our new life together.
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	NIGHT ATTACK

	
	

	


			notturno minore 

			night piece in a minor key 

			Even rain on wet leaves can sound ominous after midnight. 

			Firebird stopped walking and listened intently. The dark hours were slipping away, but she’d awakened with both calves bound up in excruciating muscle cramps. Pausing on her third lap around a long, windowless training room, she felt positive she’d heard something—someone—out in the passway. 

			She would’ve known if it were Brennen. 

			Barefoot, she crept across the cushioned mat. Once a storage area, this room bristled with weapons, simulators, and exercise equipment. A home-security master board glimmered behind the flight simulator. She bent toward it. 

			One of her unborn sons kicked her ribs in protest. 

			Firebird straightened and pushed red-brown hair back from her face. She’d hoped to command a star cruiser someday... she’d never hoped to resemble one. Now, six and a half months pregnant with twins, she suspected she did. 

			She snugged the belt of her flimsy nightrobe. On the security board, an image of their two-story hillside home gleamed in pale yellow holo. Each entry and window shone red, fully covered by sensors and dispatch circuits. Brennen had invested his Federate severance pay in a lovely, defensible location near Thyrica’s primary military base, then installed the best available home sec system. In ten years of intelligence work, he’d made enemies. 

			The board showed no sign of intrusion. 

			Firebird glanced over her shoulder. Blame pregnancy hormones, but she wasn’t convinced. She despised this maternal jumpiness, this urge to protect herself at all cost. She’d been a military pilot, qualified on advanced fightercraft and small arms.

			Still, these days she must protect two other lives. She needed to be jumpy.

			Brennen had merely rolled over when she’d slipped painfully out of bed. She wondered if she ought to go back and wake him now. She’d done that two nights ago, when she thought she heard noises. They’d found nothing wrong. 

			Deciding she didn’t want her pride stung again, she opened a weapons cupboard. She bypassed several training knives, a broadsword, and two deadly service blazers. A bulky shock pistol—her weapon of choice, a gift from her husband—lay behind the blazers. Hefting it expertly, she thumbed a stud on one side of the grip and quickly checked its charge.

			Husband. Unbelievably, she had a husband. Last year, she’d forsaken her homeworld, with its holy laws and traditions that demanded her death, and married Field General Brennen Caldwell. An expert telepath and her enemy when they met, he won her trust and introduced her to faith… and Firebird had never dreamed of love like Brennen gave her, day after night after day. Eight months ago, they had pair bonded in his people’s way, linking their lives and their feelings in a marriage only death could end. 

			She reached for the door control, then hesitated again. She really would rather Brenn didn’t find her prowling armed. If she stepped out into that passway quivering with nerves, her worry would wake him. The Ehretan pair bond sensitized each of them to the other’s strong emotions, even though she was no trained telepath.

			Quiet my heart and mind, Mighty Singer… and help me, she prayed. Her determination, her jumpiness, and even her fond concern for her twins ebbed away. She touched the door control.  

			The steel panel silently slid aside. She braced against it until her eyes adjusted. Across the passway, diffused city light filtered up Trinn Hill into their second bedroom. She peered out its glasteel window-wall. 

			Rain had softened into thick fog. Two tiny red eyes shone out for a few seconds, then extinguished. Thyrica’s planetary developers must’ve had quite a sense of humor to create those fist-sized, oozy night-slugs. 

			She steadied the shock pistol between her hands. Trying to move as serenely as the deep night, she shuffled toward a bend in the passway. She adjusted her grip on the pistol and then peered around the corner. 

			Her breath caught. Silhouetted by a floor-level luma, a wiry stranger stood facing into the master room. He braced against the doorway with his left arm. She couldn’t see his right hand. 

			She squeezed her pistol’s grip. 

			The stranger whirled, brandishing a black energy blazer in one blackened hand. He thrust his other hand toward her too, palm outward. 

			Firebird knew that gesture too well. “Brenn!” she shouted. She shot a wild burst— 

			Then toppled sideways, dropping her pistol with suddenly limp fingers. The intruder had a telepath’s power of voice-command. Her right shoulder hit the wall, and she pitched toward the floor. She mustn’t fall hard—must not miscarry—but her arms turned to jelly. She couldn’t catch herself. 

			As she flopped on the carpet, barely missing her pistol, she felt Brennen come fully awake. His confusion burst into the back of her mind. Less than a second later, the hall flashed blood red with blazer fire. The prowler’s attention shifted to Brennen. Freed from command, Firebird groped for her pistol. 

			“Mari!” Brennen shouted. “Stay down!” 

			She raised her head. A four-armed silhouette danced wildly atop their bed, grappling and kicking. She crawled forward on her elbows and knees. If she could get into the room quickly, she might stun both men with one burst and hit the house alarm. 

			Too late! Deadly red lightning flashed again. Half the silhouette flew toward the bedroom window-wall, and then—unbelievably—glasteel exploded. “Brenn!” she cried, pushing up on her knees just outside the door, struggling for balance. An alarm klaxon blared. Flood lamps activated outdoors. 

			“Stay there,” he called again from the bed. His combat focus throbbed in her awareness, but his voice sounded steady. “He’s gone. Don’t come in, though. There’s glasteel everywhere.” 

			Warm light flooded the master room. Her husband perched on the foot of their bed, dressed in drawstring trousers and aiming a blazer out into the night through a gulf that had been their security window-wall. Middle-sized, muscular without any extra bulk, he stared down the blazer’s sights as if he’d been welded to the weapon. 

			Firebird lumbered to her bare feet and backed into the extra bedroom to look outdoors. Under the flood lamps, fog dripped from fragrant, evergreen kirka tree limbs onto soggy undergrowth. The night-slug had left a gleaming slime trail, but she saw no footprints. Damp, resin-scented air drifted into the house. The klaxon’s tritonal wailing shut off. 

			A warm hand touched her shoulder. Brennen’s concern wrapped around her, warming her much better than her flimsy nightrobe could do. His pale russet hair drooped over one ear, flattened by six hours of sleep, but his cheeks looked flushed, and his intensely blue eyes showed no drowsiness. He still gripped a blazer down at his side. “Are you all right?” he asked. 

