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PROLOGUE

NO sooner had the young Sumaan pilot, Ashay, landed the shuttle back at the Hkariyash than hewas
ordered to return to the U'Churian vessdl, the Rryuk's Profit.

"They have need of the Human medications on board their shuttle,” said Captain Kishasayzar, speaking
to himin their own language over the comm. "Carrie Aldatan has been serioudy injured. Place yoursdlf
under Captain Tirak's ordersfor now. Their vessal may need protection until thisfighting stops.”

"Asyou command, Captain,” replied Ashay, regretfully eyeing the groups of guerrillas and Bradogan's
troops till engaged in sporadic fighting around the port gateways. Do you not need protection?' he
asked hopefully, lowering hislong neck until his head wasleve with the view screen.

"Negative. Like all other Traders, we're kegping to our-salves. Thisisan internal matter now that they
areno longer targeting us.”

With asigh, Ashay lifted off and headed down to where the Profit was berthed. The news of Carri€'s
injury sad-dened him. Held liked the small Human female.



"Shuttle Venture to Rryuk's Profit,” he said, toggling the comm unit. "Permisson to land for protective
duties. Re-quested medical supplies on board but need your crew to unload.”

"Profit to Venture, permission granted. Our people will bewaiting for you," camethe reply.

The next haf hour saw a nonstop procession of person-nd carrying supplies from the shuttle to the sick
bay. Jo, the Human femal e, supervised the proceedings, rushing be-tween the two locations, relaying
what little news there was on Carri€'s condition to Ashay to pass on to their compan-ions on the
Hkariyash. As soon asthe transfer was com-pleted, Captain Tirak ordered Ashay to clear the landing
pad and return to his own ship.

Inthe sick bay, as he worked frantically on the uncon-scious Carrie, Kaid was vaguely aware of the
sounds of the ramp retracting and the hatches closing asthe Profit began to ready hersdlf for takeoff.
They'd reach their rendezvous in two weeks. Only two weeks, haf the norma time, but it would be too
long for Carrie unless shewas put in one of the Profit's cryogenic units.

From the moment he realized sheld been injured in the fight with the spaceport officids, held locked his
fedingsbehind awall. Thelife of thisfragile Human female, and that of her partner Kusec, lay in his
hands. Kusac: her Leska, his sword-brother—together the three of them were the first Human and
Sholan En'Shdla Triad, bound tele-pathicaly to each other. Without them, he wasincomplete.

He fastened off the dressing, touching hisfingertips briefly to her flesh. Still too hot. The drugs should
have brought her temperature down by now. For an ingtant, he felt curioudy disembodied ashe saw his
dark-furred hand againgt her pae skin. With awrench, he pulled himsdf back. There was no more he
could do; shewould only deteriorate if he waited any longer. She needed surgery, and she couldn't get
that until they reached their rendez-vous. Sighing, he carefully disconnected the drip from the cannulaand
picked her up, carrying her over to the far side of the room where two of the cryo units stood open and
waiting. Placing her on the contoured mattress, he stepped back. Hed done al he could. Therest wasup
to the U'Churian medic, Mrowbay. Now it wastime to treat his sword-brother.

Kusac sat watching him on one of the adjacent beds. For awonder, he/d managed to remain conscious
despite suffering the full measure of her pain through their Link. The Venture's basic medikit lay openon
the bed beside him. Held dosed himself with an anagesic, but Kaid knew he hadn't taken nearly enough.
Helooked bad. Againgt the blackness of his pdlt, the skin surrounding his nose and eyes was degthly
pale and his earswere lying back, invisble among his hair. The mental link Kusac and Carrie had meant
he would also haveto traved in cryo.

"Kusac, let me give you the premed now," he said, reach-ing for the hypoderm from the medikit.

Hisfriend's amber eyes, though dulled with pain, held his steadily. "No, Kaid. | want to be aware of her
till thelast. I'll walit till Mrowbay's done."

Reluctantly helaid the hypoderm down and sat beside his sword-brother. " Shell be fine—you both will.
Two weeks, then welll have the facilities and surgeons of the M'Zekko to treat her.”

Kusac nodded dowly. "Wake mefirg. | don't want her coming out of cryo and not sensing me
immediatdly.”

"When you're ready,” Mrowbay said finaly, looking round at Kusac.

After giving Kusac his shot, Kaid helped him to his feet, supporting him asthey walked dowly over to the
second unit.



Kaid, | know you're blocking us out now, sent Kusac, but later, if you sense her pain, for the Gods
sake, don't try to cope. Use the third cryo chamber. Let T'Chebbi watch us. She's got Jo and Rezac
to call on if she needs help. Vartra can't have meant the U'Churians when he spoke of you
mak-ing a pact with the Liege of Hell.

Sop worrying about me and my visions, I'mfine, Kaid reassured, helping him climb into the unit. Just
rest. Low-ering hismenta barriers, he reached in, touching hisfriend's hand. Already the premed had
taken effect and he could sense Kusac drifting toward unconsciousness.

"Two weeks, Kaid." Kusac's voice was barely audible and Kaid had to lean forward to hear him. "Find
out what Tirak was up to in that time. I'll want to know."

CHAPTER 1
Day 1

CRY O, thelong night without end, the cold from between the stars. Heartbeat and breathing decelerate
asthe chill gradually seeps deep into flesh and bones, robbing them of warmth, of movement. Thoughts
dow, messages no longer being sent to limbs and organs asthe mind pullsitsalf back, retreating from the
bitter cold till al that remainsisatiny spark of consciousness poised between life and death. Cryo deep,
the temporary death, where nothing gtirs, no breath, no thought—no dreams.

With Nayash, his pilot, recovering from awounded flank, Captain Tirak had asked Kaid to help out on
the bridge during takeoff. Now that they were under way, Kaid needed to check up on his people. The
mess area Where they were waiting was adjacent to the sick bay, but inexora-bly his feet led him back
there. Saying he was checking up on Zashou would fool no one, least of al himself, but he had to see
them once more—had to know that Carrie and Kusac were dl right. He'd grown so used to their
presences within hismind that their absence left him feding unsettled. These fedingswere so foreignto
him that it waswith relief he saw that Zashou was sill adeep. It was hard enough for him to cope without
having to explain it to someonedse.

It was Carrie's unit he went to first. He looked through the cover, feding ingtantly protective of her. She
looked asif Khuushoi, Goddess of Winter, had embraced her, turning her flesh as pale asthe snow on
the Dzahai Mountains. Memories of taking Carriethereto vist hishome sprang into hismind. It was
there, once hed fully accepted his placein their lives astheir third, that he and Carrie had finaly become
lovers.

Through the pale cream fabric of her shift, the blood-stained dressing across her belly and side showed
up sarkly. Indinctively his mind reached out for hers, pushing aside the barriers behind which hed been
hiding. He could sense nothing. His hand shook dightly as hisfingertips brushed the surface of the unit,
caressing it asif it were her he touched. Mrowbay had spread her long blonde hair carefully on the
pillow. He remembered how soft it felt, so unlike his own Sholan hair. Then he sensed the U'Churian
captain watching him from the doorway.

"Mrowbay says she'sstable,” said Captain Tirak, "and safe. But you know that since you trested her.
Excuse my curiogity, but you obvioudy care very deeply for her. Are you and her mate related?
Brothers, perhaps? | know they're amind-linked pair.”

"Brothers. Yes," Kaid replied distractedly as aprescient fear he'd never known before swept through
him. Turning to look at Tirak, he did adouble take, thinking for abrief moment he saw Kusac standing
there. The outward physica amilarities between their species were uncanny. Pushing hisfear asde with
an effort, he retreated again behind his men-tal shidds. "Her mother died in cryo when her family
jour-neyed to their colony world."



Tirak made a sympathetic noise, his mouth creasing in aHumanlike grimace. "A tragedy, but it couldn't
happen on the Profit, believe me. Any disruption of the cryo system isingtantly reported by the
computer. The units even have an integral backup system, capable of lifesupport in spacein the event of
adisaster. They can be launched automati-caly from the bridge, or manualy fromin here.” He pointed to
thewall behind the units.

A very Human scream, long and drawn out, sounded from outside the open door.
Gun ingtantly in hishand, Kaid legped past Tirak and wasin the corridor before it stopped.

"Fasedarm, Captain.”" Sheeowl's voice on the ship's comm echoed throughout the deck. "Was only
Kate. Shejust met her first Cabbaran.”

In the center of the corridor, standing almost upright on its haunches, was indeed a Cabbaran. Kaid
recognized it instantly from the description Captain Kishasayzar had given them. Kate stood facing the
dien, her body frozen in horror.

"We have more passengers, Annuur.” Tirak spoke camly to the Cabbaran. "Badly injured ones. That's
why the changein dedtination.”

As Annuur turned dowly to face them, Kaid understood Kate's reaction. Standing just short of four feet
tall, the being before him was unlike any he'd seen before. Obvi-oudy aquadruped, and certainly
vegetarian, hislong, ye-low incisors were just visible behind an dmost prehensile upper lip. Forward
facing eyesregarded him steadily from benesth anarrow stiff crest of dark hair that ran the length of his
skull and down his neck. The same hair was spread out in aruff across his shoulders and again over his
flanks. The sandy body fur had been shaved from the sides of hisface and shoulder so that the intricately
colored tattoos could be clearly seen.

Thelip quivered and Kaid heard him begin to chitter. A flat, mechanica voice started to spesk in
U'Churian.

"Nourishment dispensers empty,” Annuur'strandator in-toned. "'1s breach of contract, Captain.”

"Seetoit, Sheeowl," Tirak ordered the crew female hov-ering beside the frightened girl. "Take Kate to
the messfirst. My apologies, Annuur. As| said, we had injured to see to and needed to depart from
Janaquickly. Therewas no need for you to leave avionics, you could have used the comm—or were
you just curious about our guests?”

The ruff of fur across the Cabbaran's shoulders bushed out for amoment before settling again. Annuur's
teeth made a clicking noise and histop lip curled expressively. A sharp burst of sound followed. The
trandator remained slent.

"Captain." Nayash, the white dressing over hiswounded thigh vivid againgt hislong, black pelt, now
stood where Kate and Sheeowl had been. He raised an arm and flung something through the air to Tirak
who caught it deftly.

"Y ou won't need your weapon,” Tirak said quietly in an asde to Kaid as he stepped past him. "Thisis
Annuur, leader of our Cabbaran navigation sept. All right, you op-portunit,” he said, histone becoming
lighter. " One pack— and only one—to make up for your discomfort.” He held his hand, palm open, out
toward the Cabbaran. In it lay abrightly decorated tubular container.

Themobilelip curled upward in disdain. ™Y our insult remains,” intoned the trandator.

Tirak gestured to Kaid to join him. Holstering his gun, he did so.



"ThisisKaid, theleader of our guests.”

The whiskers on either side of Annuur's nose twitched as he leaned forward and sniffed audibly a Kaid.
"One of those you kept in cryo." Heturned his attention back to Tirak, giving Kaid aclear view of the
exotic tattoos.

The hand that reached out to take the captain's bribe was spatul ate in shape, with four fingerstipped by
broad, horny claws. Almost ddlicately, the fingers closed around the tube and removed it.

"Candy. A children'streat back on Home," Tirak said softly to Kaid. "They can't get enough of the stuff.
Comesin ussful now and then.”

Kaid noticed that Annuur wore a multi-pocketed utility belt not unlike the one the Sholan Forces used,
save that the Cabbaran's was held in place by shoulder straps. It was into one of these pockets that
Annuur placed histube.

"Maybetdk later,” he said, lowering his upper body to the ground before sedately trotting past them and
down the corridor to the main access elevator.

"Timewe talked," said Kaid, hisvoice grim. He wanted to know what Tirak had been doing with a
mixed Leskapair not only on board his ship,* but held in cryo until acouple of hours ago.

"The rest of your people are next door in the messwait-ing for you," said Tirak, gesturing in the same
direction the Cabbaran had taken. "When you're satisfied they're safe, one of my crew will escort you to
my officesowe cantak.”

Remaining near the closed doorway, Kaid looked over a T'Chebbi. "Report," he said, in the highland
patoisthat they'd both grown up using.

"All rescued personnd save Zashou seem hedlthy but undernourished—want them checked up in sick
bay be-cause of laalquoi levelsin food they ate on Jana. Y oung-lings were waiting on Keissfor transport
to Sholawhen were kidnapped by aValtegan officer. Killed him, but cost them their captain and
damaged the scouter. Were found by Ambassador Tairas ship. Tirak rescued them from Tairaat Tuushu
Station—where we're going. He put them in cryo while on JAnato stop us contacting them
telepathicaly.”

Kad moved into the center of the room. Kate was about Carrie's height, her pleasant round face framed
by amass of short mid-brown curls. The mae, Taynar, was barely older than her. Hed obvioudy
inherited the warm gray-brown pelt coloring of hisfamily. "Wheat did the Chemeri-answant?' he asked,
though he could make bets on what the answer would be.

"Why should wetdll you?' demanded Kate. "Y ou're one of them, aU'Churian.”

Kaid glanced a T'Chebbi who raised a sardonic eyeridgein reply.

"l haven't told them," she said, reverting to lowland Sho-lan like Kaid.

We're Sholan, he sent to the girl and her Leska. Posing as U'Churians. We wer e sent to rescue you.
Taynar hissed hisdisbelief asKaid joined them at the dining table. "Te epaths can't fight.”

"He's your bond-brother,” snapped T'Chebbi. " Show a Clan elder proper respect!”

"My bond-brother?' Taynar was sartled into sitting up. "How? My sister died years ago!”



"So your father would have you believe,” said Kaid. "Khemu died only afew months ago, bonded to me.
Our son lives on the Va sgarth etate. Like us, he'samember of the En'Shdla Aldatan Clan now.”

"Your son? But how..."

"The Chemerianswanted amixed Leskapair for them-selves,” interrupted Kate. "Tairasaid hed met
Carrie and Kusac on the Khalossa."

Kaid nodded. Ashed thought. Ambassador Taira had shown an unhedlthy interest in his Triad partners
while on board the Khalossa. Opportunity had presented itself, and Tairawas not oneto let it dip by.
"How did Tirak get involved?' He watched the femae's jaw tighten as shelifted her chin defiantly.

"I made him," she said shortly, gray eyesflashing. "We thought they were Sholans at fird."

Heraised hiseyeridgesin respect. "No wonder they were so wary of telepaths. | presume you gave
them their mental blocks"

"I was as much to blame asKate," interrupted Taynar sullenly. "He promised to return usto Shola. |
thought it afair price

Kaid ignored the challenge in the youth's voice. Faced with few aternatives, they'd had little option but to
agreeto Tirak'sdemand. "No oneisfaulting you," he said. "Y ou handled a difficult Stuation very well."
Heturned his atten-tion to the other side of the room where Rezac sat. Thiswas hisfirst real opportunity
to meet the male, who, despite being haf his age, was hisfather.

They werent that alike, he thought, surveying the younger male. How could Jaisahave seen a
resemblance? There were superficid smilarities, true, but they were just that. They both had the
distinctive broader and lower set ears of the highland Clans, and the brown pelt, bui. ..

"Areyou rdated?' asked Jo suddenly, looking from oneto the other. "Y ou look very dike."
"Hardly," snapped Rezac. "I'm from hisfar past! Fifteen hundred years ago to be exact.”

Kad could fed T'Chebhbi's gaze burning into him as she waited for hisanswer. "Highland Clansdways
tended to breed among their own. It'sapossbility,” he said, trying to avoid her scathing look. He
touched the edges of Rezac's mind with his, ingtantly aware of the link between him and Jo. "Y ou've
formed aTriad," he,said, surprised, glancing back at the dark-haired Human female.

Jo flushed and looked away.
"Y ou know about these links?' Rezac's antagonism was quiet for now in hisdesireto learn more.
"We have two mixed Leska Triads back on the estate.”

"That'swhy you can fight,” said Taynar. "I knew tele-paths with aHuman Leskawere ableto fight, but |
hadn't realized it affected the Triads aswell."

He was getting drawn in deeper than he wanted here, but there was no point in dodging theissue. A
smple an-swer would do for now. "That's so," he admitted.

"With Carrie and Kusac?' asked Jo, concernin her voice. "How awful for you. Y ou must befeding
pretty bad right now with both of them in cryo.”

"What arethese Triads?' demanded Rezac impatiently. "What causesthem?"



"The bonds began forming after the Cataclysm for amix-ture of reasons. For the better protection of
smdll breeding groups of Tdented, and because of Vartra's work with ge-netics. Y ou and Zashou were
one of the origind enhanced Leska pairs, soit's not surprising you should form a Triad once you'd been
exposed to Vartras modern virus."

"Our Link istheresult of Vartraswork?' asked Jo.

"Not the origind work Rezac wasinvolved with," said Kaid. "It's due to his genetic manipulations after
you were taken by the Vategans.”

"Y ou know, your talk isfull of wrong-spoors,” said Rezac, an edge of icein hisvoice. "Y ou might fool
your own people with all this speculation about what Vartradid, but | lived then. | knew him! How could
he possibly have done anything that would link Human and Sholan DNA?"

A small, purring chuckle from Taynar broke the tension.

"I'vejust realized what it was about you that seemed familiar,” the youth said to Kaid. "Y ou'rethe Triad
that went back to thetimes of Vartra, aren't you? Y ou met with the God. That'swhy you're En'Shala."

Rezac laughed out loud at this, but there was no humor in hislaughter. ™Y ou expect meto beieve that?
Just be-cause thisisn't my time doesn't make me anidiot!"

Abruptly, Kaid got to hisfeet. Hed heard enough. There might be ablood tie between him and Rezac,
but that was al. Thismae was as unlike him as anyone could be. What could he possibly havein
common with thisarrogant and undisciplined young mae who had fathered him so very long ago?

"l was abletotdl Vartrathat you and Zashou were safe and divein our time," he said. "Zylishawas
worried for her sster. The news put her mind at rest. Y ou might tell Zashou that when you see her next.
Andthat Vartraand her sgter life-bonded.” He turned aside from the Sholan to look at the Human
besdehim. "Jo, | haveto join Cap-tain Tirak now. I'll debrief you on your mission after I've spoken to
him. You'rein chargetill | return.” He gestured to T"Chebbi to join him as he began to walk toward the
door.

A chair scraped on the floor. "1 want to know what's going on, too," said Rezac, the belligerence back in
full measure.

"Youll remain heretill | return,” Kaid said unequivo-caly, coming to astop and turning to look at him.
"The Stuation with Tirak is delicate and requires aknowledge of current Alliance politics.”

"I know ahdl of alot more about the Vategans than you do!"

"That's of no consequence at the moment. Y our informartion isfifteen hundred years out of date, Rezac,
and has nothing to do with this. Stay here with the other civilians.

"Don't order me about! 1've as much right to be involved asyou," the young male snarled, tail lashing
from side to Sde as he unconscioudy lowered his body into a crouch.

T'Chebbi's hand closed briefly on Raid'swrigt. "I'll stay," she said quietly.

Kaid flicked an ear in reluctant agreement. "Sit down, Rezac,” he ordered. "Y ou want my credentials?
I'min charge of thismission, and cleared by Sholan High Com-mand for First Contact negotiations.
You'rejust another civilian asfar as|'m concerned. T'Chebbi will stay with you." He stalked over to the
door, dapping hishand on the air lock mechanism. When it opened, he strode out into the corridor
where Manesh, Tirak's security officer, ssood waiting for him.



T'Chebbi moved smoothly to block the door asit closed. " Suggest you relax, make some drinks,
experiment with food, and get to know each other," she said to the smal group. " Ship not big, these
quarters even smaller. Will take us two weeks to reach rendezvous. Better if we get on with each other.”

"And just who the hell are you to be taking over?' de-manded Rezac, striding over to confront her.

"Sister T'Chebbi of the Brotherhood of Vartra, member of the En'Shala Aldatan Clan,” shereplied,
keeping her tone even.

"A priestess," he sneered. "Y ou think you can stop me? Go ahead and use the gun, then!™

"Rezac," said Jo warningly as he moved to push T'Chebbi aside. "That's not agood idea. | told you
things are different now. The Brotherhood isaWarrior elite, not just areligious Order. They're specidist
fighters. Kaid and T'Chebbi are Carri€'s and Kusac's bodyguards. Friends. We can trust them. They
cameto rescue us, didn't they?!

T'Chebbi watched him hesitate. "Art of warrior isto know when to fight,” she said quietly. "And whom.
Not now, on alien vessd, with injured comrades. Areyou awarrior, or just afighter?”

AsKaid settled himsdlf in the chair indicated, he watched Tirak pull the tab on the container he was
holding.

"A hot drink," Tirak said, offering it to him. "The one your colleague Carrie enjoyed in theinn. Didn't
think you'd want afermented one yet."

Kaid accepted it, tasting the beverage cautioudy. Not too bad—a bit sweet for histaste, but drinkable,
and certainly preferable to acohol. Right now he needed the energy the sweetener in it would give him.
Hewaited, spping the drink, knowing Tirak'sfirst questions would tell him how much he knew, or had
guessed, about them.

"So, what species do the two hairless femaes belong to? Human or Solnian?' the U'Churian asked after
amoment or two. "And are your species dependent on each other? Do you come from the same world?!

"They're Humans. Tell me, Captain, why isamilitary ship and its crew posing astradersin this sector?”

Tirak feigned surprise. "Posing? Y ou have uswrong, Kaid. I'll admit our craft is adecommissioned
military one, but we are just what we seem, traders.”

Kaid shrugged, avery U'Churian gesture, and putting his drink down, got to hisfeet. "Thank you for your
hospitd-ity, Captain Tirak, but | think | should check in again on the Sholan femaein your sick bay," he
said. "Shewas adeep when | waslast there.”

"You can't push me asidelikethat!" exclamed Tirak, earsflicking forward. "1 put myself and my crew on
theline for you—Nayash wasinjured in the fight at the spaceport! 1 let your people come on board,
fetch medical suppliesfor theinjured females, let another of them join us—I deserve answers, dammit! |
want to know what's going on!"

Schooling hisfaceinto alook he knew the other would interpret as one of surprise and confusion, Kaid
hesitated. “"Going on? | know as much about what happened planet-side as you do, Captain Tirak. My
people were caught up with yours when Bradogan attacked us.”

Tirak'sfacefroze. "Don't take mefor afool, Kaid. Y ou came here with members of two unknown alien
gpecies on arescue mission. Kusac may look like us, but he's no U'Churian—his|link to the Human
female proves hel's as Sholan as Taynar! Then there are the othersin your little group! And | have severe



doubts about which species you belong to, especidly since you admitted to being hisbrother! Do | have
togoon?'

"All you need to know isthat we must rendezvous with an dlien vessd at the Chemerian homeworld.”

"Alien to whom? Us? Or you Sholans? Don't try my patience or you might find my hospitdity is suddenly
with-drawn,” Tirak snarled, baring histeeth. "Y our position isfar from strong. Y ou have perhaps one
able-bodied com-panion, the rest are civilians suffering from malnutrition and exhaustion.”

"Don't threaten me," said Kaid quietly. "I could take the information | want straight from your mind,
despite the primitive blocks the younglings gave you. Insteed, | do you the courtesy of asking.”

Tirak'slow rumble of anger began to build. With an ob-vious effort, he remained sested as the mane of
black hair rose around hisface.

"Brawling like troopersis hardly appropriate for people of our rank," Kaid said, hisvoice now deathly
quiet. "First Contact is better |eft to the diplomats of the Rhijissoh when they reach Jalna, it'stoo ddlicate
amatter to be argued over with mere traders.” He turned and walked toward the door.

"Wait!" The growl was gone from Tirak's voice and his hair had begun to settle around his shoulders
again."You say aship goesto Jalnato make First Contact?'

"It's not your concern, Captain,” said Kaid, keeping his back to the U'Churian as he rested his hand
againg the bulkhead. "By your own admission, you are, after dl, only atrader.” He afforded him aglance
over hisshoulder.

"How do | know thisisn't another lie?"
Agan Kaid shrugged. "Confirmation will bewaiting a our rendezvous."

Tirak's snarl dmost drowned hiswords. "May Kathan himsdf damn you! Drugs! That'swhy were herel
Because of anillegd drugstrade!”

Kaid had to widen his earsto catch the words within the snarled reply. He took a couple of paces back
toward the desk and waited.

"Drugsthat turn the users psychotic and violent for days after they've used them—drugsthat only started
gppearing afew years ago."

Kad returned to hischair. "And you think the Chemeri-ansareinvolved.”

"Some," admitted Tirak. The knuckles on the hand that held his drink showed white through his pelt and
the can had begun to buckle dightly. Thiswas his only outward sign of anger now. "Y our turn. Why were
your people on Jana?"

Kad regarded him thoughtfully. What to tell him? His Triad was empowered to commence Contact
negotiationsif it proved necessary, o perhaps the truth was best. "Two Vategan shuttleslanded here
several months ago. One crashed outside the port after dropping off an object, the other landed to sell
four Sholansin exchange for supplies and spares. We sent ateam, congisting of three Humans, to locate
the crashed vehicle and discover what it had |eft behind. They went missing. Our mission wasto rescue
not only them, but the origina four Sholans.”

"The Vdtegans." Tirak sat back in hischair. "What's your quarrd with them?”



"All life on two colony worldswiped out,” said Kaid grimly. "Millions of Sholans dead. We don't know
why, we don't know how, and worst of al, we don't know where they come from. We didn't even know
they existed until then."

"Kate and Taynar said as much,” murmured Tirak. "We didn't place much credence on it, though. Seems
wewerewrong."

"With aweapon like that, they're athrest to dl species. That's why we were following up on the crashed
vesse— in the hope we'd find something to give us aclue about where their home world is. They
subjugated Keiss, the world the Humans had colonized, without destroying them, and used them as
daves, but the Valtegans we captured there died rather than communicate with us. They were ferocious
warriors. It wasliterdly kill or be killed with them. We destroyed them all, save for one ship.™

"The one that cameto Jalna"

Kaid inclined his head in an affirmative gesture. "We knew nothing about Jalna—or about the species
who trade here—until the Chemerianstold usthe Vategan ship had been sghted.”

Tirak began scratching his ear thoughtfully. "A Vategan ship cdls here every fifty years or so, but they
come only to take samples of crops and food animals. One left just before this craft you mention arrived.
What the Janians get in return, my people were unable to find out. The Chemerians have trading
agreementswith you?"'

"More" said Kaid, histonereflecting hisfedingstoward their two-faced dlies. "Tregties for our mutua
defensethat are several hundred years old. We represent an Alliance of five species.”

The U'Churian'sjaw fell openin shock. "By Kathan's beard! The double-deding..."
"Conniving, tree-climbing little bastards," Kaid finished for him.

A dow grin split Tirak's face. He leaned forward to edge Kaid's abandoned drink closer to him. "Asyou
say. Againgt you, their duplicity goesfurther than with us. We've only been dedling with them for about
fifty years. The young couple, we found them on Tuushu Station. They had just discovered they werethe
prisoners, not the guests of Ambassador TairaKhebo and they—persuaded—us to rescue them.”

"So they told me. There are dirict laws governing the use of telepathy among our kind and they broke
them. Y ou have my government's apology on their behdf.”

"Y et your people broke the same laws." There was a hardnessin Tirak's voice.

"Sometimesit's necessary for certain individuasto be empowered to operate outsde the law.” Kaid's
voice was agentle purr. "But you know that, don't you—Captain?”

Tirak chose not to respond and Kaid knew he'd made his point.

"The Chemeriansimplied that beyond their own colo-nies, we were their only market,” the U'Churian
contin-ued instead.

"l sugpect,” said Kaid, picking up hisdrink, "that we will discover some of our latest imports are goods
obtained from Jalnaand your—Free Traders Alliance?’

"Free Traders Council," corrected the captain, relaxing back into his chair. "Then we will haveto draft
trade agreements and more with this Sholan vessd."



Kaid finished hisdrink and set the empty container down on the table between them. "I would say that
negotiations have dready started, wouldn't you, Captain Tirak?"

"What family are you from?' ventured Taynar, looking over at Rezac. "1 know you're from the highlands
likeme"

Rezac glowered at the youngling. Hewas still high on adrendine from the fight at the spaceport, and
worse: with his Leskamind-mate Zashou sedated in sick bay, his Link to Jo had reasserted itself,
demanding their unfinished busi-ness be concluded. He was frusirated almost beyond endur-ance on
both counts.

Jo's hand closed on hisarm. He's only making conversa-tion, trying to be friendly. He' s terrified,
just like his Leska.

He clenched hishand into afigt, forcing his clawsinto the flesh of hispalmsin an effort not to respond to
her touch. / know. I'm trying, dammit, but you know what's wrong with me—uwith us! Unableto
completely suppressit, ashudder of pleasure at her touch ran through him. 'Dzaedoh,” he said through
clenched teeth. "Likely you'l not have heard of us."

"Noni'skin?" the youth said in surprise.

T'Chebbi moved over to St opposite Rezac and Jo. "Link day?" she asked sympatheticaly. "Are rooms
made ready for us through the door." Shejerked an ear to her right. "Go, take one now. Seeto your
own needs. You put it off long enough.” When he hesitated, she added, "That's an order, Warrior. | don't
need what you and your third are broadcasting. Neither does anyone else.”

Rdief flooded through him. He could seeto their Link needs without fegling he was neglecting what he
saw as hisduty. It was good not to be the one with the final respons-bility for once. He got to hisfeet,
urging Jo to accom-pany him.

Giyesh was waiting in the corridor outside. She directed them to a cabin opposite the medic's office. As
the door closed behind them, Rezac relaxed the control held been fighting so hard to maintain. Reaching
for Jo, he circled her waist with one arm, stroking the dark hair that crowned her head with his other
hand. Breathing in her scent, he began to purr as their minds started to merge.

"Ah, youfed it too," hewhispered in her ear ashistongue gently rasped against her jawline. "After the
battle, the need to pair with one you love, to know you are both still dive. Zashou despised that in me.”

"She'snot aWarrior," Jo murmured, turning her face so their lips met, her fingers dready beginning to
unfasten the belt that held histunic at thewalst.

Histall flicked around her legs, holding them close againgt his. ™Y ou Humans are not so unlike us" he
purred.

* * %

With astart and acry, Kaid woke, Carries name on hislips as he sat bolt upright in bed. He shivered,
chilled to the bone despite his sweat-soaked pelt.

T'Chebbi loomed over him with an extra blanket. "Bad dreams again?"' she asked.

Hetook it gratefully, wrapping it round his shouldersfor thetime being. "More," he said, clenching his
teeth to stop them from chattering. He looked around the dimly lit cabin. "Where's Giyesh?'



T'Chebbi shrugged. "Maybe il on duty.”
"l dreamed | wasin cryo, and | could sense her there.”

"Carrie?' T'Chebbi sat down beside him, her nose creas-ing in worry as she flicked her long gray-brown
plait over her shoulder. "That's not possible. Cryo isanothingness. Drugs make you deep first, you don't
even fed the cold. Then you wake, and it'sover."

He looked up, catching her gaze with his. "1 was some-where else, T'Chebbi, somewhere deadly
cold—and shewasthere. | usudly fed warmth from our crystd, but it's been cold Since we put her in
cryo. Until now." His hand emerged from the blanket, holding out the crystal he dwayswore. "Fed it."

Leaning forward, she touched it gingerly with her fore-finger. With an exclamation of shock, she pulled
her hand sharply away.

Helet the crystd fdl back within the blanket, smiling wryly. ™Y ou fet it—too warm for just my body
hest, int it?"

"Y ou told me Carrie sensed her mother dying in cryo. Isit possible that the Taented stay aware? That
they don't deep?’

"Never heard of it happening. It could beaHuman trait," he replied.
She grunted. "What was the dream?”

"Only what | told you. Just being in this bitterly cold place and sensing Carrie and her fear. The sooner
we get to Tuushu Station, the better. She'sterrified of cryo, T'Chebbi.”

"Shel's safe adeep,” she said, her tone soothing as she touched hisface briefly. "Can | get you anything?
A hot drink?Y ou should try to deep again.”

"Nothing, thank you," he said automaticaly, then hes-tated. He wasn't fooling ether of them. "Join me.
I'd like your company. Who's on sentry duty in the mess?’

"Taynar and Kate. Slept long enough in cryo, they said. Tdlisis on graveyard shift.”

"Should haveleft him on the Hkariyash," he grumbled, glad to be deding with more familiar issuesas she
dipped into the bed beside him. "He's more trouble than al the others put together. He's done nothing but
complain since he came on board.” Pulling the blanket from his shoulders, he leaned over to drop it on
thefloor. T'Chebbi snagged it from him.

"Weusethis" shesad, spreading it over him. "Y ou fed like you been in cryo. We can manage Tdlis. His
mind is sickened after what the Vategans did to him. He needs help more than anything.”

Helay down, grateful for her warmth and company; it was helping dissipate the frozen images of his
nightmare. As his shivering stopped, he could fedl her soundless purr.

"You only had to ask if you wanted to join me," he said awkwardly. "Y ou have the right—you are my
Companion." Hewasfinding it difficult to cope with his need for her company and the desirefor Carrie's
hewaswalling avay.

"Seep," she said, wrapping her arm across his chest and tucking her nose under his chin.

* % %



It had come as ashock to Jeran to find himsalf on Giy-esh's ship, dmost asbig a shock asit had to her,
judging from her expression when they came face-to-face in the landing bay. Later, shed managed to see
him aone for long enough to arrange this meeting in the unused mess on the second deck. Sitting there at
the main table, nuraing a hot drink, he wondered why held come.

A shadow fell across the table and he looked up to see her stlanding in the doorway.
"I hoped you'd be here," she said, closing the air lock door behind her.
"I hadn't expected to seeyou again,” he said awkwardly.

"Neither had 1." Shejoined him at the table, Sitting down opposite him. "Thisisrather embarrassing for
both of us"

Hefrowned. "Why? Only you and | know what hap-pened that night.”
Giyesh looked away. "Not exactly,” she murmured. "The captain overheard me talking to our medic.”
"Your medic?'

"We rescued the young ones, Taynar and Kate," she said, her voice low. "Mrowbay thought he was an
immaturemde. | told him likely hewasn't."

