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    Praise for Wind and Shadow


     


     


    “Wind and Shadow transports readers into the same vibrant story world that Tyers created for her popular ‘Firebird’ trilogy. Once again she blends high stakes adventure and heroic sacrifice with a seamless science fiction setting. Her rich characters capture our hearts as they grapple with faith questions along with dire dangers. Suspenseful and thought-provoking.”


     


    —Sharon Hinck


    Author of the award-winning Sword of Lyric series


     


    “Wow! What a ride! Wind and Shadow, Book 4 in Kathy Tyers’s ‘Firebird’ series, grabs you by the throat and doesn’t let go until the very last page. A continuation of the complex and highly imaginative world of the Interstellar Federacy and the evil, renegade Shuhr, Wind and Shadow is a seamless transition from the lives and adventures of Firebird Angelo and Brennen Caldwell to those of their children. You won’t want this thought-provoking tale of spiritual and political struggle to end and, luckily for us, there’s still one more book to come in this fantastic series.”


     


    —Kathleen Morgan


    Author of Giver of Roses


     


    “I love everything Kathy Tyers writes, and her writing has grown more appealing over the years. Not only does she dig deeply into her imaginary world, showing great spiritual analogies, but she does so in a way that carries the reader through the introduction and into the meat of the story quickly, without confusion. That’s a difficult thing for a science fiction writer to do, and she always does so with great precision, never losing my interest. I always look forward to more books from Kathy Tyers!”


     


    —Hannah Alexander


    Author of Eye of the Storm


     


    “Wind and Shadow is a masterful addition to the Firebird universe. It builds on themes and concepts introduced in the earlier novels, expanding them in wonderfully creative ways. Here we get to see the twins, Kinnor and Kiel, full-grown and struggling with adulthood. …There are some great new characters too. One of my favorites is Wind Haworth. As a young member of a previously despised race, her journey…will resonate with anyone who ever struggled to fit in, or fought to be seen as significant. Plus there are tons of intrigue and action, many technological and biological surprises, and a deep spiritual undercurrent. Once started, there is little slowing down until the end. Wind and Shadow reads like a rocket. I highly recommend it to fans and newcomers alike.”


     


    —Kerry Nietz


    Author of the award-winning DarkTrench Saga
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CHAPTER 1

Wind Haworth had risen early, eager to face this day.

She sat on a stone bench inside Haworth housing’s broad courtyard, calling up the day’s tasks on her handheld: Main Air, meet shuttle at Inport—

He’s finally arriving.

Overhead, past the courtyard’s transparent ceiling, the big outdoor day lights flickered on. For one moment, Wind could make out the higher, thicker dome skin of Baseline Settlement outside the clan’s housing blister—three layers protecting her from Mikuhr’s airlessness. Above the courtyard dangled dozens of ceiling streamers, the thinnest no more than mere gossamer ribbons.

Even the heavy narrative hangings helped young airflow techs study fluidic patterns inside Baseline Settlement. Wind liked sitting here simply to watch the thin streamers dance. Like flickering flames, they revealed unseen air currents, working together with the heavier hangings—just as she wished her own people would work with the occupying Federates.

He’s coming today. Maybe he can help with that.

Her broad green sleeve had gotten draped over her handheld. She pulled it away to eye her list once more: First, a fast check of Main Air’s master board. Report any anomaly to Occupation Governor Dardy as well as her clan great-aunt, Dowda Haworth. Second, in the time slot when she normally met with Governor Dardy—

He’s arriving today!

The handheld let out a blat, and Wind nearly dropped it. She touched the screen to receive the incoming message: Get in here, girl.

Wind gathered her robes, green and flowing so marvelously in this light, around her and hurried to Dowda Rava Haworth’s office.

Oddly, Dowda Haworth was not sitting behind her desk. The Dowda wasn’t tall, but she stood aggressively upright, as if she would like to challenge the Federate occupation force. Her hair, straight and black, dangled to her waist, and those eyes, always so keen and black, gleamed over cheeks that seemed narrow to Wind. Though selective breeding caused her to look thirty, or possibly forty, she was really 108.

Beneath another set of streamers in the office, a stranger lounged in the comfortable side chair. His face was long, and he had black hair and eyes, all traits typical of her people. She saw those features, in fact, each morning as she washed and dressed. But through her mind’s shields came an eerie, unfamiliar chill. Although his face looked unlined at first glance, fine wrinkles surrounded his eyes. He had to be even older than the Dowda, maybe the oldest person Wind had ever met.

That meant he’d been an adult before the world had fallen to Federate forces. He might even have been tube born in the Golden City. He would not call himself Mikuhran, therefore—but Shuhr.

“Come in and shut the door,” the Dowda snapped.

Wind cautiously strengthened her mental shields and walked into the office, sending the door closed behind her. On the chamber’s opposite side, shaded by a light filtering pane, hung a tapestry woven with bold geometric designs, a treasured artifact of the lost home world of Ehret.

Since the Dowda had spoken aloud, Wind took that as her cue. She should not subvocalize mind-to-mind in front of this stranger, who might take it as an insult. Early childhood memories made her want to run and hide. When she’d been a child growing up on green Thyrica, the Shuhr—City people, like this man—had stalked her nightmares. A female City scout had eyed her for several seconds one day before deciding, apparently, she was not worth the trouble to torture and kill in some hideous experiment.

Wind took her position at the Dowda’s left hand.  

“So you’re the one.” The stranger spoke with a sneer.

Wind stared back at him, still unauthorized to answer. The old caste rules came crashing back: When a powerful telepath spoke aloud, he meant it as a grave insult. Wind kept her emotions as passive as she could. If she provoked him, he might kill without a second thought.

He finally stood, and words slithered into Wind’s mind. A Caldwell. You’re bringing us a Caldwell. Chilly disdain overlaid those silent words.

So that was it. Several weeks ago, Wind had queried the Federacy about a local spiritual issue. To her delight, she’d learned that they were sending to this planet a Na’marr or priest in training to respond to her query. Better still, it was a man she already admired. Kiel Caldwell.