			“I’m fine,” she said, catching her breath. “Just a little bounced around. But are you?” 

			“Yes. Stay out of the bedroom. I’m calling Alert Forces.” 

			Stepping back, she clenched a fist. Thyrica’s Alert Forces tracked the lawless Shuhr, renegade cousins of Brennen’s telepathic kindred. She had wondered if someday those enemies might attack Brennen just because he was the strongest Sentinel of his generation. “I’m coming with you,” she declared. 

			“Well—yes. You could lie down in the study.” He paced up the hall, comforting her with his presence but keeping both hands free, on the off chance the intruder might come back. 

			Firebird followed. She hated feeling vulnerable. At any other time, she might’ve gone out the window chasing that prowler. 

			Brennen jabbed the com console near the steel door, then raised one eyebrow. “No contractions?” he murmured. “You’re sure you’re all right?” 

			Sensing his worry, actually feeling it secondhand on the pair bond, she let him feel her own concern... and spotted a reddening streak on his right forearm. “He grazed you!” 

			A male voice blared through the room speakers, reverberating off duracrete walls. “General Caldwell, your alert’s lit up. False alarm?” 

			Brennen turned away, hiding his scorched arm, but now she spotted blood trickling down his left shoulder and side. “Real thing. We’re all right, but we’d appreciate backup.” 

			“On its way. Your location?” 

			“Downlevel, secure room. Intruder’s gone, we think.” 

			“Stay there.” 

			Brennen paced back to the half-open steel door, still gripping that blazer. Misty air seeped along the floor. 

			Shivering, Firebird crossed to the weapons cupboard. She was too full of adrenaline to sit down, and only starting to realize they’d survived a murder attempt. Had the intruder wanted Brennen, or her... or both? “What happened to your shoulder? Your side?” 

			He craned his neck. “Oh? Glasteel, probably. Not serious.” He’d taken life-threatening injuries in intelligence work. He’d also saved her life. Twice—no, three times. “I’ll get you to college,” he said. “Master Spieth can watch you for complications.” 

			“Good idea.” She bent over to seize one of the other blazers and a half-used spool of medical biotape and was soundly punched again. 

			All right, then, I don’t resemble a star cruiser. A cruiser-carrier. “I guess our secret’s about to come out,” she complained. She’d gone into hiding as soon as her pregnancy showed, hoping to shock her family with the news just before their twins arrived... and Netaia’s nobles would be deeply shocked. Brennen, blessed with a knack for avoiding danger, had agreed she should vanish for a while. 

			“You’ve stayed out of the public eye long enough. Ex-princess,” he said tenderly, raising an eyebrow as he cupped one hand over his forearm. 

			“I never was a princess,” she insisted through gritted teeth. “Let’s tape that burn.” 

			He swept her long hair back over her shoulder. “Well... no. It probably needs more than biotape. I’ll let Master Spieth treat it.” 

			“That was close.” He nodded. “Hurting?” 

			“It’s blocked.” Among other Sentinel skills, he could cancel nerve impulses. “I’m more worried about you.” 

			“Let me clean your shoulder, Brenn.” 

			He craned his neck. “Still bleeding?” 

			“A little.” 

			“It doesn’t hurt. Just leave it.” 

			“Did you pick up any clue as to who that was?” 

			“No.” He strolled back to the door—standing guard, she assumed, but wanting not to worry her. 

			Good try, Brenn. 

			“What woke you up?” he asked. 

			“Leg cramps. Again,” she groaned, massaging her left calf. 

			He peered out. “I never thought I would thank the Holy One for your leg cramps.” 

			Neither had she. But if she’d been asleep a few minutes ago, they might both be dead. She shivered again and snatched a high-protein bar off a shelf. Medical Master Spieth supplied these nourishing snacks by the crate. 

			Two of his Sentinel colleagues arrived four minutes later. “Mistress Firebird,” one exclaimed. 

			“Hello, Dardy.” She extended a palm to Air Master Damalcon Dardy, whose massive frame belied a boyish face. Hoping he wouldn’t feel her hand shake as he clasped it, she said, “Haven’t talked to you in months.” 

			“Are you all right?” he asked. Then he took a second look. “Oh my,” he said softly. “Are you sure you’re all right?” 

			“So far as I know. Thanks for coming.” 

			Dardy and his partner walked them around the house. Built by a retired star captain who’d spent too much time traveling between the two Federate regions in a tiny messenger ship, the hillside home had a rambling upper story and a long deck that overlooked central Soldane and distant Kyrren Fjord, and a double rooftop landing port. Dardy’s partner’s instrument scan plainly showed large shoe prints leading up to—and through—its airlock-type main entry. 

			Firebird shuddered. So much for advanced security. 

			As she reentered her home, Soldane city police arrived. The officers took statements, low-light images of the intruder’s entry and getaway, and more scans. Though they addressed Brennen respectfully, Firebird noticed they never stood close to any of the three Sentinels. It had taken her, too, a long time to trust these hereditary telepaths, Brennen’s kindred. 

			Standing at the foot of the bed, she tapped one foot, now booted. “How did he get through that window? It was reinforced glasteel.” 

			“This was etched in advance.” Sentinel Dardy pointed at a rim of glasteel that protruded bladelike from the windowbar. 

			“Squill!” she exclaimed. “He was here before, setting us up.” She must’ve heard him two nights ago. She felt like a target. These days, she would be hard to miss. 

			Brennen stepped out of the freshing room. He carried a medium-sized duffel. “Anything else you want, Mari?” 

			No one else called Firebird by that name. Brennen had given it to her last year, helping her hide from a hostile regime. When they married, she made it part of her legal identity. “Mari” meant her new life. 

			She shook her head. Finally, she felt safe enough to realize she was terrified. “I don’t need anything but you,” she insisted. “Nothing.” 

			•••

			Inland, beyond the craggy Dracken Range, at the small town of Arown, the Sentinel College maintained one of the Federacy’s best medical facilities. Master Sentinel Aldana Spieth laid her soft sonoscope on an examining room counter. “You’ll be fine,” she said, “all three of you, but I’d like you off your feet for a day.” 