"Y ou only cameto spy on me?' He'd thought there had been more between them than that. A common
attraction, aneed for company that night at least.

"No! | cameto talk to you, yes, to find out what | could about your people, but therest... That was
red."

"So al your crew know about uS? What did you do? Go into details? Tell them how desperate | wasfor
female company?"' he asked angrily.

"l said nothing to them, | swear | didn't! Look, | didn't haveto tell you this" she said defensively. "It was
rather obvious that we'd dept with each other when | stayed away dl night.”

"So now it'smy fault for kegping you with me?' He put his cup down with athump.

"l didn't say that," she said, reaching out to touch his clenched hand. "1 stayed with you because | wanted
to, because you were so londly."

"l didn't want your pity then, or now," he growled, snatching hishand away. "And | didn't need to be
made afigure of fun among your crew. They must be laughing themsdves Sck every timethey seeme!™

"I didn't mean it that way, Jeran, and they're not laugh-ing a you," she said. "Y ou don't understand. Our
ships, weredl family, dl related. It's me the crew arelaughing at, for getting caught by an dien. The
captain, my uncle, heésmad at me!"

"Caught?How caught?' That surprised him, diverting hisanger.

She shook her head, sending the mane of black hair swaying round her shoulders. "It's not important,”
shesad. "But no oné's laughing at you, honestly."

"l want to know. Y ou've discussed persona matters about me with your medic, and your crew's laughing
at my expense, too, whether you want to admit it or not. Y ou owe me something in return.”



There was a hunted look in her eyes as she obvioudy searched for some answer to give him. "I'm of an
age where| should have chosen amate, but | haven't,” she said finally.

He narrowed his eyes as he looked at her. She was being less than honest with him, he knew that. Not
lying, but near toit. "I'm thefirs? Isthat it?'

She pushed the chair back, got abruptly to her feet, and headed for the exit. "Forget it, Jeran. It wasa
mistake meeting with you. | just didn't want you thinking it was you the crew were laughing &."

"Wait!" he said, leaping up to stop her. He caught up with her at the air lock, grasping her by the arm.
"Y ou're not leaving without telling me why thisis so amusing to your people.”

"You're not U'Churian, and not asoldier,”" she said.
"So what?"'

"I told you. | was expected to choose my firgt partner and didn't. Instead | asked to see the worlds
outsde our own, then I'd choose. Thisismy first misson.”

She was making no attempt to leave, even though she could probably get free quite easily. Releasing her
arm, he reached for her mane of hair, taking hold of alock that lay on her shoulder. "So why are we
here?Y ou didn't get meto come herejust to tell methis.”

"How would you know?" she countered, then stopped, blue eyes widening. "Unlessyou're atelepath?”

"No, I'm not." It was amane, herealized, quite unlike Sholan hair. The night sheld cometo himinthe
warehouse where he was imprisoned on Jalna, they'd talked, then one thing had rapidly led to another.
They'd had no expectation of seeing each other again, so hadn't wasted time on irrele-vancies. Matters
were dightly different now. She obvioudy wanted to see him again, or she wouldn't have suggested this
meseting. He stood aside, gesturing to the table. " Stay for alittle while. Tell me more about yoursef and

your people.”
Warily, she returned to the table, waiting till he sat down. "What do you want to know?"
"You say youredl family onthisship. Areyou dl re-lated, dl soldiers?"

She nodded. "Our unit of the family liveson Home, but the largest oneison the Rryuk itsdf. We learned
long ago during our civil warsthat having Family in space meant your name would never die, no matter
what happened on Home."

He thought about thisfor amoment. "Who lives on the Rryuk? Just the soldiers?’
"No, everyone. Children, too. How &l se could we be self-sustaining?'

"Space cities," he murmured, watching her. HEd not re-alized just how blue her eyes seemed againgt her
dark pelt. They matched her tunic. But then,, the only light in the warehouse had comein from the
gpaceport outside through the small, reinforced window above the door. "How do you stop the
inbreeding? We have a clan system similar to yours, but we're free to bond with those outside our Guild.”

"Guild?" Shewrinkled her nose as she spoke.
"Professons, likeyour soldiers."

"We can choose from the maes on any of the Family's ships, or even Homeitself. Theres not just the
Rryuks, but the other lesser familieswho are dlied to us and officialy bear our name.”



"Areyou training asasoldier now?"

She amiled, her sideways grin showing off her white teeth. He remembered her smile because thefirst
time held seen it, held thought it awarning, asit would have been with his people. "No, | was brought up
asone. | began training as soon as | could walk. Wefemales only stay hometill we've had our first infant,
then we go into service on one of the smdler craft till it'stimeto breed again, if wewish.”

Breeding cycles, again very different. "But you chose not to do this."

She nodded. "It angered my parentsthat | didn't want to enrich the Family before taking service on the
Profit, but theelderssaid | had leaveto goiif | wished.”

"And your uncleis one of the old-fashioned types, that's why he's angry with you for getting ‘caught’ by
me. The others are amused because they've been around long enough to see the funny side.”

She nodded again, setting the silver-colored ring in her right ear swaying.
"What'sHome like? With al those Familiesit must be pretty crowded.”

"Fairly. Lots of cities. When amale marriesinto the Family, we add aroom onto the settlement until
there's no more space, then a group starts up anew settlement. We have a colony world now, and many
younger people are setting up there rather than on Home or in space.”

"Y ou marry for lifethen." Her scent was bringing back more memories of their night together. Pairing with
her had been like heimagined pairing with aferal would be— from her thered been no inhibitions, no
holding back. Surely she couldn't mean he was her first lover?

"No, only for two or three seasons, then we choose again. It makes sure thereis dways new blood in the
Family. What about your people? Do you have only one wife?"

"No. Wetake out bonding contracts for ether three or five yearsif we wish to share our cubs,” he said.
"Other-wise we have as many lovers as we wish. Our females can choose when they want to have cubs,
they don't have sea-sons, apart from their first."

"Y our way isquite different,” she said, her voicetraling off dightly. "Relationships outsde our marriages
aren't tolerated.”

"What about between them, or before?" he asked, did-ing across the intervening seet till he was sitting
beside her.

She wanted him, he could fed it, that's why she'd suggested they meet here. The attraction between them
was pure lust, nothing more—yet.

"Betweenisdl right," she said softly, turning to face him as he did hisarm across her shoulders, urging
her closer. "But not before. That's forbidden.”

"So you and | have broken quite afew rules between us." Histongue flicked across her cheek while he
traced a gentle finger down her throat, continuing over her tunic to her chest. Helet hishand linger briefly
on her small breasts before moving lower, coming to rest on her hip. Benegth her ship's uniform, he could
fed the braided cord that held up the loincloth she wore. Everything about her excited him, from her
exotic alien scent to the long, dark pelt that covered her body.

"Yes," shesad, but her voice was barely awhisper as she leaned against him. "1'd like to break them
again, but not here."



"Wherethen?" he asked, voice rough as he began to lick her ear.

"Two cabins up from here, there'san empty guest one. If | gofirgt," she said, holding hisface asher lips
touched his, "and you follow inaminute... It hasaprivacy lock."

He returned the kiss purposefully, histeeth catching gen-tly at her lip as, reluctantly, he released her. "Go
now, before | get too carried away. | won't be far behind you.”

* * %
1

Father Lijou sat with Guardian Dhaikain the other'slounge at Vartrals Retreat. They were drinking
c'shar. The yeacs had been kind to the ederly Sholan, he thought, watching the spring afternoon sun
catch the reddish glints that still showed in the other's dark hair and pelt.

"Y ou serioudy believe that it's Brynne Stevens Triad we want, not Kaid's?'

Lijou tried to ignore the tone of stark incredulity in Dhaika's voice. "'l do. I've thought it Snce Kaid
returned to Stronghold after seeing Vartrahere" He had the satis-faction of seeing the faint gathering of
Dhaika's eye ridges that betrayed his discomfort a being reminded of the incident.

"That was unexpected. Did Kaid ever say what it was the God wanted?"

"No, but the change in him was marked. It would appear that in the end, Vartraswill correspondsto
Ghyakullas. Asl sad, | believe Noni iswrong. Brynne Stevens will be the Human bound to our world
with his Triad, not Carrie Aldatan."

"Brynne's lack of cooperation over that Derwent charac-ter isn't exactly conduciveto trust in such a
ddlicate matter as unity between our species,” murmured Dhaika. "He's not what 1'd call the epitome of a
well-adjusted Human within amixed Leskaredationship.”

"The Gods choose whom They want, Dhaika, you know that. They seeinto aperson's soul. With dl our
Tdents, that'sbeyond us."

"I know that." The dightly acerbic tone was moderated immediatdy. "So what isit you're suggesting?'

Lijou extended the claws on hisright hand and gently tapped the arm of his chair. "Noni has ablind spot
where Kaid is concerned. She's|etting what she wants to happen blind her to other possibilities. | think
it's time we—pur-sued—more viable options."

"I'm as unhappy with the way she tracks downwind of the Council of Guardians asyou are, but to
actudly work againg her..."

"Not againgt her," corrected Lijou. "For Shola, Dhaika. Look at it thisway. The Aldatan En'ShdlaTriad
isthe mativating force behind the changes on our world. They've had to fight for their freedom, and it's
been hard won. They can't change what they are, become people of peace, tied into the land, raising
cubs. For one, the military won't let them. We need—Ghyakullaneeds—a Triad that will do that. In
VannaKyjishi and Garras Janagu, we have that. Look at the way they've both settled into managing the
Clan and estate while Kusac and Carrie are away. Physician Kyjishi's expecting a second cub, Garras
thistime. And Brynne has camed down, too. None of those tempestuous rel ationships with other females
any more—in fact, apart from their Link days, he's been celibate. Not only is he studying how to use his
Tdent at the Shrine, but since he had that vision from Ghyakulla, he's become more inter-ested in the
religious sde. He'sreally Brotherhood priestly material, Dhaika. We should encourage this. Wed be
foolsnot to. Think of it aslistening to the Goddess rather than asworking against Noni."



"I hear you, but you haven't convinced me."

Lijou leaned forward and helped himself to one of thetiny savory pastries on the low tablein front of him.
He knew better; Dhaikawould take very little more convinc-ing. Hewas dl but hisnow. " Shal we agree
that if he comesto ether of usand asksfor further ingtruction, then it'saclear sgn that Ghyakulla has
cdled him?' He popped the tidbit into his mouth.

Dhakaregarded him thoughtfully before replying. "If he comes of hisown free will, then | will tutor himin
the ways of the Goddess, and Her consort, Vartra. Y ou've just been newly appointed as a Guardian,
Lijou, so understand mewell when | say | have no wish to Challenge Noni or the other females on our
Coungil..."

"Nor havel," interrupted Lijou. "I'm as aware as you that astwo of the only three mae Guardianswe're
outnum-bered before we begin. But | am weary of the fact that in every level of our society there are
politica factionsthat serve only to advance their own view of how things should be. Free debate has
been stifled for too long. We've be-come trapped in a quagmire of our own making, Dhaika, and we
must break free if we're to keep the superiority we now hold within the Alliance. | can't help but fedl
there are desperate times ahead of us."

The Guardian stirred in his seat. "I thought matters had improved since Esken's power had been broken.”

"They have, and even more so since he retired three weeks ago, but we need to evolve, Dhaikal Asa
society, weve been stagnant for too long. Growth and change are what we need, even if that change cuts
uslikeapolar wind! But it's not just that that concerns me. Weve till got the threet of the Vategans
hanging over our heads."

Dhaika sighed, reaching for hisdrink. "Fear has aways been an unpleasant bedfellow. No news of the
escaped Vdtegan?'

"Kezule? None. A sustained search of the Taykui Forest margins has turned up nothing, now they're
spreading the net farther. General Raiban would like to hold us at Stronghold responsible, but her people
were on duty that night." He didn't want to get drawn deeper into this discus-sion. The mediaweren't
aware of the escape of Kezule and Keeza L assah, the Sholan femal e incarcerated with him asa spy.
That there were two psychopaths loosein their conti-nent's mgjor game forest was a circumstance that
deeply humiliated both the Brotherhood and the Forces. He made an effort to return to the origina
discusson.

"About Brynne Stevens," he began.

"l have said that if he comesto ether of usof hisown freewill, with no prompting, then | will train him as
our Order dictates,” interrupted Dhaika.

"Evenin dream-waking?' He pushed his point home.
"Yes, eventhat—if | believe Ghyakullahascaled him!"

Lijou let hisbresth out in agentle huff. "Thank you, Dhaika. All I'm asking isthat we don't close our eyes
towhat could bein front of us."

"Maybeyou'reright,” said Dhaika. "My position here as Guardian isto ensure that those called to the
Brother-hood by Vartraor His Companion, Ghyakulla, receive the proper rdligious instruction in our
mysteries. It'stime Ghyakullawas alowed to call those She chooses, regardless of our esteemed
matriarchs persond wishes and their per-ceived palitical implications.”



Lijou could hear atouch of enthusiasm creeping into Dhaikas voice. At last! It had been an uphill struggle
con-vincing the older male. Though he could see to the normal ingtruction of their Order, the advanced
religious studies were Dhaika's provenance, and that included dream-walking. He was only just beginning
to redlize how much more he had to learn about that psychic art.

Heinclined his head in agreement, as much to hide the small smile asto show respect for the other.
"Y ou're abso-lutely right, Guardian Dhaika. It'stimefor usto listen to the deities once more."

* * %

Like adlent shadow, Ashay padded alongside Quin as they made their way through the spaceport gates
toward the hotdl. Though the heavy fighting was over, it was il not safefor any of the four Humanson
Janato walk aone through the spaceport area. Ashay was the perfect escort.

No onein ther right mind would argue with a Sumaan. Six feet tal to the shoulder, plus another foot for
the mobile neck and its attached head, the reptilian Sumaan were for-midable mercenaries. Heavily
muscled hind legsand atall dmost asthick as historso gave Ashay abulkinessthat belied his agility,
speed and immense strength. As they passed through the checkpoint, the young Sumaan's neck curved
downward, bringing his head on alevel with the guard's. Lips pulled back from the tombstone teeth ashe
gmiled hisgresting.

Catching the guard's shudder asthe youngster passed through, Quin smiled to himself. He could
understand the Jalnian's reaction. He'd felt the same until he'd gotten to know Captain Kishasayzar and
his crew.

There had been alot of rapid changes, he noted as he approached the inner fenced area where the hotel
and the tower that had been Lord Bradogan's stood. The guards waved them through without challenging
them: the crew of the Hkariyash were well known to Tarolyn's men by now.

Port workers were il piling rubbish from the deceased Lord's dwelling onto the smoldering bonfirein
front of the tower. Its acrid smoke coiled lazily up into the hegt-blanched sky. Everyone had known what
kind of man Bra-dogan was, but the new Port Lord hadn't been prepared for the sight that met his eyes
in the basement cdlls. Treat-ing severd of Bradogan's prisoners had been beyond Ja-nas primitive
medical skills, and Tarolyn had needed to ask for help from those species still berthed in the port. HEd
then refused to enter the keep again until it had been gutted and al trace of itsformer owner erased.

It was the Humans who'd been able to offer the most aid, as they were physiologically closest to the
Jalnians. Quin had just come from checking on their patients at the makeshift infirmary that had been set
up in one of the warehouses. Aswell as those who had been subjected to Bradogan'sidea of hospitdity,
severa Jalnians were being treated for energy wegpon burns and avariety of sword and knife wounds
sustained during the pitched battle in the port the day before.

Tarolyn, flanked by hisfaithful bodyguards, was holding court in the main foyer of the hotel. Seeing Quin
enter, he dismissed the assorted crowd of dien traders and their Jal-nian agents that had been clamoring
for his attention, and gestured at him to approach. Asthe traders and agents moved aside, Quin could
see Conrad Sitting at the end of Tarolyn'stable. Like himsdlf, hed reverted to using the black fatigues that
were the Humans Warrior Guild uniform.

"Get him aseet,” the Lord ordered one of his guards as the Human approached. "And adrink for them
both," he added to Conrad. "The heat outside is enough to scorch even the Sumaan's hide. How are your
patients today, Quin?"

"Improving," Quin said, taking off the black baseball-like cap that protected his balding head from the



sun. Gratefully, he accepted the glasses of water that his col-league did acrossthe tableto him. He
handed one to Ashay, who then ambled off to st with the guards, and drained the second himself.
"Another couple of daysand al but five of them will be able to go home. I'd like the physician on the
Rhijissoh to examine three of those, though. Their medics have more sophisticated equipment than us
and will be able to analyze your species so we know exactly what drugs we can use. All | can do at the
moment is make them as comfortable as possible." He'd aready decided not to mention that at least one
was unlikely to survivethe day.

Railin Tarolyn narrowed his eyes as he listened to Quin. "So why didn't your Sholan friendswait for this
sip?'

"Carriewastoo badly injured, Lord Tarolyn," began Conrad.

"l asked him," Railin interrupted, continuing to look at Quin as he took the proffered chair and sat down
opposite the Lord.

"It'sexactly ashe said. Her injuries were so severe that the Rhijissoh couldn't have dedlt with her
properly. They scanned her on the Profit and we now know the bullet islodged against her spine. Oniits
way in, it hit one of her ribs and splinters of bone have caused tissue and organ damage. The Rhijissoh
samply doesn't have the specidized surgicd facilities necessary for operating on aHuman so badly
injured. If shed been Sholan,” he shrugged. "Far better to stabilize her in the Profit cryo facilities, then
get her to the rendezvous ship as quickly as possible.”

Railin grunted. "L et me know how she fares. What of the Sholan woman who lost her child?!

"'Zashou's comfortable. They're building her strength up with Sholan protein drinks until they're surethe
poison from the Jalnian food is out of her system,” said Quin, refilling his glassfrom ajug on the table.

"A tragedy,” said Railin. "But the child was better dead than living so maformed. | had not thought it
possible that the poison in our soil could do that. But she's young, there's plenty of time for more children.
I've decided to leave security matters at the port asthey are for now. Peo-ple know where they are,
know what to expect. Better to make my changes gradually, therelll be chaos otherwise. How long
before this ship of yours arrives?'

"Another three days,” said Conrad. "When they do, they'll be sending down a Contact team in ashuttle.
I've been asked to request quarters for them close by your own."

"They can say in asuite of roomshere,” said Railin, pulling his pipe and smoking herb from his belt
pouch. He glanced up a Conrad. "Who are they coming to talk to? Us, or our aien customers?’

"All those specieswho want to talk to them,” said Quin. "Including yoursalves.”

Railin tamped the smoking herb down in the pipe bowl with the end of hissmal belt knife. As he reached
for hisflint box, Conrad pulled alighter from his pocket and flicked it, letting it burn for amoment before
handing it to Railin.

"Pleasekeepit," he said asthe Lord turned the object thoughtfully over in hishand beforeigniting his
smoking herb withit.

So begins their throwaway society, sent Quin.
No need to be so cynical, replied Conrad.
"Thank you," Railin sad, placing it on the table beside his pouch. "An interesting little toy."



"Weve many more likethisinthe Alliance," said Con-rad quietly. And before you jump down my
throat, I've been authorized to give him a few... inducements.

"Y esterday, you and Quin offered to bring me some sup-plies from Garayn in your scouter. | think wed
al eat more easily if we know the food is uncontaminated. I've had alist prepared for you." Railin did the
piece of parch-ment across the table toward Quin. "1t may mean two trips, but | think you'd agree fresh
mest and vegetables are worth thetime it'll take. And if you could aso bring my cook," hisgenid facelit
up at the thought, "then | can promise you amea second to none.”

Conrad looked across at Quin. "Soundsfineto me." Turning back to Railin, he said, "I've been
authorized to let you have acommunications device for your estate, to enable you to spesk instantly with
your sleward from any-where on Jana. The Alliance negotiators know it'svita that you remain in touch
with your peoplefor the duration of their visit, and are prepared to do what they can to facilitate this.”

Railin puffed gently on hispipe, releasing asmall cloud of aromatic smoke. "Very good of them,
consdering they need me more than | need them. What makesthis Alliance of yours so sure that the
other specieswill want them here?’

"I'm afraid | can't comment on that, Lord Tarolyn,” said Conrad. "We're not actudly part of the
negotiating team. We've merely been asked to remain here to act as envoysfor them. But | will say that
two of the Alliance species aready trade here—the Chemerians and the Sumaan.”

"Y ou have everyone at adisadvantage for thetime being, Lord Tarolyn,” said Quin, picking hiswords
care-fully. "But may | respectfully suggest that you tread care-fully and don't overplay your hand? If you
make demands that could be considered unreasonable, then there is noth-ing to stop the tradersfrom
combining to build a space Setion.”

The new Port Lord raised abushy eyebrow. "1 think not. | may be just adirt-sider to you, but I've some
ideaof the cost of such an undertaking, in people and timeif not money."

He's sharp, no doubt about that, sent Quin. Nobody's fool . "With three more speciesto divide the cost
among them, | don't think that's going to be amgjor consideration. What you redly want is help with the
environment, isn't it? Y ou want your people free of this madness that comes from the land. Bradogan
played onit, used it to his advan-tage to control the goods coming onto Jalna."

Railin narrowed hiseyes. "l want it understood that Jal-nians are not violent by nature. The cause of it is
our poi-soned soil and not all of us aretainted by it. With help, those who are can be freed. We could
then take our rightful place in space with the rest of you.”

"Y ou have one mgor point in your favor,” said Conrad. "The Sholans, who are the senior partner in the
Alliance, have no love for the Chemerians, and it was the Chemeri-ans who branded you as an unstable
species. The Sholan government may well be prepared to back your request for aid with both the Free
Tradersand the Alliance to pay back the Chemerians for withholding information concern-ing the
existence of the Free Traders."

"And the Chemerians?' asked Railin.

"Will say nothing, having been exposed as untrustworthy to both the Free Traders and the Alliance by
having kept silent about the existence of both groups.”

"l only want what isright and fair for my people. The technology you al possesswould help usrise
above what we are and become more. It isn't asif we have nothing to offer in return.”



"Y ou have your location for one," murmured Quin.
"Location?'

"Jump pointsarerare," explained Conrad. "That'swhy Jalnais so important to the Free Traders. It'sa
point where they can most easily convergefor trade. It'salittle farther for the Alliance, but till
economicaly viable, | would think."

"For people not concerned with negotiating, your words are very much to the point, and in our favor,”
murmured Rallin. "Why?"

"You'renot o dissmilar from us" said Quin, shifting in hischair. "Our friends time asKillian's guests
reminded us of the basics of life—a safe placeto live, good food, and our health.” If the Jalnians are
accepted, he sent to Conrad, it advances Earth's arguments to become full Alliance mem-bers
rather than associates.

"Taking of which," said Railin, looking toward the foyer desk. "I seethat damned manager is standing
around doing nothing. It's past midday, time we had something substan-tial to eat and drink. Y ou can tell
me about this communi-cations device of yours before you leave for Garayn.”

* * %

Naraand Zsyzoi were on theinland detail, working their way outward toward the margins of the Taykui
Forest where they'd meet up with their opposite members. The cold wind ruffled Nairas hair, making him
dhiver.

"We're not going to find him," he muttered to his sword-sister. "He's long gone by now—and he knows
our world."

"Only the desert areanear Chezy and the Kysubi plains, and they've changed ahell of alot since his
day," said Zsyzoi quietly, edging forward dowly as she scanned her surroundings through the IR visor.
"We have to keep look-ing. Now shut up, | can hear you complain anytime.”

"How'd he get out anyway? Y ou manage to pick up any gossip yet?'

"Naira, be quiet! At thisrate, they'll hear uslong before we hear them,” she hissed angrily before coming
to an abrupt stop and rounding on him. "Or isthat the point of al your chatter?"

"Of course not!" hereplied, stung by her accusation. "How could you..."

A dark shape launched itself toward them from the branch of anearby tree. They separated, oneto
either sde, diving for cover asthe creature leaped beyond them, land-ing deep in the undergrowth.

Zsyzoi was dready on her feet, tracking its passage as it headed deeper into the forest. Shelet out a
gtring of exple-tives as she relaxed and began to brush the debris from the forest floor off her clothing and
pelt. "Another four-legger,” she said with disgust.

"Areyou sure?" Nairaasked, scrambling to hisfeet and peering in the direction of the till swaying
vegetation.

"Sure," she confirmed. "Only theferals move like that, we can't. Come on, weve still got another four
hours be-fore we're through for the night.”

She suppressed her éation as she crashed through the ground cover, heading deeper into the night. She



might have escaped the huntersthistime, but they'd surprised her, cut her off from her den and forced her
to move on before she was ready. Speed was what she needed now, to put distance between them and
her. Running till she could go no farther, she collgpsed to the ground, sides heaving, gasping for air.

Gradually her breathing dowed and the achein her lungs eased. In itswake camethe dull, dragging pain
of her injur-ies. Whimpering, she curled up, hugging her belly and straining to lick at the still-weeping
dasheson her flank.

They were deep, and the fluid they wept was bitter, mak-ing her fed sick and light-headed again. Only
hunger had driven her from the safety of her den in thefirst place. It was a miracle sheld managed to
escape the hunters at adl in her weakened condition.

She had to keep moving, find shelter and food before morning left her exposed to the light. Still
whimpering softly, she uncurled and staggered to her feet.

On board the Rryuk's Profit, alevel on one of the cryo units fluctuated. The computer registered it,
initiating afirg-leve diagnostic check on the system.

On Shola, Brynne stirred in his deep, muttering incoher-ently before settling again to dream of moonlit
forests.

InVartrastemple at Stronghold, Lijou crumbled the in-cense into the brazier on the God'sright. His
mind was wandering, and not, for once, fully on histask. He wasthinking of Kaid, what it must have
been like for him to go back in time and meet the God, Vartra, in the flesh.

"Disbelief,” said avoicein hisear asadgrong grip closed on hisforearm. "Thefirg timeisadwaysthe
word," it continued conversationdly.

Around him, the temple seemed to darken and swirl. Lijou made a mewling noise and tried to pull back.
"So you're the new Guardian. And Tdlinu's mentor."

Lijou was suddenly very afraid. The hand grasping hisarm wasred; the claws were sharp and beginning
to prick into hisflesh. It was none of the Brothers, he knew the smell of each one and al he could smell
now was the scent of the nung tree. He peered through the dim, flickering light at the figure beside him
but the face was hidden in deep shadow.

"Who areyou?" he asked, hearing the tremor in hisvoice.

A gentlelaugh. "Y ou shouldn't need to ask," the voice chided. "How could | neglect you, the head of the
En'ShdlaOrder? | have work for you, Father Lijou. | see your esteemed matriarchs neglected to tell you
that partici-pating in theritua of dream-walking made it possible for meto reach you easily.”

Half an hour later, Lijou ssumbled from the temple, blinking rapidly in the brighter lights of the entrance
hall. The night watch were a his side ingtantly, only to be dis-patched by him for his co-Guild Magter.
Instead they sent for L'Seuli, who fetched Master Rhyaz.

"He gave you this?' asked Rhyaz. Stunned, he stood looking at the metal disk L'Seuli had put into his
pam.

"Yes, Mader," said L'Seuli. "'l recognized it immediately."

"Takemetohim."



When they stopped outside the watch ready room, Rhyaz looked again at the coinin hishand. "Tell me
once more how hesaid hegot it."

"He said the God gave it to him. How did he get the Brotherhood Sigil, Master Rhyaz?"

"I hope I'm about to find out, L'Seuli,” Rhyaz answered as he placed his hand on the door, ready to push
it open. "l keep thisin the safe. No one has accessto it but me. It'sthe origina sigil, minted when our
Order was founded.”

CHAPTER 2
Day 2
KAID'S deep continued disturbed, bringing memories for-gotten for months to the surface.

"You!" said Kaid angrily, fists clenching at his sides as he stopped. "Y ou dared to use the Goddess to
bring me herel" Kaid was speechless with rage as he watched Vartra set down the scythe he'd been

sharpening.

"Oh, itwasred," the God said, taking him by the arm and drawing him toward the cottage. "The crystal
inthe rock face, everything. It was Ghyakullas doing, not mine. She wanted usto talk.”

"I've nothing to say to you!" Furioudy he resisted.

"Maybe not," said Vartra, "but | do have thingsto say to you. Do you know where you are, how you got
here?'

"Dhaikaled me"

"Not quite. Ghyakulladid. Y ou're dream-walking, in the reslms of the Entities.”
That caught his attention. "Entities? | thought there were only Gods.”

Once more, Vartratugged him gently onward. Thistime hedidn't res<.

"There are no Gods and Goddesses, Talinu, only Entities," he said, stopping in front of the cottage door
and opening it. He stepped aside, waiting for Kaid to enter.

Automatically, Kaid scanned the main room, as-sessing the exits, looking for potentid traps and threats,
but the room couldn't have been smpler. It was atypica highland cottage, not unlike Noni's. On hisright,
alargekitchen range was set into the outer wall, sharing the flue with the small smithy on the other sde. A
table with four chairs stood in the center of the room. There were three doors, but only onelooked likeit
led out of the room, probably to the rest of the house.

"I hadn't expected you to beliving so smply," he said, lacing his voice with heavy sarcasm as he entered.
"Wherésthe lab? All the scientific and medical equipment?”

"Thereisnone," said Vartra, moving past himto Sit at the table. "Those days arelong gone, Talinu. | fulfill
adifferent role now."

Kad grunted hisdisbelief. "Y ou sad there are no Gods, only Entities.”
"l did. Won't you st with me? We only have ashort time."

"I'll stand for now." He couldn't Sit at the same table as this person who'd betrayed him and abused his



mind and body. "What isit you want with me? Get it over with, Vartra. I've more important thingsto do
with my lifethan waste it here!”

"Still soangry. Yet | did my best to warn you. It isn't easy for meto cometo you theway | did the night
you took ill with the fever."

Despite his best efforts to stop them, Kaid could fedl his ears begin to lie back in shock. It hadn't been a
fever dream, it had been red. Fedling suddenly dizzy, he held onto achair back for support.

"It wasyou? Y ou were there, in my rooms?"
"Didn't | just sy s0? Sit down, Tdlinu."

Vartras voice was persuasive, and, still reding men-tally from the shock of discovering the visitation had
been red, he sat.

"Every hunter isin histurn the hunted, Talinu. What | did in the past when | ill lived, had to be done. If |
hadn't, you'd till be under the hedls of the Vategans. | was driven as much asyou are, only I've been
honest with you about it. The Entities don't have to reveal them-selves or their plansto anyone.”

Therewasthat word again. "What do you mean, Entities?'
"A living concept, or archetype, that one usesto un-derstand the forces of nature that govern our world.”
Hetried to absorb it. "It's the same asa God."

Vartraflicked an ear in anegative. "Entities are the forces they represent. Gods and Goddesses are
per-sonifications of those forces.”

Kaid frowned, feding the anger returning. ‘Therés no difference, Vartra Y ou're playing semantics with
meagan.”

"No. It'simportant that you understand the difference. Gods don't just represent aforce of nature, we
imbue them with older powers, make of them magica beings.”
Kaid shifted uncomfortably, remembering a conversa-tion with Noni about Gods and worshipers.

"Y es, worshipers maintain their Gods with the power of their prayers. Most Gods were folk heroes once,
their very essence kept dive by those who bdieved in them."

"Likeyou. So how do you fitin, Vartra, except asaGod?'
Vartrabegan to laugh, gently and self-mockingly. It was alaugh Kaid had heard many timesin hismind.
"Stop it!" he snapped, hands clenching where they lay on the table.

"The Cataclysm changed many things, Tdlinu. Many of the old Gods were swept away, many were
forgotten as new ones sprang up. | was one of the new ones, taking over from onecalled Varza, a
warrior who'd set aside his weapons to show that though theres atimeto fight, theré'salso atime for
peace. The people re-placed him with me, refused to let me pass on to the next life. | became, for them,
the conceptualization of peace after battle, of postive change, and law and order. | was the embodiment
of the genesis of the new telepaths: the son of the Green Goddess, Her protector, and Her consort. Now
do you see the differences?’

What he was saying had aring of the familiar about it. It was what Noni had said to him. As he began to



fed uncomfortable, hisanger started to wane.

A purr of pleasure. "Y ou do understand! Ifsthe next stage in your spiritual development, Tallinu. Without
un-derstanding this, you cannot go forward.”

"Very wel. Thereare only Entities," said Kaid abruptly. "What hasthisto do with me? Why did you call
me here? To tell me you're more powerful than any God?" Even he could hear the trace of bitternessin
hisvoice.

"So you could dream-walk, Tallinu. There are those among the Guardians who'd prevent you from
learning thiskill.”

"Guardians?' He frowned, ignoring for now the nega-tive comment. Hed not heard the title before
except when applied to Guardian Dhaika as head of the Retreat.

"Whedswithinwheds, Tdlinu," said Vartra, getting up from the table to fetch the two beakers and jug
that stood on the dresser behind him. Returning, he placed them on the table and sat down. "The
Guardians are people who are one with our land, who guard and moni-tor the whole of our planet.”

"How many more layers are there controlling us?' demanded Kaid. "Why have we a Stronghold never
heard of them?"

"Those who need to know are aware of them, never fear. And now, like the few otherswho are
permitted to dream-walk to our realms, so areyou.”

Mind working furioudy, Kaid forced himself to lean back in his chair, letting his handsrelax again.
Sunlight from a side window dappled Vartra's tunic, making it appear first dark gray, then black asit
amost merged into histan pelt where he sat in the shadows. Compared to the person held met inthe Fire
Margins, this Vartralooked fitter and had gained weight and muscle. No longer did he appear the
aesthetic Doctor of genetics, now helooked the part of the God—or Entity.

"Varzawasfromtheplains, just asl am,” Vartrasaid quietly. "We became one Entity."

"Why would | need to dream-walk? And why would anyone want to prevent me from doing it?"
Guardians, protecting the soil of their world: it had the guildmark of the ravings of the Human mydtic,
Derwent, yet thiswas coming from Vartra

Vartraleaned forward. "'If you're called by an Entity, given permission to enter their realm, then you have
power, Talinu. The power to speak to them, to learn from them—to negotiate with them and change the
way things might otherwise be. As Ghyakulla negotiated with meto bring you here”

His unease grew as he remembered that physically he wasn't in ahighland cottage, he was actualy
medi-tating in the temple of Ghyakullaa Vartras Retreat, deep in the heart of the Dzahal Mountains.
"Where's here exactly?