He’s arriving today!

This time, the stranger wanted an answer. Wind used submissive vocal speech. “Sir, I did not request him specifically, but I’m glad he’s coming. Surely you’ve heard the rumors. New wisdom, encoded in the ancient holy books—found by a Mikuhran. Can you imagine how that could raise our standing in Federate eyes?”

Who cares about Federate eyes? He kept staring, lips unmoving. In her mind’s eye he appeared as a blur of raw power. Anyone besides you, I mean? You abandoned us. You are not welcome back.

She gathered her courage. Here, in front of her clan aunt, the highest local leader in Baseline Settlement, it might be safe to argue. I abandoned no one. I was abducted as a five-year-old, stolen from my home, brought to a world where I was seen as an enemy. Catching herself, she suppressed the old anguish. Sir, we share the Sentinels’ ancestry. Those holy books are ours too—

A Caldwell! He closed a hand down at his side, as if gripping something invisible. Among Golden City Shuhr, that had been a threatening gesture. We danced with that family for ten generations. Such fun, dangling their own prophecies in front of them. He widened his lips in an awful smile. His teeth looked as if they’d been artfully stained blood red. Don’t say you weren’t warned. He turned his face toward the door.

Sir! Wind flung caution aside. I made no secret of that invitation. Governor Dardy thinks that some people at Federate Regional Command might even—

They’ll toss away Dardy and all the Sentinels, just like the rotten meat they are. Soon. The stranger raised a finger. A small cyclone emerged from its tip, whirling upward to tangle the streamers in a knotted mess. She’d never seen anyone do that. The stranger lowered his hand and subvocalized again. The Sentinels should have joined us when they had the chance. The knot of streamers briefly held still, then revolved the other direction. The man glared at the Dowda. The Federacy’s time is ending. At Qe’leb, the power is almost ready.

The Dowda cocked her head. “Qe’leb?”

Wind spread her hands. “Sir, there can be peace. Here on Mikuhr, we’re actually speaking with our Sentinel relatives. That’s unprecedented. It’s—”

And you believe it can last. The stranger smiled, showing his teeth again.

Disquieted, Wind raised her arms. “I have to, sir. We must work with the other Whorl worlds, or else none of us—the gifted, I mean—will survive. This world is…dying. There’s nothing to live for here, not anymore.”

“And this holy Path they follow.” He spoke the word explosively, as if it were vulgar. “You bought into it, didn’t you? That’s why you asked for a priest.”

“I do believe it,” she said softly.

“So I see. And those prophecies?” Again, he seemed to be cursing.

Wind spread her hands. “Naturally, parts of the holy books make me uneasy.”

He laughed shortly. “Prophecies. Boh-Dabar.” He wriggled one hand, and she felt invisible icy fingers rake her throat. “An immolation of eeee-vil. Of Mikuhr itself.”

Wind sucked down a deep breath and made her mental shields as strong as possible. “I’m hoping for some long talks with Na’marr Caldwell. He’s arriving today. I’m thinking there’s more to all that than the usual interpretations.”

He ducked his head and glared at her. The icy raking stopped. “It could be him, you know. He could be this conquering general. The priest-warrior. Boh-Dabar is supposed to be a Caldwell. And you called him here.” He looked from Wind to the Dowda and back again. “You both may live to regret it.”

Wind shook her head. “No. I’ve read some of Na’marr Caldwell’s writings. He’s a compassionate man. A man of peace.”

He pointed at her, and she saw that even his nails had been stained red. “Wind Haworth. Born Half-worthy, raised Federate. If my city still stood, you would be dead by now.” This time, he stood and stalked out of the room.

Wind sat, feeling limp. She whispered, “Who was that?”

The Dowda also seated herself. “Friend of…a friend. You’re lucky to be sitting here.”

Wind nodded. The Shuhr branch of the gene-altered families never had lived by Sentinel codes. They never tried to earn the Federacy’s trust by controlling their unusual powers. But the Sentinels, including Kiel Caldwell and the occupation force, had those powers. That was why the Federacy needed them. Only Sentinels could protect other Whorl worlds from men like the one who had just left the room.

“I already owe the Sentinels my life.” Wind rubbed her throat with one palm, soothing the prickling nerve ends. She would not forget Thyrica, the green world where the Federates had taken her as a child when Old Mikuhr fell.

The older woman raised an eyebrow.

A pair of young faces flashed through Wind’s memory, clan cousins who had vanished two decades ago when the City scouts had come culling. “Remember Diff and Keena? What happened to them?”

Dowda Haworth waved off the room lights. “Don’t stir a pot if you don’t want to know what’s at the bottom.”

The strongest light in the office now came from a treasure, stolen by City people from some other Whorl world and sitting at one end of the Dowda’s desk. The thick, transparent jar was filled with layers of colored oils and lit by wicks inside thin glass bubbles. They burned slowly, dimming as they rose through the colored layers, leaving eddies of mixed hue in their wake—and once they reached the top, they sank rapidly. Through some trick of specific gravity Wind didn’t understand, they burned even brighter as they sank, leaving dimples in the layers’ surfaces.

Wind stared at a wick light as it sank, trailing an oily comet tail. “What did he mean, Dowda? About the Federacy’s time?”

The Dowda furrowed her forehead. “I don’t have a clue. And I’d better get to the bottom of it. The whole world-grabbing Federacy is nothing but a crock, but I’m responsible for Baseline Settlement, and anything on this world that frightens the Feds is likely to get us all killed—even their Sentinel pets in the occupation force. Your average Fed on Tallis or Bishda is scared to death of Sentinels. Almost as scared as they are of us. Ironic, isn’t it?”

“And he came…?” Wind glanced out the door, making sure the stranger hadn’t returned. “To warn you?”

“No.” The Dowda raised her head. “To try and enlist me. I was…a friend of one of his age mates, years ago.”