			Relieved for her twins, and glad Spieth didn’t need to give her any injections, Firebird swung around to sit up on the table. Master Spieth’s lovely, laugh-lined face was framed by silver hair, and a gold star adorned her white tunic. Its eight rays proclaimed her a Master Sentinel like Brennen, one of Thyrica’s most powerful telepathic refugees. 

			“How’s Brenn?” Firebird clutched the internally warmed table’s yielding edge. “Where’s he gone?” 

			Master Spieth scribbled on a recall pad with one fingernail. “Kyrie probed out the glasteel shards, and that flash burn’s not dangerously deep. He’s all right. He’s busy for a while, though. You get to finish your night’s rest.” 

			“It’s morning.” Firebird glanced out the window. Beyond three rounded, red stone buildings, a new band of clouds turned orange-maroon. Dawn was racing the next eastbound storm inland. “There’s a murderer out there—” 

			“You will rest,” Spieth said flatly. “For two more months, you have a higher priority than chasing—” 

			“I can’t lie down and let Brennen take all the risks—” 

			“Yes, you can.” Spieth laid down her recall pad and narrowed her iron gray eyes. “Your balance is completely out of whack. You could take a dangerous fall just by stepping down wrong. Couldn’t you?” 

			Firebird barely got her mouth open. 

			“Yes, you could,” Spieth snapped. “If you won’t promise to cooperate, I’ll either put you under voice-command or else lock you in. Which will it be?” 

			Firebird shook her head. She had no intention of risking her babies’ lives. She was determined to keep them safe too—but she hated acting timid. “I can at least help Brenn. He won’t rest.” 

			“He’d do almost anything for you, but he can’t carry a baby until you deliver.” The master touched a call button. “You’re young, Firebird. You’re strong and healthy, but a twin pregnancy has extra risks. You’ve just been stressed. You will rest. I’m ordering you an early breakfast as well. Eat it all.” 

			Firebird folded both arms around her belly and those unborn sons, barely resisting the temptation to roll her eyes. She was eating six times a day and napping twice—ridiculous, but... but Spieth was right. She needed both. She felt like a cruiser, but she couldn’t seem to gain enough weight to suit the medical master or her staff. 

			She tired quickly too. So far she didn’t think much of motherhood, even if her children-to-be carried the genes of a tremendously gifted family. “Find me a bed,” she said curtly. “I’ll rest.” 

			•••

			Brennen eyed a newscan screen in the med center’s third-floor lounge. As soon as Spieth had treated his cuts and his burn, he’d called his mother, wakening her to explain what had happened before she heard it from some other source—and sure enough, here it came over the net: 

			•••

			Master Sentinel Brennen Caldwell, new General Coordinator of Thyrian Forces, was attacked last night in his home by an unknown assailant. Neither he nor his wife, Lady Firebird Caldwell nee Angelo of the occupied Netaia Protectorate Systems, was seriously injured. Alert Forces and Soldane Police are investigating. 

			•••

			Brennen’s mother would’ve spotted the message and worried. Her parting words were, “Please call your brother.” He nodded, though he and Tarance didn’t get along. 

			He cleared the connection and touched in a call code. He hated to wake Tarance’s family. Once Destia bounced out of bed, Tarance and Asea might never get back to sleep. That would lay one more small grudge in the weighty basket Brennen’s older brother carried so proudly. 

			Still, he didn’t want Asea worrying. 

			The call light flashed for several seconds, then repeated. Brennen frowned. Normally Tarance jumped on night calls. They could be medical emergencies, and Tarance zealously guarded Asea’s sleep. Tarance’s medical practice, subsidized by the college, earned him general respect among even the non-gifted. 

			Brennen canceled his call, hustled up the passway’s blue shortweave carpet to Firebird’s room, and stepped in. Beneath a battery of deactivated sensors, she lay curled away from the door. Sensor deactivation was a good sign. Spieth didn’t think she or either of his sons was in danger. 

			They would both be relieved when she delivered those twins. He endured most of her discomfort and frustration right along with her, including the mood swings. He laid a hand on her shoulder. 

			Her eyes opened. “Hm?” Then, instantly, “Brenn!” She pushed up onto her elbows. “What’s happening?” 

			Muting his concern, he kissed her forehead. “I just contacted Mother. She wants me to check on Tarance.” 

			She wrinkled her forehead. For an instant, she looked almost childlike. 

			Brennen knew her toughness, though. This small woman had nearly beaten a deep mind-access interrogation and faced a firing squad. Scarred though she was by her cruel upbringing, she was literally part of him now, as he was part of her. “I know you’re frustrated,” he said, “staying here like this. It won’t last forever. I’ll give you an oil rub when I get back. Fair enough?” 

			Smiling, she shut her eyes, and as she sighed once more, her alert state faded in his senses. In less than a minute, she slept again. 

			She did need the rest, with her body changing so quickly. Six months ago, neither of them had known about a twin pregnancy’s physical demands. Brennen caressed her shoulder, then returned to the lounge and tried Tarance’s personal-carry line. Tarance kept that close, even when traveling. 

			Air Master Dardy poked his head through the door and eyed the com screen. “Everything all right?” 

			Brennen nodded. Dardy’s aggressive deference made Brennen feel like an icon, instead of a talented human who was as guilty as the rest of the starbred—including the renegade Shuhr—of carrying artificially altered genes. Their ancestors were created by scientists who hoped telepathy would create lasting peace on Ehret, their original home world. Instead, the first telepathic Ehretan starbred matured into normal, selfish young men and women whose power cravings touched off a devastating civil war. 

			“I’m just trying to reach Tarance,” Brennen answered, “and let him know we weren’t hurt.” 

			“Heavy sleeper?” 

			“No. He could be on vacation.” Or... Holy One, is he all right?

			•••

			Brennen and Dardy hurried across Dr. Tarance Caldwell’s rooftop landing pad. The coastal drizzle soaked moss-hung trees far below, down on the avenue. Early commuters guided streamlined groundcars through puddles. Their headlamps made glittery streaks in the rain. 