"It'sastepping stone," Vartrasaid, reaching for thejug. "A starting point, where one such as you begins
your journey.”

Kaid fdt histemper risng again. It dways came down to this: more work for Vartra. "I've done enough
for you," he said wamingly, the rumble of anger obviousin hisvoice. "Y ou've used me once too often,
Vartra It ends here.”

"Y ou came here of your own freewill," Vartra pointed out as he poured water from the jug into both
beakers. "Into my redm, and my home. Y our choice."



Kad made aderisory noise. "So what? It means nothing to me. Y ou tricked me into believing Ghyakulla
hed cdled me."

"Shedid,” Vartrareminded him, picking up one of the beakers and taking asip. " She called you because
She knowswheat | need of you."

Hisanger findly dispelled his unease. He dammed his open pam violently againgt the top of thetable,
making the jug and the remaining beaker jump and shake. "What isit now, Vartra? Y ou've taken
everything from me, even my faithinyou!"

"l was driven to do what | did during my life, Talinu, by forces higher than mysdif. If | hadnt, it would
never have been possiblefor you to have met Kusac, or Car-rie, your Human lover."

With awordless roar of anger, Kaid's hands closed, claws gouging deep tracksin the surface of the
wooden table. "I knew it was your doing! Isthere nothing in my life you haven't shaped with your
meddling?'

"Youforget yoursdf, Tdlinu." Vartrastone wasicy as he regarded him unflinchingly. ™Y ou choseto
come back to my time, to leave the blood of your Human lover with me. Without that, none of thiswould
have been possible. Y ou and Kusac shaped your own fu-tures, used your own free will. |

merel y—enhanced the options. Did | interfere when you tried to burn down my temple?’

That hit him like ashower of cold water.

"Y ou thought | didn't know?" Vartraflicked his earsin anegative as he put down his beaker. "Foolish,
Td-linu. Y ou know better than that. | didn't cause your Triad, that | swear, nor your lovefor this
Humen."

Thistime, Kaid could read compassion in the other's eyes. He looked away, not wanting to seeit.

"Just as you've been guided by dreams and visions, so was |. We both serve Shola and Ghyakulla,
Tdlinu." He stopped for amoment before continuing. ™Y ou ask what | want. I'l tell you. To free Sholans
from the threat of the Vategansforever.”

Kadlooked up a him again. Vartras eyes had taken on aluminous qudity that filled him with dreed. It
had been easy till now to forget thet this was no ordinary male he was dedling with.

"If the Vdtegansreturn, Talinu, Sholawill belost forever, itsland polluted by them, its people endaved
till they have no will to bresk free. That must not hap-pen. Y ou and the En'Shdlans arethe key to
preventing it. That iswhat | want, Tallinu, nothing lessl When it's done, then we can dl rest in peace.”

"Why should | believe you?Y ou used me, told Jaisato sted from my body and bear my cub!™

"Not me, Talinu,” Vartrasaid softly, picking his bea-ker up again to take another sip fromiit. "Not me.
Vartrathe geneticigt did that. I'm no longer the same mae. He died fifteen hundred years ago.”

"Y ou're the same person! No one can change that much!”

"Am 1?Tdl me, Tdlinu the Brother, the priest and killer, what place in the life of one such asyou doesa
fragile, hairlessaien femae hold?' Vartras voice was growing louder. ™Y ou, once second in command in
the Claws, the most feared of the Packs on the streets of Ranz, their top killer—the Brotherhood's best
Specid Operative at hunting down and killing rogue telepaths. what place has any femaeinyour life, let
alone one who poses athresat to your whole species? One who's responsible for atering the best of the
few telepaths Shola possessestill they're infertile with their own kind? Tell me now that you haven't



changed!”

Kaid'sanger and anguish had built in equa portions. There was no denying the truth of what Vartrawas
saying. Y ou madeit happen!" he roared, pushing his seat back and springing to hisfegt, tall lashing
angrily from sideto Sde, ears plastered fiat againgt his skull.

"l did?' It was said very quietly. Vartraleaned back in his seet, brown eyeslooking up unconcerned at
him. "How s0? 'Y ou did that yoursdf asachild. | watched it happening during the long drive to
Stronghold. How could | make a cub barely three years old become sexu-dlly attracted to afemale so
alien and unlike his own kind?Y ou know the answer to that aswell as| do. Why do you haveto
question what you fed for her? Why can't you just enjoy having her asyour lover and third now you've
findly achieved what you longed for?'

"Because | need to know what'sredl, dammit!" he swore, clenching hishandstill his claws pricked his
pams. "Y ou pull me about like acub'stoy, Vartra, asif I'm there for your whims and your use! I'm not! |
have needs of my own!" Uncertainty and insecurity aswell as anger threatened to overwhelm him. "I've
vidted too many dream worlds, Vartra, | don't need yours! | need to know what'strue, what'sredl!" He
needed to know that what he felt for Carrie was his-, not engineered by the male—be he God or
Entity—who sat before him.

"Sit down, Tdlinu. | brought you hereto do just that. And to tell you what | need you to do now."

"I refuse. If | havethe free will you say | have, you can't make me," he snapped, fighting to dow his
breath-ing and prevent the mist of rage from forming before his eyes.

"Sit down, Tdlinu." The voice was even quieter now, persuasive. "l will offer acompromise, then. A
ded, if youlike"

"What do you offer?' Kaid asked through clenched teeth.
"l promise | will never again cdl you back to the time of the Cataclysm.”

He snorted in disgust. "And what useisthat? Y ou dready know whether or not you've doneit again!
That's using your foreknowledge, not making a concesson!”

"Sit." Vartrawaited, looking up expectantly a him till Kaid reluctantly sat down. "We're outside time for
now, Talinu. The past, the present, dl are onefor this mo-ment. What we decide now will happen, thisl
promiseyou. | have never lied to you, no matter what else you think you can accuse me of. | will not
return you to the past. Y ou have my word on that.”

Automaicaly Kad began reciting hislitanies, cdming his mind while measuring Vartraup with al the
senses he possessed. Thiswasthetime for clear thought. Dis-passionately, he looked back over his
encounters with Him. He spoke the truth. Whether as God or mortal, Vartrahad not lied to him. It
meattered little what Vartrawanted him to do, if he could useit to buy the peace of mind he desperately
needed. "1 want more," he said a length. "No interference between me and my Triad partners. Well find
our way, or not, on our own."

Vartraraised an eyeridge. "My Triad, Talinu?Y ou accept it now?'

"It exigts. | haveto ded with it, no matter how or why it formed. | want no more interference between the
three of us"

"We need your Triad to work, Talinu. Y ou must be welded together as one, able to support each other.”



He could hear anote of uncertainty in the other for the first time. "No interference, Vartra," he said
coldly. "And I'll father no cubswith her."

"Somethings are not dependent on me, Tdlinu," Var-tramurmured, mouth opening in afaint grin. "That
rather depends on your actions, doesn't it? Cubs are Ghyakullas gift to usal.”

"Y ou know exactly what | mean,” Kaid growled. "No confusng me, sending me feversor visons so that
| lose my senseswhen I'm with her."

"Doyouthink | did al that?Y ou give me more credit than I'm due. Agreed, on one condition.”
"No conditions, Vartra. Thisismy ded with you, remember?’

"One. Youwork at this Triad, Tallinu. No taking the easy option and letting it die. Y ou work at it. You
owe me that much at least by the oaths you swore to me when you paired with her thefirst time, and at
the cub's Vdidation. What wasit?/'// do anything you ask, only let thisbereal .

Kaid regarded him impassvely. "I have never been foresworn in my life. | have no intention of going back
on my oaths now."

"Y et you leveled smilar accusations against me. | want to hear you swear that you will work at this Triad
of yours."

"l swear." A low growl accompanied his oath. "Tell me what you want me to do, then we can get this
over with."

Vartrapushed the other beaker toward him. "Drink," he said. ™Y ou must be thirsty by now."
Kaid hestated. He ill didn't completely trust Vartra

Again the other gestured to the begker. "It's safe. I'm drinking it."

He picked it up, sniffing the contents suspicioudy. "It'swater," he said, surprised.

"Of course.”

Cautioudy, he spped it, making sure it was indeed water before taking alonger drink.

"l need you to lay asde your mistrust of me, Tallinu, and finish the hegling you began at Noni's. | know
how much you suffered, not only at the hands of Fyak, but also Ghezu. But you're En'Shadlanow, the
Brotherhood and al of Sholalook to your Triad asthe public face of our Order."

Kaid continued to sip at hisdrink. Hewasfinding it suddenly hot and airlessin the room; the pamsof his
hands were becoming filmed with swesat. He leaned for-ward, straining to catch Vartras every word as
the God's voice became fainter.

"I need you dl to be strong, stronger than you've ever been before, because for the sake of Shola, to
best the Vategans, you will need to make a pact with the Liege of Hell Himself. Be prepared, Tdlinu, for
it may cost you your life, or that of oneyou hold dear.”

Hejerked in bed, shouting out in fear as he came in-stantly awake.
"What isit?" demanded T'Chebbi from beside him.

"A dream," he said, shuddering as he passed his hands over his brows, pushing his earsflat againg his



hair. The dream memory held him ill in claws of stedl asit dragged him back, even though awake, to
relivethelast portion.

Thisiswhat | know, Tdlinu, what you may haveto face. | wish | had more to show you, but so far from
Shola, we Entitieshold little sway.”

Hands bound behind him, he was being dragged toward alarge window that gave onto the room next
door. The hand holding his scruff pulled his head pain-fully back, claws gouging hisflesh ashewas
hauled to a stop.

"L ook, even now they betray you in thisact of reproduction!”

He looked, seeing enough to know that one of the two figuresin the bed was Carrie. The other—was
Sho-lan, that was dl he could tell. He turned his head aside, saying nothing.

A hissof anger from his captor and he was flung against the transparent screen, hisface pressed
pain-fully againg the cool surface.

"Youll watchtill | say otherwise! That isyour mate, linked mentaly to you! Would you diefor them
now? Y ou're abigger fool than | thought!"

He shuddered again asthevigon findly left him.
"More cryo nightmares?' T'Chebbi asked sympathetically.

"Yes" Hed told no one about thisvison from Vartra, managed to hideit even from Kusac and Carrie
when they had been intimately linked. Then the potential danger had seemed distant, avoidable. Now, out
here in the dark be-tween the worlds, with Carrie and Kusac both lying in cryo units, he wasn't so sure
anymore.

The memorieswere fading so fast he couldn't visualize them enough to remember any more details. It
wasthe first time they had recurred since Vartra had shown them to him al those months before. Why
should they cometo hisdeegping mind now?

T'Chebhi's hand touched his arm, and with an effort, he turned to look at her. Hetried to forceasmileto
hisface in areassurance he couldn't give himsdif.

"I'm fine now," he said, diding back down under the cover. He closed his eyes, focusing hismind, trying
to recall the scene, desperate for any clue that would answer the questions it had generated.

T'Chebbi remained stting up. "l don't like this, Kaid. Something iswrong.”

He raised himself back up on one elbow. ™Y ou sense danger?' All Brotherhood members had a gift, hers
was the foreknowledge of approaching danger.

"Yes. No—I'm not sure, Kaid," she said, clutching her arms across her chest. "Not yet, maybe not at al,
but there's something out there. Something and nothing.”

Vartrahad said as much. He lay back, staring up at the ceiling, remembering the words that had followed
the vision. Hed still been groggy from the water held been given.

"The water isfrom Ghyakullasfountain, Talinu. The purest you'l ever taste. It opensthe inner eyethat
lets us see what may be. Y ou needed to take it to see the vison. Darknessis gathering between the stars,
threat-ening the lifeblood of Shola. All that stands between usand it isyour Triad.”



"Who told you that?"

T'Chebbi's voice made him jump. He hadn't redlized held spoken aloud. "Vartra. It wasawarning.” He
turned toward her, pulling her down beside him. "Tdl meif the feding of danger grows stronger. Y ou're
sureit isn't here now? Because of Carriésinjury and us being on the U'Churian ship?”

"Thewarning would have come sooner. Thisoneisjust beginning.”
"Y et you sensed nothing before the fight at the space-port.” It was a statement, not a recrimination.
"Maybe because there was no serious danger to her once shewas put in cryo.”

"Maybe." He wasn't convinced. Tirak was honest enough in hisintent to take them to their rendezvous,
but he felt that any speciesthat trusted another to navigate their mili-tary shipswas worthy of suspicion.
Their current Situation involved two unknown variables—the U'Churians and the Cabbarans.

"What isit the Cabbarans do that's so different?’ T'Chebbi asked deepily as she curled up againgt his
Sde

Recently shed shown aknack of following histhoughts that would have disturbed him if everything e'se
around him wasn't so volatile. "They can navigate during jump, alowing them to do two jumpsin one
flight. That'swhy we can reach Tuushu Station so quickly.”

"How?' Shewasingantly awvake. "And why only two jumps?’

"Tirak saysit'sanaturd ability, askill they use when planet heding and one they found useful when they
got into space. Asfor only doing two jumps, they can't make ahull for their craft that is strong enough to
withstand the stresses caused by the timeit would take to jump a greater combined distance.”

"They haveaps tdent?

"Soundslikeit, but they're not telepathic, | checked. It may just be aconvenient lie to mask their
technology. Tirak was certainly keeping something back when hetold me.”

"Think of the military advantage that would give us over the Vategans when we do find them.”
"I have. That'swhy | requested the interview with Annuur.”
llArml

"And if hissept isonly acommercia one, then I'm ajegget. Tirak's misson was military, he admitted it. If
thiswere an Alliance undertaking, Annuur would have an equa rank with the captain—if we used
another speciesto navi-gate for us.” Taking about thiswas preventing him from thinking about the
remainder of hismeeting with Vartra

"Sowhat did you do?' she prompted, nipping hisjaw in frudration a the delay. "Don't spin thisout!”

"Made aforma application for Treaty talks to begin be-tween the Cabbarans and the Alliance on Jana,"
he said, grabbing her chin to prevent her nipping him again. "1 aso spoke to Captain Kisha, asyou cdl
him, with instructions on how to contact the Cabbaran homeworld." He re-leased her.

"Two new dlies. The Alliance will be formidable when we do meet the Vategans.”

"Threeif you count the Tel_axaud, but first we haveto find them. They trade only rarely at Jana, and
there's no one who knows how to contact them."



"Curious, consdering they helped build the port.”
"It happens that way with people, why not with a species?’
"So what woke you?"

He bit back the answer just intime. Shed nearly caught him by switching the topic so abruptly. "1 told
you, adream of danger. Now deep,” he said, reaching out to kill the night-light.

Sleep took some time in coming, and when it did, it was laced with more of the memorieshed tried to
avoid.

"Before the effects of Ghyakullas water wear off, as ameasure of my good faith, Talinu, 1 can show you
the answer to one question,” Vartrahad said. "Wheat, from the future, do you wish to know?"

He'd been light-headed and not thinking too clearly then. Foremost in his mind was his determination not
to share his cubs with her, or anyone. Animage had begun to form dmost immediately, one hed seen
before.

The room seemed to lurch and he was looking at the newborn cub in Noni's arms, unsure what to do or
sy.

"Shel'syours, Tdlinu," thefamiliar old voice said. "Y our daughter. Take her from me, for Vartras sake!
Let her know you accept your child!"

He reached down to take the child from her, holding the little one awkwardly in hisarms.

She gave asoft mewl, mind and hands reaching out for him. He offered her afinger and shetook it,
holding onto him firmly as she began to purr. He was totaly unprepared for the flood of emotionsthat
rushed through him as he stroked the tiny brown-furred hand. Gathering her closer, helaid hisface
againg her tiny head, taking in her scent, bonding to her. Suddenly, this cub he'd tried so hard to avoid
conceiving because of hislovefor her mother, was even more precious.

"A daughter," he said, looking over to where she lay, exhausted from the birth. "We share adaughter.”
Light, streaming in from the smal window in Noni's main room, blinded him.
"I know," she said, her voicetired but holding a purr benesth the words.

Still dazzled, he moved his head in an effort to see her clearly. Asheblinked, hisvison cleared—and the
image was gone.

* % %

Day 3

Genera Kezule, Chosen of the God-King, Emperor Qemgo'h, stirred, took a deep breath, and was
ingtantly awake and squatting at the mouth of hislair. Peering through the bushes that concealed the
entrance, he scanned down the dope in front of him toward the margins of the Taykui Forest. It was
dawn. He blinked once, dowly, lash-less green lids closing over hislarge eyes. Forked tongue flicked
out, tasting the air for any Sholan scent, no matter how old. Nothing. The air was clean.

He relaxed, sitting back on the pile of grasses held made his bed while he dept in hislaa go trance; not to
hedl, but to passthe time until it was safe for him to venture out into the forest once more.



For perhaps fifteen minutes he sat there, congtantly sur-veying the countryside, watching for anything that
might betray the presence of Sholan hunters. He'd had anear miss a couple of days ago. They'd been out
inforce, their soldiers quartering the last three miles at the edges of the forest, obvioudy determined that
if hetried to make abreak for the plains, they'd catch him. Hed concedled him-sdlf in the tree canopy,
and only the fact that they'd dis-turbed a pack of wild feineswith young cubsto defend had saved him
from discovery. The soldiers had had to scatter for safety themselves, severd of the dower ones getting
badly mauled in the ensuing chaos.

A flock of birds rose suddenly, squawking and bickjering, making him tense, but it was only acarnivore
after amed. Herelaxed again, continuing to watch.

The trances served another purpose. When in that state, there was no chance his would-be captors could
pick up histhoughtswith their telepaths, and he could save the power cell in hiswrigt unit. Thinking of
that reminded him to switch it on. HEd taken it from the Sholan held found in the hut by the swamp at the
beginning of thisjourney. He gave ahiss of amusement as he remembered him. After the trestment held
received from the Sholans while in cap-tivity, the groveling terror of the male had soothed his
ego—rhriefly. Fear of not doing one's duty was one thing, but the abject terror displayed by the Sholan
wasthat of an incompetent officer waiting for his underlingsto turn on him and rend him to pieces. There
was no dignity in wit-nessing elther, especidly as he couldn't afford to let him live. Scuttling the swamp
vehicle had saddened him; held enjoyed usingiit.

He checked the unit, making sureit was ftill emitting the sgnd that would prevent them from sensing his
mind. It had been relatively easy to do. If they'd known in histime what the Sholan tel epaths had been
capable of, this disaster would never have befdlen his people and they would ill bein their rightful role
asoverlords of thisworld.

Sighing, hereached for the other comm, activating one of the news nets. Fifteen minutes later, hed
learned noth-ing much of interest and his ssomach was growling with hunger. It wastimeto venture out
and hunt. Pity he'd had to leave the female: her scent had hel ped mask hisfor the short while she'd been
with him. He frowned, remember-ing her fear of him. That had angered him beyond reason at thetime.
He'd never abused her, why hadn't she trusted him? All he had intended was to cleanse his own system
and fulfil his obligation to her by releasing her from the compulsion his bite had caused. Hed wanted to
mate with her aslittle as shed wanted it, but it was the only way to neutrdize the chemicas histeeth had
injected into her. There had been no pleasureinit for him. It was yet another of the indignitiestheir
captivity had imposed on him, and for that, those who'd brought him to thistime would suffer!

When he reached their estate, then held begin to redress the balance—once they'd returned them al to
histime. What they had done to him would be nothing to the sweet revenge held take on them!

He took a deep bregth, forcing himsalf to remain calm. Anger was good, but not yet. Later, when he had
the Human female and the two male Sholansto vent it on— and maybe that hatchling of theirs, too. Time
now to hunt, eat, and move cautioudy onward to the Vasgarth estate.

* * %

Kaid walked down the corridor leading from the bridge to the cabin he and T'Chebbi shared with
Giyesh. They'd al found themselves sharing quarters with crew members, undoubtedly so Tirak's people
could keep an eye on them. Around him, like a heartbesat, he could hear the ever-present sound of the
ship's engines. Another day, Tirak had said, then they'd be at jump point. It was taking them only three
daysto reach the requisite velocity. They must be traveling faster than the Alliance craft could, but Tirak
was keeping those details to himself. Perhaps the Cabbar-ans had other technology that no onewas

speaking about.



AsKaid gpproached the doorway to his assigned cabin, he pushed those thoughts to the back of his
mind and pressed the lock. Giyesh was off at her post and everyone was waiting, crowded into the
limited space. He could fed their curiosity as he crossed over to the chair left vacant for him. Helet his
gaze linger on Kate and Taynar, the young Leska pair. They sat close together, Kate obvioudy il
overwhelmed by recent events.

"I've been speaking to Captain Kishasayzar on Jana," he said, taking his seet. "The Rhijissoh is expected
there within the next four days and al is going as planned for the proposed Contact talks. Railinis now
firmly entrenched in his position as the new Port Lord."

"What about Killian? Did he cause any trouble over our escape?’ asked Jo. "And what about the laser
gun we left behind?!

Kad's mouth opened in afaint grin. "The laser blew the minute Killian's men tried to moveit, taking out
thewholewall of hisbarn. He had someideaof using it on the port once he redlized Railin had taken you
there. It took Ashay showing off his shuttle piloting skills again to make Killian calm down enough to Sit at
the table with Railin and the othersto form aruling council for Jana. | think they'll do well.”

"What's this meeting al about?' Rezac demanded sud-denly. "Weve been on board for two days now
and you've told us damned little about what's going on here. | think we're due an explanation.”

"It'stime we had adebriefing,” Kaid agreed quietly. "Before | begin, | want to remind you we are guests
on this craft. Treaty negotiations have begun, and due to the unique circumstanceswe dl find ourselves
in, an interim agreement has been signed. We are dlied with both the U'Churians and the Cabbarans. |
expect you to behave ac-cordingly." Again, he glanced around the room, ignoring the dightly raised eye
ridge from T'Chebbi. She'd under-stand he couldn't have briefed her sooner.

"I'm assuming no one knows anything here, so I'll start from the beginning. Two Vategan shuttleslanded
on Jalna some six or so months ago. One landed outside the Port, then crashed on takeoff, the other
touched down to sdll the four Sholan prisonersit carried and to buy supplies. Jo's party were sent to
Janaat the request of the Chemeriansto find out about the first Vategan craft, the one that crashed.
Since JAnaisin what the Chemerians consder their hometerritory, until now al other Alliance members
have been unaware of its existence." He turned to look at the three rescued Sholans, noting how Tesha
and Jeran exchanged glances, keeping their eyes averted from Tdlis, who sat dightly apart.

"We were sent by the Alliance to find you three. The Chemerians refused to authorize arescue misson
for you until our teeam was ready. | won't go into thewhysof it..."

"I think you should,” interrupted Tallis. "I, for one, want to know why we weren't more important than
some damned crashed ship!”

"Yeah, I'm rather curious about that mysdlf,” said Rezac from where he sprawled on one of the beds.
"Not that I'm complaining, because it meant we were released from the stasis cube. ..

"You were in that cube?' Jeran's tone was astonished. " You were the holy relic they hauled off onto
Jdna?’

Teshaslaughter had anote of hysteriato it. ™Y ou were what kept usaive! If it hadn't been for that
damned cube, the crew would have torn us apart!”

Kaid looked from one to the other. " The Vategans wor-shiped the cube?!

Jeran reached for Teshasarm, shaking it gently. "Tesha, it's over now. We're free." He looked up at



Kad. "Yes. It wasthe only thing they hated and feared more than us. They chained usin there because
only the priest Jkoshuk, and their captain, M'ezozakk, dared enter the cargo areathey called the shrine
room."

A sound from Rezac's direction drew Raid's attention. Rezac was Sitting upright now, al trace of bored
indiffer-ence gone.

"They were raid of you?'

"Modern-day Vdtegansare afraid of us, Rezac. Y ou know about Keissfrom your link with Jo, so you'll
know that when we met them there, they'd make suicide attacks rather than face capture by us."

"What'sthistak of modern Vategans?' asked Jeran. "Are there other kinds?'

"| told you, but you didn't listen to me," said Taynar. "They—Kaid and the two in cryo—went back in
timeto the Fire Margins. They must have met Vategans back then." Hisvoice was hushed ashe said the
last few words. "Y ou did, didn't you? Oh, Gods! There were Vategans back on Sholathen! That's why
VartrasaGod! He saved usfrom them!”

Kaid briefly shut his eyes, then opened them to catch T'Chebbi's gaze across the room. Now what did he
tell them?

"Damned right therewerel" said Rezac forcefully. "That's my time, my world! We were Vartrasfirst
enhanced tele-paths. We led the rebdlion againgt them, and won!™

As conversations spontaneoudy broke out, Kaid could fed the group beginning to fragment into its
different fac-tions of loyaties. He needed to bring them together now, once and for all.

"Enough!" he said, raising his voice to acommand pitch. All conversation stopped, and eyesturned again
tohim.

"There are no Vategans on Sholanow," he said. "Rezac'sright. They're gone, and it was the tel epaths
who did it." Having gotten their attention, he moderated histone alit-tle. "The first team were sent to find
out what they could from the crashed ship, because we gtill don't know where their homeworldis. The
Chemerians controlled access to this sector, we couldn't come without their consent and they only
consented because they wanted the Vategan craft investigated. Once thefirst trip was made, matters

He grinned, atoothy, Human grin that made even Jo shiver, he noticed. "With our visit, we now hold the
upper hand. The Chemerians duplicity has been proved beyond doubt. They were playing the Free
Traders off againgt the Alliance, keeping knowledge of them and the trading world of Janato themsalves.
Even those Sumaan employed by them were prohibited from talking about Jana. No longer.”

"l can tell you why they were afraid of you," said Rezac, Sitting back againgt the bed head. "Racid
memory. The survivors would have programmed their descendantsto re-spond to us as athreat.”

"Racid memory?' T'Chebbi spokefor thefird time.
"Y es. They never forget anything of importance. They passit down from generation to generation.”

"How?" asked Kaid. Such unilateral speciesfear of an enemy such asthe Military Forces on Keiss had
met in the Vategans could only redlly be accounted for by just such asystem.

"Thefemdes and the drones. They croon over their eggs, licking and handling them until they'reready to



hatch, then they go feral again. If they aren't separated in time, they'll destroy the hatchlings asthey
emerge. | saw it happen once."

Even with his shields up, Kaid could fed the horror of the memory that Rezac still carried. He glanced at
Jo, seeing her get up and move over to the youth's Side, reach-ing out to touch him comfortingly. Rezac
accepted her ges-ture gratefully, taking hold of her hand. For all his brashness, it seemed hisfather was
learning to cope with needing afemale better than he was.

"How?" he asked again.
"Intheir sdlivaor something,” Rezac said. "'l don't know for sure, but it'safair guess.”
"How do the females get the memoriesin thefirst placeif they're kept in breeding areas?’ asked Tesha.

"The drones |ook after them. | presume they're given the memories by the warrior caste to pass on to the
femdes”

"Drones? What drones?' asked T'Chebbi before he could.

"They have three sexes. The androgynous drones are the most passive and they fulfill the domestic roles
our females do in Sholan society. They're alight brown, not green like the other two sexes.”

T'Chebbi gave asnort of amusement from her position opposite the door. ™Y ou got surprise coming
when we get homeif femaesin your timelike that!"

Kaid frowned at her before returning his attention to Rezac. "We know nothing of the drones. Tell us
more."

"They were unimportant,” said Rezac with a shrug of indifference. "Asexua servants, generd domestics,
they looked after the femaes and were used by the malesfor sex, not reproduction. They went in with
the guardsto re-trieve the eggs before they hatched.” His ears visibly low-ered as he shuddered.

"Why were you shown a hatching?' asked Kaid. He had to probe the memory now, had to learn what he
could about their enemy.

Rezac looked up at him, catching his gaze. "They showed us what would happen to usif Zashou ever
turned down the Emperor's advances again,” he said bleskly. "Food for the hatchlings.”

Bright and clear, the scene burned itsdlf into Kaid's mind, merging with what hedd seen so long ago when
under theinfluence of the Vdtegan drug laquo that Ghezu had given him. Images of ravenous young,
clawing and snapping at each other in their desperate hunger, filled his mind. Shutting his eyes, he shook
his head to dispd them.

"Enough! I've seen them for mysdlf!" he said, hisvoice raw. "Tel me how you cameto bein the cube."

"Once the rebdlion in the palace had begun, they forgot us. We ran, heading for the breeding room to
rel ease the femaes to cauise even more confusion, but we took awrong turn and met a patrol. They
chased usinto alab area, and we knew nothing more until Jo, Kris, and Davies awakened uson Jana."

"It was awegpons lab. They must have been testing a containment unit or something,” said Zashou.

"Wewerelucky," said Rezac, his hand tightening around Jo's. "Even if weve come forward in timeto
face them again, we were lucky."

"Janaand theladquoi,” said Kaid quietly, aware that there would be many more nightmaresfor Rezac



and Zas-hou to relive before they were done. "What's the connection?”

"They use the plant as adietary staple, the hardened resin and a narcotic made from the plant to control
thefemadesaswell as severd of the daveraces,” said Rezac. "They were beginning to farm it on Shola
when we were taken. They must have done the same on Jalna.”

"For the Jalnians even now to have one stone for each person ismassive farming,” said T'Chebbi. "More
likethey used world asfarm.”

"Jdnaislightly populated when compared to most col-ony worlds," said Kaid. "Could the plant have
been native there?"

"No, it'saVdtegan plant,” said Rezac. "About the only vegetation they do est. It givesthem chemicas
and stuff they can't produce themselves. They must have introduced it to Jana. They had four worlds of
their own, Kaid, plusthe Gods know how many dave worlds. We saw at |east two other specieson
K'oighiik."

Kaid repeated the word. "K'oish'ik." At last they had a name for the world that had spawned the
Vategans. He caught Rezac's gazethistime. "Any like these?' he asked, visudizing first a Chemerian,
then aTouiban. "Or this?' Lastly, a Sumaan.

Rezac blinked and sat back abruptly in shock, banging his head on thewall behind him. Jo gave asmall
cry of pain and put her handsto her temples.

"Y ou shouldn't be able to do that! No one can get through my shielding!" exclaimed Rezac, shocked.

"Werethere any like them?' Kaid wasn't interested in Rezac's bruised ego: the shields had been aimost
nonexis-tent asfar as he was concerned. He needed to know if the other Alliance species had ever been
part of the Vadtegans empire. An ability to force amenta contact had its uses.

"None," Rezac growled angrily. "Nor any like the Jani-ans or Humans! But you'veno right to forcea
contact on me like that. Dammit, you could have asked! It affected Jo aswell!"

"I hope you don't intend to do the sameto therest of us,”" said Taynar siffly. "Brotherhood member or
not, you're breaking the lawsin violating the mentd privacy of another being.”

Kaid could hear the quaver of fear in thelad's voice and regretted his hastinessin dedling with Rezac.
"You did the sameto Tirak," hereminded Taynar.

"War breaksrules," said T'Chebbi. "Know from experi-ence, need to catch you when memory fresh. If
asked, you start thinking, memory fades.”

AsRezac subsided, Kaid glanced past him at her, twitching the tip of an ear in recognition that he owed
her.

"It'snot something | do often,” said Kaid.

"Four worlds of Vategand" said Jeran quietly. "The odds are dmost impossible. We saw the fleet that
cameto our world, Kaid. It was massive. How can we possibly de-fend oursalves against them even if
we have gained another three dllies? Rezac and those like him may have done it once, but there's so few
high levd telepaths, and wevelost dl those on Khyaa and Szurthal”

"They did it with fewer in Rezac'stime," said Kaid automaticaly.



"They weren't afraid of usthen,” said Zashou, the beadsin her many braids chiming as she pushed them
back.

Kad hardly heard her as Vartra's words echoed in hismind. To beat the Valtegans, you'll need to
make a pact with the Liege of Hell Himself. Helooked at T'Chebbi, wonder-ing again if he'd aready
committed Sholaand themselvesto just such apact by signing the interim treaties with Tirak and Annuur.
Then he saw her move her hand fractiondly, sgnaing anegative. She might not yet know the detail s of
the treaty, but she knew danger, and was | etting him know that she still sensed nothing concrete.

He pushed aside his unease. Hardly begun, this journey was aready too full of portents and visons and
fedings of danger. The world of awakened psychic senseswas ill too new to him; he wished held had
longer to come to termswith it. Suddenly, acutely, he missed Carrie; helonged for the presence of her
mind, caming and reassuring. And

Kusac, who'd become the brother held never had—he, who'd needed no one for so long, felt more
isolated than he had in Ghezu's prison. Ingtinctively, his hand reached for the crystal at hisneck ashe
pushed the loneliness aside. There waswork to do, he must focus on that.

Taking abreath to steady himsdlf, he looked at the small group of survivors from the massacre. " Jeran,
despite what they did at Khyaal and Szurtha, | believe the Vategans are not after us,” hesaid. "Inthe
past, they were driven from Shola, asyou say. But in our time, they were driven from Keissby usand
the Humans, and with no reprisas. They left Jana, too, perhaps before they origindly cameto Shola.
Something more important to them than us or em-pire building seemsto have their full attention for the

"And when they look esawhere?' demanded Tallis, his narrow face looking more pinched than usud as
he frowned. "What then, Kaid?"

"Then wewill meet them with aforce made up of not only the Alliance, but the Free Traders," said Kaid
camly. "Remember that they till call ina Jana The Free Traders may one day have as much reason to
fear them aswe do. Rezac, Jo, why do you think they left Jalna?’

"Same reason we had to, | assume," said Rezac. "They poisoned the soil, turned the nativestoo violent to
handle. They might even have been affected by it themselves™

"Perhaps we can fashion some of that plant from Janainto a Vategan specific wegpon—achemica
wegpon," said Kate.

"Weapons of that type should be banned by al our worlds," objected Zashou. "To use something like
that would be barbaric!"