Wind had learned not to press the Dowda for stories. The ones she’d heard were too grim. “I can ask Governor Dardy to look into it. She’ll—”

“No, you won’t. Come here, girl.”

Reluctant but obedient, Wind leaned closer.

The Dowda reached out a finger toward Wind’s forehead. Nausea rose at the back of Wind’s throat as the Dowda blocked those memories from casual prying. Dowda Haworth’s otherness had the musty, metallic scent of an air recycling membrane, but Wind had grown used to it. She’d chosen this life, after all. Part of her job was protecting secrets—keeping Mikuhran secrets from the Federate Sentinel occupation force, and even more difficult, protecting a few Sentinel issues from Dowda Haworth.

Wind was the only Mikuhran who’d been carried away as a child but who’d returned to her home. She meant to invest her life in the peacemaking effort. If standing between camps meant she would always be somewhat alone, so be it.

At least the Dowda seemed to have accepted her. Finally. It had taken five years.

The eerie sensation stopped. “All right, girl. Go. See if you can get us those parts for the blister’s main membrane.”

“On the list.” Wind raised her handheld. “Dowda, you never said you disapproved of my asking for a Path priest to talk to. Those are the oldest books known. If there really is hidden wisdom coded into them, that could be huge. We could be respected again.”

“Yes, or the gold-star families could simply close ranks on you, like they did before. And shut you out harder this time.”

One more painful memory stabbed her mind. On reflex, Wind fingered a small disk inside her right sleeve’s inner pocket.

“Go on, girl.”

Wind checked her wrist. Tiny time lights blinked up at her. “You’ll be at the Inport terminal, won’t you?

“Oh, yes.” The Dowda raised her own handheld. “And I won’t be alone.”

 

• • •

 

An hour later, Wind stood amid several clan Dowdas outside the Inport secure area, all of them robed in their official garb of brilliant green, black, purple, or orange. The Federate occupation force’s new tower was a shining glass ray, poking through Inport’s transparent blister skin and rising halfway to the big, white outer dome of Baseline Settlement. High above, a decelerating engine roared. A shadow passed overhead, and a few seconds later, the scream dropped to a roar and then ended.

He’d arrived!

When Wind scattered her ayin shields, she felt unspoken rumbles of hostility around and behind her. Past the other Dowdas, a double arc of Marruth laurel trees stood stiffly upright, with silvery bark and tiny spring flowers. Wind had planted them, remembering all the greenery on Thyrica. She’d longed to improve this bare, domed settlement with trees. The trees might improve air quality, even while showing her people how others lived. Maybe if they found themselves in a more beautiful home, they would learn to care about crafting a real peace.

Those had been her dreams five years ago. Today, the Dowdas still looked and felt suspicious, glancing toward each other to pass subvocal messages. She could guess who they were discussing. Na’marr Caldwell’s parents had led the attack that had devastated the Golden City and ended the Shuhr menace.  

But Na’marr Kiel was unlike the rest of his family. Ten years ago, back on Thyrica, Wind’s Thyrian “Aunt” Genni had pointed him out, speculating…maybe…could he be the one they were waiting for?

Her Dowda nudged her. Wind looked down into the familiar face. Keep it respectful, she heard at the back of her mind. Don’t down-talk the other Dowdas.

Never! Wind gave her head a slight shake.

Through a massive airlock, out of the secure hangar into the actual settlement, the orbital shuttle taxied on its repulsors, a blunted rectangle with its landing struts already extended.

Look, Wind sent her aunt. He’s going to offload out here, on our ground. I call that respectful.

Or pushy. The Dowda drew up taller, almost to Wind’s ear level.

The shuttle settled on smoothed black stone. A landing ramp stretched out of its side slot. There was a heavy clang as it touched down. A slit opened over the ramp.

The first man who emerged through the vertical hatch looked as tall as Wind herself, wearing a ministerial grey tunic over pale grey shipboards. Behind him came two heftier individuals wearing midnight blue Sentinel uniforms with gold shoulder stars, plainly—openly—armed.

Wind ignored them. She stepped toward the ramp and thinned her mind’s shields. She sensed the Dowda following, like a faint, familiar shadow.

Na’marr Kiel Caldwell had a face that seemed oddly square to Mikuhran eyes, and hair that was barely dark enough to be called brown. Slender, intelligent looking. But as he came closer, Wind sensed his nervousness. He gave the assembled group a respectful nod as he walked off the ramp. Wind glanced at the other Dowdas, all in their robes. Without trying to read the priest’s actual thoughts, which would have violated the Privacy and Priority Codes, she thought she could guess them: Any one of this gathered group might be a war survivor, wanting revenge on his family for what his father and mother had done.

Was that what the Dowda’s mysterious visitor had meant? If so, it was good to see him guarded by other Sentinels.

Within touching distance at last, Wind extended a hand. Na’marr Kiel clasped it and greeted her formally, using the ancient tongue. “Na’da Haworth, I come in the Name to serve you.”

On Thyrica, his people reserved that language for worship. Here, everyone spoke it. Wind tried not to smile, but she felt her lips twitch. She’d waited to meet this young priest for so long. “You can call me Wind. I won’t be offended.”

Now he did smile. “Then it’s an honor to meet you, Na’da Wind.”

He’s finally here! Somberly she passed his hand to the older woman and used his title in return for his use of hers. “Na’marr Caldwell, this is my clan aunt, Dowda Rava Haworth.”

The Dowda gripped Na’marr Caldwell’s fingers. Through those scattered shields, Wind felt the Dowda’s distaste. The Na’marr’s ayin abilities were reportedly weak, and the Dowda despised weakness. The man’s vulnerability probably explained the bodyguards. One was a tall, muscular woman who stayed always within an arm’s length of Na’marr Kiel. One of her hands hovered over her belt holster. The other guard stopped far up the ramp, eyeing the crowd from a high vantage.

She couldn’t blame them. This was no ordinary occasion.