			Eleven years ago, after eight years of college and medical training, Dr. Tarance Caldwell had bought a compact home in this area, one of Soldane’s pleasant urban neighborhoods, settling into a life as comfortable and secure as Brennen’s had been unpredictable. 

			No one answered Tarance’s entry bell. Dardy frowned. 

			Brennen turned inward for his epsilon-energy carrier and sent a quest pulse indoors. The home felt eerily empty. 

			They could all be asleep, he reminded himself. A quest pulse would only locate alert minds. 

			“Could they be on vacation?” Dardy asked. 

			If Dardy sensed Brennen’s unease, he must’ve diffused his epsilon shields. Sentinels normally surrounded themselves with mental-frequency static so they wouldn’t sense the constant assault of others’ emotions. “He would’ve taken his personal-carry,” Brennen objected. Tarance hated it when he let himself in, but he felt he had no choice. He keyed up the unlock sequence. 

			Dim gray daylight filtered onto Tarance’s longweave carpet and the overstuffed furniture down below on his main floor. Cushions lay everywhere. Tarance and Asea’s three children often stayed up late. Brennen paused at the foot of the stairs and dropped his own epsilon shields. 

			He still felt no one awake but Dardy. “Hello?” he called. “Tarance? Asea?” 

			Dardy paced into the kitchen to open the cold cabinet. His concern rose to answer Brennen’s, and now—without epsilon shields—Brennen felt it with excruciating accuracy. “Full of perishables,” Dardy said, shaking his head. “They haven’t gone far.” 

			Disquieted, Brennen strode up the hall. He turned left, into the master room. On the bed in half darkness, plush covers draped two forms. “Tarance,” Brennen called. He repeated, louder, “Tarance.” Neither body moved. 

			Brennen waved on the room light. Tarance lay on his back, Asea on her side. Their eyes remained shut, their faces peaceful, but neither breathed. Brennen froze, as helpless as if he’d been caught in voice-command. “No,” he croaked. 

			Dardy hustled around the bed. Brennen reached toward his older brother’s throat to check for a pulse, then saw the scorched left ear. Blazer, point-blank range. Death would have been sudden and silent. 

			Dardy laid down Asea’s wrist, shook his head, then pulled up the bed sheet to cover both faces. “Get out of here, Caldwell. Go sit down.” 

			“I’ve seen death before,” he said, but his hands felt numb. “Let me help.” Then he exclaimed, “The children!” and flung himself across the passway. 

			The boys, Brit and Kether, lay on narrow beds on either side of a smaller room, two gangling teenaged bodies that showed no sign of pain, struggle, or life. 

			Dardy met him in the hallway. “Destia?” Brennen cried, wheeling toward the third bedroom. 

			Dardy shook his head. “The girl’s... dead too. Go sit down. I just called Soldane police.” 

			Brennen sank onto a lounger and pressed both trembling hands over his eyes. Twice in eighty years, someone had tried to wipe out his ancient bloodline. Did this make a third attempt, or had Tarance’s family fallen to someone’s private vendetta? 

			He slumped. His breath came in puffs. He was trained in emotional control, but he couldn’t squelch this storm of grief. 

			No, not grief. Guilt. 

			Stop, reason insisted. You aren’t responsible. You merely survived—because Mari was awake. 

			Then who struck here? The Shuhr? 

			According to Alert Force reports, none of their renegade cousins cared about the Sentinels’ ancient faith. Surely the Shuhr scoffed at prophecies about the Carabohd-Caldwell family, although—as a precaution—the Sentinel kindred tried to keep most of those prophecies secret. 

			Who else would’ve done this? 

			Tarance’s dim living room seemed light-years away from Brennen’s point of consciousness. You’re going into shock, reason observed. Lie down. Get your feet up. 

			He obeyed. Tarance, he groaned again, this time into the invisible realm. O Holy One, welcome him. Make him content, as Asea and I could never do in this lifetime. 

			Another memory stabbed deep. Only two dekia ago, twenty all-too-short days back, they had celebrated Destia’s spiritual coming of age by consecrating her into the faith community. 

			Twice before, one... only one... adult male in his line had survived. 

			But Destia was only twelve! And what about Asea? They’d never killed women before. Or was this someone else’s work? 

			Agony choked him. He was too numb to weep. 
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	ECHOES

	
	

	


			morendo

			dying away 

			Two days later, Firebird stared out a barred, trapezoidal window. Five stories down, pounding rain soaked an enclosed lawn of jujink, a primitive blue-green ground cover. Red stone walls dotted with other windows surrounded the courtyard. These high-security campus apartments housed medical patients’ families from all over the Federacy, including—now—four of the five surviving members of Brennen’s extended family. The Caldwell murders had scandalized Soldane and landed her back in protective custody, just like when she was a Federate war prisoner. Brennen could still commute to work, but last night even he stayed indoors. They’d packed yesterday, escorted by half a dozen hurrying college staffers and Alert Forces Sentinels. Today, the first home she and Brennen had made together would go back on the market—as a killer walked free. 

			Unspeakably frustrated, she turned away from the window. This apartment was too small for a full cooking unit. It had a servo table linked to the building’s provision facility, a small living space, and two even smaller bedrooms. Last night, she’d unpacked only a few clothes and her clairsa, then stayed up past midnight, playing her sorrow and frustration on the small Netaian harp. She knew an enormous repertoire of traditional ballads, plus a dozen of her own. 

			Brennen squeezed out of the inner bedroom, threading a path around boxes and moving crates while he adjusted the cuffs on his midnight-blue uniform. He’d taken only one day of bereavement leave. As the first shock of grieving faded, she felt more of the pain squeezing his heart and mind, keen and sharp on the pair bond. 

			The preliminary police report stunned her too. Tarance, Asea, and the boys died without waking up, but Destia had been bound and forced to kneel for her execution. The only blessing was that Dardy—not Brennen—found her body. What had that black-handed stranger planned for her and Brennen? 

			“I don’t understand,” she murmured. The empathetic pair bond was helping her and Brennen learn to communicate, despite vastly different upbringings. Her grief and outrage should be all the clues he needed to catch her meaning. “It isn’t right,” she added. 