Around his shoulders, Jeran's sand-colored hair began to rise. "So is destroying dl life on two worlds.
When facing an enemy so dedicated to eradicating us as aspecies, I'm sorry, but I'll use anything that
comesto hand!"

"The decison wouldn't be ours anyway," said Kaid. A thought occurred to him. "Kate, Taynar, how
many of your ship's navigation charts did the Vategan officer who kid-napped you see?

"Some," Taynar said. "Jeezah, our pilot, managed to wipe the mgority of the charts before heredized
what she was doing, but we did use one of the outer sector ones showing the jump points. Hewas
definitey heading for afriendly base."

"Then we know aV ategan base is reachable from the Chemerian homeworld,” said Kaid quietly.



"Rezac, did you ever see dtar charts, either yourself or through one of your telepathic contacts?”

"No. We weren't interested in the location of craft or worlds except for wanting to know where the rest
of the fleet was. Our people took over the bridges and used the craft as weapons within the fleet to
destroy them, get them fighting againgt each other.”

"Y ou did acommendable job. Then unlessthey've been collecting the salvage, there should be
graveyards of dead shipsfloating around. And asfar aswe're aware, no Alli-ance member has ever
come across them,” murmured Kaid, thinking of the four Brotherhood outposts and the craft found there
two hundred and fifty years ago.

"What about the Free Traders?' asked T'Chebbi. "Maybe they find what we haven't.”

"Worth asking Tirak," agreed Kaid. "But the Chemeri-ans might be more useful. Since they've kept this,"
he indi-cated the whole ship with a sweep of hisarm, "from us, what else have they concedled? Tirak
said his people are only allowed to approach Tuushu Station on one, specific, guarded route. They don't
have free access to the Chemer-ian system. They're just as secretive with the Free Traders asthey are
withus™

"I want to know why the Vategansvisit JAnaevery fifty yearsto take soil and plant samples,” said Jeran.
"To seewhenit'sfree of poison,” said T'Chebhbi. "Then they can come back.”

Rezac shifted uneasily. "But why leave the other species done, let them trade there? It doesn't make
sense. They have to control and dominate wherever they go. Thisis so unlike them."”

"They had four worlds. Perhaps these ones from another world,” said T'Chebbi. "Perhgps il fighting
esch other."

"Or the original dave worlds," suggested Zashou.

"Could be ether," said Kaid. "If they lost their tech level aswe did, perhapstheir Empire was split. They
could have just rediscovered each other and be fighting among them-selves for dominance. It would
explain thelack of interest in finding our homeworld.”

"But why destroy our two colonies?' asked Tesha

"The best theory so far isthat they formed part of a corridor in space that ends at Keiss," said Kaid.
"Unfortu-nately, projecting it in the opposite direction hasn't ed to anything interesting. WWhen you look at
aholo map of those sectors of space, it becomes more obvious. Khyad and Szurthawere just in their
way, nothing more.”

"Figures," growled Rezac. "It'sthe kind of thing they would do. Destroy what they couldn't usein caseit
was athrest to them.”

"Doesn't explain Jana, though,” said T'Chebbi.

Kaid's attention began to drift. They could speculate al they wanted, but the hard fact was none of them
knew anything for sure. He scratched unconscioudy at histhroat: he felt uncomfortable, itchy. Thelonger
pelt was beginning to irritate him more now than before, but the lab's potions would remain effective for
severd weeksyet, both in hisblack coloring and the length of his pdt. Showers were fine, but what he
needed was a good brushing to get rid of some of the denser, inner fur. It had been well over aweek
snce ether he or T'Chebbi had had time for such luxuries.



Carrie dept the deep of winter, her body, like the ground, lying rimed with frost, her thoughts stopped
be-tween one impulse and the next. No one dreamsin cryo.

Sowly, dowly, the images began to form within her cam world, taking on harder edges, emerging from
the frozen mists that seemed to surround her. She saw a patchwork of forests and plains, leading toward
the coadt, a coast she knew well. Wait. There was a patch, astain on the land: a greennesstoo bright for
grassor forest. Almost iridescent, it crept away from the Taykui Hills, migrating toward the forest that
surrounded her home. In her mind, she frowned, brows furrowing as she watched and tried to remember
where sheld seen such acolor before. But thoughts came dowly in thisworld of cold migs.

The stain inched forward toward the tree line that marked the boundary of their estate and thereiit
stopped for the moment while she fought againgt the ingdious chill, trying to remember. When it began to
move again, the memory flooded back. It was as green as the drug laiquo that Kezule had used to travel
through time!

She could hear the sound of her cub crying. Kashini! She'd left her daughter done! Hard onitsheels
came the memory of her own mother in cryo on the outward trip to Keiss, the trip that had cost so many
lives

"Mother! Don't leave me!™ sheld cried out to the silence of the deeping ship.

Sheld tried to move, to scream—anything to draw atten-tion to herself, let them know her mother needed
their help as sherdived her firg cryo nightmare. Terror flooded through her as she redized shewas just
as powerless, just astrapped as before—and just as aware of the threat to her daughter as she'd been of
the danger to her mother those many years ago.

Pain lanced through her, burning, searing pain in her right side as she became aware of the distant sound
of aklaxon. The redlization she wasin acryo chamber cameto her then, shocking and terrifying her more
if it were poss-ble. Then common sense took over: they must be waking her, how else could shefed the
pain of her wound? Let them be quick, she prayed as she pushed the fear back. They had to know that
Kezule was |oose and heading for her daughter!

The klaxon roused Mrowbay from his desk. Leaping to hisfeet, he ran for the cryo units, yelling out a
command for the darm to cease, demanding areport from the medi-ca compuiter.

"Lifesgnsof patient in unit one fluctuating above ac-ceptable limit,” the eectronic voice intoned.
"Recommend increasing anaesthetic and coolant levels"

"Implement,” snapped the medic, punching a sequence out on the control pandl of Carri€'s unit to review
the er-rant readings.

Perception blurred and dowed as the frozen mists began to rise around her again. Not waking her at al,
they were making her deep! In desperation, she reached out with her mind for Kaid. He was her Third,
mentally Linked to her and Kusac, he'd sense what was happening and intervene to help her!

* * %

Moments before the klaxon sounded, Kaid stiffened, reaching for the crysta at histhroat—not the large
onethat linked him with Carrie, but the smaler onein the center of his Triad pendant. He knew ingtantly
something was wrong with her.

"T'Chebbi, take over," he said, rising to hisfeet and walking to the door. "I have to attend to something.”

In the passageway, he broke into arun. Mrowbay looked up from Carrie's unit as he entered the sick



bay, claws skidding on the floor as he came to an abrupt stop beside him.

"What's up?' Kaid demanded of the large U'Churian without preamble as he peered through the
transparent cover at the degping Human. "And don't tell me, nothing, | know better. | sensed her." He
put his hand on the unit, spreading hisfingers, willing himsdlf to fed her mind once more within his.

"You can't have," said Mrowbay, hitting thefina keys before looking up a him. "I know you're
concerned for her, but no one can be aware of anything in cryo. It'simpossible.”

"Not for her. She'sdone it before. Tell me what happened.”
"Nothing. Just some minor fluctuationsinthelevesof..."
"Wake her," interrupted Kaid. "She's aware, that'swhy your levels are out. Shelll be terrified. Wake her.”

"I can't. I've just increased the depth of her deep,” ob-jected Mrowbay. "If | tried, shed die, Kaid. The
shock to her system would be too grest.”

Already he could fed his pendant cooling, the nebulous almost-contact with her fading. The medic was
right. To wake her now without the proper medica care would kill her. " She's aware, Mrowbay," he said
more camly. "If we can't wake her, then put her deeper so we know she'sreally deeping.”

"What you clam isimpossible, Kaid," said the U'Chu-rian, taking Kaid by the arm in an effort to urge
him away from the unit. "1 know my equipment, and I've had aHuman femaein cryo before. Kate said
nothing about dreams when she came out.”

Kaid clenched hisfeet, claws gripping the floor covering as he refused to be moved. "And | know Carrie.
Her mem-ories are mine, Mrowbay. She was aware in cryo. Put her deeper. If we can't wake her long
enough to calm her fears, then put her deeper.”

"Do ashe asks," said avoice from the doorway. "If he says he senses her mind, then he'sright. Doit on
our respongibility,” said Rezac. "We know the workings of our Leskas minds aswell asyou know your

equipment.”
Kaid glanced over a him from benesth lowered brows, unsure whether to be glad of the intrusion.
"Very wel," sghed the beleaguered medic, turning back to the unit. "But on your heads beit.”

Rezac remained where he wastill Mrowbay had finished and returned to his office. Then hejoined Kaid
by Car-riesunit.

"Tel me about the Triads," he said. "How close does the link to your third grow?"

"I'm not the oneto ask," said Kaid, moving away from him. "In afew daysweéll be on the M'Zekko.
Therell be amentor there who can tell you what you need to know.”

"I don't want theory. Y ou're amember of thefirst Triad. Y ou've got the persona experience” said
Rezac, gragping him by thearm.

Kaid could sense Rezac's concern, the need the younger male had had to help him, and his confusion as
to why it should be so important to him to do it. He was trying to concedl it beneath the request for
information on the Tri-ads, but he could fed the truth of it. Asdifficult as his position was, Rezac'swas
worse. While he, as. the son, could try to ignore their biologica relationship, Rezac, ashisfather,
obvioudy could not. On some strange, subcon-scious level, he was aware of the relationship.



It surged through him then, afedling from Rezac akin to what he felt when he touched his own son,
Dzaka. With hisfree hand, he carefully disengaged himsdf from Re-zac's grasp.

"Thank you for your support. | cantel you very little about the En'Shdla Triads. There aretoo few of us
and our relationships are too new for any of usto know what isnormal.”

"Y ou must be ableto tell me something! Isit likea

LeskaLink? Arethere Link days?' He spread hishandsin apleafor help. "1 ill sense nothing from
Zashou, and asfor Jo..." He stopped in mid-sentence, ears dipping in the Sholan equivaent of a shrug.
"What do | do, Kaid? She'smy soul's mate, yet | still love Zashou. Shewas my first love, my own kind,
the one | wanted above al others, even if she hates me except during our Link time."

Kaid's mouth widened dightly in a sardonic Human smile. He understood only too well, except Carrie,
Kusac, and T'Chebbi weretied in hisimpossible dreams.

"Y ou love them each aswell asyou can," he said, reach-ing out to touch the other's shoul der
comfortingly. "Love them for their own worth, don't compare them or how you fed about each of them.
And thank the Godsfor Ther double gift!"

"But what of Link days?"
Kaid lifted his shouldersin the Human shrug. "It de-pends on how closely you're Linked to Jo."

"Shel'sdwaysthere. | haven't been able to sense Zashou since shelost our cub. It'sasif Jo's replaced
her." He was unableto stop his earsfrom lying flat in distress.

"It'll take sometime for Zashou to recover,” Kaid said awkwardly, remembering how Carrie had been
after sheldd lost her first child. He didn't want to talk about himsalf and Carrie, and especialy not to this
brash young mae. Then he forced himself to remember that thistime, Rezac was not being brash, was
not pushing himsdlf forward, but wasinstead asking for help.

"Wedon't have Link days," he continued dowly. "We're gradualy drawn to each other—we know when
it'sour time. A Triad ismore than that. It'salega marriage be-tween the three of us. The cubs Carrie has
belongtousdl."

"And now? With them both in cryo? How do you cope?”’

Kaid stiffened, closing down the light rapport held per-mitted between himsdlf and—hisfather. "I wait,"
he said shortly, and began to move out into the corridor. "I'vetold you dl | know. At Vasgarth, our Clan
edtate, you'l learn therest.”

* % %

"Welvefound nothing," said Raiban in disgust. "My peo-ple can't even tell meif Kezulestill inthe
Taykui Forest or not!™

"Then you'l have to spread the seerch wider Hill," said Rhyaz camly, regarding the Generd of Military
Intelli-gence on his comm screen. Shelooked tired and harassed, as well she might under the
circumstances. "He's not likely to want to remain hidden in the forest. Hell have some destination inmind
by now."

"Obvioudy," she snapped. "It'swhere he's likely to head for that's got me worried.”



Rhyaz raised an eyeridge. "Wheresthat?'

"Lhygo Spaceport, of course! Hell want to get off-world, find out where the others of hiskind are.”
"I think not, Generd. If | read himright, helll not do that.”

"Oh, and where d'you think helll go? Back to Chezy and the ancient VVategan hatching ground?!
"Perhaps. It'smore likely than the spaceport.”

"Y ou're not exactly being hdpful Rhyaz."

"May | remind you, Generd, that after your people let Kezule escape, you persondly refused usentry to
thefacil-ity a Shanagi?If | remember rightly, you said..."

"I know what | said, dammit! That wasin the heat of the moment,” she said tartly. "If I'm going to spread
our net wider, well need the Brotherhood's help. I'm not pre-pared to advise we lessen our defense
commitment to track down one Vategan when we face alarger threat from them in space.”

Rhyaz inclined his head. " The Brotherhood is more than willing to help you, Generd. What about Keeza
Lassah?'

Raiban gestured briefly. "They found her shredded cloth-ing, covered in her blood, and traces of his.
She'sdead, Rhyaz."

"Y ou found her body?"

"Don't need to. If he didn't eat her, then one of the feral cats did. And by the way, it was Genera Nakas
staff who were on duty when Kezule escaped.”

"Ah, then we're no longer being held responsible? That's good to know. Thank you for telling me,
General." He held his peace on the issue of Keeza. Brotherhood personnd were aready looking for her;
he wanted her dive and that meant kept out of Raiban's claws. Asfar as he was con-cerned, she wasn't
dead until he saw her corpse.

Raiban growled gently. "I want your people guarding the spaceport, Master Rhyaz,” she said. "Every
passenger has to be checked, every piece of luggage and cargo large enough for Kezule to concedl
himsdlf in, and every vehicle not only guarded from the moment it lands, but searched immediately prior
to takeoff."

"Y ou're going to need an explanation for the newsvids, Generd. Thisis going to causelong delays and be
very unpopular with everyone. And as | said, | think he'svery unlikely to head for there. My bet ishell
makefor the Vasgarth estate.”

"Revenge? It might be the Brotherhood's way, but that maleis a professond soldier, Rhyaz, agenerd!
His priority will beto return to the nearest unit of his people.”

He could hear the amusement in Raiban's voice and de-cided to ignore the insult. "Not revenge, adesire
to return to his own time and reverse what has happened to his spe-cies future on Shola. Security on the
Aldatan and Vas-garth estates needs to be increased, Genera."

"There's enough people there dready. In fact, I'm tempted to pull some out to help us catch Kezule.
There hasn't been any threat to the mixed Leskasfor along time. If you want more soldiers, you'll have
to use your own people, Rhyaz, if you've any |eft after deploying them at the spaceport. | expect them to



bein pogtion first thing tomorrow morning. Send me alist of the names and num-bers you're sending and
I'll have them added to the Forces payroll. Good day, Rhyaz."

As soon asthe screen blanked, Rhyaz turned to hisaide, L'Seuli. " She'sright, we won't have the
personnel on Sholato spare. Once you've drawn up Raiban's list and issued orders for those concerned,
check the active rogter and see who we can recall without arousing suspicion.”

"Areyou sure hell head for there, Master Rhyaz?"
"No, but it's more likely than the spaceport.”

"What about Chezy? Kezule took Fyak back to histime from there. He might be able to use the same
method to take himself back."

"I've dready got asmdl unit there, justin case.”

* % %

As Brynne approached Stronghold, the winds caught the small aircar, buffeting it from sideto sdeashe
attempted to descend toward the outer walls.

"Control to gpproaching 'car. 1dent codes required for permisson to land." The voicefilled thetiny
vehicle, itshighland burr obviousevento him.

"I don't have any," said Brynne. Until this moment, he/d had no doubts about making thisjourney. "Do |
need one? I'm from Vasgarth estate. Do | really need one?' He was having hiswork cut out to control
the vehiclein the strong crosswinds.

"Name?' The voice, rlaxed before, was suddenly crisp.
"Brynne Stevens™”
"We have no natification from Vasgarth that you're expected.”

"I'mnot," he said, hauling on the semicircular control bar asthe craft suddenly began to drop toward the
wallsat an darming rate. "L ook, I've never been here before, and I'm having adevil of ajob flying this
‘car right now..."

A second voice cut him short. " Concentrate on your fly-ing, Mr. Stevens. We're having the centra
courtyard cleared for you. Land as soon asyou can. Remain in your vehicle, you'll be met.”

He sounded angry, Brynne thought as he glanced briefly out of the sdewindow. Damn. That'sdl he
needed, to start off on the wrong foot. Below, figures were running out of the gatehouse toward the
groups of studentsin the courtyard.

Embarrassment flooded through him and he was glad the aircar didn't have avid unit. Maybe arriving
unannounced like thiswas the worst thing he could do, but at least they hadn't refused him permission to
land.

He was met by one of the black-robed Brothers, who, with punctilious formality, escorted him to Father
Lijou'soffice. Thiswasthefirgt time held had any redl dedlingswith the Head Priest and, asthe older
Sholan rose to hisfeet and came out from behind his desk to greet him, he was subjected to the priest's
piercing gaze.

"Migter Stevens,” Lijou said, extending his hand toward him, palm uppermost. " An unexpected pleasure,



indeed. Thisisyour firg vist to Stronghold, | believe.”

Brynne touched fingertipsin the brief, forma telepath's greeting. "Y es, my first." He should have asked
Garras to make an gppointment, he just knew he should have. As he followed Father Lijou over to the
lessformal segts, he prayed that he wouldn't be sent back to the estate because held ignored protocol.

"Then we must let you see round Stronghold,” said Lijou. "But tel me, what brings you here? And so
unex-pectedly.” The last was said with an under-purr of amuse-ment. "Landing hereis aspeciaized sKill.
Your ariva caused quiteadtir.”

Brynne noticed irrelevancies, like the broad gray stresksthat framed the Father's dark-pelted face. When
Lijou's mouth opened in adight smile, helooked down at his hands. "I didn't mean to put the wind under
everyonestails" he muttered, part defensively, part embarrassed.

"Aninteresting way to put it,” said Lijou. "It looked rather more like the wind was under your tail. Now,
what brings you to our halowed halls?’

"I don't know." Brynne looked up at him. "I hoped you'd be able to tell me. The need to come here has
been growing for weeks now."

"Our Gods indeed have long arms, Brynne Stevens. Y ou're thefirst of the Humansto be called by Them,
but doubtless not thelast. Asamember of the En'Shdla Clan, you're automatically amember of the
Brotherhood. How-ever, | think it'stime you swore to our Creed and became a properly initiated
member. Y ou need to start your train-ing with us." The Head Priest got to hisfeet. "l adviseyou totell
your Leskathat you'll be based here for the foresee-able future, Brother Brynne.”

"He's been sworn in?' asked Master Rhyaz.

"I did it immediately. | have twinned him with Jurrdl. They're collecting hisbasic kit from housekeeping at
pres-ent. And, yes, first thing tomorrow, helll be taught how to handle that aircar of his properly,” Lijou
gmiled.

Rhyaz nodded. "I thought we'd lose him the way the winds caught that ‘car of his. It'smost unsuitable,
merely arunabout for the cities. He should be all ocated something more robust in future.”

"Doubtlessthat will be one of thefirst things Garras does when he next returnsto the estate,” said Lijoul.
"I'm dividing Brynnestraining between oursaves and Dhaika at the Retreat. We have plansfor this
Human."

"Oh?' Rhyaz' tone was one of palite curiosity.
Lijou shook his head. "Religious matters, Rhyaz, nothing that you need concern yourself with asyet.”

The other flicked an ear in compliance. "What of Var-tra?' he asked cautioudy. "Have your meditations
and prayers icited anything more about Hiswarning?"

"I'd have told you immediately,” Lijou replied, a pained expresson crossing hisface. "1 understand the
sgnificance of being handed the Guild coin, Rhyaz. Whatever the na-ture of thistask He hasfor usis, so
far, Heskeeping it to Himsdlf. What did you do with the coin He gave me?*

"Put it back in the vault where it belongs. I've dso done as He said and put all our peoplein thefield on
dert. They'reto report any dreams or visions of the God imme-diatdly, ether to yoursdlf or to me. | can't
help but wonder if thisisn't dl connected to Kezul€'s escape.”



"Who knows but the God?" sighed Lijou. Histhoughts turned toward the three people ill missing.
"What of Kez-ule, Keeza L assah, and the Human, Derwent? Have the searchers found anything at all
yer?”

"Nothing but the bloodstained remains of her clothing,” said Rhyaz. "Raiban thinksit likely Kezulekilled
her and something—or someone—carried her body off and ate her.”

"Then she'sdead,” sighed Lijou, getting up from the chair.

"I'd prefer abody before pronouncing her dead,” tempo-rized Rhyaz. "The Taykui Forest isvast, welve
only cov-ered afraction of it. Kezule could still be out there, dug in deep in some cave, doing his
hibernation trick till he thinks our guard is down. Our telepaths can't sense atrace of any of them. | have
afeding we're not going to find them, they're going to find us when they're good and ready. The same
gppliesto Derwent."

"What about calling in the Sumaan? They have ways of tracking their own people that might work well
with aspe-ciesassmilar asthe Vategans."

"And admit we've secretly been holding a Vategan?1 think not, Lijou."

"Just asuggestion,” said Lijou, making for the door. He stopped, hand on the lever. "Rhyaz, if we haveto
recd| al the Brothers because of thiswarning from Vartra, and con-tact the Instructors, how many
people do we actualy have?'

"Enough,” said the warrior leader grimly. "Let'sjust pray it doesn't cometo that. Part of our Strengthiis
that our numbers and resources are unknown."

CHAPTER 3

NONI was not happy. As she pottered about her kitchen making the batter for her pan-fried cakes for
first meal, she muttered and cursed under her breath. There was alight rap at the door, and Teus
entered.

"Good morning, Noni. May the sun shine on you.”

She grunted as she began to pour the mixture into the hot pan. " Some chance of that. | need you to set
up the back room again, lad. We got company coming.”

"Oh?When? And who?" he asked, taking his coat off and hanging it on thewall hook near the door.

"How the devil should I know?1'm nobody, after al. Just an old female here to do the Gods bidding!
Y ou'd think I was running an Accommodation Guildhouse the way They send me lodgerdl”

The batter hissed and spat for amoment or two as shetilted the pan, coating its base with the golden
liquid.

Teus took the kettle from the hob to the faucet tofill it. "A vision, isit, Noni?' he asked quietly ashe
turned on the tap.

"Of courseavison! What d'you think—I got one of them comm units plugged directly into Their
realms?' She snorted her disgust. "Asto who and when, you think They're going to be so obliging asto
tell methat? Y ou wait till your time comes, youngling! I'm lucky to get any kind of warning at dl!™

"I'll start now," he said, returning to the stove with thefilled kettle.



"After first medl's soon enough,” said Noni gruffly, re-gretting taking her temper out on him. Teus wasa
good lad, afine apprentice. No subgtitute for Talinu, but then sheld known from the day the Brothers
had brought him back from Ranz that he'd not succeed her. His path was one she'dd not have willingly
trod at any stagein her life.

"Eat fird, then well seeto it together,” she sad, lifting the skillet from the hob to flip the cake over.

* % %

It had been a confusing day, thought Brynne, as he fol-lowed Jurrel out of the Shrine of Ghyakulla, back
into the Temple of Vartra. He was overwhelmed by it all, he real-ized as he walked between the huge
supporting pillarsinto themain aide.

Ahead of him stood the huge statue of the seated God, aglowing brazier held between Hishands. He
hesitated, then took a step forward. Jurrdl's hand, dark pelt admost invisible againgt the black robe he
now wore, held him back.

"Y ou forgot theincense," the Sholan said quietly. " Al-ways the God is due our respect.”

Brynne could fed the blood rush to his face as he quickly turned away to take a piece of incense from the
container by the nearest brazier.

"It'seadily done," Jurrel said, picking apiece himsalf to crumble over the glowing codls. "Especidly when
there is so much to remember.”

Brynnelooked up at the satue, blinking asthe light from the God's crystal eyesreflected into hisface.
"Ghyan taught me better,” he said, stepping back quickly asthe perfumed smoke surrounded him.

"Allow yoursdf to occasiondly forget and make mis-takes, Brynne Stevens,” said anew voice from
behind them.

Jurrel bowed to the God before turning round. "Tutor KhaQwa."

Brynne found himsdlf face to face with the Head Priest'stitian-pelted life-mate. He quickly inclined his
head to one Side, echoing Jurrel's greeting.

Surprisingly, shelinked her arm through his and led him down the aide toward the entrance. "We shdl go
to the west wing senior common room, Jurrel," she said over her shoulder. ™Y ou can go ahead and make
sureit'sempty for us”

"Yes, Tutor," murmured Jurrdl, dipping his head again before hurrying off to do her bidding.

KhaQwaleaned heavily on hisarm. "Well follow at amore sedate pace and take the elevator up.” She
smiled a him, her green eyes sparkling in amusement at his obvious confusion. "'I'm not inclined to walk
too far these days. How isyour little one? Marak, isn't it?"

Brynne had been trying not to notice her obvious preg-nancy. "He'sfine. They say he'sdoing well for his
age," he mumbled, unsure how to address the Guild Master's wife. Wasn't there some unspoken code
about heavily preg-nant females remaining on their estates? Worries chased each other around ingde his
head.

The hand on hisarm tightened, claws unsheathing only enough to prick thefabric of hisrobe deeve
before re-tracting. "I am on my estate,”" she said gently, an amused purr underlying her voice. "The
Brotherhood is my home, Brynne, asit isyours now. Apart from you En'Shalans, we renounce al family



tieswhen we join. And there are no prohibitions on where we femaes can go when preg-nant, it'sjust
that many prefer to stay home. Carrying and sharing a cub with the one you loveisajoyful timeto be
experienced with onesfamily." She stopped at the heavy doorsleading out into the main entrance. "It's
aso not that easy to walk upright when carrying thisweight,” she laughed, patting her belly.

"I've gill alot to remember, and to learn.”

"That'swhy you cameto us," she agreed, waiting for him to open the door. "But the first thing you should
know isthat thereis no timelimit on your learning. Each of us progresses at hisor her own rate within the
religious side of the Order. Thisisnot like one of your Terran colleges. No examsto sit, teststo teke.
We, and you, will know when you're ready to advance. Weve twinned you with Jurrel because he's just
returned from atour of duty on Keiss, so he's had experience with your species. Normal rules can hardly
be applied to you since you've reached maturity, o you're freeto leave Stronghold for the delights of the
local villages during your leisuretime. All we ask isthat you take Jurrel with you. Humansare till a
novelty in these parts." She stopped at the elevator door, leaning against him more heavily now.

"Jurrel saysI'll belearning warrior kills, too."
"Of course. We bdieve that body and mind are one entity."
The elevator doors did apart with atiny hiss of com-pressed air.

"I'm sure you'll find many of the answersyou seek here, Brynne," she said, asthey stepped insde.

* % %

"I think it most unfair that the Clan Lord didn't choose amate for you thisyear,” complained the young
femae dtting at Kitrasleft. "Hes treating you differently just be-cause he'syour father.”

"Shel'sthe youngest in our year," T'Chya pointed out, taking the last fruit pastry from the plate in the
center of their table. "At least we know the worst now, Kitrahasto wait. It's not asif any bonding
ceremonieswill be held before the year's out anyway.”

Kitrasat quietly, chewing her food, well aware that both her friends were right. Because of her age, her
father had, indeed, yielded to intense pressure from her mother to postpone a betrothal until the following
yedr.

"I il think it'sunfair, and so does my father,” said Chisoe. "He's complaining to the Clan Lord today."

"That's only because you're jedlous of Kitra," said T'Chya. "Y ou'd hoped to get one of the Brothersfor
your-sdf instead of ateepath.”

"Not true! 1 don't think Kitrahas a Companion anyway! | think he'sjust her bodyguard and she's making
ital up.”

"Y ou talk such rubbish, Chisoe," said Ghaysa, stretching as she began to push her chair back from the
table.

"Then she should proveit! What'sit like having amind-dead lover, Kitra?' demanded Chisoe, rounding
on her. "Do you get bored? s he rough because he can't know what pleases you?' she taunted, flicking
her ears forward aggressively.

Kitraswalowed the mouthful so hurriedly she dmost choked onit. "He's not mind-dead, we can sense
each other easily! And he'sthe gentlest person | know!"”



"My proof comes from her own mouth!" said Chisoe triumphantly. " She'slying! How can anon-telepath
sense anything, or atrained killer be gentle with any femae?!

"Y ou think you know everything, don't you?' said Kitraangrily. "Well, you don't! The Brothers have their
own Taents and Dzaka's as sensitive as any telepath! He chose me to be his Companion!™

"Way | heard it, you chose him, Kitra," said Ghaysa. "I'm not saying | agree with Chisoe, but you must
admit it looks peculiar, going outside our own kind for your first lover, and now you're choosing to stay
with him. Aren't you carrying being different too far? Y ou don't have to copy Taiziaand Kusac, you
know."

Kitragot to her feet. "Finefriendsyou are," she said, fighting to dow her breathing and prevent her sight
nar-rowing on the other females around the table. ™Y ou accuse me of lying and being incapable of making
my own mind up, while mocking my choice a the sametime!" She stormed out of the refectory, pushing
her way past the other students.

It was so unfair! She was caught between two worlds— the adult one of Dzaka and her sdlf-imposed
responsibili-tiesfor her young niece, Kashini, and theworld of the Telepath Guild, where she was
considered little more than akitling. Not just that, but even Dzaka thought her too young to make any
commitment to him and refused to be seen with her outside the estate!

Tearsfilled her eyes, and as she began to lope down the corridor toward the main door, she didn't see
the Human female who neatly sdestepped into her path.

The collision was abrupt and would have sent her reding if strong hands hadn't gripped her firmly by the
shoulders.

"Careful there! Y ou need to watch where you're going, young woman!" said a voice she recognized.
"Wait amo-ment, it'sKitra, isn't it?"

She dashed ahand across her eyes, blinking furioudy till she could see Ruth, praying the other hadn't
seen her tears. She glanced around, but there was no escape and the fe-male till held her by one
shoulder. Behind her, she could hear her name being called by Ghaysa.

"Hello, Ruth. Youll have to excuse me, but..." she began hurriedly, trying to pull away.

Ruth turned and, dipping an a'm across her shoulders, drew her on toward the outer door. "Don't tell me
you're playing hooky from lessons, too! What luck! C'mon, | know just the place to go!™

Inexorably, she was drawn out into the groundsin Ruth's wake.

"I cometo the Guild severd times aweek for lessons,” said her companion asthey walked briskly to the
outer gates. "It's not easy for meto go back to school after so long running my own life, you know, and
every now and then it getsto be too much for me."

Stunned until now, Kitrafound her voice as she redlized they were approaching the gatekeeper. She hung
back, knowing he'd stop them.

"Not a problem. Y ou just watch me," whispered Ruth.

She made no attempt to dow down, and barely nodded in his direction, then they were out in the street,
freeand clear.

"But how did you... You'renot alowed to leave..."



"I'm En'Shalla, and an adult, and if | behave asif I've aright to leave, why should he question me?' She
stopped to give Kitraan impulsive hug before taking her by the hand and dragging her on down the street
through the mid-day shoppers. "That'sthetrick, you know. Looking asif you've every right to be doing
what you're doing."

She stopped suddenly outside an inn, pushing the door open. Before Kitra could find her voice to object,
they were settled in asmall booth away from prying eyes and ears.

"Order what you want," said Ruth as the attendant came over. "My trest for giving me your company.”

Kitra stammered out an order for coffee, which Ruth echoed, then added arequest for aplate of cold
cuts of spiced meats.

"Y ou've had to go back to school ?* Kitra asked as soon as they were alone. She had to ask becauseit
sounded so unlikely. No adult went back to school! "Why? Don't you fed asif they're taking your adult
status away, making you a cub again?'

Ruth reached across the table to touch her hand. "1 go back because there's so much | want to learn,
Kitra, and | cope because of that. When | go home, I'm in charge of my own life."

"Father has sent me back to stay at the Guild," she said, blinking as her eyes began to fill once more. "I
don't have that option." She looked away, wishing she was anywhere el se, wishing she could control her
tearslike an adult.

"It must beworsefor you," said Ruth sympathetically, "especialy after running your brother's house. Why
don't you ask to be allowed to commute to the Guild instead?"

She flicked her ears back in anegative gesture, not daring to shake her head lest the tears spill over.
"Father says| must come back because of his position as Clan Lord. Tai-zia hasthe excuse of Khaylato
look after, I've none."

"Then why not get Dzakato ask for quartersin the guest house a couple of nights aweek? It would at
least give you some time together away from your classmates.”

That did it. The tears, despite furious blinking, spilled down her cheeks, and she snatched her hand away
from Ruth's. Hands covering her face, shetried to explain. "Dzakawont... Hell not
acknowledge—me—outsde the estate.” It was difficult to talk when her throat was so tight.

Suddenly she found herself enveloped by Ruth, her ribs amost cracking with the fierceness of the
Human's hug. "That no-good, fair westher..."

"No!" she said, pushing againgt Ruth'sencircling arms. "Y ou don't understand, it isn't like that!"
"It had better not be," said the older woman grimly, releasing her and sitting back.

"He'sjust afraid for me, afraid it would harm my reputa-tion. That other males wouldn't pproach me
because he'sa Brother." She scrubbed at her eyes, determined that Ruth not think badly of him.

"What'sthis about other males? Does he want to share you?'
"No, but..."
"Thenishetired of you?"

"l don't think s0..." She barely had time to form one answer before Ruth had fired another question at



her.
"Doesheloveyou?

"Of course!" Then sheredized that in al the time they'd been together, she couldn't actually remember
him saying those words. "'l assume he does."

"So it'sacommitment he'safraid of "
"He says | should get to know other males before decid-ing on alife-mate.”
"Do you love him?" Ruth regarded her carefully.

"Oh, yes" said Kitra, earslying back alittle despite her effortsto not betray her fedings. "I knew it was
him | wanted from the first night. | can sense him, Ruth, and he doeslove me, even if he can't say 0."