Dowda Haworth turned aside, still clenching Na’marr Caldwell’s hand. “I will introduce you. These are our other Dowdas.” She tugged him toward those other robed Mikuhrans.

Nothing would happen, she assured herself. There hadn’t been a significant disturbance in five years, and he’d come on a peaceful mission. Governor Dardy and her military husband had stayed in the tower, not wanting to provoke an incident. Clearly, the Dardys didn’t want Federate Regional Command to pull out the Sentinel force and finish wiping Mikuhr clean of life—or to wipe it clean unannounced, Sentinels and all.

Behind the debarking group, four Federate peacekeepers stepped out of the Occupation’s Inport building. They also wore midnight blue Thyrian Sentinel uniforms, and they raked the crowd with their eyes, also keeping their hands close to open-holstered sidearms. Wind wondered whether Kiel, the only priestly Caldwell family member, found their presence comforting or alarming.. And what was that place the Dowda’s friend had mentioned? Qe-something. She must ask Na’marr Kiel about it.

An unusually loud tremor rattled the arches that held up the big Baseline dome. Temblors weren’t uncommon here, and Wind bent her knees, steadying herself. Mikuhr’s intermittent quakes bothered her far less than the grinding poverty of body and spirit that had spread over this world while she grew up elsewhere.

Maybe Na’marr Caldwell could help with that too. The tall young man had treated the Dowda with perfect courtesy. Hopeful, Wind turned back toward the shuttle’s ramp.

And saw…nothing. There was only empty space where Na’marr Caldwell had just been standing. Wind stared for a fraction of a second. Had she imagined it? But…but she’d seen him walk down. She’d shaken his hand. Maybe he’d sprinted back on board, when the tremor—

With a shout of alarm, both bodyguards whipped out their sidearms. The man high on the ramp dropped to a firing crouch. As they scanned the crowd, Wind realized something had gone terribly wrong.

The visitor in the Dowda’s office…had he done this? Appalled, Wind hurried forward. The big Sentinel woman swung her weapon around toward her. Wind shook both hands free of her robe and held them out to her sides. “What happened?” she cried.

Another clan Dowda stepped away from the ramp. “I don’t know. I looked north—”

Federate Sentinel forces sprinted in all directions. One ran right over a laurel sapling, flattening it. Another headed back toward the domed hangar, two toward the glass doors of Inport’s command tower, another group toward the enormous airlock she’d just watched the shuttle glide through. Na’marr Caldwell’s bodyguards and several other Sentinels herded eyewitnesses into groups for a round of fast mind-access questioning.

Thirty minutes later, all that turned up was the fact that out of nine Dowdas and a dozen Federate troops, not one had seen what had happened to the Na’marr. Peacekeepers’ infrared snoops showed his footsteps descending the ramp but going no farther. Inexplicably, everyone had looked away for one crucial moment, even both bodyguards.

In that instant, Wind’s distinguished young visitor had disappeared as if someone had lifted him straight up out of Baseline Settlement.


  




CHAPTER 2

Wind and her great-aunt stood with the group that had regathered near the shuttle ramp. The knot at the pit of her stomach wasn’t mind-access nausea. This couldn’t be real! Two other Dowdas hung back, staring into each others’ eyes, undoubtedly communicating.

“All right.” Na’marr Caldwell’s tall senior bodyguard slid her sidearm into its holster. Her cheeks looked pale, her cleft chin firm. “We’re shuttling back up to the Sunton. We need a higher vantage, to see off into the hills. Na’da Haworth,” she said, turning toward Wind, “would you and Dowda Haworth join us? We need your help.”

Wind inhaled quickly. Her Dowda never left Mikuhr’s surface. She alone hadn’t been questioned. In the name of peace, Wind thought desperately at her.

The Dowda pursed her lips and fired back a subvocalization, underlaying it with scorn. How stupid do you think I am? Of course I’ll go. Let’s see just how seriously they take those Codes of theirs. She raised an arm, signaling another Dowda. He hurried forward and stared at her eyes, frowning.

The Dowdas wouldn’t be plotting anything, not when they were watched this closely. They were just making contingency plans, Wind assured herself. Feeling more disoriented by the moment, she turned aside and followed the bodyguard back up the metal ramp, into a cramped cabin. It had seats for twenty, upholstered in midnight blue, but no viewports. She squeezed into a bulkhead spot that barely had room for her legs, buckled in, and clutched the cushioned grip rods recessed into her armrests.

Shortly, liftoff squeezed her back and shoulder against the padded seat. What am I supposed to do now? she wondered—or did that count as a prayer? I keep forgetting to do that. I’m sorry, Holy One.

As the orbital shuttle rose, her thoughts bounced crazily. She shielded them from her Dowda and from the Sentinels who’d taken seats behind them. Wind’s telepathic skills were sound, and among local people she’d seen other wild talents, such as the stranger’s fingertip cyclone. But no one vanished into thin air.

Something brushed her right hand. Startled, she opened her eyes. Dowda Haworth sat straightening her brilliant green sleeves, but Wind knew she had not imagined that touch. It had taken five dark, lonely years to gain the Dowda’s trust. She must not lose it now. Dowda Haworth was the only family who acknowledged her. Thanks, Wind subvocalized.

The pressure against her backside intensified. This shuttle’s pilot was losing no time, accelerating hard toward the orbiting fortress Sunton. The Sentinels, long time servants of the Federacy, really were becoming nervous about whether the Federates accepted them. Did they think the Na’marr’s disappearance could spark a pogrom? I never should have contacted his superiors!

The rest of the ride seemed long.

“Take handholds for deceleration.” The crewer’s voice in the cabin speaker sounded tense. Wind wrapped both hands around the grip rods again, and the Dowda imitated her gesture.

Another moment later, her stomach somersaulted. She glanced aside, ready to fish out a sickness bag from between the seats if the Dowda needed it. The older woman’s throat apple bobbed twice, but she shook her head. The Dowda had her pride.

The pilot braked twice more. There was a substantial clang and some more hard jostling. Wind’s hands trembled as she and her great-aunt rose and followed Na’marr Caldwell’s bodyguard off the shuttle into a boarding area.