			He halted in the narrow hall. His hair looked damp, with fair dry wisps over his forehead and ears. She caught a whiff of herbed soap. “I agree,” he said. “Destia didn’t deserve that. No more than any wastling on your world deserved to die horribly and young.” 

			Firebird tilted her chin. “But that’s different. They serve the Powers.” Raised to sacrifice herself for those merciless Netaian demigods, though even as a child she doubted they existed, Firebird had finally forsaken them. “Reverence for the Powers holds our government together,” she said, “but that’s Netaia. Why would the Holy One let this happen to one of His young people, unless He’s powerless—too?” 

			Brennen’s forehead furrowed. “Terrible crimes happen every day, throughout the Whorl. Flawed humans are free to commit them.” 

			“That seems wrong.” She shook her head. She’d learned so much since leaving Netaia. “Our God is vast, He’s... infinite, ancient, and wise.” 

			“You want to know,” Brennen said slowly, “why evil and pain can exist.”

			“Yes,” she exclaimed. Someday, the galaxies’ Creator would mend the evil and injustice she hated so deeply. His books made that promise. She hoped to play a part in its fulfillment. “How could Netaian noble families order their own children’s deaths?” she demanded. “Why is there pain and terror, why are there Shuhr, and why, why are they doing this to your family?” A tear spilled down her cheek. That poor child... 

			Brennen caressed the teardrop away. “Even pain can be a blessing if it wakes us up to danger.” 

			Yes, her leg cramps had saved her, and Brennen, and both their unborn sons. But that hadn’t helped Destia. 

			He shook his head. “As for evil—it exists, and we’ve all partaken.” 

			Now he was quoting. They’d argued about this, one night after her Path instruction session. Sensing his feelings didn’t mean she always agreed. How could Brenn’s people believe even the best of them were tainted? She didn’t feel evil. She’d found mercy and peace in the Eternal Speaker. She never would’ve murdered a twelve-year-old girl. 

			“The existence of evil isn’t a question anyone should have to settle before work.” Brennen quirked an eyebrow. “Can you wait for this evening?” 

			“Of course. But Brenn, answer one question. Why Tarance’s whole family? It wasn’t to punish you, because he came to kill us next. Do you think it’s the prophecies?” 

			“Yes.” Brennen had been voice-commanded not to explain those predictions to anyone who hadn’t formally joined the faith community. She only knew that he and Tarance were the last heirs to important promises. 

			Intrigued, and enthralled by the One who replaced her guilt with mercy, Firebird had finished Path instruction. Whether or not she felt soul-tainted, his people demanded a formal consecration for full membership. She’d set a date. The rite would be private, since she wanted to avoid publicity. Only Brennen’s family would attend. 

			Yesterday, she’d canceled. She couldn’t put Brennen’s widowed mother through another consecration ceremony less than three weeks after Destia’s. “If the Shuhr are attacking your family,” she murmured, “then they know what you won’t tell me.” 

			“I can’t,” he reminded her. He walked to the barred window. “Unfortunately, one of the minor promises is fairly well known. Evidently, some descendant of my ancestors will destroy a so-called nest of evil that sounds—in one of the prophecies—like it’s probably the Shuhr world.” 

			“Oh,” she said softly, “oh.” If the renegades thought they were threatened, that was reason enough to kill Caldwells. Some descendant... maybe Brennen himself, avenging this quintuple murder? “That’s a minor promise?” 

			He nodded, turning back to stare with those startling blue eyes. 

			She guessed that he wanted to read her thoughts. Like all military Sentinels, he swore to respect others’ privacy unless security was at stake. 

			Should she offer him mind-access? 

			Later, maybe. For now, she just hoped he would keep talking. “Do they follow some rival god?” she pressed. 

			“As far as we know, they serve no one but themselves. But that selfish attitude does honor the Adversary. He has strong servants. We must be stronger.” 

			Firebird crossed her arms, which wasn’t easy these days. “Absolutely.” Still, if Tarance had died for those prophecies, she and Brennen were in danger. She glanced at the locked entry. 

			“College has a Class-One security net. You’re safer here than in base housing.” 

			“I know,” she said. 

			He caught her in an embrace, kissed her gently, then strode out. 

			“You be careful,” she muttered. A queer little contraction rippled across her taut belly. “Good morning, princeling.” She stroked the spot. She felt like a dance hall these days, with all those little limbs kicking and punching. 

			It had been more than a century since her dynasty produced a male child. Hoping to give Brennen the son he obviously wanted, Firebird had visited this medical center even before they’d tried to conceive. She’d thought the Sentinels might diagnose some reason for her family’s odd history. Master Spieth found—and treated—Mazo syndrome, a hereditary disorder that sometimes arose among Thyrica’s small Ehret-descended enclave. 

			The notion sent Firebird spinning. She was no Ehretan descendant! She was of royal blood... pure Netaian... 

			Bending over Spieth’s data desk together, she and the medical master had accessed Netaian historical records. The last Angelo male, Prince Avocin, had married outside the ten noble families. His wife, Sharah Casvah, was allegedly born in Denford, on Netaia’s southerly continent. 

			Master Spieth had craned her neck to look up at Firebird. Her iron gray eyes shone out of their net of creases. “Casvah is an Ehretan name,” she announced. “If this woman was a full-blooded Ehretan refugee, she could’ve easily inserted a birth record into the Netaian register. She had none of our Privacy and Priority Codes to keep her from manipulating data. As soon as she set her eye on Prince Avocin, nothing stood between her and the palace.” 

			Firebird laughed shortly. “We were taught that this sudden lack of male heirs was the Powers’ lasting judgment on Prince Avocin for marrying out of the noble families.” One more blow to Strength, Valor, and Excellence; Knowledge, Fidelity, and Resolve; Authority, Indomitability, and Pride—the nine holy Powers, who weren’t gods after all. 

			Two days after that visit with Spieth, Firebird had come out of shock and asked Brennen if she could attempt Sentinel training, if she carried even a few altered Ehretan genes. Even before she conceived, she had vowed to learn to protect her children. 