A discreet knock on the side of their booth heralded the arriva of their drinks.

Ruth had decided what she was going to do long before she delivered Kitra back to the Guild. On her
return to the estate, she went to the villain search of Dzaka.

By the time shed finished talking to him, he had come to the conclusion that redheaded Sholans and
Humans had alot in common and was thinking fondly of his school daysat Stronghold. Never had he
been given such adressing-down, even from Kaid, after the worst of his escapades. He was surprised at
just how many Sholan swear words and phrases Ruth knew how to use.

"Y ou've reduced her to the leve of achild, Dzaka, in the eyes of her classmates at the Guild! If you
thought she was s0 young, why did you let this go beyond the first night? Why string her dong if you
don't love her?'

"I dolove her!" he retorted, stung by the accusation. "1 asked her to be my Companion, didn't 1? That'sa
commit-ment!” Histail hung low, brushing againgt the backs of hislegs, and hisearswereflat againg his
skull in embar-rassment. Thiswas dmost as unbearable as hisinterview with Carrie and Rhyasha, Kitras
mother, had been. For an empath like himself, being exposed to Ruth's contempt for him and concern for
Kitrawas a gruding experience.

"That means nothing when it's kept from the rest of her world.”

"I'm only trying to do what's best for both of us! The Clan Lord would never consent to any kind of
bonding while she's so young and inexperienced. She hasto meet other maes..."

"Experience be damned! Y ou just want the best of both worlds! Her and your freedom!™
"Not true!"

"Then proveit." Ruth's voice was suddenly quiet. "Go to the Guild and spend the night with her at the
guest house. Go as her lover, her Companion. Show those jedousllittle jeggets that your femaeisno
child, that she'sworthy of thelove of one of the Brothers. And go in your Brother-hood uniform!™

"What?' Her last comment had thrown him. "Why?"'
"Because they're saying she'slying. That you're merely her keeper, her bodyguard.”
Dzakabegan to growl without redlizing it. "They call her aliar?'



Ruth nodded. "They fantasize about attracting aWarrior or aBrother, but tell Kitra she's so young no
onewould look at her twice. They're making her life miserable, Dzaka."

"You'reright," he said abruptly, getting to hisfeet. "l wasn't aware thiswas happening. I'll go to the
Guild"

She waited till he reached the door. "Dzaka, if you stop at the kitchen, Zhdawill have abasket of Kitra's
favorite foods ready for you to take with you."

He grinned at her then. "Y ou're a conniving she-jegget yoursdlf, Ruth. So what should | wear? Thisrobe,
or my grays?'

"Oh, the grays, definitely. Y ou're visbly armed and look so much more dangerous. The other females will
be mad with jealousy!"

"Isthat what attracted you to Rulla?' he asked inno-cently. He made ahurried exit as a cushion sailed
through the air toward him.

From the moment held arrived at the Telepath Guild, held been noticed. As he made hisway through the
front doors, the Warriors on duty there snapped to attention and their officer came over to him.

"Good evening, Brother. No trouble | hope." His eye ridges met in a concerned frown.

"Nothing. Merdly asocid vist," said Dzaka Mindful of Ruth's browbegting, he forced himsdlf to
continue. "1'm here to see my Companion.”

The officer's eye ridges disappeared in surprise but he said nothing, merely nodded then rgjoined his
fdlow guards.

Dzaka continued past them to the office, where he was subjected to more of the same stark curiosity
when he re-quested overnight accommodation for himself and Liegena

Kitra Aldatan. It was granted, of course, and they directed him to the classroom where her last lesson
was about to finish.

Strengthening his mentdl shields, he headed off to wait for her. Asthe bell sgnaling the end of lessons
began to ring, the students came surging out of the classrooms, dow-ing asthey saw him lounging against
thewall. Thiswas going to be the truly difficult part. He was not one to show his emotions publicly; it was
not the Brotherhood way, nor his.

"You'rewearing purple,” said avoice at hiselbow.
Turning his head, he found himsdf looking down a ayoung femae.
"Only telepaths can wear purple,” she continued.

"And the Brotherhood," he replied. "We're En'Shala, talented like you.” He could sense Kitranow and
turned back to look at the classroom.

She looked smdller than he remembered, standing there in the doorway, dwarfed by some of the larger
femaes around her. Even shielded, he could always sense her to some degree, and now he could fedl her
confusion at his presence.

"Excuseme," he said, pushing himsdlf away from thewall to go over to her.



"I see your bodyguard's checking up on you, Kitra," said one of the females beside her.
Kitraignored her. "Dzaka, there's nothing wrong at the villaisthere?' she asked, concern on her face.

"Nothing," he said, reaching out to touch her hair and breathe in her scent. "I missed you, that'sal.” It
wastrue, and he was surprised at how easy it had been to say it. Helet hishand dip down to circle her
throat in an intimate gesture of affection.

Shetilted her head, resting her cheek against hisarm and smiled up uncertainly at him. "It'sgood to see
you."

The gesture was wonderfully familiar and suddenly he forgot the reserve and training that made him
suppress hisemotions. The others ceased to exist; there were only the two of them. He swept her close
with his other arm, bend-ing down to nuzzle her cheek and jaw.

"I hopeyou'refreetill morning,” he murmured in her ear. "1 made plansfor us."

She returned the embrace, and the glow of pleasure he felt from her made Ruth's chastisement
worthwhile.

"What have you arranged?’ she asked.
"The guest house. Zhala packed some food for us.”

"You'reteasng me!" she said, looking up a him as he drew her away from the classroom. "No, you're
not, | can senseit! Thisisn't because of Ruth, isit? Because there wasno need..."

"Maybe a firdt, but not now," he said. ™Y ou should have told me what was happening, how you felt.
Y ou're my Companion, Kitra, and | want to be with you, on Vasgarth estate and here in the Telepath
Guild." He began to cover her facein tiny bitesand licks, ending with akiss.

There was the sound of someone clearing their throat, then avoice said, "Excuse me, Brother Dzaka."
Guiltily, they broke gpart and turned to face Guild Mas-ter Sorli.

"I don't think the corridor is quite the place for such an enthusiastic greeting. Wetry to discourage the
students from such behavior in public. Perhaps Kitra could show you the gardens, or one of the smdler
common rooms?"

AsKitraclutched hisarm in distress, Dzaka once more wished the floor would open up for him, until he
saw atwitch of amusement at the Sde of the Guild Master's mouth.

"Better dill, why not just take her to the guest house?' Sorli continued quietly. ™Y our rooms should be
ready by now. And, Dzaka, it's nice to see you vidting Kitra. She'sbeen alittlelow in spiritslatdly.”

"Yes, Master Sorli," he murmured, edging toward the door again, Kitras hand clasped firmly and
reassuringly in his. "Wewerejust leaving."

Asfagt as politeness alowed, they made their way out into the courtyard. Once there, Kitra began to
laugh.

"What's so funny?' he asked, glancing at her asthey headed over to where heéld parked the aircar.

"Y ou. Y ou should have seen yoursdlf when Sorli came up behind uslike that!™



"Y ou werejust asembarrassed,” he pointed out. "And left with aslittle dignity asme.”

She began to run, dragging him after her, her steps a-most small bounds of sheer pleasure. "But what
was best." she said, stopping at the sde of hisaircar, "What wasredly best, was T'Chya, Chisoe, and
Ghaysal | could fed them hating me when they saw you waiting there.”

He looked round at her as he opened the hatch. Eyes sparkling with mischief, her unbound hair caught by
adight breeze, he hadn't seen her 0 happy in weeks—since mid-winter in fact. "It really mattered that
much?'

"I know it shouldn't have," she said, her eyes clouding over. "But they were enjoying mocking mel™

"Us, not you," he corrected her. He wanted to see her face light up again, wanted to fed her joy—hadn't
redlized how unhappy sheld been over the past month or two. Then she wasfilling hisarms again, asall
the feelings he'd tried so hard to hold back because of her age and his uncertainty over any future they
could have, refused to be repressed any longer.

"I've missed you so much,” he said, before gently taking hold of her ear with histeeth.

"You sad that."

"Morethan | knew till now."

"You didn't say that before," she purred, reaching up to stroke his neck with gentle fingertips.

"And | loveyou." Hefelt her mind and her body sud-denly become still. "I don't know why it took me so
long to say it." Hed let go of her ear and was nibbling hisway across her cheek.

Her handstook hold of the hair at either side of his neck and she pulled hisface gently round to kisshim.
"I know you do, Dzaka Arrazo."

Her mind touched his filling him with her need for him. He pulled back with an effort, suddenly vulnerable
to the attention they were attracting.

"It'syour uniform,” Kitragrinned. "Brothers are dways cons dered distant, beyond normal
emotions—and very dangerous.”

He reached in to grab the container of food Zhaahad given him, then sedled the aircar again. "Thisone
certainly will beif we don't get away from here," he growled. "It'slike awave of curiosity! | can fed
every one of them." He hustled her toward the guest house. "I don't supposeit's got dampers, hasit?!

"Of course," said Kitraarchly. "We can't et non-tel epaths affect our tranquillity, can we?'

Later that night asthey finally turned to the food that Zhala had packed, Kitra broached the subject of
ther fu-tureyet again.

"Mother's given usayear, Dzaka, that's dl, then Father will have to choose a husband for me.”
"We knew that would happen,” he said quietly, reaching for hismug of wine.

"I don't want it to happen. We love each other, why should | have to life-bond to someone else? It
doesn't make sense, Dzaka. Will you stand with me on this, ask for usto be married?’

He hesitated a moment before answering her. "I can't, Kitra. Nothing'sreally changed. We'd betold to
wait until you're older, until you've seen more of life, have acareer. And that I'm not asuitable life-mate



for you. I'm gene-dtered, there would be no cubsfor us. Thereé's more to the future for you than just
finding alife-mate. No matter what happens, we can dways remain Companions. No one can take that
away from us"

"I want more! | don't care about cubs! | want you, not someone chosen by my father and approved by
the Clan Council!" she said, taking the mug away from him and setting it on the night table, forcing himto
pay attention to her. "People on the estate have a choice, why shouldn't we? Lots of people my
age—and older—are complaining about it, now we redlize theré's an dternative. Only thosewho are
Grade One and Two telepaths and from the main Clan families have to put up with arranged marriages,
no one else! Why should we be so different?’

"Y ou know why," he said, reaching out for her, but she avoided him. "Don't let's argue and spoil tonight.
Let'senjoy what we have now."

Shefelt angry and cheated by hisreaction. "If it was up to me, I'd fight for you," she grumbled,
nevertheless alowing him to soothe her.

"When the circumstances areright, I'll fight anyone who triesto keep us apart,” he said, and she could
hear ahard note cregp into hisvoice. "But not now. It'stoo soon. We could loseit dl if we fight them

* * %

Day 4

The Brotherhood meditation lamp was said to be the oldest on Shola, one that had belonged to the first
Temple of Vartra. There was reason to believe that claim now, thought Brynne, remembering that it was
herein Strong-hold that the person Vartrahad carried out his most important work, that of binding the
Humans and Sholanstogether.

Unbidden, a comparison between the lamp and some of the Victorian relicsin adingy old bric-a-brac
shop back home in Norwich sprang unflatteringly to mind. He smiled to himsdlf, then hurriedly
suppressed it. Thiswas the temple's most vaued lamp, and it was area honor for him to beincluded in
the evening's senior students meditation class. Even Jurrel had been nonplussed &t theinvitation. Taller
than mogt, dim and rangy, the midnight-pelted Sho-lan and he were becoming fast friends. An able
teacher, Jurrel had afine understanding of the differences between life here and the freedom Brynne was
used to on the estate.

"So Father Lijou believesthat because of the memory transfers, you'll be ableto joininthissesson?" his
compan-ion asked quietly asthey settled themselves on the densely padded prayer mats.

"That'swhat he says. | need to use the skills to activate the acquired memories of them.”

Jurrel grunted. "Makes sense. They've never done this before. Not enough of us have any dependable
telepathic taent, though.”

"Wewait only upon your convenience," interrupted the tutor, with gentle sarcasm.

Thistime, it was much easier for him to let down hismenta shields and link to the tutor. Joining with the
othersto become a part of the group consciousness was not so easy. He knew the solution, but balked
at taking it, a con-scioudy letting go of his Humanity to access his Sholan sdif.

Don't relinquish your Humanity, came the tutor's thought, just accept your Sholan side. Embraceit,
let it carry you into our shared meditation.



Ghyan did this for me before, he objected.
You must join us unaided. It is the Brotherhood way, came Vriuzu'simplacable reply.

Hetried, but his Sholan side was what he was mogt afraid of: it was the beast within him—it was what he
was drawn to in Vanna. He'd fought againgt it, repressed it out of fear, so that now it was amost
impossiblefor him to accessit.

It is what enhances your Leska Link.
Tomorrow was his Link day with Vanna. Hed have to return to the estate, leave Stronghold!

Despite his closed eyes, the temple seemed to lurch around him, and suddenly, his mind was open and
begin-ning to merge with those around him.

The ondaught on his senses was so sudden and over-whelming that he really began to panic. He wasn't
one per-son, but ten, with dl their individual emotions and responses. Immediately, he felt the steadying
presence of Father Lijou.

You're doing well, Brynne Sievens, the Head Priest sent, using aprivatelink. Thisis how a meditation
circlefor those with Talents or gifts should be. Thisisthe reality of your Sholan self. It iswhat
and who you are. Use those senses, they are really yours, not just borrowed from your Leska.

He could recognize them al by scent now, especidly Jur-rdl; hear their breathing, and sense their
curiosity about him, thefirst of the Humansto visit Stronghold as a stu-dent. It was asif adoor to
another world had suddenly opened for him.

It was always there, sent Father Lijou. Only your fear kept the door closed.

Not just me, Derwent! He told me to be afraid, that to succumb to the Sholan way was to lose my
path, to give in to the base senses that we Humans had evolved beyond! Hewasfurious, but mainly
with himsdlf for trusting aman who knew nothing about the Sholans.

He had the gift of Glamour, sent Father Lijou. In his company, the ridiculous seemed credible. We
all have our Ghezus or Derwents. In the end, you recognized him for what he was, that's what
matters. | will leave you to your studies now. With that, the presence withdrew.

Lijou'slink gone, he didn't realize he was now part of the group again. To sense so much, yet berationa
and not driven by the Link's compulsion to mate, felt so strange. Then he felt the amusement of the group
at histhoughts and would have retreated from them in embarrassment had the tutor not prevented him.

Let's use some of that rationality to proceed with the les-son. "Focuson my voice," he said.

Brynnelistened to the soothing voice dowly build a pic-ture of awoodland scenein their collective mind.
So red wasit that he could smdll theloamy soil and hear the bird-calls. Caught by theredlity, helet his
attention drift as he looked around him. A movement in the bushes claimed his attention; awild jegget.
Intrigued, he followed it off the path—and with a gut-wrenching lurch, he was in the deep forest, running
for hislife

Through the bushes he crashed, branches whipping him about the face and shoul ders, the uneven ground
making hisfooting precarious. The sounds of his pursuers were loud—three of them at least. He had to
reach the cave and safety.

Thetreeswere thinning out. Ahead now he could see the rock face with the fissure that led to his hideout.



They were gaining on him—the noises were louder, he could hear their |abored bresthing—or wasit his
own? He knew that even when he reached the ledge, it would take him precious seconds to squeeze
through the split, seconds that from the sounds of the crashing behind him he didn't have. He gath-ered
himsdlf, risking dl in one legp, praying that he hadnt migudged it in hisweakened condition.

Too low! Hewastoo low! Hands and feet scrabbled for purchase on the crumbling surface ashe
propelled himsdlf up onto the ledge and staggered toward the fissure. Sharp projectionstore at hisflesh
as heforced himsdf through the narrow gap. He heard the lead ferd land on the ledge in aflurry of loose
stones, then itsrank breath enveloped him asits jaws gaped wide, snapping shut just as he fdll into the
chamber beyond.

Shaking with shock and fear, he forced himself to crawl farther into the darkness, trying not to hear his
pursuers snarl and yowl their anger and frustration at being balked of their prey. Terror made him
forgetful of his surroundings and the low roof met his head with aresounding crack. Nauseaand
giddiness engulfed him as he passed ouit.

* % %

Someone was calling his name, he redlized through the throbbing headache. He needed to move, to get
deeper into the cave, farther from the feras. Then he redlized where he was—Stronghold. At the edges
of hismind, he could dimly sense Vanna, demanding to know what was happening.

"Thisiswhat Ghyan said happened at the Shrine," said Lijou, watching Jurrel help the prostrate Human
into agt-ting pogtion. "How long was he unconscious?”

"Only afew minutes," said the tutor. "It was uncanny, Father. One moment he waswith us, hismind
joined to ours, the next he was gone.”

"He's been touched by the Gods. Thisiswork for Guard-ian Dhaika, not us.”
" wonder what it'sliketo fed a God's hand on your shoulder."”

"Terifying," sad Lijou, closing his eyes momentarily in remembrance of the encounter. "Truly terrifying.
Believe me, you don't want to experience it. Take them to their room, question Brynne gently, and report
to me when you know what he experienced. Remember, thisis even newer for him because he's
Human." Ashe spoke, Vriuzu sent to him, letting him know that Physician VannaKyjishi wason the
comm demanding to know what had happened to her Leska. "Tomorrow, I'll take him to the Retrest."

Confused and worried, Brynne used the fact that he needed to return to the estate that night because of
hisLink day with Vannato avoid visting Guardian Dhaika. It wasn't drictly true, he could have | eft
tomorrow, but after hoping he'd find the answers he needed at Stronghold, to learn that he had to go to
Vartras Retreat instead was too much.

As hetook off from the courtyard, battling the cross-winds posed little difficulty.

"Not bad. Amazing the difference two days make," said Jurrel quietly from the seet beside him. "Some of
the Brothers and Sisters never get the knack of takeoff and landing here.”

Jurrel was hisinsurance that he made the trip home safely. After the incident in the temple earlier, no one
wanted to take the risk of him flying back aone. If he should pass out during the flight... He shuddered.
It didn't bear thinking about. Jurrel was aso areminder of just how different he was becoming. Briefly he
wondered if thiswas how Kaid had felt when held begun to experience hisvisons.

"Do you want to talk about what you experienced?’ asked Jurrel.



Brynne glanced a him. "Y ou're too good asensitive,” he said. "l told everyone all therewasto tell
yesterday. It waslikethe last time. Just an anima in theforest.”

He found these experiences more disturbing than the vi-son of afuture event would have been. It was as
if what was happening to him now was merdly reinforcing what he and Derwent had been working
on—trying to get him centered, or grounded, in the very soil of Shola.

"Be one with the earth," Derwent had said congtantly. " Feel Him surround you, feel the life within.
The rocks are His bones, the soil Hisflesh. It'stheir God, Vartra, incarnate.”

But he couldn't fed it. Try ashe might, he could fed no link, no empathy with this aien world—until the
visons started. That wasthe truly frightening part. Now he could fed al that Derwent had been talking
about, except it wasn't amaleness he sensed, it was an indisputably fe-male presence.

He needed to get back home, talk to Ghyan, whom he knew he could trust, see what the priest made of
all this. Sure, he'dd been the one to suggest going to Stronghold, but he didn't redly know anyone there.
He couldn't be sure he could trust them. It was possible that they, like the Tele-path Guild, had no red
interest in him, only wanted to know what Derwent and he had been up to.

* * %

That morning, Kaid needed the heat from the shower to dispel the chill in hisbones. It waslikethis
whenever he dept. Somehow, the link between him and Carrie had rees-tablished itsdf in anew form.
Despite her being in cryo, when he dept, the natural barriers between them must be lowering enough for
her mind to touch his. Even when there were no dreams about her, hisbody and mind were till tuned in
to Carrie's.

Heflattened hisears, lifting his head upward under the spray of hot water, trying to wash away the
memories of arestless night. T'Chebbi was till adegp, having been on watch during the early hours of the
morning. Despite the interim treaty held made with the U'Churians and the Cab-barans—it only needed
thefina signatures of their ap-pointed leaders—Kaid fdlt it wiser not to relax their guard too much. Tallis
behavior was reason enough. Severd times held been caught snooping around areas out of boundsto
them asvistorson the Profit. Still, in afew hoursthey'd reach the jump point. After that, it would only

be ten days until they'd be on a Sholan destroyer, with medica aid for Carrie and Kusac—and Tallis.
That male was definitely becoming more psychotic as the days passed.

Kad wasfinishing hisfirst med when Manesh entered the communa messroom.

"Captain Tirak would like you to join him on the bridge," she said.

"What's up?' asked Taynar from the leisure comp unit by the doorway.

"Nothing to worry about, taiban,”" said Manesh, reaching out to pat him on the head.

Taynar bristled. "Don't cal methat! | told you, I'm not a child, evenif your kind are at my age!™

Kaid suppressed agrin as he followed the U'Churian security officer out into the corridor. "Bad age -for
him, being ill ayoungling but with the respongbility of an adult because of hisHuman Leska"

"On our world, hewouldn't be allowed that respongbil-ity," said Manesh, stopping at the hatchway
through to the bridge section.

"LeskaLinksaren't subject to age," said Kaid mildly, stepping through into the corridor beyond. "They
come a the whim of the Gods, striking without warning. Taynar had no say inthisLink with Kate. Were



it not for that, he'd not be exposed to the responsibility ether.”
"Just as you had no say with Kusac and Carrie, eh?' Manesh asked, drawing level with him again.

Kaid caught the sideways ook and knew she was fishing for information. "Just so," he murmured, waiting
for the other to precede him onto the smal bridge.

He stopped dead at the sight that met his eyes. Floating on the view screen against the backdrop of stars
was acraft that was al too familiar in design. He could fed his pdlt rising and he began to growl softly.

"Wegot adigtresscdl from thisship, Kaid," said Tirak, turning his chair round to look at him. "It's not
onewerecognize. Isit onefrom... You know it?'

Kaid stepped forward, resting his hands on the back of Giyesh's chair. He studied the image carefully,
checking for the identifying marks and features that typified the VVa-tegan ships they'd encountered at
Keiss. But there had been only one like this—the one that had escaped them. From the blunt, swept
back angular nose to the stocky hull bristling with sensors, there was nothing € egant about this craft. It
was built for one purpose only—conquest.

"Vdtegansfrom Keiss," he snarled.
"Out here, in Janas sysem? Are you sure?'

"Pogitive, even though they've removed the markings." He pointed to the streak of darkness onthe side.
"That'swhere we hit it as it went into jump near Keiss moon. It'sthe one that sold our people on Jana
Get usout of here, Tirak, it'satrgp!" He clenched his hands on the chair back, fedling his claws puncture
the covering.

Tirak swung back to hisdisplays, grabbing for aheadset. "Full speed, Nayash. Get us out of here.
Annuur, jump coordinates, now! Def Level One, Manesh."

"But thedigress call," said Giyesh, her dark face creas-ing in concern. "They're fill tranamitting, and it's
in Ja-nian Port patois!”

"Relay it to Jana," snapped Tirak, hands flying over his controls. An darm began to blare out and Kaid
heard the sound of severa dull explosions vibrate throughout the hull.

Manesh swung her seat around, diving for the floor hatch behind Tirak's post. Flinging it open, she
dropped down out of sight. Sayuk likewise legped to hisfeet, heading off the bridge past Kaid at arun.

"If the signa's genuine, they can dedl withit," Tirak continued as they began to accderate away from the
Va-tegan craft. "Kaid, get your military personnd up here and the rest stcowed in their cabins under the
safety restrants.”

"Anything es=?' he asked.

"Turrets deployed, Captain,” reported Sheeowl as Mrow-bay rushed in and flung himsdf into the sest
vacated by Manesh. "Ventrd turret on-line. Awaiting signal from Sayuk.”

"Stand ready to support the gunners, Kaid," said Tirak, adjusting his headset.
"Dorsd turret on-line. Batteries armed and ready," said Mrowbay from the weapons console.

Kaid turned and ran for the mess, his mind automeaticaly reaching out ahead of him to check that his
people were there.



"What's happening?' demanded Rezac as he rounded the doorway. "What were those explosions?”
"Arewe under attack?' said Taynar.

"Return to your rooms and secure yourselves for acceler-ation,” said Kaid camly, looking for T'Chebbi.
Sheld obvi-oudy just awakened and was till finishing adjusting her clothing. "We face possible hostile
action, but thisisamili-tary vessdl." He turned to Rezac. ™Y ou and Jo remain with me," he said, then
looked at the others anxious faces. " The explosons were Tirak blowing off the hatch covers hiding the
ship'sweaponsturrets. Were not under attack yet, and might not be."

"But..." began Taynar.

"Move," said T'Chebbi, grabbing the youth by the arm and hustling him out the doorway. "No timeto
ague"

When they'd gone, he looked over at T'Chebbi, who shrugged as she adjusted her weapons belt before
tucking her plait over her shoulder.

"Tirak answered adigresscdl,” he said quietly, moving closer to them. "When he got within viewing
distance, he caled me. It'saVdtegan cruiser.”

T'Chebbi began to curse. " Should have known! All those warningsand | never..."
"Enough, T'Chebbi. No timefor recriminations. Maybe it'sagenuine distress cal, we don't know yet."
Rezac began to growl. "Want meto check?' he asked. "I can reach that far mentally.”

"No," said Kad. "Vdtegansin our timego into akilling frenzy if they fed a Sholan mind. Whatever you
do, don't use your Tdent on them, ever. Now, let'sgo. Tirak wants us up on the bridge. Can you
operate aweapons array if you need to?' he asked Rezac.

"Try me" hesad grimly.
"If the call is genuine, then there's nothing to fear.”

"Therés everything to fear,” said Teshas quiet voice as she came back into the mess. "Y ou've never had
dedlings with these people. | have." Shewastrembling, with earsflat to her head, tail drooping to the
floor.

"So havel," said Rezac. "Captivity can be survived. They aren't mindless. They operate on rules, rigid
codes of behavior. Every other speciesis subordinate to them, of no value except as daves. If you can
accept that and obey them, you can survive. We did.”

"The ones you knew were different, they didn't fear usl They didn't even give usachanceto learn ther
language, Rezac!" She was becoming hystericd, her voicerising in terror.

Rezac moved closer, reaching out to touch her face. ™Y ou can cope, Tesha," he said quietly. " Someone
who could survive a Janian whorehouse can survive this. It may not be the same ship, and evenif itis,
theré's more of usthistime, aforce to be reckoned with. It won't be so easy for them to bully al of us."

Kaid watched in surprise as Rezac drew her close until she was leaning against him. Then hishand
dipped round to cup the back of her head. What was he doing? He'd never seen this sensitive sde of him
before, except with Jo in the few days when Zashou was till in the sick bay. Held assumed that was just
their Link; it appeared he was wrong.



Teshastrembling gradudly stilled as Rezac held her. Y ou need to rest, Tesha," he whispered. "Go and
join the others. Let T'Chebbi take you."

T'Chebbi moved smoothly over to the young female, looping her arm around her shoulders as Rezac let
her go. "Isno danger yet," she said soothingly. "May not be." She began to draw her out into the
corridor.

As her voice faded, Rezac asked, "What are our chances, Kaid? | assume that's the same ship that took
Teshas peo-ple and had our stasis unit on board.”

"Not good," he said softly. "We're outgunned and out-numbered. Our only chanceisto outrun them.
What did you do to Tesha?"

Rezac shrugged, looking away. "It's nothing. One of the tricks we devel oped during the time before we
were taken by the Vdtegans. | had to calm her. Her panic would have infected the others.”

"Impressve.”

Back on the bridge, the ship-to-ship spesker was relaying the incoming message. Mangled Janian Port
patois, its meaning amogt logt in the sibilant pronunciation, filled the room.

"Thisis M'ijikk. Surrender, or we open fire."

"Short and to the point,” murmured Sheeowl.

"Annuur, we need to jump now!" Tirak's tone was urgent.

"Not enough speed. Kill usto engage jump now," camethe reply.

"Still can't raise JAna, Captain. They must be blocking our long-range transmissions,” said Giyesh.
"Open achannel to them," ordered Tirak, gesturing at the screen.

"Channel open.”

"Thisis Rryuk's Profit, U'Churian vessdl of the Free Traders. Y ou have violated the laws of thisregion
by send-ing out afalse distresssignal. Y our demand for our surren-der isan act of piracy and aggression,
and will be met with force."

"Rezac, can you reach JAnamentaly?' asked Kaid quietly.

He shook hishead. "I haven't been able to reach far since we contacted Carrie when we woke. Maybe
the drug, maybethelong deep.”

"Keep trying. Y ou never know when the ability will comeback.” Kaid returned his attention to the
conversation. Focused on it, he was not expecting the Human hand that touched him surreptitioudy on
thearm. Ashelooked round, Jo turned her back to Rezac and put her finger to her lips, jerking her head
toward the corridor.

Torn between what was happening and her, hereined in hisirritation. It had to be important for her to
drag him away. Still listening for the reply from the M'ijikk, he took a couple of dow steps backward
and waited for her tojoin him.

"I know that voice, Kaid," she whispered, keeping her eyes on Rezac, who, like everyone else, was
waiting for the Vategan craft'sreply. "He was the Overlord of Keiss, one of those with ataste for Terran



women. He may remember me. If he does, you'll have to watch out for Rezac.” A shudder ran through
her and her face creased in remem-bered pain. "What happensto the othersif a Third dies?’

She had hisfull atention now. "Don't even think about it, Jo. While thereslife, thereés hope." Reaching
out, he touched her cheek comfortingly with hishand. He could fed her fear, but she wasn't telling him
everything. There was something e se she was holding back, something that frightened her more, but
there was no time to pursueit now. Later, if therewas alater for them.

She nodded, blinking quickly to prevent tearsforming. "Just watch Rezac, please." She began to move
away from him, then stopped. "Elise, Carrie'stwin. She went to him too. Hell think shesher sgter.”

"What?" Shock washed through him.
"Hell seeElisein Carrie," she repeated before returning to the bridge.

How long he stood there, held no idea. It wasn't till T'Chebbi joined him that he seemed to get back his
ability to think clearly.

"Something wrong?" she asked in Highland, grabbing hold of him asthe ship lurched suddenly. " Saw you
takingto Jo."

"Dedt with," he sad briefly, steadying himsdf againgt the bulkheed. "What's happening?'

"They repeated their demands. Sheeowl! just fired the maneuver jetsin an effort to get up to jump speed.
Kad, thisVdtegan isn't bluffing.”

"I know. Jo recognized him. He's M'ezozakk, the Over-lord of Keiss."
T'Chebbi hissed her anger. "Then he does know Jeran, Tesha, and Tdlis."

"More. He knows Jo, and knew Carriestwin, Elise," he said grimly, before moving past her back onto
the bridge. His prioritieswere clear: to get out word of this marauding Vategan craft, and to get them, if
possible, back to Shola.

"Incoming fire," Nayash was saying. "Impact in ten sec-onds. Brace yourselves.”

They barely had timeto grasp the grab railslining the bulkhead before the craft lurched violently to the
port sidein an effort to evade the missile. Theincreased g forces plastered them againgt thewall. Nayash
began to count. At zero, the ship was rocked by an explosion.

"Aft section hit, starboard side. Possible minor hull breach in workshop area. Section has been sedled,”
said Sheeowl camly.

Kaid focused on Tirak. Dropping his shields completely, he began to monitor the bridge crew with dl his
senses. Thiswasthe sKill that had kept him one step ahead throughout hislife: it was easier now that he
understood exactly what he was doing. He was surprised, therefore, to find Rezac dready there, listening
to the surface thoughts of those in the room. So far, in the present crisis, the younger male's mental
presence had gone undetected.

He relaxed into histask, letting his mind push past the barriers Kate and Taynar had erected for the
U'Churians, until held formed alight connection to each of them, amental web with himsdlf at the center.
Tirak and Rezac were the ones he intended to monitor most closely.

The headset Tirak kept touching was linked through the computer to al the bridge and gunnery controls,



alowing him to be constantly updated on their current condition. A touch to the sensor pads located in
the sSide piece that lay across his cheek, and he could see their displays on his secondary screen.

While Rezac was anxiousto fight, to strike hisfirst blow againgt their ancient enemy in thisnew time,
Tirak knew better. Like Kaid, he saw theinevitability of their destruc-tion or capture. Escape was
impossible. They were under-powered compared to the larger VValtegan cruiser which, even now, was
beginning to loom larger in the view screen. Tirak couldn't dlow the Profit to fal into enemy hands, and
his honor dictated he would stay with his ship to make sureit didn't. All that remained for him to decide
was Whether to give his crew and guests the choice of surrender or death, or make that decision himsdif.

Another explosion rocked the Profit, thistime on the starboard side. The lights flickered then died.
Tirak's mind was made up, his decision taken for him by thislatest hit. He had to do it now while he il
could, when the emer-gency power came on.

Asthelights came up again, Tirak's hand began to move toward the destruct control. Kaid felt Rezac's
redlization of what was about to happen surge through him.

He clamped his hand round Rezac's arm, using his ex-tended claws to create enough pain to bresk the
younger male's concentration. It was Tirak, however, who cried out in agony, ripping his headset off
before collgpsing in his sest.

"Captain down," Kaid said calmly, releasing Rezac. " Jo, you and Rezac take him to sick bay."
"Where did that hit come from?" he heard Giyesh say as Rezac rounded on him.

What the hell did you do that for? Have you any idea what...

You wer e too obvious. When he came round, Tirak would have known it was you.

He was about to blow us up! If it hadn't been for that lucky...

Luck? Raid's menta tone was pureice. "Seeto the cap-tain, Rezac," he repeated, deliberately turning his
back on him. Rezac was delaying him. He had urgent matters of hisown to seeto.

"Assuming control of the bridge," said Sheeowl, the trace of atremor in her voice. "Routing the captain's
con-solethrough mine”

M'ezozakk's voicefilled the bridge again. "Y ou try my patience with your futile attempts to outrun me.
Surrender now, or my next shotswill destroy you."

"Unlessyou want to die, | would surrender,” said Kaid quietly. "Alive, there's much we can do to
frustrate what-ever plansthey have. If we're destroyed, he might go after another craft, thistimea
genuinetrader.”