She’d been on board Sunton once before. Again, the landing deck struck her as a hard metal place. Minimal lighting shone from the ceiling onto grey bulkheads, and their footsteps clanged as they hurried up a metal passway behind two more Sentinels, followed by yet another pair. Wind resisted a sudden temptation to think of herself as a hostage. These people just wanted their young priest back.

The passway took a sharp right turn. Their escort led left onto a wide deck that was just as dim as the passage. Much of its ambient light flickered down from a broad viewing wall. Wind hadn’t seen this viewing wall before: a montage of overlapping lava flows, pitted craters, and rayed shock zones that crisscrossed to create tumbled hills, major rilles and rents, the broad black cones of shield volcanoes, and lighter grey highlands.

Its beauty snatched her breath. Blinking lights represented domed Mikuhran settlements, the smaller independent clan blisters, and isolated groups known to be living underground. A triangle of dots, including a green dot that had to be her home settlement, surrounded the roughly circular crater at center screen—all that remained of the fabulous Golden City. The supposedly dormant caldera’s faint glow, like a reddish orange lamp showing beneath the black basalt, suggested this image was partially IR-enhanced.

Wind glanced at the Dowda and sent a quick thought. I’ll bet they keep the rest of the ship dark to make this look even brighter.

Yes. This is where they watch us. Wind sensed the Dowda’s bitterness.

Wing Colonel Jonnis Cowan, Sunton’s commander, stood with an aide behind three seated people, all of whom wore skull-net caps. He was a big man, tall and heavyset. As he turned around, the Sentinel bodyguards saluted him. He and his aide wore the same midnight blue as the guards, each with a small red and white Federate “slash” insignia on the breast and a gold Sentinel star on the right shoulder, but no rank markings.

He touched one bushy eyebrow, returning their salute, before addressing Wind and the Dowda. “Help?” he demanded. “Suggestions? Do you know of anyone, anywhere on this world, who might be responsible?”

Wind glanced at the observation seats, the consoles—some draped for security—and the techs with their tightly fitting open caps. This had to be their Remote Individual Amplification station, where RIA technology allowed them to superimpose their mental abilities onto a long distance carrier wave. The Federates had authorized the Sentinels to build just one RIA ship, here, to contain the surviving Mikuhrans. “Colonel,” she began, “I—”

The deck shuddered. Wind reached for the nearest metal console to steady herself, but the officer’s frown made her pull back her hand. He unbent enough to explain, “We’re moving Sunton to a slightly higher orbit. We want to cover more of the surface.”

Dowda Haworth marched forward, crossing her arms over her chest. “What exactly can you find with this thing?” The old woman’s dark eyes missed little. Wind had learned that the hard way.

“Any living presence on the ground, or down to…quite a few meters under it.” Colonel Cowan glanced at the Dowda, then back at Wind.

“No sign of Na’marr Caldwell?” Wind spoke softly, staring over his shoulder at the detailed map.

He shook his head.

Wind wilted inside. “You weren’t watching him when he…disappeared?”

The Colonel’s aide, who wore a neatly trimmed brown beard, straightened slightly. “Every tech here was assigned to watch one of you.”

“Even during the tremor?” she asked. And why did that happen precisely then? Whoever spirited away Kiel Caldwell had abilities far beyond anything she ever saw or suspected.

The bearded aide spread his hands. “We’ve examined the recordings forward and backward. There’s nothing to see.”

“He…vanished?”

“Something,” the aide said, “happened between one instant and the next.”

Wind glanced around the room. “Your satellite technology has to have some limitations. Even the old defenses had gaps. Can you see the far side?”

Colonel Cowan frowned. “We’re going to make one full orbit, take a fast scan. It will take a few hours to locate every registered individual. If he’s still alive and anywhere near the surface, we’ll find him.” He turned to the Dowda. “We are hoping you can help.”

Dowda Haworth sniffed and raised her chin.

This was Wind’s job, anyway. She stepped between them. “Absolutely, if possible.”

Colonel Cowan took a parade rest stance. A faintly nauseating sensation near the back of Wind’s head confirmed he was looking into her memory, whether or not she gave explicit permission. Obviously, Colonel Cowan was preparing to ask questions, and in mind-access contact he would know if she evaded any of them. This was part of her job, as a liaison between both groups of the gifted.

So she pulled in her mental static cloud, like holding a breath, and stared at his eyes to help him work quickly. As she had told her clan cousins, who occasionally were mind-accessed by the Governor’s people, It’s just as uncomfortable for them as for you. Dowda Haworth had just blocked certain memories from casual prying, but Wind found herself able to recall the stranger in Dowda Haworth’s office in vivid detail. Perhaps Colonel Cowan’s ayin abilities were stronger than she’d expected. She tried to repeat every bit of their conversation, and his eyes widened slightly at the end. He made a few jabs on a handheld and frowned again. “Na’da Haworth, do you know of any research toward instantaneous travel technology?”

Wind answered honestly. “No, sir.”

Plainly, he wasn’t going to stop with a new face or the name of a previously unknown place. “Anyone who might have the ability, technological or otherwise, to cause ground tremors?”

“It’s possible. Placing deep explosives along an old impact fault, or at the edge of a crystallized flow—did your techs see anything like that?”

“Look at the map, please, Na’da Haworth.” She hadn’t really expected him to give her any information. The queasy sensation didn’t end when she looked away from his eyes, so she knew he was maintaining the mental access. “About this new reported locale. Qe’leb. Is there any idea where it might lie? And are there any other places where people live, or commonly travel, that aren’t showing up? We urgently need to know about all deep rock settlements.”

Mikuhr’s largely basaltic crust foiled depth probing from orbit, or so she’d heard. There were dozens of ground-based prospecting enterprises underway. Still, she shook her head. “Sir, I haven’t been told.”

“Very well. Please scan the map slowly. Start at the bottom left image, if you would. Let us know if anything jogs your memory.”