			Truth to tell, she was already a little afraid of raising them. Brennen tried gamely to dissuade her, calling Sentinel powers a mixed blessing, the result of illicit research—and a burden besides. No sensible person would want them, he claimed. 

			She passed two qualifying tests immediately. First, Master Spieth confirmed epsilon potential in her midbrain. Then, character examiners awarded her a passing score (though not without warning her of her faults). She’d barely started studying for her final qualifying test, a memorization exam over the Privacy and Priority Codes’ first volume, when—to her delight and chagrin—she found herself pregnant. She couldn’t travel daily from Soldane to Arown for training and keep her pregnancy secret, so she took up other studies and pursued them at home on Trinn Hill, overlooking Soldane. 

			Suddenly, she lived at college. She’d suspected, ever since Spieth diagnosed twins, that she would end up living here. The best medical care in the Federacy was moments away... and so was the best training. 

			Eyeing the packing crates, she tried to remember where she’d buried that Code book. 
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			Before leaving for Base One in Soldane, Brennen spent an hour with six members of the special Alert Forces, closeted in an office under the college’s administration building. He sat at midtable, surrounded by supportive colleagues. 

			It was hard to leave Mari alone. He couldn’t shake the sense that he ought to be home defending her and their sons. His wife, trained by the Netaian Planetary Navy, could probably fight off most assailants—even pregnant—but if the Shuhr had decided to wipe out his family at last, she was in danger. 

			“About one-seventy centimeters,” he answered Dardy’s first question after they’d offered condolences... and sincere congratulations. These six were all consecrants. With Tarance and his sons gone into eternity, these men and women had been relieved—delighted—to learn that the Caldwell family had twins on the way. 

			Brennen strengthened his affective control and continued, “Wiry. Short curly hair. Cleft chin.” 

			“Black hair?” 

			“He’d blackened his face and hands,” Brennen reminded the other Sentinels. “His hair looked black.” 

			“Epsilon strength?” 

			“I didn’t have time to test. But he was strong. He tried to put me under voice-command.” Without any outsiders present, the codes would have allowed this group to subvocalize—speak mind to mind, sending and receiving words on epsilon waves. That wasn’t commonly done, though. Whenever a Sentinel used the epsilon energy-producing region of his or her brain—the ayin complex—it aged slightly. 

			“Good.” The woman next to him poised her hands over a specialized recall pad. “Now that he’s firmly in your mind, let me see.” Her fingers swept the pad. Brennen felt her access probe study the mental image. By the time she finished, a portrait gleamed on the pad’s surface. 

			“Yes,” Brennen said. “That’s him.” 

			She touched the SEND key. Alert Forces would post the image at all locations. 

			In the eighty years since the Shuhr colony was discovered, all attempts to negotiate with that other major Ehretan remnant had ended in one-sided massacre. Shuhr meant “enemy” in the holy tongue. 

			“I’ve studied the records,” Dardy said. Seated across from Brennen, watching him on behalf of a concerned medical master, Dardy rested muscular forearms on the table. “If they’ve really committed most of the unsolved piracies, they have everything from metals to museum pieces on that world of theirs. And who knows how many murders we could trace to them.” 

			“I’d guess,” an ethics instructor said slowly, “most of us who’ve vanished.” 

			“All right.” Dardy stared at Brennen, who felt a gentle emotional probe follow the stare. “Then why are they killing the Caldwells so doggedly? The Shuhr have never walked the Path. Why would they try to thwart prophecy?” 

			“Exactly,” said the artist. 

			Brennen spoke up. “I have a theory.” He’d scarcely slept, thinking this through. 

			“You have the floor.” Dardy opened a hand on the table. “You’re the one in danger. We’ll back you, whatever it takes.” 

			Brennen thanked Dardy subvocally, then spoke aloud. “Wealthy, secure people crave excitement.” 

			Dardy raised an eyebrow. 

			“It’s as you said,” Brennen pressed. “They don’t care about prophecies. So out of boredom, or maybe on a dare,” he added bitterly, “someone has taken up a devilish challenge.” 

			“Three times in seventy-eight years?” 

			“This time,” Brennen reminded Dardy, “it was different.” 

			“He tried to kill all of you, including the women.” 

			Brennen’s emotions escaped control again. Destia had been the lively young flower of Tarance’s family. Why had the Holy One let that happen? It was one of the most difficult issues that honest, thoughtful worshipers faced. How could the Eternal Sovereign allow suffering and death? It had caught Mari square on, and she lacked his twenty years in the faith. 

			Guide her, Holy One. Give me words to explain. Your ways are perfect and your wisdom is eternal, but I hear you so faintly sometimes.

			Dardy rubbed his chin. Brennen sensed that Dardy had raised his epsilon shields, probably to block out Brennen’s private feelings. “If you’re still targeted,” Dardy said, “our best hope is to lure him out again, then bring him down. But that will have to be done carefully.” 

			“Lure him out,” echoed the ethics instructor, who had also shielded to let Brennen grieve. “Yes, but how?” 

			Brennen rejoined the conversation. “For myself, I’m willing to risk setting a trap. And Firebird is a fighter. But the children must be protected.” He’d never felt so exposed, so easy to attack. “They would only be truly safe back at sanctuary, at Hesed House.” 

			“Then go,” urged a woman down the table. “Leave today. If you hadn’t left Hesed after your wedding, maybe this wouldn’t have happened.” 

			“Unless we’d come here,” Brennen reminded her, “unless Spieth had treated her Mazo syndrome, we couldn’t have conceived them.” 

			She nodded somberly. These unborn lives, heirs to so many prophecies, were now even more precious to this kindred than before—if that were possible. “We’d be vulnerable between takeoff and slip if we tried to get back there,” Brennen said. 

			“We can’t risk them,” the instructor agreed. “Not unless it’s a last resort.”

			The woman added, “With unlimited wealth, the Shuhr could chase you across the Whorl.” 

			Dardy’s eyes narrowed. Again Brennen felt him probe. I’ll be all right, he insisted subvocally. 