His exchange with Rezac had shattered the mental web, but he no longer needed it. He knew Sheeowl's
mental pattern, could easily give her agentle nudgein the right direction if it was needed.

She hesitated, turning to look at Nayash and Giyesh on her |eft, then back to Mrowbay, Kaid, and
T'Chebbi.

"It would be selfish to wish agrand desth at the expense of others,” said Nayash. "Raid'sright. If they
don't have us, they will go after easier prey. Surrender, Sheeowl.”

"Deathissofind," was Mrowbay's quiet contribution.



"Doit now!" said Giyesh franticaly. "Before he changeshismind!"
Sheeowl! turned back to her console. "Open achannd, Giyesh,” she said heavily.

Kaid looked at T'Chebbi. "Stay here," he said in an un-dertone. ™Y ou know the drill if they don't. See
that nothing of any use to the Vategans remains on the computer. Con-ced only what we need.”

He turned and ran down the corridor to the sick bay, hoping he hadn't left it too late. If debrisfrom the
hit to the aft section had been propelled too far from their craft, then his plan would fail and held be
sentencing them to death. He passed Rezac and Jo, ignoring their Sartled exclamations.

He went straight to the cryo units, scanning the controls, trying to remember what Mrowbay had told
him. Hefelt Sck to the pit of his stomach at what he was about to do, but it was their only chance of
surviva. Behind him he heard Rezac and Jo enter.

CHAPTER 4

"WHAT did you do to Tirak?" asked Jo, hel ping Rezac manhandle the unconscious captain onto a bed.
"What are we supposed to treat him for? Surely he's not bad enough to need a cryo unit?!

"He'sfine" said Kaid shortly. "I just knocked him out mentdly. If he starts coming round, give him alight
sedative. We need him out cold till after the Vategans board. Rezac'll tel you why."

Hisfingers fumbled the sequence the first time, and curs-ing, he leaned againgt Carri€'s unit, taking afew
deep bresths to steady himself.

"Whét're you doing over there?' demanded Rezac. ™Y ou shouldn't be interfering with those!

Camer now, he began again more dowly, getting the sequencing right. Thistime, the prelaunch light came
on. With asmadl explosive bang, the umbilica's disengaged and fell to the floor as heavy protective shidds
did over the trangparent cover. Sowly the unit began to move away from him toward the bulkhead. He
started on Kusac's unit.

He sensed Rezac about to rush him and stopped, pulling out his gun and rounding on him. "Don't
interfere, Rezac,” hewarned. "Thisisnot your concern. They're my Triad. I'm running out of time. Stay
back, or I'll usethis.”

"Leave him, Rezac," said Jo, holding onto him.
"What do you know about this, Jo? What the hell's going on here? Why has no one told me?’

Keeping an eye on Rezac, Kaid finished punching in the sequence. Kusac's unit began to move forward
tojoin Carrie's.

Take the third unit, he sent to Jo. A premed will put you out almost instantly, the unit will
automatically do the rest, even after it's launched.

Jo threw him aterrified look and shook her head. Tesha's more frightened than me.
You're more at risk, and more valuable alive.
No.

Kaid nodded, and stepped up to the bulkhead where the final launch controls were situated. A sudden
fear that he was doing the wrong thing swamped him. He pushed it aside. No time for doubts or second



thoughts now.

He hit the hatch activator. The bulkhead hissed back, hydraulic motors engaging the two unitsin the
launch tubes. Asthe hatch closed again, sedling them in, he leaned againgt the wall, watching the amber

light, waiting for it to begin pulsng.

"I hope you know what the hell you're doing, Kaid. Y ou may bein charge, but by the Gods, you assume
too much respongbility!" said Rezac angrily.

"Y ou think | want to kill them?' he demanded. "No one is dearer to me than them, Rezac! They are my
life™

Thelight blinked at him. He reached up and hit it, watch-ing the green one come on. It was done now,
for better or for worse. The hull vibrated as the units were expelled from the ship into the darkness of
Space.

May the Gods protect you, he prayed, closing hiseyes briefly. And forgive me. He hadn't even had
timeto say hisfarewdls, to look at them onelast time.

Hefdt exhausted, but there was gill so much to do. Rousing himself, Kaid sent to Jo. You need to warn
Rezac that M'ezozakk may recognize you.

He hadn't felt this empty when held put them into cryo. Then there had at |east been hope. Now the odds
on his Leska partners surviving were stacking up against them.

/ can't!

You must. If you don't, | will. When shedidn't reply, he stood up and reholstered his gun, looking
pointedly at Rezac.

"I can't believe that you'd do something as stupid asthis! Y ou sent them out thereto die, Kaid! To get
blown up by the Vategans—or worse, to drift until the power supply runs out!"

"Gods, I'll be glad when you'vefinadly grown up enough to use that brain of yours!" Kaid snapped back.

"Shut up, both of you!" said Jo angrily. "Y ou make agreat pair, each as bad asthe other! Kaid, why
didn't you just tell him why you did it? It would have been the seng-ble thing to do!™

"I'm not answerable to him or anyone!” Kaid snarled.

"I'd swear you could be brothers, you're both so damned arrogant, independent, and determined to be
responsible for everything!" Sheturned on Rezac. "Asfor you, did you stop to think just how long they'd
have survived once the Vategans found them? Or do you think they'd be atru-istic enough to wake them
and heal Carrie? Y ou know them better than that!"

Rezac glowered angrily at her. "Arethey even designed for surviva in space? The debrisfrom the
explosion isfloating around us out there! How does he know it won't damage the units?!

"I don't know," said Kaid, shocked into an icy cam by Jo's unwitting recognition of their family
relaionship. "It'sarisk | haveto take. That debrisistheir camouflage.”

"Of coursethey're equipped for space,” said Jo. " The units were Sitting in launch cradles. Forget about
them for now, Rezac. Weve got larger problems.”

"What? What could possibly be worse than the Situation we'rein?' he demanded.



"The captain of the Vategan ship knowsme," she said quietly, looking away from him.
The angry swaying of Rezac'stail stopped abruptly and hisjaw dropped open in shock.

"He's General M'ezozakk. He was the Overlord of Keiss, commander of the permanent garrison that
was there until your people cameto liberate us,” Jo continued.

"He brought your stasis cubeto Jalna," added Kaid.
Rezac found hisvoice. "He's one of the onesyou had to pair with for the resistance.”

She nodded, looking up a him now. "I think helll recog-nize me. If he does, it won't take him long to
work out | wasaspy."

"You'reright. We have aworse problem,” he whispered, feding behind him for abed to sit on.

"Carriesidentical twin, Elise, worked there with Jo," said Kaid. "M'ezozakk had her tortured to degth.
With Carrie gone, Jo's got a better chance of not being recognized."

"I didn't redlize héld recognize Carrie.” He reached out for Jo, holding her tightly.

"You didn't want to," said Kaid. "Y ou see your own arrogance in everyone but yourself. Stop fighting
me, Rezac. I'm not your enemy.”

"You'redismissng him too easly, Kaid," said Jo, strok-ing her lover's head. "He knows the Vategans
better than anyone, better than | do. Y es, he's young and hot-headed, but you two need to work
together if were going to sur-vivethis™

Rezac |ooked over to him. "What about the last cryo unit, Kaid? Could we put Jo in it and leave her
here?'

"And risk M'ezozakk blowing up the ship once he hasus?' asked Kaid.
"We could launch it like the others! Therestime, surdy?!
"l suggested it and she refused.”

"Damnedright | did!" exclaimed Jo. "I'm not the only one hélll recognize. How could | protect myself yet
leave Teshaand the othersto cope?”

"Let's hope he doesn't remember you,” said Kaid. "We have to return to the bridge. If M'ezozakk does
recognize her, Rezac, for Vartras sake, contain yourself. If you don't, you'll put al our lives at risk,
including hers. We don't know what happensto a Third when the Leska pair dies, and from what Jeran's
told us, M'ezozakk would delight in killing you. I'll get T'Chebbi to break the newsto Jeran's group that
we're surrendering.”

Teshaand Jeran had said little when they'd been told the news. Tallis, however, began to rant and rave.
"Why don't you stand and fight? Y ou're Brotherhood, or so you say," he snarled, rounding on T'Chebbi.
"Thisisthe cow-ard'sway out!"

"Not," said T'Chebbi firmly. "Wefight, we die. Issmple. And next ship from Jalna gets taken instead.”

"Sowhat?You think | care? It's those damned U'Churi-ang! If they'd gotten their act together, we
could've es-caped! There's got to be some guns on this damned ship somewhere! That'sit! We could
pretend to surrender and..."



"Shut up, Talis™ said T'Chebbi in disgust, turning away from him. "Their ship istwice our Sze, more crew
than us™

Tdlislunged out and grabbed her by the arm, swinging her around. "Y ou're sdlling usinto davery! You
don't know what these people arelike!”

T'Chebbi's hand closed on his. A quick flip and he was sprawling on the floor. "Enough!” sheroared a
him. "Isdone! Get down to vehicle deck with others, now!"

He'd gone, muttering and cursing al the way, but when the Vdtegans actudly came through the hatch, he
fell slent and dipped to the back of the group, hoping to remain unnoticed.

Thiswas T'Chebbi's first encounter with Vategans. Nar-rowing her eyes, she began to study the nearest
one. Top-ping six feet tall, and dressed in khaki fatigues, he was humanoid in appearance.
Green-skinned, hisround, hair-less head had aforehead that unlike a Human one doped straight down to
become the nose. Eyeswerelarge and yellowish in color, and lashless. His earswere small and set low
againg his skull, the bottom edge of them leved with the dightly V-shaped upper lip. Three-fingered hands
with an opposable thumb gripped therifle firmly, knuckles show-ing alighter color. Like her, he had
claws, but large, non-retractile ones. A commotion from behind her made her tear her gaze away and
turn round just asthe soldier be-came aware of her curiosity.

As M'ezozakk's carmine-robed torturer came through the hatch, with ahowl of anger and rage, Tesha
propeled hersdf at him.

"Tesha" yelled Jeran in horror, stepping forward in-gtinctively to stop her. Kaid's hand clamped over his,
pull-ing him close to hisside and holding him there. "No!" he hissed. "Be dill! 1t'sher choice.™

Shedidn't get far. An energy bolt hit her full in the chest, knocking her from her feet and flinging her
backward into their midst. Asthey scattered to avoid her, Kate gave atiny cry and crumpled to the
ground. Rezac bent down and lifted her up asthe rest of them regrouped.

Kad kept hishold on Jeran. "Don't look," he said, keep-ing hisvoice low. "They're hoping for an excuse
tokill al of us. Don't giveit to them.”

Jeran swallowed hard and nodded, once, but his body remained stiff and unyielding in Kaid's grasp.

"Get theminto the M'ijikk," said the officer in charge, lowering hisgun. "I want no more casudties. I'll
flay thefirst oneto fireashot!"

* * %

"Youtdl him," said Jkashuk. "It'snot my job. Y ou'rethe First Officer, and in charge of this detail .
Mzaybiik regarded him with naked hate. "1 saved your lifein there! One day, Jkoshuk..."

"You'll what?" asked the priest, folding his arms across his carmine robes. "Our Church is strong,
Mzayb'ik. Since we fled Keiss rather than return to M'zull, | have been surrounded by heresy. We should
have returned to expiate our disgrace in an honorable degth. We did not. Asfirst officer, you are as guilty
asthe generd for making that decision. A charge of heresy laid againgt you, even should you disproveit,
would hardly further your career.”

"What career? Asyou said, we have no home!" hissed the other. "Unless the generd's plan succeeds,
we're dead now, living on borrowed time!™



"The auguries predicted success..."

"Theauguried" spat Mzaybiik, tongue flicking out an-grily. ™Y ou tailor them to suit the generad's wishes!
You lick hiseggsaswillingly aswould any drone!™

Skin flushing adarker green in anger, Jkoshuk turned away, ostensibly to watch the four Cabbarans
being es-corted into the turbo lift to the upper levels. "I suggest you don't keep him waiting any longer for
the news. It will not improve with delay," he said coldly.

With afina hissof anger, Mzayb'ik staked off to the vehicle dispatch office to make hiscall.

M'ezozakk's face filled the smdl vid screen. "Wel? Have you got them secured in the cargo holds yet?
Arethe Cab-barans on their way up to the brig?"

"Yes, General. All went smoothly. Aswe thought, the craft was U'Churian. Their captain suffered a
minor con-cussion but is coming round now. The four Cabbaran navi-gators are on their way up even as
we speak." He hesitated. There was no way of knowing how General M'ezozakk would react.

"What isit, Mzayb'ik? Don't kegp mewaiting."

"There are Sholans on board. We got back three of the ones we sold on Jalna, but one died in asuicide
charge onthepriest,” hesaid in arush. "And we have Humans. Two females. What do you want usto do
with them?"

Speechless for once, M'ezozakk stared out of the screen at him.

"Genera? What shal we do with them? The scent of the Sholansiis affecting my troops badly, especialy
sncethefemdegot shot.”

"I'm on my way down." The screen darkened abruptly.

Mzayb'ik returned to the main loading areawhere the air lock between the two craft was being seded.
Twenty of hissoldiersringed the small group of aienswho had come off the U'Churian craft. Eveninside
the office, he'd been able to smdll their volatile mood, and the scent of the Sholans.

It was the scent more than the Sight of them that made his skin fed dick with sweat and triggered his
desireto destroy them in the most primitive, physica way. He fought againgt it, knowing that, though
joining hismenin ripping the Sholans limb from limb might satisfy his prima urges, he would haveto face
thewrath of hisgenerd afterward, and nothing was worth that. At least M'ezozakk had said nothing
about the dead one—yet.

Jkoshuk intercepted him again on hisway acrossto the captives. "And what did our good generd have
tosay?'

"He's coming down," said Mzayb'ik, continuing to walk, making the priest trot to keep up with him. He
stopped just outside the ring of soldiers and rounded on him. "I won't forget this, Jkoshuk," he said
quietly, eyes narrowing as he stared at him. "One dip, one mistake, and you're mine!"

Jkoshuk shrugged and smiled, showing hisrazor sharp teethin awide grin. "l don't make mistakes." He
held thefind shbilant in aprolonged hiss.

Mzayb'ik snarled and pushed hisway through his mentill he faced the motley group of diens. Hewished
he could have gauged the generd's mood better, but that one was too good at keeping hisreactionsto
himsalf. Helooked at the femaes. It had been along time since they'd seen Hu-mans—or femaes. They



looked amost like people, if lesser creatures could even be called people. At least they weren't covered
in hair like the U'Churians and the Sholans.

The smaller one looked scared. He took a step closer, breathing deeply to check, then berated himself
mentally. Of course she was scared! What other emotion could she fed in the presence of her obvious
superiors? He tried to make eye contact with her, but like the other, she kept her head down, looking
only a the ground.

A dtir from behind derted him to the arrival of General M'ezozakk. He turned round to greet him, stedling
his ex-pression and suppressing his anxiety, hoping that he was exuding the correct scent sgnas.

M'ezozakk stopped beside him and scanned the group.

"They've been searched and I've separated them into species,” said Mzayb'ik. "Nine U'Churians, two
Human fe-maes, and five Sholans, including two of those we had before.”

"l can count,” said M'ezozakk testily, moving closer to the U'Churians. "Which oneis Captain?' he asked
in bad Port patois.

Tirak, pushing away Mrowbay's support, stepped for-ward. "Me. | take it you're the commander of this
craft. What isthe meaning of thispiracy? Y ou have no right to perpetrate an act of war on peaceful
traders.”

M'ezozakk stared at him, blinking once, dowly. "Why are you transporting these creatures?’ he asked,
indicating the others. "What purposeis behind this?'

"Profit,” said Tirak. "They're passengers who paid usto be taken off Jana."
"Towhere?'

Tirak stared back at him. "What businessisit of yours? To my world, if you must know. They had
nowhere elseto go."

M'ezozakk |ooked consideringly at him, then with fright-ening speed, backhanded him across the face.
"Youlie. They haveaworld to goto."

Tirak staggered against Mrowbay, putting his hand to hisface as he clutched at the medic to regain his
balance.

"Never lieto meagain,” said M'ezozakk, turning away from him and walking toward the Sholans.

He stopped in front of Tallis, reaching out to grasp him by the tunic and pull him closer. "We meet again.
Youdidnt like JAna?"

Tdlisbegan to whimper in terror.

"Where were you going? Not home, we destroyed it." He shook him briefly and Tallis began to babble
incoher-ently. With ahiss of disgust, M'ezozakk flung him back. "A coward. You're usdess. You'd tell
me anything you thought would please me," he said in disgust. He looked at the rest of them.

"A new one. Where from?" he demanded, hand snaking out to grasp Taynar by the throat.

Terrified, Taynar hung limp within his grasp. He looked franticaly at Rezac, then over to the U'Churians.
"Kess"



M'ezozakk grunted then released him, pushing him aside and turning to Zashou. "A femae," he said, then
glanced over at the Humans. "Three." Frowning, he breathed deeply, then began to advance on them.

"You, | know," he said in Vdtegan, stopping in front of Jo. Reaching out, he took hold of the hair that
now just touched her shoulders. "It'sbeen along time. Y ou'rethe one | sent for many timeson Keiss."
His hand curled round her throat, non-retracting claws overlapping as he circled it. "What brings you so
far from your world? Not adesire for my company, I'm sure. What are you Humans plotting thistime, |
wonder?' Heforced her chin up till shewaslooking at him.

Behind him, Rezac dtirred, beginning to growl low in histhroat. M'ezozakk ignored him.

"Answver me!" hesaid, giving her asmal shake. "How isit you and the Sholans are here & Janain the
company of these traders?'

Jo put her hand up to cover M'ezozakk's and smiled. "We came to rescue the Sholans, Generd, nothing
more. Our ship was damaged on landing so we chartered Captain Tirak's. | had not thought to see you
agan,” shesad in hislanguage.

M'ezozakk watched her face carefully, reading her scent sgnas. Shewas afraid, but then her fear was
pleasant, had aways added spice to their encounters at the base. "Wewill talk more," he said, relaxing
his grip, letting his hand dide down her throat to her shoulder. "Renew our close-ness." He rubbed his
thumb gently across her throat, his forked tongue flicking out to touch her cheek.

Thistime the commotion behind him could not beig-nored. He siwung round, glaring & the scuffle within
the Sholan group. One of the males was having to be subdued by his own people.

"Bring him here," he ordered, closing hishand over Jo's shoulder till his claws began to penetrate her
dothing.

Rezac was dragged, struggling, before him. The reason was ingtantly obviousto him: they carried each
other's scent. What he had assumed was due to her traveling in close proximity with the Sholanswas
actudly caused by their relationship with each other.

"Ah, you've been mating with thisone." M'ezozakk was prepared to be amused. "A strange choice, but
then, | see none of your own males among this group.”

"Leave her done" snarled Rezac, struggling within the grip of the two soldiers.

M'ezozakk fdt Jo tiffen. "Have you an affection for thisanima?' He reached for her arm, pulling back
her deeve. "l must ensureyour interest in him dies” he said, raising it to his mouth. 1 would not want you
digtracted.” He bit down deeply on her forearm, making her scream out in pain and shock.

"No, not that!" howled Rezac in Vategan, his struggles becoming more frantic as Joe tried to pull avay
from M'ezozakk. Abruptly, the fight went out of him and with awhimper, he sagged againgt the soldiers,
an agonized look on hisface.

Releasing Jo, M'ezozakk thrust her at Jkoshuk. " See she's quartered in the room opposite mine. Guard
her well: the drug works faster on Humans."

"Yes, Generd," murmured the priest, gesturing for two soldiersto escort her above.

M'ezozakk switched his attention to Rezac. "Put the U'Churiansin the main hold for the time being, and
the Sholansin the other. Jkashuk, he'syours,” he said, indicat-ing Rezac. "1 want information from him.
He speaks Val-tegan, | want to know where he learned it, and what these Humans are up to.”



"Yes Generd."
"The other Human?' ventured Mzayb'ik.

"Put her with the U'Churiansfor now," said M'ezozakk, turning and heading for the turbo lift in the wake
of Jo and her escort. "1 want to speak to the Cabbarans.” He stopped, and turned to look at histwo
officers. "And | want no more mistakes. No deaths unless| order them, isthat understood? Don't get
carried away with your cdling, Jkoshuk. Y ou'll get your chanceto play with him after | have my
informetion!"

Asthe guards moved to separate them, Kaid stirred, about to step forward. Tirak grabbed him, holding
him back. "No!" he hissed. "L et them think you're U'Churians. Y ou're more use to your people with us
then with them!"

When he hesitated, T'Chebbi spoke. "He'sright. Look how few guard usin comparison to our people.”

The opportunity was gone as haf a dozen soldiers began to herd them toward the cargo hold at the rear
of the ship.

T'Chebbi sat with Kate, talking to her, holding her, trying to get some response from her other than a
low, repetitive whimpering. But the teenager was too deeply in shock. Being separated from Taynar
hadn't helped.

The rest of them crouched in aslent group on the bare meta deck. Eventualy Tirak spoke.
"What did M'ezozakk do to Jo? Why did he bite her?

"Zashou saysit'samating thing, to bind afemadeto that particular mae. Their teeth secrete- achemical
which they inject with their bite," said Kaid. "It makes the female vio-lently aggressive and protective of
the male who's bitten her, fighting off any other male who approaches her. He did it partly to goad
Rezec."

"It worked," said Sheeowl.

T'Chebbi came over. "1 can do nothing with her," she sighed, squatting down beside Kaid. "Can you
reach Rezac? |sthere anything you can do to help him?"

Kaid nodded. "1 can reach him, and could help deaden the pain, but to what purpose?’ he asked heavily.
"When | deep, hell bear thefull brunt of it himsdlf and that'll be worse for him." He only prayed that he'd
inherited his strength and determination from his father and that Rezac would survive. "1've donewhéat |
can for Zashou. Luckily, their Link isgtill dormant. Shel's deeping for now."

"You can't just leave him to cope done!” said Giyesh.

"Believe me, he doesn't want meinside hismind right now," said Kaid. "I've been where heis. He doesn't
need awitnessto his suffering, and that'sal 1'd be."

"What about Jo?' asked Manesh.
"| can't reach her."
"lsn't there a danger these Vateganswill pick up your telepathy?' asked Tirak.

"No, they're not able to senseit themselves, and these ones know nothing about either Sholan or Human
tele-paths,” he said, resting his head on hisforearms.



"How's Jeran?" asked Giyesh, reaching out to touch him. "Can you tell him I'm concerned for him, that
he'sto take care?’

Kaid nodded.
"It was the Cabbaransthey wanted dl dong,” said Tirak, resting back against the bulkhead. "Why?"

"I'll hazard aguess," said Sheeowl. "Their navigationd skills. They've been to Jalna, they know what the
Cabbar-ans can do, and they want ateam for themsalves. Could they belost, unable to find their way
back home?'

"Possbly,” said Kaid. "Morelikdy it'sto aid their war effort. Keisswas used asan R and R world for
their troops. We know very little about them, not even who they're fighting.”

"So the rest of us are superfluous. What do we do?" asked Tirak. "Sit here and rot while we wait for this
M'ezo-zakk to kill usal?’

"We make sure we give them fa se information about our species, information that will aid our people
againg them,” said Kaid. "And wewait for an opportunity to es-cape, or to be rescued.”

"Y ou're wonderfully optimigtic,” said Giyesh, anote of hysteriain her voice. "L ook around you, Kaid! |
couldn't get adistress Signd sent out before we were taken, and we're sedled in this cargo hold!”

"Pull yoursdlf together, Giyesh," snapped Sheeowl. Y ou knew this mission could be dangerous when
you chose to come with us."

"Werein the vehicle bay," said T'Chebbi. "A shuttle stands outside, and the Profit isonly ashort wak
away through the docking port.”

"It might aswell beon Janal”

"We only need one person to escape for aslong as it takes to send a coded message to Jalna," said
Kad. "Till then, we play it cooperatively and stay dive."

"Our people start looking for us soon," added T'Chebbi. "Y ours, too."
"How soon?" asked Sayuk.

"Seven, perhaps eight days. Maybe sooner,” said Kaid. "Then they'll comelooking for us. And they'll find
the cryo units.”

"If the Vategans don't find them firet,” said Manesh quietly.

* % %

Rhyasha Aldatan closed the nursery suite door behind her and made her way aong the bal cony to the
guest suite where Dr. Jack Reynolds and his Companion Jiszoe were staying. As she collapsed tiredly
into the comfort of the bowl-shaped easy chair, the Human physician rose and went to the dispenser unit,
returning with agently steaming mug for her.

She accepted it, sniffing curioudy at the brown liquid. "Kashini'sfindly fdlen adeep,” shesad, taking a
cautious Sip. "I've never known acub to behave like that before— and the noise she was making!"

"It'sher Human sde" said Jack, lowering histdl, dightly portly frameinto his seat. "All Human babies
ay likethat."



"Areyou sure there's nothing wrong with her?' she asked the doctor. "It started so suddenly, Dzaka said.
| can't believe it wasjust abad dream as her nurse says.”

"Dzakas empathic talent has proved most reliable and useful at the medical center and e sewhere, Clan
Leader," Jiszoe said quietly. "Jack relieson him agrest dedl, even when we have telepathic nurses and
medics on duty. If he saysit wasjust adream, then that'swhat it is. I'd trust his, and Kitras, opinions.”

"Kashini was certainly extremely distressed when | ar-rived,” said the older fema e, taking another
mouthful. "Thisisnice" shesad, indicating themug. "What isit?

"A chocolate derivative drink," said Jack. " Something to help you rest. | assure you, Rhyasha, thereis
nothing wrong with your granddaughter. Y ou have my word onit. May | suggest that we al go back to
bed? Morning has gotten far too close."

"It'sgood advice," said Miosh, leaning forward to pat her friend's hand. "We've got afull day ahead of us
tomor-row, with the vet coming to check the breeding stock.”

"And hedwaysarrives early," sghed Rhyashaas shefinished her drink. Putting the mug down on the low
table, she got to her feet. Hestating a the door, she said, "You'l call meif anything..."

"Nothing will happen except that little madam will wake up at the crack of dawn, as bright and breezy as
usud,” said Miash, opening the door and drawing her throughtit.

"You didn't tell your mother everything,” said Dzaka as Kitra collapsed in an exhausted hegp in the
central depres-sion of their bed.

"What good would it have done?' she asked tiredly. "Whatever it was, it's happened and been dealt with,
for good or ill. What we have to decide now iswhat we do about it."

"We need to get word to their rendezvous ship.” He climbed onto the bed, curling himsdlf round his
young Companion and dipping an arm under her neck. "Tell them we're sure my father and your brother
and bond-sister arein trouble.”

"How, though, without panicking Mother and Father? And who's going to believe uswhen | say | picked
thisinformation up from acub only three months old?"

"Father Lijou," he said, wrapping his other arm across her waist. "He has the contacts.”

"Good thinking," she murmured, reaching out to run her fingers through the long, brindled fur on hischest.
"Y ou can contact him in an hour or so when we've had some deep. | don't know what we'd have done
without you, you're so good with Kashini."

He rested his chin on thetop of her head. "1 did very little. I'm afraid it hasn't been a good weekend.”
"Not true. You're anaturd father, Dzaka. Y ou must redlly missyour own family."

Nnya, and his son, Khyaz, killed by the Vategans on Szurtha. A wave of sadness swept through him and
his armstightened around Kitra, needing her warmth, her life, her nearness. He loved her more than he
dared tell her. Every-thing about his beautiful young Companion marked her as beyond hisreach. The
youngest child of the main Aldatan Clan family, one of the strongest telepathic bloodlines on Shola, her
future was not in amarriage to agene-dtered Brother like himself who couldn't even share his cubswith
her.

"Though I'll dways grievefor their passing, it'syou I'm with now. Y ou gave me back what | thought I'd



lost when they died—my life" hesaid.

A gentle purr began to vibrate through her body. "They're placing bets, the Brothers and Sisters on the
es-tate, that well life-bond before the year's out.”

He grunted. HE'd been aware of the betting for some time and had studiously ignored it—as he was
trying to ignore her.

"What would you say if | asked you now?' Her voice was drowsy, on the verge of deep.

"There'stime enough ahead of us, Kitra. The year'sjust begun. We have now, let it be enough,” he said,
searching for an ear in the cloud of tight, blonde curls, then, when he found it, gently licking itstip. "Y ou
might meet some-one e seyou like more.”

"So might you, and | don't want that to happen.” Her voice became suddenly more dert. "Dzaka, will
you..."

Hetilted her face up to his. "Don't ask me now, Kitra," he said forcefully. Y ou're only fourteen, in your
first year asan adult. I'd haveto say no, and | don't want to. Y ou can't choose alife-mate when you've
only known one mae. Anyway, your father will likely choose onefor you."

"I don't need to know anyone ése. I know who | want, just as my mother did."

He made an exasperated noise. Vartraknew he wanted her as hislife-mate, but now was too soon to tell
her it wasimpossible. Even if they'd been genetically compatible, her father, Lord over al the Telepath
Clans, would definitely refuse them because she was so young and inexperienced.

"Yousadif | asked now. What if | l€ft it? Then you would say yes? Isthat what you mean?”
"When you've seen more of life, know what you redlly want, then welll talk about it," he temporized.
"How long, Dzaka?" she asked, nosewrinkling. "A year—two?"

For him, an empath, her intensity was a palpable force that was becoming more uncomfortable for him by
the min-ute. He did the only thing he could, diverted her.

* k% %
Day5

Early the next day, Dzaka headed out to Stronghold. Father Lijou listened to Dzakas tory in sllence. He
took histime replying. Thiswould need careful handling.

"I understand your Companion'sfears, Dzaka," he began.
"Mine, too, Father Lijou," interrupted Dzaka.

"... and yours," he amended, with an inner sigh. "But you have to redize | need more than thisto start an
det”

"Aninquiry, then. Find out what the Stuation iswith them.”

"We're expecting areport shortly. Clan Lord Aldatan isin communication with the Rhijissoh inhis
capacity as head of Alien Rdations. If anything's wrong with his son and bond-daughter, believe me, hell
be thefirst to beinformed. And if, asyou fear, it's dready happened and been dedlt with, theréslittle we



can do anyway."
"They can get there sooner and be ready for any medi-cal emergency.”

"The Rhijissoh isaways ready for emergencies. It'saclassY recon ship, prepared for anything.
Meaning no dis-respect to your Companion, Dzaka, you have to remember she's just out of
childhood..."

"Femaes mature earlier, Father Lijou," said Dzaka siffly. "And her lack of years doesn't affect my
judgment of the Stuation.”

"Y ou're an empath, not atelepath. Did you consider that her emotions might have colored even your
perception, which at the moment isfar from impartia ?'

"Areyou saying my judgment isflawed, Father?'

Vartra save me from self-righteous young males, Lijou thought with another sigh. "No, | am merely
saying it's natural for you to be affected by Liegena Kitras distressfor her brother and bond-sister. And
your own fearsfor your father."

"The distresswas Kashini's," reminded Dzaka.

Thiswas going nowherefadt. Lijou got to hisfeet, bring-ing the interview to an abrupt end. "I will do
what | can, Brother Dzaka, but | will not darm the Clan Lord or the Rhijissoh without good cause.
Now, you will haveto excuse me, | left ameeting to spesk to you.”

"For that, | thank you, Father Lijou," said Dzakawith tiff formaity ashe got up. "Should Kitraand |
sense any more from Kashini, | will pass on your words of comfort to my Companion and my niece.”

"Y ou forget yourself, Brother Dzaka" It was histurn to be sharp. ™Y ou are only consolidating my opinion
with this attitude. | suggest you retire to the temple for the next two hours and pray to Vartrato clear
your thoughts S0 you can view the matter more digpassionately.”

Dzakathrew him a smoldering glance before bowing his head in obedience. Silently, the young priest |eft
the room, closing the door carefully behind him. Thefina click of thelock sounded loudly in the silence.

Muittering oaths and imprecations, Lijou left his office through the door to his private quarters, heading for
the bedroom where his life-mate KhaQwa, now with only eight weeksto go in her pregnancy, waslying
resing.

The drapeswere partialy closed, keeping out the bright-ness of the late spring day so she could doze.
"KhaQwa, are you awake?' he asked, hesitating in the doorway.

"l am now," she said. "Even with my ps gifts on the wane, | could sense you two. Take him serioudy,
Lijou. Remember Carriefinished her last weeks of pregnancy in four dayswhilethey wereinthe Fire
Margins, and as aresult, Kashini was born afully awakened telepath. And how else would a cub
Kashini's age communicate her fear? Tell Rhyaz what Dzaka said, even if you speak to no one else.
Remember, you wanted Dzakato get more involved with life again. Now heis."

"What if they'rewrong?'
"What if they'reright?'

* * %



While the priest stood a short distance away taking to the guards, irrelevant thoughts buzzed around like
insectsin Rezac's brain. He let them. They prevented him from reaching out psychicaly to try and blast
the priest'smind. He'd lost track of time. He thought there had been a point when held been |eft alone for
some time—adeep period for them, perhaps, but there'd been no rest possible for him. The hard |eather
cuffsthat held him to thewall bit deeply into histhroat and wrists as hislegs began to buckle under him.

Hejerked upright again, gasping for breath as the sudden movement sent agony through hisside. He
knew he had at least one broken rib, maybe more. His legs began to trem-ble under hisweight again and
he tried to force them as traight as they would go, damning both hisweakness and his stupidity at getting
himsdf into this Stuation.

They know nothing about telepaths, either Sholan or Human, Kaid had sent to him as heldd been
dragged off. They're psychotic about destroying us. They must not find out Shola exists.

Help Jo and Zashou, was dl held had the chance to send asthey fastened him to thewall in one of the
empty cargo holds. The Gods aone knew how many hours—or days— ago that had been.

"Soften him up,” Jkoshuk had ordered the guards, then stood back and watched while he was beaten
nearly sense-less. Then held taken over and the real pain and the ques-tions began.