Wind appreciated his politeness, but plainly this was going to be an uncomfortable hour unless someone found Kiel Caldwell first. She glanced around the room, spotted an unoccupied metal stool, and murmured, “Very good, sir. But may I sit down?”

Was that a flicker of resentment in the narrowing of his eyes? What had he hoped Na’marr Caldwell might achieve here? She formed distinct words in her mind. I am terribly sorry, sir. Please let me help.

“You’re not to blame,” he said coldly. He beckoned to his aide. “Bring that stool for the Na’da,” he ordered.

 

• • •

 

Kiel Caldwell had no idea how long he’d been standing on this eroded hilltop, no idea how he arrived, and no idea how he could be breathing. His chest expanded and contracted, though. As he tried to shake off his disorientation, his vision focused edge-inward. The brown blur became a landscape below him. However, he ought to be on a world where the hills were jagged and black. Whether reaching that understanding required two seconds or an hour, he couldn’t say.

He stared down into a bare brown valley between humped hills. A grey vehicle lumbered up to a dome, but the structure looked significantly smaller than Baseline Settlement on Mikuhr, so the architecture confirmed the geology: This was a different environment. How had he gotten here?

Far below, three figures jumped off the vehicle. When he saw their hard vacuum suits, soft helmets shimmering against the dully glowing hemisphere, he brushed his pant leg with one hand. This had to be an airless world, such as Mikuhr. Perhaps he’d somehow been transported into the wild country outside Baseline Settlement. Still, he wore no protective gear.

How was he breathing?

“Don’t get used to it.”

Startled, he turned toward the voice. A man stood next to him. He wore green robes, like the Haworth Dowda and Na’da. These robes were darker, though. The folds farthest from those distant dome lights looked almost black. The stranger was tall—Kiel looked straight into eyes as black as obsidian. Though his robes hung from broad shoulders over long arms and hands, hollows showed under his cheekbones. He looked gaunt.

“Please explain why our lungs are working, and how I can hear you speak.” Kiel was no scientist, but he’d spent time with psi healers. He knew that people talked by exhaling air across their vocal cords, and that sound waves carried through atmosphere. A sense of surreal calm washed through him. Perhaps he was dreaming. If that were the case, he did not no need to try and escape. Only to understand, to try and remember.

The suited figures were met by two more who stepped out of the dome, also wearing vacuum suits. A wedge of light appeared on one side of the dome. As the truck drove into it, Kiel spotted the inner wall of another enormous airlock, like the one his shuttle just taxied through. For a dream, this seemed oddly ordinary and realistic—all but standing here breathing vacuum.

“Why should you care?” the stranger asked. “You’re a man of the spirit. Not the flesh.”

Kiel shook his head. “A fully human person is both.”

“Not when he’s dead, my friend. Then he’s nothing but spirit.”

Was he dead, then? Surely not. This had to be a dream, or a stress-induced flashback to his College days.

“No,” the stranger said. “You’re awake. You are here. This is real.”

Kiel turned his back on the gleaming outpost and gave the stranger his full attention, only half believing. “What we are doing is impossible. So I must be dreaming.”

The stranger raised his arms, pressed his palms together, and touched the cleft in his chin. Behind him lay a dim brown land. “Your body is only a prison. At best, a vehicle. Like that truck down there.”

Kiel had heard this kind of pseudospiritual talk before. It grazed reality closely enough to tempt some people, even the faithful, into denying creation’s inherent goodness. He tilted his head. “Then how is this prison breathing?”

The other man’s laugh sounded scornful. “Don’t try to understand. You won’t be able to travel this way, or survive out here, without me—unless you let me teach you how to do it. We’ll leave it at that for now.”

“Who are you?”

“Are you interested in opening your mind’s shields and finding out?”

Confused, Kiel looked into those black eyes. The man also had Mikuhran features, including an oddly long face. Still slightly dizzy, Kiel didn’t feel ready to make a critical judgment call. He did sense, though—even with his modest skills—an almost painful pressure at the base of his skull. It intensified when he paid attention to it. Plainly, this person…was it even human?…had power enough to inhale him like he might accidentally gulp down a leaf gnat.

“Thank you, but no,” Kiel said. “Tell me how to address you, though. I must call you something.”

Another cold laugh. “Tamím. It will do.”

Kiel extended a hand. “Tamím, then. I’m—”

The stranger’s dark brows lowered into a V. “I know who you are. I know where you were born, and precisely when. I know what your family hopes you will become.”

Kiel glanced away, stung by those last words. Like the rest of his family, he had prayed that Boh-Dabar might be born in his own generation. He knew that not all Sentinels read the ancient writings as anything more than mythic history. He’d studied them as the very keys to creation, the works of an artist who still spoke and listened to his beloved artworks, and who promised to mend a shattered universe. He’d even caught some people, including his mother, casting glances in his direction when certain Scriptures were read aloud.

“Your real strength comes from beyond you, Kiel Caldwell.”

Kiel raised his head. That made sense, though he doubted Tamím meant it in the same way Kiel understood it.

“And that strength animates a body that you will toss aside like garbage. Kiel, I have things to show you. Glimpses of the worlds as they really work. There is strength in strange places, and there is weakness where you hoped to see wisdom. You will travel with me for a while.”

“I already travel a Path of faith—”

“I know what you call it,” the stranger snapped.

Kiel took a long, slow breath. He had no idea what was happening, but he mustn’t anger this person, whoever and whatever he was. He simply needed to keep breathing until the peacekeeping force located him. “Tamím, may I let my family know I am safe?”

“You are safe for the moment. And you will be found when and where I choose.”

Startled, Kiel realized the stranger could read his thoughts without creating the usual nauseous sense of mind-access. He added that fact to his mental list of the other’s abilities.

“I have set up a distraction, thanks to people on Mikuhr who could destroy all your friends. We shall be undisturbed.” Tamím pointed downhill. “Look at that dome.”