			Silence fell. In his mind’s eye, Brennen saw Tarance as he’d crowned Destia with a beribboned garland of yellow and white flowers, only two dekia before. He clung to the image for a moment, reaching into his belt pocket to touch a small bird-of-prey medallion Tarance had given him years ago. He’d carried it all over the Federacy. He would never part with it now. It still seemed impossible that he would not spar with Tarance or laugh with Asea again. Not in this lifetime. 

			“One Shuhr agent,” the instructor murmured, “masquerading as one of us, could turn the Federacy against us. Then we would all have to run for Hesed, or else be annihilated.” 

			“We’re the Federacy’s best defense against them,” said Dardy. “As long as the Shuhr pose a threat, the Federacy needs us.” 

			“So we hope.” Brennen too had faced fear and jealousy from non-gifted individuals. If the Federates ever turned on the Sentinel kindred, his people would not survive. “Then we must set that trap. Make it look as if I’m fleeing offworld...” 

			•••

			Four hours later, Brennen stood on an observation deck and peered down at ocean breakers nibbling a long, stony beach. No matter how many planets he visited, the vast Thyrian ocean always filled him with awe. Less than a sixth of this planet’s surface was dry land; the rest was ocean and ice. Clouds swirled against the base’s clear zone. Here, Thyrian Forces tenuously controlled the weather systems this huge ocean flung onto a peninsula between two deep fjords. 

			The onshore wind stung his face. Northward, to his right, sea-beaten cliffs bent westward into an inlet and then faded into haze. 

			Midafternoon, his spiritual father had arrived on base and suggested they speak alone, outdoors. Shamarr Lo Dickin’s snowy hair and ministerial tunic whipped in the wind. Gray-blue eyes glimmered beneath his furrowed forehead. A direct heir of Mattah Dickin, the Ehretan Shamarr whose family had saved fifty-one starbred orphans from planetary destruction, Dickin was the spiritual leader of Thyrica’s starbred community. He’d taken Brennen as a protégé during Brenn’s Sentinel training, and they’d grown closer during the seven years since Brennen’s father died. 

			“Show me,” Dickin said simply. 

			Brennen dispersed all epsilon static. He glanced aside just long enough to welcome another access probe, then relaxed against the glassite railing, clenching his hands while his mentor looked into his mind. 

			The Shamarr’s epsilon touch rested on the tragic murders and their discovery. He paused to spread comforting warmth over Brennen’s grief, then lingered to examine this morning’s exchange with Firebird Mari. Then his warm presence withdrew. “Tell me your fears,” he said. “Speak and release them to Him.” 

			Brennen hadn’t seen Destia’s body, but he had read the report. “I’m afraid they could catch Mari,” he said, grappling with his emotions. “That they would be cruel, for sport. That they’d watch her terror from inside her own mind, while they... killed our sons. And then destroyed her.” 

			When Brennen fell silent, Dickin frowned. A seascape of parallel waves formed on his forehead. “Go on,” he said. 

			Brennen exhaled. Really, he hadn’t expected Dickin to let him escape without voicing this too. “Father, she knows enough now to ask the deep questions. She was raised in a false faith that molded her thinking. She might find satisfying answers in her own mind instead of the Speaker’s words. She might step off the Path.” A detour could be agonizing for the wanderer and everyone close to her. 

			“Now,” the Shamarr said, “let Him take those burdens, as He promised.”

			Brennen squinted out to sea. “I can objectively. But can I sincerely?”

			“Are you the only one watching over her soul, Brennen Caldwell?”

			He exhaled. “No.” 

			“Be careful, Brennen. Your tremendous accomplishments tempt you to rely too much on yourself. In His will, Firebird Mari and your sons are safer than you or I could keep them. Of course,” he added, raising his head, “that doesn’t mean we’ll let down our guard.” 

			“I won’t,” Brennen murmured, “believe me.” 

			“And the holy Word to Come,” Dickin added, “remains in the One’s mighty care. Don’t confuse yourself with fear. That would be wasted effort. Fulfill your duties to Thyrica. You are still in the heart of His will.”

			“Truly, Father?” 

			“As you said this morning, if you hadn’t left the Procyel system, they could not have been conceived. Your presence here is part of a plan.” 

			The plan. Centuries before Ehret’s destruction, believers were promised that one day, a Caldwell—Carabohd, in the old language—would father a king with the power to destroy and renew the universe, who would replace the symbolic covering of ancient sacrifices with soul-deep purification, and finally bring peace to guilty humanity. That holy messenger would have been born on Ehret, but when the Ehretans genetically altered their children, they delayed His advent. This Word to Come, King of the New Universe, would wait until they re-qualified themselves by serving unaltered humankind. The Sentinel community now realized that even their fall had been prophesied in their older holy book, Dabar. 

			Dark gray rain slanted down from a cloud bank out at sea. At the corner of Brennen’s vision, Dickin drew a blue-green vial from a tunic pocket. 

			Brennen straightened, surprised. He’d seen this vial before, when Dickin commissioned a teacher to lead the faith community on Caroli. It held the purified oil of a spice called talas, once grown on Ehret. 

			Dickin poured his left palm full of oil and corked the vial one-handed. Then he laid both hands on Brennen’s head and looked toward the gray clouds. “For the trials ahead, Mighty One, strengthen this man, your servant. Give him wisdom and courage and mercy. Speak clearly to him, the eldest of your holy lineage. Let him carry that burden honorably. So let it be.” 

			In that moment, Brennen realized Dickin had come not just to counsel, but to anoint him as the eldest surviving heir of his family. He hadn’t known there was such a rite. Some of these heirs experienced sacred dreams, even waking visions, in dangerous times. He squeezed his eyes shut and added a heartfelt prayer to Dickin’s. “I’m no perfect servant, Holy One. Carry my fears, as you promised. Let me hear and obey you in all things. So let it be.” 

			He stared into Dickin’s eyes for a few more seconds, drawing strength and peace. Despite the sea wind, he caught the sweet fragrance of talas oil. Soon, he prayed silently, let me tell her what one of our sons might become. What one of our descendants will be. That, he guessed, would be all she ever needed to walk the Path steadily, until death took her across to His presence. 

			•••

			Firebird sat at their new apartment’s small data desk, which was also their servo and dining table. Brilliant blue letters gleamed on a darker blue field. She sipped a cup of bland herbal tea Master Spieth had prescribed. 