Kaid had been right about their attitude toward Sholans. Hed never had such brutdity directed a him
before. On K'oish'ik, he and Zashou had been the favored pets of the Emperor Q'emgo’h. They'd been
roughly handled, but nothing like this. But then, in those days when histele-pathic Tadent had first been
enhanced, all that was neces-sary wasto expose him, or any of them, to the pain of other people. They
experienced it asif it wastheir own, and it had them bent double, retching in seconds. His Link with Jo
had reversed that for both him and Zashou, but everything had its price and now he was paying.

The collar round his neck was bolted to the wall behind him, preventing him from resting even during this
respite. As his head sagged down once more, it cut into the under-side of hisjaw, forcing himto lift his
chin again. He peered across at historturers from under swollen eyeridges, strain-ing his ears forward,
trying to catch what they were saying. They weretoo far away.

He thought of his mates. What would this do to them? What were they suffering? Jo, hurt by M'ezozakk
in the past and now in his power again—his cregture now that he'd bitten her. If only he hadn't cried out,
it would never have happened. And Zashou. Fragile and sengtive, not afighter at al. Thank al the Gods
that their Link was still dormant. He clenched his hands; moaning in despair, rediz-ing that hisown foolish
actions had brought this down on dl three of them.

Hisjaw was suddenly grasped, claws cutting into the soft underside.

"The generd is disposed to believe that the fema e taught you our language,” said the priest. "And that she
and you came to rescue those on Jalna. But | do not.”

He was caught with no other logical explanation to give him. How could hetell the priest held been
trapped indde the stasis cube they'd worshiped as a holy object? That it was actualy adevice from their
far past in which he and his Leska had been imprisoned? Anger replaced despair as he redlized this priest
enjoyed what he was doing. Nothing he could say would make any difference now that M'ezo-zakk had
the answers he needed. He'd been sentenced to death.

"May your God-King curseyou for al eternity!" he snarled. "May he curse you till your very shadow
dhrinksfromyouinfear!”

Asthe blows began to rain down on him again, he had the satisfaction of seeing the color drain from



Jkoshuk'sface. Then, asfresh agony exploded in hisside, darknessfinaly claimed him.

* % %
Day 6
"Clan Lord Aldatan!"

Tired and hungry, Konis decided to keep walking. He'd missed second meal because of yet another
"crigs’ in hisdepartment, and was determined that nothing would stop him from going to the senior staff
mess for the midafter-noon bresk.

"Clan Lord Aldatan!" The voice was|ouder, more insstent.

Cursing under his bregth, he stopped and waited. The young mae hated beside him, still breathing
heavily as he handed him aflimsy piece of paper. "Message just came through from Jalna. Knew you'd
want it immediatdy.”

Frowning, Konistook it from him.

Anocther cry, itstone anxious and urgent, rang out through the busy corridor. " Shayza, no! It's not for the
ClanLord"

Konis heard the sound of clawed feet skidding on the decorative tiled floor, then Hanaz, Governor
Nesul's aide, cameto astop beside him. His hand reached for the mes-sage, attempting to twitch it from
Konis grasp before he could read it.

"Y our pardon, Master Konis, thisisnot an AIRdl mat-ter," he said. "It'sintended for General Raiban and
Mas-ters Rhyaz and Lijou."

"Not for Master Konis?' said Shayzablankly. "But it concerns..."

"I know what it concerns," snapped Hanaz sharply. When Konis didn't respond to him, he spoke again,
thistime histone gentler. "Master Konis?'

Konisfindly looked up a him, releasing the document. Suddenly the high-ceilinged palace corridor
seemed airless and cramped to him. As his surroundings began to darken, he felt Hanaz grasp him
supportively round the waist.

"Fetch Magter Lijou. He'swith the Governor,” said Hanaz. "WEéll bein the Summer Office."
Konisfet the grip on him tighten as he was turned around.

"Master Konis, I'm sorry you found out thisway, but you cannot collapse here," Hanaz said quietly. "The
Sum-mer Officeisonly afew yardsaway. I'll hep you."

Konis made asmall noise of agreement, clutching Ha-naz's arm as they began to walk. It seemed an age
before they stopped in front of adoor flanked by two armed War-riors. At Hanaz's gesture, one stepped
forward to open it for them.

"We're expecting Father Lijou," the Governor's aide said asthey entered. " Admit no one e se without my
permisson.”

Asthe door closaed behind them, Konisfound his strength again, and straightening up, turned on Hanaz.
"Why was that message going to be withheld from me?' he asked.



Hanaz urged him on toward the sestsin the center of the room. "To prevent you reacting like this, Master
Konis," he said gently. " The message means nothing more than what it says: your son and his companions
failed to contact Captain Kishasayzar as scheduled thirty-nine hours ago. It does not mean that anything
has happened to them."

Feeling achair againgt the back of hislegs, Konis sat down abruptly. "When would | have been
informed?"' he demanded.

"When they arrived at Tuushu Station, or when we knew for certain they were missing.”

"Their transmission isover aday late and they aren't replying to subsequent messages! I'd call that
missng!”

"| redly couldn't comment, Master Konis. It's outside my field of expertise, that'swhy I've sent for
Master Lijou. The Brotherhood deal s with such matters daily. Meanwhile, can | get you something? A

glass of water perhgps?’

"I don't want any water,” Konis muttered. "I'm hungry, that'sdl. | haven't had timeto turn around, let
aoneedt, sncel left homethismorning.”

"Somefood can be brought here for you. What would you like?!

"Good news of my son and bond-daughter, Hanaz," he said, leaning back exhaustedly and closing his
gyes. "That'sdl | want right now."

The door opened and he sensed Lijou entering. Thefaint noise of hisfootfals and hislong robes brushing
the car-peted floor sounded unnaturaly loud to Konis.

"Isthisjust aroutine message, Lijou?’ he asked. "Don't lieto me, I'd rather know the worst.”

"I wouldn't lieto you, Konis," said Lijou asthe Head Priest sat on the chair next to his. "Y es, areport
likethisis standard procedure when ateam misses a scheduled transmission or meeting by asix day. As
to whether this message means more, no one could say right now. It's hon-estly too early to tell.”

Konis opened his eyesto look the other straight in the face. "When would you have told me?’

Lijou reached out to touch Konis knee briefly. "When | knew what had happened. They're not expected
at Tuushu for two weeks. Until that deadline passed, or we received amessage from them during jump,
I'd have said nothing to darm you."

"Two weeks," said Konisin ahushed voice. "Well haveto wait two weeksttill we know what's
happened to them?"

"That'swhy we dont tell thefamiliesat thispoint.” Li-jou's tone was sympathetic. Y ou mustn't speak of
thisto anyone else, Konis. Not Rhyasha, nor Kaid's son, Dzaka. No one must hear about this until we're
aure. It'saU'Chu-rian vessdl that's missing, not one of ours. That makes the Situation more complex.”

"What were they doing on aU'Churian ship?| thought they were with the Sumaan.” He wasfinding it
difficult to keep histhoughts straight.

"We don't have word on that yet," said Lijou. "Likely theré's some smple explanation.”

"Likewhat? | know from the treaty negotiations that the U'Churians are not as advanced aswe are.
What would make them leave JAnaon their ship?



"Something as smple as a sysemsfailure on the Hkar-iyash could account for it, Konis. The samefor
the lack of communication with the Profit,™ said Lijou soothingly. "There's no reason yet to assume the
wors."

"What are you going to do abouit it? Are we looking for them yet?"

"Rhyaz istalking to Raiban now. Believe me, we will be searching for them, Konis. If nothing ese, were
aware that how we conduct this matter will impact on the way both the U'Churians and the Cabbarans
view usasadlies”

"l must be kept informed, Lijou. | can copeif | know what I'm facing. It's not knowing that's frightening.”

"I will keep you informed,” promised Lijou as the door opened again and Hanaz entered carrying atray
of diced meats, bread and hot c'shar. "Hanaz told me you hadn't €\ten since this morning. Do you mind if
| joinyou?Likeyou, | haven't had timeto stop for amedl.”

"It would turn to dust in my mouth right now," said Konis.

"You must egt, my friend,” said Lijou as Hanaz put the tray down on the low table beside them. "Many
people saw you nearly pass out from lack of food."

Konisstared a him. "For atedepath, you've become too good at lying, Lijou. | want your word that you'll
keep meinformed. Dammit, it's my son and bond-daughter that are missing out there!”

"Y ou have my word, Konis. As soon aswe have any definite news, | will tell you. | care about your son
and his Triad too, you know. Now please, my friend, you must try to eat something.”

"I haven't time" he muttered, trying to get up. "The Governor'swaiting for me."
Lijou gently prevented him. "That can wait. The Gover-nor has put your meeting off until tomorrow."

Konislooked up sharply at him. "If you want thisto remain confidentid, Lijou, that's the worst thing you
could do. My meeting with the Governor must go ahead as scheduled.”

Lijou hestated, obvioudy unsure how to counter hislogic.

Konisreached for the plate of food. "I'll eat something, if it'll make you happy, but my meeting will go
ahead."

"Thisis neither thetime nor the place, Azkuu," said Konis angrily as he gathered the papersfor his
meeting with Governor Nesul. He was annoyed. Azkuu had come from downwind and effectively
trapped him in the AIRd office. "Clan matters aren't pressing, these new treaties with the Free Traders
ae'

"You're Clan Lord, too, Konis," she growled. "If the duties are becoming too much for you, then you
should passthem over to someoneese.”

"Don't beridiculous," said Konis, looking up at the older female. "When have | ever neglected Clan
duties?'

"Youwant alis?I'll giveit to you, then. Over your son and the Human, and your daughter Taizia. Now
you'redoing it with Kitra. It reeks of partisanship, Konis."

Anger surged through him. His son and Carrie were missing, perhaps dead, and here wasthis
narrow-minded femal e complaining about their bonding! ™Y ou leave my son and bond-daughter out of



this, Azkuu. Asfor Taiziaand the other telepathsinvolved in the Brotherhood breed-ing program, those
orders came from the highest level, nothing to do with mel™

"Way | heard it, Konis, Taiziagot herself pregnant by this Brother and forced your hand.”

Konis straightened up, allowing his earsto rotate Sde-ward and begin to fold down in adisplay of his
anger. Y ou overstep the bounds of familiarity, Azkuu,” he said coldly. "My daughter was free to make a
bonding contract of her choice at that time. That it was later endorsed by the military directiveistheir
good fortune. Now, if you'll excuse me, I've pressing businessto attend to.”

"You'l hear meout firgt, Konis. Y ou know me well enough to know I'm not saying this out of maice, but
oth-ersaren't gpeaking so kindly. Thislatest crop of betrothal s has the young ones demanding they be
given asay in the choice of their future life-mates! And the older ones are muttering, too. We can't afford
arebdlion. Vartraknows you're busy enough now without having to bring down that rhaklal Y ou want
my advice?'

"No, frankly, | don't, but doubtless I'm going to get it anyway."

Azkuu glowered back a him. "Y ou'reright, you're get-ting it. Get that |ast daughter of yourslife-bonded
as soon as possible, and | do mean bonded. If you're seen to uphold our traditions with her, it'll go along
way to quieting the other Clan Leaders, who in turn will seetheir offspring do asthey'retold. It'sonly the
ceremony they want. No one expects her to bear cubsyet."

"She'stoo young to be life-bonded, Azkuu. Next year is soon enough.”

"Y ou're not listening to me, are you? Kitrais old enough, you know that aswell as|l. Y ou've become too
dien, Konis, too changed by the goings-on of your son and his En'Shdlans for the mgjority of the Clan
Leaders. If you don't act now over Kitra, you're going to have trouble, not only in the Clan Council but in
the Guild!"

"| told you my decison, Azkuu."

Azkuu sighed. "I tried the easy way, Konis, but your intractability hasforced my hand. Thisisan officid
request from the Clan Council. Choose alife-mate for Kitranow, or face avote of censure at the next
mesting in three weeks time. I'm sorry, but you left me with no choice.™

Koniswas too stunned to answer as Azkuu turned and |eft. Then anger redlly took hold of him. How
dare they question hisjudgment, Challenge him like thisl Become too dien, had he? Raiban's words
echoed in hismind. Once you step outside the groundling's rules, you can never go back.

Shewasright, but it was the rules that needed changing, not him! With theinclusion of the Brotherhood,
their ge-netic pool of Taented was much larger, there wasn't the need for the stringent genetic checksto
meake sure each individual in apotentid couple was from adifferent family tree. And that was only taking
the Brothers currently based on Sholainto account. How many more of them there were, only Lijou and
Rhyaz asjoint Guild Masters knew. Now he had an argument for relaxing the system of choosing
life-mates for the most Taented tel epaths. Change was eas-ier to force from within an organization, but
what could he do in three weeks?

The door chime sounded, making him start, but it was only Hanaz, Nesul's aide.
"The Governor's ready for you now, Master Konis," he said quietly.

Konis pulled his thoughts back to the more pressing busi-ness at hand and followed Hanaz out.



* * %

"Azkuu said what?' demanded Rhyashathat evening, disbelieving her own ears as she legped up from
her chair to pace round the lounge.

"Kitramust be betrothed and life-bonded within the next three weeks," repeated Konis, trying not to
wince at his mate's outraged tone.

"And you told her what she could do, didn't you?' When he didn't answer, she rounded on him. "Didn't
you?"

"Actualy, | said nothing," hereplied, beating aretreat behind his desk. "She said the request was officid,
from the Council asawhole."

Rhyasha stopped pacing and regarded him silently.

"Now that we have the Brothers, there's no need for arranged bondings if the candidates are alowed to
choose from agroup of previousy screened partners. We can change it, Rhyasha. We need to."

"But not in three weeks, not for Kitra."

"No," he admitted, looking away as he sat down at his desk and activated hiscomm. "Not in timefor
Kitra. I've got alist of possible young maes from among the Telepath Clans" he added hurriedly. "Help
me choose onefor her, Rhyasha" He hoped shed hear the pleain his voice and not fight him over the
inevitability of this

"Y ou're prepared to sacrifice our youngest daughter. Have you learned nothing over the past year,
Konis?'

"Of course | have, but in fairness, they have avalid point, Rhyasha. Two of our three children have made
un-conventional marriages. As Clan Lord, | should set an ex-ample. A vote of censure at thistime could
cost memy position as head of the Council,” he said, stung by her attack. "I can change things, force
them to accept the Brothers as mates for their sons and daughters, if | stay in charge.”

"Choose whom you want, it makes no difference to Kitraor me," she said abruptly, turning her back on
him and heading for the door. She stopped and looked back over her shoulder a him. "But, Konis, you
can tdl Kitraand Dzakayoursdf."

When summoned to Konis office, Dzaka accepted the news asimpassively as one would expect from
one of the Brotherhood.

"When?' wasdl he'd asked.

"Within three weeks," replied Konis, obvioudy relieved by the younger mal€'s response. "It's palitics,
Dzaka, not personal. | wish for Kitras sake it could be otherwise. The Clans are demanding she have a
traditiona Telepath Clan lifemate.”

"l understand, Clan Lord.” It came as no shock to him: held expected it for some time now. "We were
together two nightsago. You'll need to..."

"Theresno need,” said Konishadtily. "I know you're gene-dtered. The betrothal isonly aformdlity for
now, but | will have to ask you not to be alone with her again. In ayear or two, when she's provided an
heir for her new clan, it'sup toyou..." Hetalled off into sllence. "I do wish it were otherwise. She'sgoing
to takeit badly.”



Dzaka sensed Kitraapproaching and turned toward the door asit was flung wide. She stalked in, tall
swaying in alazy arc, ears spread wide and forward, every line of her body ready for afight.

Ignoring her father, shelooked only at him. "Wel? What do you have to say about this?!
"We must do asthe Clan Lord asks," he murmured. "It's no more than | said would happen.”

Her scorn washed round him as her ears began to fold in anger. "That'sit? That's al you have to say?
What wefed for each other means nothing to you?"

Therewas no reply he could give her. Nothing could change their circumstances.

"I'd expected more from you," she said scathingly. "1 thought Brothers fought for their friends and what
they believedin."

He shifted uncomfortably, trying to keep his own emo-tionsin check. "Y our father isright. | tried to tell
you."

"Kitra," began Konis.

Sheturned on him. "Leaveit, Father, lest | say some-thing you'll regret,” she growled before spinning
round and stalking out, tail rigid and fur extended.

There was nothing more to be said, so Dzaka left, head-ing back to the estate, to the house that Vanna
and Garras shared. Though held been expecting this, it had gtill taken him by surprise and apart of his
mind couldn't believeit had finaly happened—especidly after their last night together.

Vannasfriendly voice caled out to him as he stood on the doorstep, telling him sheld bewithhimina
moment, and to go in and wait for her in the kitchen. He pushed open the back door and sat down at the
table. He couldn't face going back to the villayet—didn't dare in case Kitrawas there, collecting her
things from hisroom. It had taken more strength than she'd ever know to say nothing to her father when
everything hewanted in lifewas her.

Sitting there, wrapped in hismisery, hewasn't aware of Vannaentering until her hand touched his
shoulder.

"l just heard. I'm sorry, Dzaka," she said quietly.
He said nothing, just leaned forward on the table, resting his head on hisforearms.

"Dammit, he has as good alineage as any in the Seven-teen Cland" said Garras angrily when he heard
the news. "Both parents were tel epaths, and we know his grandfather Rezac was!"

"But Dzakaisn't," said Vanna
"The female Kusac was betrothed to wasn't."
"Dzaka can't claim both parents were telepaths unless he publicaly revedsthe fact that Kaid is one.”

"Most folk have worked that one out for themselves,” Garras snorted. "And hesEn'Shdla He has every
legiti-mate right to ask for her ashis mate.”

"No, he hasn't. Dzaka's one of our gene-altered Broth-ers. He and Kitra aren't fertile with each other.
Bdieveme, Garras, | went through each of those ideas with Dzaka. He had no choice but to accept
Konis decison.”



Garras sghed noisily and picked up hismug of c'shar. "' So what's he going to do now?"
"He's gone back to the villato continue watching Kashini."

He shook his head. "Damned shame. They were good for each other. About time the Clans changed the
arranged life-bondings to asystem like oursthat gives the young ones achoice.”

"That can only happen if Konis stays Clan Lord—which bringsusfull circle”

Garrastook aswig from hismug. "Ah, well. At least once the bonding ceremony is over, they can be
together again.”

"Not even then, Garras. Konis forbade it for ayear or two, and Kitrawas so enraged that Dzaka refused
to stand up to her father, that | doubt shelll have anything to do with him now."

"Wdll, hesone of our Clan. | have the right to speak for Dzakain this matter snce Kusac and Carrieare
away, and | intend to do so!"

*#*

Jo couldn't afford to be afraid. The scent of her fear had dways excited M'ezozakk, made him difficult to
control. Those times she hadn't been able to suppressit, sheld suf-fered her worst injuriesfrom him.
Then, at least, she'd had access to Human medics afterward. Thistime, shewasaone. Worsg, in trying
to help her, Rezac had been taken. Never get yourself noticed by a Valtegan officer. Thewarn-ing
echoed through her mind. And she and Rezac, there-fore their whole Triad, had been noticed.

Another bout of shivering wracked her and she pulled the cover off the bed to wrap around her
shoulders. Shewaslosing the battle againgt fear, sheredized. The dightest sound from outsidefilled her
with anicy dread. Her head hurt with adull throbbing that dominated her senses: her limbsand joints
ached with the fever that she knew was building. One moment she was drenched in swest, the next, icy
cold. And her arm felt hot and swollen, difficult to move. She didn't dare look at it.

Thearriva of the medic with an armed escort ashort while ago had sent her retreating to thisfar corner
of the bed. Something was serioudy wrong, she redlized.

"What did he do to me?" sheld asked ungteadily asthe medic examined her. "Why did he bite me?
"He was setting you apart, preventing the other males from gpproaching you.”

She winced as he carefully touched a soft, serile probe to the puncture wounds. "Y ou're here."

He said nothing, merely took his sample and left.

* k% *

M'ezozakk followed the medic into the room held as-signed to Jo. "Y ou'd better beright,” he said,
tongueflick-ing out angrily. "If you've disturbed me from my deep for nothing..." He didn't bother
finishing the sentence.

Jo sat cowering on the farthest corner of the bed, cloth-ing darkened by swest, her face dick withit.
Againg her chest she cradled her injured arm.

M'ezozakk sensed instantly what the medic had meant but he il had to seeit for himsdlf. He stalked into
the room, his booted feet making no sound on the carpeted floor. Ignoring her cry of fear, he grasped
hold of her and hauled her into the center of the bed. Her forearm was red and swollen, the puncture



wounds 00zing a dark, greenish-yellow substance.
"I haven't treated it yet," said the medic.

M'ezozakk bared histeeth, hisloud hiss one of purerage. "Y ou deceived me!™ He flung her back,
causing her to hit thewall violently. ™Y ou deceived me!" He rounded on the medic and soldiers. "Get this
piece of trash out of here," he snarled, his voice suddenly deceptively quiet.

"Wheredo | put her?' asked the medic. "When the fever passes, shell turn on every male that
approaches her."

"Put her in with the Sholans" he said, pushing them aside angrily as he turned to leave. Then he stopped.
"No. Take her down to Jkoshuk. Have her restrained till he's finished, then loose her on her mate. Let
her finish him off!" Helaughed. "A fitting end for both of them!"

* % %

"Kad! Kad!" Someone was shaking him.

He struggled up into agitting position, recognizing T'Chebbi's scent in the darkness. "What isit?" he
asked, rubbing the deep from his eyes. He shivered, chilled to the bone by the coldness of the deck
beneath him.

"Beafraid, Kaid," she whispered, clutching his hand and moving closer. "Be very afrad. It'scome.”
"What? Where?' He could fed her trembling against him and wrapped hisfree arm around her.
"Danger. Here—all around us. I've never fdt it so strongly before,” she whimpered.

In the distance, aklaxon began to sound, then ablinding glow filled the room, lighting it up for a brief
moment. Darkness returned, and with it, oblivion.

A low-pitched klaxon began to echo through the ship: one sharp burst, one long. Startled, Jkoshuk et
Rezac's limp head fall againgt the restraint collar. He looked over to the four guardslounging at the back
of the hold, guard-ing the heavily bound femae.

"Check it out," he ordered. A proximity aert thisfar out from the Janian shipping routes? Jkoshuk
turned back to the unconscious Sholan as the lights began to flicker and fade before plunging the small
hold into darkness. Within seconds, the emergency lighting came on, itsfaint, reddish glow making giant
shadows legp across the bulkheads.

Thiswasworrying. The Sholan could wait, thiswarranted his persond attention. He began to stride
toward the exit when, abruptly, even those lights went ouit.

Sowly, the giant ship hovering below the M'ijikk and the Profit emerged from its chameleon shields. As
the main landing bay doors folded back, an eerie glow suffused the two smaller craft. They beganto
move, being drawn down-ward into the belly of the ship until they had disappeared from sight. Even
before the doors had closed, the craft shimmered briefly, then it, too, was gone.

His head hurt, that was Jkoshuk's first realization, closdly followed by the fact he could see aglow
beyond his closed eyelids. A tremor ran through him and he redlized held been lying on the deck for
sometime. Jkoshuk flicked histongue across his dry and parched lips, tasting the air. The scent of fear
wasthere, but it was old, more than two hours old. He'd been unconscious, but why? And how?



The sound of the door diding back drew his attention. He opened his eyes. Four pairs of armor-clad legs
entered and marched in step toward him, forming awall in front of him when they stopped. A terrible
certainty began to form in hismind, then, beyond the legs, he saw theflick of agray robe.

A sound not unlike those Rezac had made a short time ago, escaped him. He shut his eyes again.
"You are awake. Y ou will stand and do asyou aretold,” said the flat tones of atrandator.

He cowered where he was, incapable of moving, praying that thiswas dl some terrible nightmare, until he
heard footsteps. With a strangled sound, he legped to hisfeet, swaying alittle with dizziness and renewed
pain from hisaching head. He took a deep breeth, flicking histongue out again. Nothing. No scent, no
taste from them. He opened his eyelids afraction. What he saw defied belief.

"You are our captives," the voice from behind the sol-diers said in the same flat, impersonal tones. ™Y our
shipisours. You are ours. An interface with those on this ship isrequired. | have chosen you.”

Jkoshuk concentrated on trying to breathe and to break the paralysis that seemed to have possessed his
mind and hislimbs,

"Look at me."

He couldn't. Briefly he wondered if thiswas how his captives felt when facing him. Agony lanced through
his body, taking the strength from his limbs. He collapsed to the deck, writhing. As suddenly asit came,
the pain was gone. He lay where held fdlen, gasping for air, inginctively looking up at the source of his
torment. Four wegpons were trained on him.

A strange sensation began to solidify in the pit of his stomach, flooding through him. Fear. A movement
from the robed figure as it stepped forward drew his eyes away from the weapons.

"Aninterpreter isneeded. It will be you. Y ou will obey our orders without question or you will suffer
pain. Isthat understood?"

Jkaoshuk nodded his head, tongue flicking out again in afutile attempt to moisten hislips. Still no scent,
not even from the robes. It was unnatural. How, in al the names of the Holy Ones, had they boarded the
M'ijikk?

"Ansver me”

"Yes" he croaked, trying to swallow. He felt acongtric-tion around histhroat and put his hand up to
investigate. A solid band of metal, with no hinge or clasp, now circled his neck.

"The collar ensures your obedience. It inflicts pain when you disobey. Y ou will go now and release the
one you were questioning. A medic will cometo treat him. Y ou will help. Y ou will accompany him onto
our ship and when he wakes, tell him what you've been told. Do not harm him any further.”

With that, the tall, robed figure turned away.
"Wait! Who areyou? What do | call you?"
Thedienturned to face him again, the faceplate in its hedmet glinting in the harsh light.

It said nothing for the space of several heartbedats. "' Primes. We are the Primes. Y ou will addressme as
Seniormog.”

CHAPTERS



Day 7

THE next day, Koniscalled in a the Telepath Guild to talk to Sorli about histroubles with the Clan
Council and Kitra

"We have acommon problem, then,” said Sorli, as his mate, Mayoai, finished handing their drinksto them
then departed, shepherding out the student who had carried the tray of refreshmentsfor her.

"We have?' asked Konis, surprised. He was grateful he didn't have to dissemble with this Guild Master
as he had with the previous one.

"Only asmal proportion of sudentsin the Guild are from the leading Clan families, so theissue of
arranged bondingsisn't amgjor one. However, at this Guildhouse, were unique in being so close to your
son'sestate. And on his estate live the mixed Leskas, who, no matter what position they held in their birth
family, are able to choose, or not choose, their own life-mate. Thisis making the Sho-lan Leska pairs
here, who don't have that luxury, dissatis-fied, and they're demanding the same freedom.”

"Just like the Clan heirs," agreed Konis morosdly, taking asip of hisc'shar. "How can | be accused of
faling inmy duty as Leader of the Sixteen Telepath Clans because two of my children have made
unconventiona matches? What in Vartra's name was | supposed to do? Kusac and Carrie took matters
into their own hands, and asfor Taizia, no decision can be reached on her future until her contract with
Merd expires and we know if their child is Talented or not!"

"Seventeen,” Sorli corrected him gently, holding out the plate of pastries Mayoi had brought.
"Eh? Oh, yes, | mean Seventeen Clans. Keep forgetting Kusac's got his own Clan now.”

"Perhapsit'stime we looked at the whole issue of ar-ranged bondings,” said Sorli. "Do you fed they
actudly work?'

Konis shifted in his seet, taking one of the pastries. "Well, most of them seem to work well enough, but
you can never..."

"No, not that. Do they actualy achieve the results we want? Has the birth rate of Taented cubs gone up
because of our genetic pairings?'

Konis eyes narrowed dightly. Was Sorli on the sametrall as himself?"Actudly, no. Not according to the
records of the past fifty or so years. There have been more Ta ents from among the contract bondings,
even alowing for the fact they represent the larger proportion of the telepath population. | have been
looking into the whole matter for sometime, Sorli, and | believe my son was right. We need an injection
of new blood into the main Clan families. Were becoming too inbred.” He braced himself for the
argument againg his stance.

Sorli said nothing for aminute as he took another bite of his pastry. "My conclusion, too. It'stimefor a
change, Konis. But how do we accomplish it against the conservartism of the other Clan Leaders?’

Surprised, Konis mouth fell open as he stared at Sorli.
"Do shut your mouth, my friend, lest | accuse you of catching flies," Sorli said, histone gently teasing.
Konis shut his mouth with a snap.

"I don't know why you look so surprised. | dways said the winds of change were sweeping our world.
Why should | then beignoring them?’



"I'm used to Esken," Konis said.

"Ah, well. Youll find my tenure quite different, | assure you. Now, you didn't come here without a
proposa to put forward. I'd like to hear it."

Konisrelaxed alittle. With Esken, held never had the fedling they were part of the same team, working
toward acommon god. He'd dways had his own agenda and power ploysthat advanced himsdlf, usualy
to the detriment of others. Sorli was something of an unknown quantity, only because it wasn't in Esken's
nature to let anyone under himin his Guild shine. Already some of the rigid protocol, dating back a
hundred years or more, that Esken had been so fond of, had been dropped in favor of amore relaxed
system. It augured wdll for the future, if it continued. This matter would certainly test the new Guild
Master's atti-tudes and outlook.

"Therewill be resistance from the Clan Leadersto change of any type," he said. "So we have to move
gradu-aly and in stages. New blood is desperately needed, but well have that with theinclusion of the
Brotherhood in the contract bondings. That's been alarge enough chunk for the older leadersto swallow
asitis. We can't look to extend their incluson in main family life-bondings for sometimeyet. What | can
dois, ingead of matching nameson my lists, makethelist available to the Clan Leaders and give them
the right to choose their child's future husband or wife."

"Isit workable, though? What if one person should be chosen twice? We can't have them haggling like
merchants over mates. And how will the younglings be able to choose among those from the other
continents, those they've never met?'

"Thereisthat, of course," Konisagreed, reaching for hismug. "The other main option isto arrange socid
functions, perhaps here, or possibly at the Governor's palace, at which they can meet. Kusac set up a
amilar system for potentid mixed Leskas before he left for Jana"

Sorli nodded. "1 know. The military endorsed hisregquest for tests to be done on our students and we
transferred those he subsequently requested over to his estate. How is his system working?"

"Very wel," said Konis. "Among the new pairs there's been a higher proportion happy with their Leskas
and lesstraumaover adjusting to the Link asaresult. I'd say it was definitely an improvement.”

Sorli leaned back in his segt, steepling hisfingertips to-gether thoughtfully. "I'm pleased, of course, but |
wonder if our implementation of it wouldn't be astep too far for our ultraconservative Clan Council.
Perhaps we need to observe Kusac's system for alittle longer. After all, it's only been afew weeks. | do,
think, however, that making the list available to the Clan Leadersfor them to choosefromisasepinthe
right direction. If they fed they have asay, it'll go along way toward dissipating their censure of you.”

"| don't care adamn about their censure,”" growled Konis. "I've got larger worries a home. Y ou have no
ideawhat I'm having to put up with from Rhyashal"

Sorli grinned openly at this, letting his handsfall back into hislap. "A female of grest srengthisyour Clan
Leader, Konis. | don't envy you. Y ou're caught between arock and ahard place right now."

"Tel meabout it. They dl take after their mother, even Kitral"

Sorli raised an eyeridge. "Oh, I'd say it was about equd, Konis. Y ou're well matched, you and Rhyasha.
Both strong willed and determined. It's easy for us maesto under-value ourselves.”

"| dways thought they got their strength from their mother,” Konis murmured, surprised.

"Theresalot of you in that son of yours. | watched him grow over the years, and knew he would finaly



leave the hunt to go off by himsdif."
"Seems everyone but me knew that."

"When the younglings are your own, it's easy to be too close to the problem to seeit. Implementing the
list will haveto walit till the next half year now. It'l be useful then, but it won't do anything to dleviate your
current problem, I'm afraid.”

"No, it wont," Konissighed. ™Y ou know, Sorli, I'm a-most minded to resign from my position right now
and let Kitrachoose her Companion asamate! Being told I'm shirking my responsbilitiesis beyond
endurance.”

"Appearances are what they go by, Konis. You and | know differently, but they don't want to seethe
larger pic-ture. All they want isto be sure their own predictable lives aren't disrupted by strange new
ideas. And you have to admit, they don't come stranger than these Links with the Humans."

Konis made agrumble of annoyed agreement.

"Tel me, Konis, how are our friends at Stronghold going to make themselves more available for potentia
mates? Have you discussed it with Father Lijou?"

"They can't. The nature of the Brotherhood isto be in-conspicuous. It's more amatter of if one of the
Brothers or Sisters wishesto bond with atelepath, they now have thelegd right to do s0.”

" So they won't become part of the breeding program.”

It was Konis turn to smile. "Y ou think so?1'd say that they have their own program, wouldn't you? How
else could they ensure their gifts continued?!

"Possible, but I've never heard of cubs up at Strong-hold.” Sorli sounded skeptical.

"With villages nearby, theré's no lack of foster families," pointed out Konis. "And what of Dzaka? He had
awife and child on Szurtha. I'll warrant there are more of them than we know. We're seeing only what
they want usto see of their numbers.”

Sorli looked acutely uncomfortable. "1 hope you're not right.”

"I'm speculating, Sorli," said Konis. "Think of them asaClan, like our Warriors. We've never had any
trouble from the Warrior Guild. The Brotherhood have never been athreat to Shola, thereversein fact,
and they've been around since the Cataclysm. Why should we suddenly fear Stronghold?

"Wewon't dways have leaderslike Father Lijou and Master Rhyaz," murmured Sorli.
"Even when Ghezu wasin power, they kept very much to themselves.™
"True," he 9ghed. "Perhaps| worry too much.”

"Nothing has happened to make us afraid of them, Sorli. I'm sorry | drew your attention to them. | redlly
do think you are fretting needlesdy.”

"I'll take your word for it, Konis. After dl, you've had more dedings with the Brothers than the Telepath
Guild"

Konis picked up the dight innuendo but said nothing.