Destroy all his friends? That sounded like an empty boast. Still, Kiel’s mental shields were no stronger than his other abilities, so he must not think about planning an escape…yet. The stranger would be able to anticipate his every move.

Kiel turned on one boot heel. The truck, like the leaf gnat in his mental picture, had been gulped by the structure. One side of the translucent dome looked brighter than the other. “Where is this place?” He spread his hands.

“They call the world Ost.”

Kiel stared at the crumbling brown rock under his feet, and he shook his head. “This isn’t even Mikuhr?” Impossible!

“Your brother’s here, though he won’t be for long. There’s been a civilian science outpost here for several decades. Two years back, some bright technician on Tallis realized that this rock’s unique texture gives it remarkable military potential, in sufficient quantities and under certain conditions.”

Kiel stepped on a fist-sized stone with one boot. It crumbled into splinters, giving him no hint of the rock’s military significance. He wouldn’t have been interested in military matters anyway. He’d always left peacekeeping to the rest of his family. Someone, he’d told them, needed to fill that peace with meaning.

“Good,” the voice said behind him. “I want you thinking in exactly those terms.”

As Kiel glanced up, he diffused his mental shields for an instant. Had he glimpsed two people standing there? Now he saw just one. “Explain,” he said.

“Later, it will be important that you have seen Ost.”

“It’s a tragedy,” Kiel answered him, “that we classify every valuable object either as something to hoard or else something so powerful that we should stockpile it and use it to defend our hoard. Everything of worth tends to make us either greedy or callous.”

Tamím crossed his arms. “Ah, Kiel. You quote the philosophers. And until last month, Ost had not produced anything worth hoarding. Now, the Federate Regional Command on Tallis wants it stockpiled—wants it stripped, actually. Your brother Kinnor is here as part of a Sentinel investigation. That’s what Special Ops people do, isn’t it? Enforce Federate law, whether or not their Federate commanding officers trust them?”

“Down there?” Kiel pointed at the dome. Was that Kinnor he’d seen, wearing a hard vac suit? Kinnor might know how to escape this person—

“Don’t bother,” Tamím interrupted his thought. “Kinnor is about to be called away. When the Federates move from Ost, Sentinel Special Operations is going to be very unhappy. So is your father.”

Confused, Kiel raised an eyebrow. Was this stranger predicting the future? Prewar Mikuhrans had claimed to see alternate futures. It was one aspect of their culture that fascinated him. “Kinnor’s all right?” he asked aloud. He would take all the information he could get. However, the moment Tamím stopped listening to his mind, he must think about escape. He was needed on Mikuhr, and after he finished this mission he must hurry home. His three-year-old was about to undergo a medical procedure. He ought to be there for her.

Tamím waved a hand. “Kinnor will only get in trouble if he makes it himself. You know your brother.”

Kiel thought, without subvocalizing to send, Yes, but how do you? Not expecting an answer, he inhaled a deep breath of sweet air…wherever it came from…and sent out a silent prayer, not caring if Tamím eavesdropped. Eternal Speaker, I am out of my depth but never out of yours. If I am your hands here, be strong to use me. If I am your voice, speak clearly. If only your ears for now, help me understand. He tried a question. “Who are you?”

“As I said, you may call me Tamím.”

Irritated, he insisted, “Then what are you?”

This time, the stranger’s smile showed white teeth rimmed in red. “In time, perhaps. Have you seen enough to remember this place?”

Kiel eyed the dome in the sullen valley, then looked up over the hilly humps. Near the horizon, a small red sun shone dull through a dusty haze. He tried once more. “I would like to see Kinnor, if he’s here.”

Instead, colors swirled. The eyes appeared again. This time, they silently offered assistance—power to grasp, to make the trip easier. Kiel pulled away, into himself.

The next color was a rippling green.


  




CHAPTER 3

Serrated leaves trembled on bushes at waist level. Kiel found himself standing on another slope, red stone underfoot this time. Craggy mountains scraped the clouds in front of him. A breeze cooled his forehead. He smelled evergreens—not quite the scent of his home world Thyrica, but another smell he remembered.

But this could not be the Sanctuary world.

Oh? He plainly heard the subvocalization.

Downhill, he saw a familiar pattern of cultivated squares and triangles, a few small wooden sheds and upbuildings, an amphitheater and an orchard, and a scarred, grassy landing strip. He felt his eyes widen. This world was too well defended for an intruder to penetrate. Wasn’t it?

“You were thinking of your daughter,” the stranger said, as if that explained everything.

“You can’t be here,” Kiel said flatly.

Tamím chuckled. “I have come and gone since before you were born. Your preoccupation with physical labor amuses me. It suits me to let you people feel unwatched here.”

The notion chilled him. At Hesed House, they had felt safe from Mikuhran eyes. “How are you getting past the fielding net? How,” he asked again, “are we traveling?”

“You of all people shouldn’t need to ask. The material world is embedded in spiritual reality. We are traveling along the folds. And you know that Mikuhr always bred for new abilities.”

Kiel sensed no deception. Those might be the literal truths. He had imagined the Golden City’s terrible human research labs. Still, that didn’t feel like the whole truth. Choosing not to press the issue, he took a short step downhill. He was glad he’d been urged to wear stiff boots, though he disliked them as too military looking. “I’m going to let my family know I’m all right.”

“No,” Tamím said. Before Kiel could lift his other foot, his knees went stiff. Angry heat flashed across his cheeks. How dare this man use voice-command on a priest of the Path?

But he couldn’t expect Tamím to follow the Codes. Kiel shut his eyes, took a deep breath, and mastered his anger. “If I find out,” he said, “that you have anything to do with Annalah’s problems—”

“I have not harmed your daughter.” Tamím interrupted, clasping long, thin hands in front of his fluttering robes. “But you are outgrowing your old life. Those people, that genetic line, those Codes.”

“I have a child.” Kiel’s voice sounded sharp in his own ears. “That is something I will not outgrow.”