			MIN OF JUDIC, she keyed in, scowling. REDUCE FREEDOM COEFF TO 20%. 

			As the program returned a result, her spirits sank again. This simulation was her link with Soldane University. For four months, hiding behind a pseudonym, she’d studied governmental analysis. Her home world was repressed by a noble class that claimed to represent the nine holy Powers, deified attributes from an ancient mythology. Netaia was now subdued and occupied by the vast Federacy, but those electors refused to step down. They believed ruling was their ordained right... whether or not they were capable, Firebird reflected bitterly, whether or not they cared squill for any of the people they claimed to protect. 

			Netaia’s class system, and its steel-fisted electoral monopolies, denied almost a quarter of its populace basic rights that most Federates took for granted. Even before Firebird left Netaia, she’d sat in back rooms where her sisters never dared to go, listening to illegal ballads. Her clairsa had been her entrée to those clubs and warehouses, her deep love for her people’s songs her shield. No one had ever assaulted her. She’d heard songs and seen crowd reactions that would’ve made other electors tremble, but she guessed no other elector ever heard them. 

			Now Soldane University’s analysis program confirmed her fears. The Netaian low-common and servitor classes had suffered too many harsh judgments, too much hopelessness and inequity. They wanted to participate in the vast wealth and culture Netaia’s nobles and high-commoners took for granted. 

			Could change come peacefully? Occupation Governor Lee Danton had implemented reforms, but Firebird hadn’t simulated one reform program that eased interclass tensions in time to prevent a greater than eighty percent chance of civil war breaking out. Netaia’s noble and generous populace might never recover from such a catastrophe. Its high culture might become easy prey for others who wanted its wealth. 

			Not the Shuhr! she begged. Have mercy on my homeland! She bowed her head, remembering how she’d plunged with her oldest sister Carradee through feathery snowfields outside the winter palace. At tropical Sitree that same week, she’d nearly drowned proving she could swim farther underwater than their middle sister, Phoena. 

			The next year their father had died on a hunting trip. Without Prince Irion, their mother led no more family vacations. All Firebird’s later memories were of Citangelo. She recalled sitting in an ornate balcony at the Conservatory’s symphony hall, savoring every note of a viol concerto’s premiere performance... and sitting before the Electorate, performing an original ballad at all of eleven years old. 

			•••

			Netaia, Netaia, 

			Green mountains and blue oceans, 

			Mighty Tiggaree, roll, roll along... 

			•••

			The main entry whooshed. Wholeness and union, contentment and strength washed away her homesickness. She looked up, gladly welcoming her partner in the pair bond. Brennen stepped around moving crates between the main door and servo table. Outside the trapezoidal windows, daylight faded. 

			“Long day,” he said softly. 

			“Long,” she agreed. 

			He sank down beside her. Instead of reaching out, he kept both hands in his lap, comforting with waves of tender assurance. She didn’t need to be touched. She felt whole again now that he’d entered the room. Already, the sweet emotional stereo of feeling his emotions along with her own seemed completely natural. Once, she’d been as fiercely independent as Netaia itself. Now she knew the downside of pair bonding. She never would feel complete, as long as she lived, unless Brennen was with her. 

			“I should apologize,” she said slowly. “You didn’t need a dose of my doubts this morning, on top of your grieving.” 

			“I’m glad you’re honest. Now let me be honest with you too.” 

			She shut down the blue screen. 

			“I’m deathly afraid that the Shuhr will attack us again,” he said. 

			She didn’t like to think that Brennen could be afraid, but she had to understand. Even a crack shot could be surprised and murdered. He’d ordered a voice-activated, supplemental security system for this apartment, which should be delivered tomorrow. 

			“I worry that this time,” he went on, “they’ll target you before me.” 

			She laid a hand on her stomach. “Because they’ve found out.”

			“Yes. But now that I’ve said it, I have to tell you I’ve been reprimanded for worrying.” He smiled sidelong. 

			“Reprimanded?” 

			“Shamarr Dickin came to the base today,” he said. “He counseled me, prayed for me.” 

			“I am in awe of that man,” she admitted. “Has he always been your spiritual father?” That relationship must’ve been a little like calling the queen her mother. 

			Brennen shook his head. “You know how young I was when I won my master’s star. Too young for that much responsibility.” 

			Seventeen, she recalled, catching a whiff of something sweet. 

			He stared at the nearest wall. “When they vested me in the Word, I got the shock of my life. Shamarr Dickin himself stood to declare himself my sponsoring master. I almost burst with pride. Then he explained at great length, before all the masters who were attending and my family,” he added, putting more love and regret into that word than Firebird would’ve thought possible, “that this was no honor but a strict discipline. I would answer to Dickin for any misconduct. That raid without orders, at Gemina, earned a penance to go with the Federate Service Crest.” He turned his head. One side of his hair looked oddly dark, as if wet. 

			“What did you lean against?” she asked. 

			“Nothing. That’s oil, from when Shamarr Dickin prayed. Smell it.” She stretched her neck and sniffed. Slightly sweet, slightly... green. Not what she smelled a minute ago. “Do you still want to talk about why evil exists?” he asked, and she felt his willingness. 

			“Not really.” She squared her shoulders. “At the moment, I just want to fight back.” 

			“I thought you would. I brought you something,” he added, raising his hands. Now she realized he held them cupped around something. 

			“A new weapon?” she wished out loud. 

			Laughing, he opened his fingers. His hands cradled a blossom. Eight intensely blue-green petals framed its yellow center, and its heady, honey-rich odor made her blink. 

			“Oh!” She leaned her head against his shoulder. “What’s it called?” 

			“Mira lily. They grow at Hesed.” 

			Her memories of Hesed House, on Procyel II where they married, were splendid but vague. After she’d recovered from bonding shock, they hadn’t stayed long. At Hesed, Brennen had received a fateful communiqué. Regional command, reprimanding him for disobeying a direct order, had dismissed him from Federate service. Intoxicated by finally touching the depths of his strength, and sustained by his supreme, careful tenderness, Firebird hadn’t cared a skitter
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