Again, the casual wave. “Yes, you will. Just as she will outgrow you. Your paths will separate. You waste your worry.”

Kiel tried to steady himself with an old calming exercise. What he felt for Annalah wasn’t worry, but a slithering fear that lived on his pillow and kept nudging him awake. Kiel’s mother had carried a dangerous and previously unknown gene line. Kiel now knew that he’d passed it to at least one of his daughters.

Turning his face to the breeze, he glanced up at the hurrying clouds. Maybe a Sentinel on fielding duty had seen them appear, or recorded the arrival of unexpected biomass. A reconnaissance patrol might arrive at any second.

The stranger shrugged. “On Old Mikuhr, back when it was Three Zed, other communities raised the sub-adults. If some died …” Another shrug. “Altered chromosomes always cause problems. It’s only wise to cull dangerous children. Don’t you think so?”

Kiel knew that the other was baiting him. He also knew that he must answer, as expected, “Absolutely not. Surgeries and medications can keep them from harming themselves or others.” His daughter’s diagnosis was seared in his memory.

Confirm Reversed Polarity epsilon carrier, inherited from paternal grandmother, although father does not display that characteristic. Hypothesis 1: RP gene can be carried by the male but is expressed only in the female. Hypothesis 2: in utero conditions occasionally cause RP gene to manifest in mutated form, regardless of gender. Hypothesis 3: expression of the gene skips a generation.

The recommendations page had been ominous.

Extraordinarily dangerous implications. In one documented and numerous undocumented cases, paternal grandmother killed gifted individuals via ayin contact. Extreme risk to family members. Recommend isolation until stat ayinectomy.

College analysts were still, in fact, trying to understand how the gene skipped his generation.

“I could tell you how.” Tamím’s toothy smile seemed calculated to infuriate him. Kiel ducked his chin and glared up at the stranger’s long face. “I saw it coming. I foresaw you as well.”

The prophecies! His people had tried for generations to keep some of those secret. Relieved, Kiel stepped sideways across the hillside and swept out his arms. “I have good news for you, Tamím. Your quest is over. You can go home. You have confused me with someone else.” Someone who would never lie awake, struggling with the terrible decision: What to do for his child? Really, he knew exactly what must be done. He and Hanusha had hesitated needlessly. These so-called ayin gifts were a burden of power and control. The Creator had withheld them from humanity for excellent reasons.

The answering voice was as cold as the North Ice. “‘Among the exiled, an unquenchable fire will burn away all that is not eternal,’” Tamím quoted.

Kiel laughed regretfully. All the secrecy had been for his family’s protection, but it turned out the Mikuhrans knew all along.

He had grown up a Caldwell, studied Sentinel skills with a marginally developed ayin, and started a family of his own. All this showed him how poorly he compared with the family’s prophesied scion, who would unmake, renew and sanctify all worlds, within and beyond the Whorl. Kiel didn’t know what Boh-Dabar might look like, or whether the term usually translated “worlds” referred to planets, cultures, or all human civilization. No one knew. Nearly half of his priestly order believed that these verses had been wrested out of context to suit a previous generation’s mindset. He was no triumphalist. Still, his own faith rested on promises he could not dismiss.

He also thought he knew what perfect purity—the one person qualified to make a sacrifice of all evil—might look like. It did not look like Kiel Caldwell.

Shaking his head, he spotted a plump cornjacker slipping under a crop fence and waddling toward the ripening yellow grain at the base of this hill. Some things had not changed, even if Tamím were doing the impossible. The sekiyrra would be assessing cornjacker damage tonight, and the air on this hillside remained fragrant with evergreen resin. Down in that valley, little Annalah was safely sequestered at the Sentinels’ underground sanctuary complex.

“Thank you for the magnificent compliment,” he said, “but if that’s who you’re looking for, you must look elsewhere. I am a traveler on the holy Path, who hopes to spend his life guiding other walkers—no more, but no less. Leave me here. I want to speak with Hanusha. Then I’ll shuttle straight back to Mikuhr. I won’t even say how I got here. But plainly, you have confused me with someone else.”

“I am rarely mistaken.” Tamím stared into Kiel’s eyes, as if he were issuing a challenge. “Your people know far too little about mine.”

Again, Kiel sensed that Tamím was concealing an unspoken truth, speaking literally but implying something else. He ignored it this time and stepped downhill. “Wait here,” he said. “One hour.”

“Stop.”

Kiel turned around, but he flexed his hands at his sides. This would be his last voluntary hesitation.

“You would like to help her without robbing her of her gifts. Her heritage.”

If Kiel had had stronger abilities, he might have immobilized the stranger with his own angry stare. “What do you mean?”

“Her flawed body is endangering her true self. I can help.” He shrugged. “It’s not difficult, but you must know exactly what to do. Ayinectomy surgery is rarely but occasionally fatal.”

Kiel wanted to punch that smug face, but he didn’t dare attack a creature that could instantaneously carry him across light years, oxygenate vacuum, and possibly even see alternate futures. “Psi healing,” Kiel said softly, “is a matter of training and patience. It uses the strong link of spirit and flesh, guided by the Codes.”

“You people,” Tamím growled, “have turned those Codes into an idol.”

Idol! “We worship One who guided their writers.” The One whose loving guidance had drawn Kiel into Shamarr Dickin’s small group of priesthood candidates, the One whose creative power still maintained the worlds and everything upon and between them. Kiel’s own value derived from the image in which he’d been made, not from his achievements. So he believed, and so he was learning to teach.

Tamím stepped downhill, so that Kiel had to look past him to see the sanctuary’s cluster of wooden upbuildings. “If events go forward without our help,” he said, “Annalah will die in surgery. That is no idle threat.”

Kiel’s hands clenched again. He’d never felt so close to striking someone, or so deeply afraid. Would this creature nudge the surgeon’s elbow if Kiel didn’t cooperate? He’d last seen his eldest daughter clinging to Hanusha’s neck, reddish curls flattened on one side of the little one’s heart-shaped face, both of them waving good-bye.
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