"What do you intend to do about Kitra?' asked Sorli, changing the subject.
"I've chosen alife-mate for her," he Sghed. "Ashok Chazoun."

Sorli frowned, obvioudy trying to place him. "Wasn't he the one whose betrothed died a couple of years
ago? Someaircar accident, if | remember. Very sad.”

"That'sthe one," nodded Konis. "Hisfamily wanted him to have time to get over thetragedy. They'rein
favor of thematch.”

"Surdly he'salittle old for her, Konis? He's nearing thirty now, if memory servesme. Twice her age. He's
surely not going to be happy with alife-mate of Kitra's youth."

"He's younger than Dzaka, and they've agreed to an early marriage. Have you any ideahow difficult it
was for meto arrange thisto suit our Council'stime scale?' he said, anger cregping into histone.

"I meant no criticism. It must be hard for you to be both Clan Lord and father in this matter. What about
Rhyasha? I's she pleased with the match?"

"Shelll have nothing to do with it, won't even discussit with me. Neither will Kitra. I'm an outcast in my
own home, Sorli," he said resignedly.

Sorli regarded him speculatively. "It'sapity Kaid isaway. When do they return?

"Weve no word yet, I'm afraid, but then they aren't due to make contact for aday or two yet. Why?"
Theliedidn' trip easily from histongue.

"Asan Arrazo, Dzakas from atelepath family on one side. With Kaid home, hisfather could tell the
Council of hisown Taent. Kitrawould have asound reason for re-questing him asalife-mate.”

Konisraised an eyeridge at him. "When did you find out about Kaid?' he asked quietly. "That
information isclassfied, only known to afew within my son's Clan.”

"I helped train him when | was at Stronghold. He's as gifted as any Level Onetelepath, and given hisson
isapowerful empath..."

"How do you know that?' demanded Konis.
"| asked Father Lijou for hisrecords,”" said Sorli.

"It makes no difference,” said Konis brusquely. "Dzaka, like hisfather, is gene-dtered, and the
information on Kaid's telepath status can't be made public. The Council want atraditiona mate for my
daughter, one from the Clans. They'd never accept Dzaka."

"But he's En'Shalla, and they're a Clan now," Sorli re-minded him.

"It makes no difference, | tdll you!" Konissaid harshly. "1 cannot do anything! Don't you think | would if |
could? Do you think I've learned nothing since Kusac arrived on

Sholawith hisaien Leska? Maybe if Dzaka, or Kaid if he were here, were to plead his cause with the
Clan Leaders, they might agreetoit, but Dzakawon't! I've goneinto it from every angle, Sorli!"

"All of you have my sympathy, Konis. Kitraand Dzaka are so good for each other. | wish therewasa
way | could help them and you."



"Nothing short of amiraclewill help them," muttered Konis, trying to keep histhoughts away from the
missing U'Churian ship and her crew lest Sorli pick them up. "And it hasto happen in the next three
weekd"

* * %

Kad cameto with agtart. He could sense the alien pres-encesimmediately, and without thinking,
reached mentally for them before even opening his eyes. Nothing. There was a blankness, a space where
he should have sensed at least aliving entity. No scent either. The only sounds he could hear were the
dight ones caused by the movement of body armor. The Vategans hadn't worn body armor.

Helay where hed falen, sprawled on the deck, aware of T'Chebbi still within hisarms. She was awake
and lying just as still. He remembered aklaxon, and ablinding light.

Sowly, he opened his eyes. Three soldiers were guarding the entrance to their hold. Hiseyeswidened in
shock as he took in the dark body armor and the dick faceplates on the helmets. The longer he
attempted to look at them, the more difficult it was not to turn his head away. The sensa-tion of nausea
the ssght of them generated didn't do much to help his dull headache.

Hefdt T'Chebbi's finger tapping his hand in Brother-hood code. Do you see them?

Yes, hereplied. There was nothing to be gained by re-maining where they were. He tapped T'Chebbi's
wrigt in warning and releasing her, began to st up.

Looking dowly round the room, he saw nearly everyone wasthere, his own people included. Apart from
the Cab-barans, the only ones missing were Rezac and Jo. Most of them were awake: only Taynar,
Zashou, and Kate remained unconscious. Coincidence, or was hethefirst of thetele-
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paths to wake? He tapped T'Chebbi'swrist again, asking her.

Affected telepaths for longer. Just woke myself.

Movements from hisleft made him look round to see Tirak diding cautioudy acrossthe floor toward him.

"They've been standing there like that for the last half hour,” he said quietly. "Don't know who they are.
Never even heard of anyone remotely like them. Aren't strong on conversation, either.”

The hold door did open and they fdll silent. A figure, wearing agray tabard over the body armor,
entered. Fol-lowing him were three more guards and the priest, Jkoshuk.

Gray-robe stopped afew metersinto the hold. " This ship has been taken. It, and you, are now ours. You
will accom-pany my guardsto your new quarters. Attempt to escape and you will be shot. Disobey and
you will be shot. Waken the deepers. Y ou leave now."

"S0, the pirates have been outdone. At least this new lot are even-handed,” murmured Tirak asthey got
to their fedt.

Glad of the excuse to do something, Kaid and T'Chebbi began to rouse the deeping tel epaths.

"Wait!" Kaid caled as he saw gray-robe turning to leave. "Our navigators and two of our number are
missng! Wherearethey?"

The robed one didn't even acknowledge him.



"We think they're working their way through the ship,” said Tirak. "That they haven't gotten to Jo, Rezec,
or the Cabbarans yet. Jo and Rezac were also the only ones hurt.”

"That priest knows, though," said Zashou, heading pur-posefully toward where Jkoshuk stood with the
guards.

"No," said Kaid, grabbing her. "Tirak'sright. Now isn't the time. Later, when we know they haven't gone
on ahead of us."

Zashou looked hopefully at him. "Do you think that's possble? Can you reach him?
Kaid tried and shook hishead. "Nothing."

One of the guards stepped forward, waving his weapon toward the exit. "Weleave now," said his
trandator.

Asthey filed out of M'ezozakk's ship, they found them-selves emerging into alarge landing bay on apar
withthe
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main vehicle deck of the Khalossa. Asthey cleared the M'ljikk, to their |eft, beyond awall of soldiers,
they could see the Profit and numerous smaller craft. On their other sSide, M'ezozakk and his crew stood
by an elevator under heavy guard. Asthey passed them, Taynar and Kate crowded closer to him for
reassurance.

Can you fedl it? Zashou sent to Kaid. Can you feel the Valtegans?

He could, and he had to strengthen his shields to block out the psychotic fear and hatred that they were
projecting at the Sholans.

It'slike an insanity, he sent. It's universal with the onesin our time, a response they have no
control over.

A missileflew through the air toward them. Ingtinctively, Kaid pulled Zashou aside as the object, ametd
belt buckle, was vaporized in midair by avigilant guard.

Retribution was equally swift. The beamsfrom ten rifles strafed the group of Vategans, dropping them
ingtantly to the deck, where they writhed and shrieked in agony.

"An object lessonto usdl,” said Tirak soberly astheir guards urged them to proceed to the rear of the
hangar where an devator stood waiting for them.

There they were split into two groups, Tirak's party being taken up first. Kaid used the time to look back
at the Vd-tegans. Those dready on their feet again were being loaded into the elevator nearest the
M'ijikk. The Generd was one of thefirst to be taken. Of the carmine-robed priest, there was no sign.

T'Chebbi dug himintheribs "Thelift comes”

Herded on by their six guards, they'd barely time to turn around before the cage door clanged shut,
clogng themin. The smell of theair had changed, taken on an aseptic qual-ity now that they'd moved
beyond the stench of fuel and grease. Still no other scents—no sweet, no fear, nothing but the smells of
his companions. He found that disturbing. The memory of their effortsto bring thefirst Vategan captive
to the Khalossa came sharply to mind. They'd made just such an effort to keep the ship free of their



scentsin order to prevent him from going catatonic with fear. But these people were doing nothing to
dlay therr fears, quitethereversein fact.

Heforced himsdf to look at the guard opposite, keeping his eyes awvay from the hdmet. Taler than him
by severd inches, the guard's armored body appeared stocky. The legs were straight, unlike his, ending
inflat, booted feet. Extra protection, circled by autility belt, covered the groin and hips. Armsended in
four-digit opposable hands, encased, like thejoints of the suit, in aflexible scale of the same dense black.
Asthelift began to dow, he moved his gaze up to the helmet.

Broad based, it seemed to grow out of the soldier's shoul-ders and chest, making sideways movement of
the head seem at worst impossible, at best, awkward. A trandator grille was placed where one would
expect amouth to be, with dight depressions that might be auditory pickupsto either side. But it wasthe
visor that fascinated and repelled him. Black, iridescent, it wrapped amost completely around the head,
taking on a spectacle shape above the trandator grille—and it wasimpossbleto look at it without feding
his gorge rise. The moment he looked away, the nausea began to retregt. He realized there was no lack
of mobility and vison within that helmet, and no compromise on safety ether.

Beyond the guard, Kaid could see Tirak's group waiting. The soldier hed been studying turned aside to
unlatch the gate and hold it open for them to leave. The aseptic smedl was far more pungent now.

Zashou clutched at Raid'sarm. "Antiseptics! Do you think they've found Rezac and Jo? Could they be
treating them?' Therewas hopein her eyes.

"Possibly,” he said as they were led through asmall door to their right into a corridor. He was only partly
listening to her, his attention was focused on their surroundings, try-ing to find any point of referenceto
give him aclue asto the nature of their captors, and memorizing their route.

The corridor was long and featureless with an automati-cally triggered air lock every hundred meters.
They passed only one door on hisright, but severa on theleft. Thelack of doors made him think it likely
that the medical area backed onto this corridor. Darker patches on the right-hand doors showed that
signs had recently been removed—for their benefit.

Lighting was dightly more subdued than they were used to, but thewalls and the floor covering were
blandly utili-tarianin color.

Tirak dowed down, faling back alittleto join him. "Could these be the people the Vategans are
fighting?' he asked quietly. "Ther trestment of usisamaost hospita-ble by comparison.”

Kaid grunted noncommittaly, glancing around him asthey came to ajunction and rounded the corner to
their right. A couple of hundred meters away, a closed air lock cut off hisview. They wereisolated from
the rest of the ship. No risks were being taken with them. Before he could reply, the leading guard hated
at an open doorway and gestured them in. Slumped in apadded chair was a very subdued Rezac, his
neck and wrists encased in bandages. He stirred as they entered, hands gripping the chair arms, but he
didn't look up.

Kad pushed through the others as they clustered just insde the doorway, reluctant to go any farther into
the room. "T'Chebbi, check the place out,” he ordered, gestur-ing at their new quarters as he made
graight for Rezec.

"Help her," said Tirak to hiscrew. "Rest of you stay here.”

"You wereright, Kaid. | blew it," Rezac said, hisvoice hoarse and low. The effort of talking was
obvioudy cogting him dearly. "I've risked my whole Triad. Sorry, Zashou." Hisvoicetailed off. Then, "Is



Jowithyou?'

"No. We'd hoped she was here by now," said Kaid as he squatted down in front of him. ™Y ou were
afrad for her,"” hesaid quietly. "It's understandable, given her past history with M'ezozakk." Behind them,
the door did shut and he could hear T'Chebbi organizing the search.

"Y ou don't understand, Jo wasin the hold with me at the end,” Rezac said, findly looking up at him.

Kaid winced when he saw the state of hisfather'sface. Sedant glistened on cuts across swollen eye
ridges and cheeks, dried blood matted his hair and pelt, stained his clothing. Anger rosein Kaid, and a
surge of protectiveness that shocked him. He reached out, touching gentle finger-tipsto hisfather's neck
in compassion. "He did agood job on you.”

Rezac flinched away from him, astrange look in hiseyes.

Zashou was not so restrained. Crying out, she rushed over to them, jolting the chair in her distress,
making Rezac moan.

Kaid fended away her questing hands, capturing them in his. "He's been treated, Zashou. HE|l recover. It
looksworsethanitis.

"When aVdtegan bitesafemde," Rezac continued dog-gedly, licking his cracked lips, "histeeth inject
something like a poison. It changes them, makes them violent toward any other male. They useit on thair
fema esto ensure they won't mate with anyone else. And there's only one way to neutralize the poison.”

A grangled cry made them turn round. The door had obvioudy opened again as Tirak had Jkoshuk by
the arm. "He knowswhere Jo is, don't you, Priest?”

"I don't know where sheidl" the Vategan said, spilling the bundle of clothing held been carrying. "It'sas
the Sho-lan said, she wasin the hold with me before they came.”

Kaid rose and in one fluid move, pushed Tirak aside and grasped Jkoshuk by the throat.
"Why?Why did M'ezozakk send her back?"

But it was Rezac who answered. "It went wrong. M'ezo-zakk's bite redlly poisoned her. He sent her
back to kill me when the priest had finished. She's dying, Kaid. | need to see her before..." He stopped,
unableto go on.

The noise had brought three guardsinto the room, riflesleveled at them. "Release the Interface,” one
ordered. "Heis not to be touched.”

"Whereisthe femae?" demanded Kaid, advancing toward them, dragging Jkoshuk with him by the
throat. "We know she's dying. He has aright to see her before she does!”

"Release the Interface,” repeated the guard, powering his gun up.

Abruptly, Kaid released the priest, taking astep back. "He's free. Just bring usthe femae. Shehasa
right to die with her own people.”

The lead guard hesitated as Jkoshuk ducked between the other two and scuttled from the room. " She
will be returned presently,” he said, stepping back asthe door did closed.

Kaid ran to the door but it was dready locked. "Dam-mit!" he snarled, pounding it with hisfist. His
decision to surrender was costing tljem al too much. First Teshaslife, now Jo's. What would her death



do to Rezac and Zashou? And what of his Triad, of Carrie and Kusac? He rested his head against the
surface. Nothing had been gained, and their prospects were even worse now than they'd been with the

Vdtegans.

Hefdt ahand on his shoulder, smelled T'Chebbi's scent. "This caring, it hurtstoo much,” he whispered,
clenching hisfigsin helplessfrudration.

"I know." Shetightened her hand on his shoulder. "But we got work to do." Bending down, she began to
pick up the scattered garments that the priest had been holding.

The suite turned out to have five degping rooms off the main gathering area. Showers and toilet facilities
were adja-cent to the inner rooms. Heavy carpets covered the floors and each bedroom was equipped
with severa deep deeping pads and blankets.

"Obvioudy they likeliving close," observed Giyesh as she and Jeran returned to the lounge.
"Not necessarily. They could deep in shifts" said Sheeowl.

Kaid had just finished searching the sanitary facilitieswhen Rezac called him over.

"You didn't ask mewhat | told them,” he said quietly as Kaid squatted in front of him again.

"l didn't need to," replied Kaid. "Y ou told them aslittle as possible. | knew you wouldn't let us, or
yourself, down."

"Not asecond time."

Kaid rested his hand on Rezac'sleg. "Were our positions reversed, | can't swear | wouldn't have reacted
the sameway." Hetightened his grip briefly before moving away. "Try and rest for now."

"Isclean," said T'Chebbi, coming over to join him. Sheld been checking the main room and wasthe last
to finish. "Getting beaten up like that must be afamily trait,” she said quietly to him. "Haven't seen
anything so bad since we got you back from Ghezu and Dzaka got worked over on the estate because of
Kitra"

Kad shot her afulminating look before sitting down on the nearest couch. " Short of dismantling the
lighting units and the air-conditioning, there are«BO surveillance devicesto be found,” he said to Tirak.

"Big change from the cargo hold,” said Giyesh. "I think they were expecting us. They knew exactly how
many of usthere are because the number of beds matches. Apart from the Cabbarans.”

"Still prisoners. Door is seded, we can't leave," re-minded T'Chebbi, finding hersalf a seet.

"Impressions of our hosts?' asked Kaid, looking around the room as people began to settle on the chairs
and couches.

"Their suitsaren't atmospheric,” said Mrowbay. "They aren't fitted with breathing tanks, and the air's
enough like what we breathe to rule that out.”

"Their trandator spoke Sholan,” said Jeran, taking a seet beside Giyesh.

"I noticed that," said Zashou, returning from fetching adrink of water for Rezac from one of the bathing
rooms. "Why our language when there are as many U'Churians? Seems very odd.”

"Everything about thisisodd,” said Tirak.



"Could any of you look at their helmets without fegling sick, or wasit just me?' asked Kate, Sttingon a
hard chair a thelong dining table.

"Not you," said T'Chebbi postively. "l fet it too."

"I wonder if that's aside effect or the purpose of the visors," said Kaid. "The suits are certainly combat
worthy. We could learn alesson or two from them.”

"The hdmet'singenious," said Manesh. "Won't help usif we jump one of them, though. Beliketrying to
open asted can with no opener or knife."

"Primes, the priest called them," said Rezac. " Se-niormogt, the onein gray." He stopped, catching his
breeth in obvious pain. " Jkaoshuk, the priest, he helped the medic that trested me. They have collars that
inflict pain. He wears one. If we don't obey, they'll put them on us." He paused again. "He wastold to
wanus."

"Wdl, now we seethair claws," said Tirak.

Kaid noticed Zashou put her hand up ingtinctively to her neck. "They haven't collared usyet,” he said
reassuringly.

"Theré's no food dispenser, no water gpart from in the sanitary facilities,” said Taynar morosely. "'l hope
they plantofeed us."

"No nibbles" agreed Mrowbay sorrowfully.
Thislightened the air alittle, making them al amile.
"No scent, no menta presence. It'sasif they aren't there" said Kaid. "Arethey actualy aive?'

"Y ou mean atificid beings?" Tirak asked thoughtfully. "It's possible. They cdl that Vadtegan their
interface. | don't know how they managed to take us captive, but their technology is certainly more
advanced than ours."

"And ours," agreed Kaid.
"They were expecting us," repeated Giyesh. "Even down to the number of beds. Sixteen.”

"Strange beds. Like beanbags back on Keiss," said Kate. "And the furniture, it'slike ours, not for people
withtalslikeyou."

"You can tell that by looking at their suits™” said Talis scathingly.

"Not necessarily. They could have them tucked down one leg or have short tails! What're your space
auitslike?'

Kad couldn't stop his mouth opening in adight grin. "She's got you there, Talis"

"Some of our soldiers havetheir tails amputated as amark of their dedication,” said Tirak.

All the Sholan stared at him in horror, but it was Zashou who spoke. "How could they cut off alimb?"
"Eh?" Tirak looked confused. ™Y ou useyour tails?'

"For balance, and more," said Jeran. "We il hunt on fours, don't you?'



"Wrong shape of legs" said Giyesh, paiting him on the thigh, grinning ingenuoudy and flicking her ears.
"We came from trees, not the plainslike you."

Kad caught afaint sound from outside. "Quiet,” he warned, getting to hisfeet asthe door began to dide
back, admitting two guards. They stood, one to each side of the doorway, covering their group with rifles
asafloating stretcher was brought in. Following it was ashorter figure in the gray tabard.

"Y our companion isreturned,” it said. " She will need caring for."
Kad moved quickly over to thefloater. "How long?" he asked.

"Shewill recover in afew days. The poison was very advanced. It will take sometimeto clear from her
system, but she and the child will survive. Her medication is here." He gestured to one of the guardsand
Kaid was handed a pack containing several ampoules and a pressure hypo. "Give her adose every
thirteen hours.”

"Recover?' echoed Kaid.
"Child?' said Rezec, trying to get up.

"Y ou must remove her from the floater,” continued the mechanica voice. "She needsrest. Wewould
have wished to keep her longer, but it was decided the distress it caused her injured mate would not aid
hisrecovery.”

"Put her here," said Jeran, moving the low table so the way to the hurriedly vacated couch was clear.

Throwing the pack to T'Chebbi, Kaid gently lifted the unconscious Jo and carried her to the couch, laying
her carefully down.

"Therest of my crew, where are they?' asked Tirak.

"They are housed nearby. Do not concern yoursalf. Food will be brought shortly by our interface. Y ou
will not harm him again or punishment for al will follow. Isthis understood?”

"We undergtand dl right,” said T'Chebbi with agrowl asthe soldiers and their leader |eft.

Rezac wastrying to sumble over to the couch. Seeing him, Kaid held out asupporting arm, helping him
gt down beside her. Shelay Hill, her face pae againgt the silver blanket in which she was wrapped. One
arm, a cannulaand drug pack attached, was draped across her chest. Her hair was damp and she was
wearing dean clothing.

Kaid moved back, gesturing to the othersto give them some privacy. He hadn't redlized she was
pregnant, but he should have expected it, given their new Link. Equally obvioudly, it had been newsto
Rezac. Another complicartion to add to the many they faced. At least she and the cub would live. This
waswhat she'd been concedling from him on the Profit.

AsRezac's hand closed on Jo's, she began to Stir.

"Jo," wasdl he could say.

Her eyesflickered open and she frowned, trying to focus on him. "Rezac?'
"Here. How do you fed ?*

"Better, but not good,” she said, turning her head to look around her. "Kaid. Were al here?!



"All" hesad.

She nodded, looking back to Rezac. "Y ou're hurt,” she said, puling her hand away from histo reach up
and touch hisface.

He winced and she looked again at his hand. "Oh, Rezac, what did he do to you?' she asked, her voice
bardly awhigper.

"It'snothing, my own fault,” he said. "'l shouldn't have called out like | did, but | couldn't et him bite you.”

A look of panic crossed her face. "The bite! I'll turn on you, Rezac, on al of you! Hetold me | would!
Y ou're not safe with me herel" She began to move, trying to sit up.

"No, not now," he said, leaning forward dightly to cup her facein hishand. "They've reversed it, Jo.
Youregoing to bedl right, believe me."

T'Chebbi was handing out the fresh clothing Jkoshuk had brought. She came over to Kaid with his.
"They knew shé's pregnant by Rezac," she whispered.

He nodded, putting hisfinger to hislips. "Later,” he mouthed.

Kaid carried Jo into the middle degping room, placing her carefully in one of the strange beds, pulling
another over for Rezac and seeing him bedded down beside her, then he left them aone.

"Why didn't you tell me you're carrying our cub?' Rezac asked, his hand caressing her face. "Hell be
fine" he hur-riedly assured her. "They said hewasfine."

"He?' she asked, holding his other hand carefully.
He blinked, redizing that hed given asex to their child.
"Yousadhe"

"l just senseit,” hesaid. "Why did you keep thisto yoursdf? Are you ashamed? Do you wish you hadn't
con-ceived?' Hetried to keep hisvoice even, not et her hear his concern.

"No, Rezac, never that. | would have told you when we reached safety. | was just so afraid for us, and
for... him."

He nodded. That he could understand. Had he known she was pregnant, hisfears for her would have
been even worse. Leaning forward, he gently licked her cheek, chang-ing it to akiss when she turned her
faceto meet his.

/ love you, he sent, wincing as he hurt his bruised face on hers.

What will become of us, Rezac? Soon I'll be in no state to escape, even if we get the chance. How
can we bring a child into this captivity?

| don't know, Jo, but we're together, among friends. We'll survive, never doubt that!

"The bite went wrong because she was pregnant,” said Zashou, joining T'Chebbi at the dining table. "It's
amiraclethey were ableto reverseit. Gods, what amess!" She pushed a hand through her blonde
braids. "Pregnant and captive. She must be terrified.”

"How do you fed about it Zashou?" asked T'Chebhi. ""Can you cope, having lost your own cub so



recently?'

"My cub was born dead, malformed because of the laa-quoi in our food on Jalna. It should never have
been con-caived," she said. "Jo'sgood for Rezac in away | could never be." She sighed, looking down
at her hands, examin-ing the claw tips. "Wewereill-fated from the start. | wish hed met her before me."

T'Chebbi snorted derisively. "Liar! Y ou love him as much, you just refuse to admit it to anyone, even
yoursdlf."

Zashou'searslaid back angrily. "Y ou've no right to say that!"

"Istruth. | fed it. Why not admit it?'

"He hasJo now," she said siffly.

"Needs you both. Loves you both as much,” T'Chebbi said quietly.

"How would you know?" she demanded.

"I'm at the edge of aTriad. | don't even have as much asyou.”

"And Kaid's besotted with Carrie," snapped back Zas-hou. "Have you no pride?’

"Morethan you. | admit my need, and | know Kaid needs me as much as her. Don't be afool, Zashou.
Not too lateto tell him how you fedl. No disgrace to do it even now. Our Situation smilar, only Kaid met
Carrie before me."

"Y ou were at the Brotherhood together before she even met Kusac! Or was it when he went back in
time?'

"He saw her invisonsfrom the God," said T'Chebbi, breaking eye contact. "Rezac's not beneath you.
Hisfamily isasgood asyours.”

"Y ou don't know anything about him!" she said angrily. "Y ou and Kaid are equas! It was never that way
be-tween ugl"

"Y ou sold yoursdlf to keep the family going—married money,” pointed out T'Chebbi. "Rezac hastoo
much prideto do that."

Zashou began to growl low in her throat. "Why are you so damned concerned about Rezac? What's it to
you? Un-less," she stopped, ears pricking forward. "Unless you know something | don't know about
Rezac. IsKaid hisfather? Isthat what happened when they went back in time?”

T'Chebbi looked up, catching sight of Tallis hovering nearby, redizing shed said too much. Sheforced a
laugh. "They didn't go back that far. Arrived only days before your rebdlion struck, told you that
aready." She got to her feet. "L ook at the size of our prison, Zashou. We got to get along. We don't
need you and Rezac fighting al the time. Sort yoursdlf out now. Come to terms with what happened.
Gods, it's been how long? Two years at least!”

"I had alife before him, T'Chebbi! A husband, afamily..." she began.

T'Chebbi leaned forward till her nose dmost touched the other femal€e's. "Had Vategan overlords! Had
living infear asateepath! Y ou blame Rezac for troubles he didn't cause!™ She pulled back and stalked
off to the other side of the room where Kaid and Tirak sat deep in conversation.



The damage had been done, though, and as she tumbled ideas over in her head, Zashou wondered if
they'd gone back twice because they got it wrong the first time. A shadow fell across her and sheredized
Tdllis had settled down opposite her.

"It must have been a shock for you, that news about Jo,” he said, histoneingratiating. "Now everyone's
rallying round them, just because they got injured through their own stupidity. They're making you look
likethejedousone. Y ou have my sympathy, Zashou."

She couldn't believe she was hearing thisl How dared he say that! She spat afew choice swear words at
him, then told him to remove himsdf before she saw him off. With extreme satisfaction, she watched his
earsflatten backward in acute embarrassment as he did from the seat and beat aretreat to the other,
sndler table.

Then she stopped smiling as she redlized that if someone like him was scenting her vulnerability, then her
relation-ship with Rezac was amatter for common gossip. T'Chebbi was right. In this close acommunity,
there were no secrets, and if she didn't want to remain an object of ridicule, shed have to rectify it now.
She did her head down onto the tabletop, resting it on her forearms. Why had it gone wrong? T'Chebbi
had been right again, she had liked Rezac a the start. Even he knew that because she couldn't hide it
from him on ther Link days. If only it hadn't been for their damned Link, they might have had achance at
alasting relationship. Sheld never loved Shanka Vasgarth, her husband. 1t had been nothing morethan a
marriage of convenience. Hismoney for her family's socia position.

Shefdt ahand on her shoulder and turned her head to see Kaid.

"Would you liketo go and lie down?" he asked. "Tirak and I've been dlocating rooms. We put you in the
inner one on the right with Manesh and Mrowbay. Thought you'd be happier with some female company
at least. We need to keep the middle room free for those with Link days." He hesitated, eyes darkening
briefly in apain she could fed at the memories the phrase engendered. "Jo and Rezac are in there just
now. We have two days before Kate and Taynar need it. WEll have space in our room then. I'll leave it
up to you three to decide who deegpswhere.”

"Why are you o protective of him, Kaid?' she asked, too emotionally and physicaly exhausted to care
any more. "Areyou hisfather? Did you go back too soon?"

Kaid looked startled. "Of course not. What gave you that idea?"
"You'reso dike. Jo noticed it."
"Y ou've got an activeimagination,” he said, moving away.

Shewatched him as he walked back to the table. There was something about him, something in the way
he moved, held himsdlf, that reminded her so strongly of Rezac—but she wastoo tired to think it through.
Slegp sounded like awonderful idea. She pushed herself up from the table and made her way through to
the room she'd been alocated.

Lifting off the folded cover first, sheflopped down into the giant pillow-shaped bed. Almogt ingantly, it
molded itself to her shape with afluidity that was quite unnerving. And it was warm againgt her pelt,
amogt asif it was alive. She was too damned tired to even care if it ate her while she dept. At least sheld
know nothing about it and it would mean an end to her troubles.

* % %

Jkoshuk stood at the back of the room watching the wide screen. He had to peer around the group of



three gray-robed figures, but he could see enough to know he wanted to remain where he was, at the
back, and hopefully inconspicuous. They were watching the crew of the M'ijikk. They had been placed
in alarge, sparsdly furnished open room. A dozen tables and bencheswere dl the comfortsthey had. At
one end, a partition had just been drawn back, revealing the cages of their food animals. The doorswere
triggered open and the terrified animals legped out and scattered among the Vategans.

After theinitia stunned reaction, chaos quickly followed as people dived in every direction in an effort to
catch them. Jkoshuk groaned inwardly as he watched the parti-tion close, preventing them from recaging
the creatures. Didn't the Primes redlize what they were doing? The pres-ence of the Sholans had set
everyone's aggression level sky high, then they'd been taken captive without the opportu-nity to retdiate.
Now this. It wouldn't be long before so much fresh blood and raw meat would send his people over the
edge. Then they'd turn on each other.

A camness descended on him as he redized the Primes knew exactly what they were doing. What better
wal to reduce the number of captives and make sure those they retained were the best of their kind?
Oneidand of relative cdm remained; those surrounding the generdl.

It was slent—neither the robed ones nor the guards were communicating verbaly between themsdavesin
away he could hear, and no sound penetrated from the room be-yond. It was a stark contrast to the
scene they were watch-ing and sent a chill through him.

A hand closed on hisarm and he yelped in shock. It was the guard beside him. Silently he followed one
of the gray ones out into the corridor, then into aroom opposite.

"These are your quarters. WWhen you are not required, you will stay here. Y our collar monitors your
movements at al times. When we need you, there will be a pulse againgt your neck likethis."

Agang histhroat, he felt a sudden firm pressure that was gone dmost instantly.

"The door will be opened and you will be ableto leave. Y ou will cometo the room we just left. Do you
understand?"

IIYSIII

"If you prove dependable and worthy of trust, you will be dlowed the freedom to leave this room when
you finish performing your daily tasks. If you transgress, you will be punished and your freedom revoked.
Should you transgress a second time, you will join the next culling. Isthat understood?”

"Yes," he croaked, his mouth suddenly dry with fear.

"A nourishment unit issupplied. You will eat and drink what is provided. Therewill be no moreraw
food. Thisisadesgnated rest period. Y ou will eat and deep for the next ten hours.” With that, he was
|eft done, the door sealed and |ocked.

The suitewas large, meant for Six if the number of bed units was an accurate guide. There weretwo main
rooms— alounging areaand the deegping one, aswell as bathing facilities. He found asmal pile of leisure
items—games and reading material—from the M'ijikk in one of the beds, and a change of hisown
clothing. HE'd been expected, like the Sholans.

His stomach growled, reminding him it was many hours since held last eaten, and he went to investigete
the nour-ishment unit. He'd gone beyond fear now, and was working on autopilot.

The unit had been relabeled in his own language, just as when held been aone with them, his captors had
communi-cated with him in Vategan. The food, however, was dien and cooked, and included items



labeled: Meat with green

plants; Meat with liquid and green plants 1; sweet, sweet with liquid 1. Drinks were no better. He
chose meat without liquid and adrink of plain water.

Thefood arrived hot and steaming gently. The smdl turned his ssomach, but mindful of the warning of his
host, he took it over to the table and began to cut it up with the provided cutlery. The knife was so soft
that it barely diced through the meat and the pronged thing he gave up on, using hisfingersingtead. At
least the meat was till pink insde and hadn't been cooked al the way through.

Itlay in hisstomach like an inert lump, making him fed bloated and uncomfortable. The weter did littleto
help digest it and he got up to investigate the unit again. Perhaps there was something listed that would
ease hisdiscomfort. He staggered alittle, catching hold of achair back to keep hisbaance. He felt
wesk. This cooked food just didn't agree with him.

Trid and error produced a brew that though warm, had avaguely familiar taste to it. Asthe warmth
spread through him, it began to ease the pain in his belly. He headed toward one of the padded chairs
thistime, lowering himsdlf into it with relief. Eating cooked food might give him apainin the gut, but if it
kept him from the culling he'd just witnessed, then it was asmall price to pay. He took alarge mouthful of
the drink, his thoughts turning to Mzayb'ik, wondering how he'd fared. Had he been one of those who'd
stood by the generd? Likely. Mzayb'ik wasn't atrue oppor-tunist like him. He had too much of asense
of loyalty, which got you nowhere a the end of the day. Lifting the small bowl, Jkoshuk took another Sip
of what he assumed was an herbal tea, then rested his head against the back of the chair and yawned. All
he had to do was follow their rules—for now at least. There had to be a chance for ad-vancement if the
Primesintended to keep them al captive. Whatever their ultimate purpose and destination, he would do
well to be indispensable long before they arrived at it. It was what his caste were best &, after all.
rviving.

* % %

"The Cabbaranswon't like this," said Sheeowl, pushing her food about her plate with the bendable fork.
"It'smostly mest, and haf raw!"

"They'll like the vegetables, though,” said Giyesh. "Nice and crunchy.”

"Minesadl right," said Kate. "Y ou need to change the settings, that's dl. | put them on high and the mest's
cooked right through."”

"Could be worse, could be raw meat," observed T'Chebbi, munching contentedly on her medl. "Wonder
what they gavethe Vategans.”

"Y ou redlize that the food could be drugged,” said Tirak, eyeing achunk of meat he'd finally managed to
impaeon hisfork.

Kad had dready finished. "I know," he said. "That'swhy I'm not eating much and only drinking water
from the faucet. Evenif it is, we don't exactly have an option, but well have an idea of what it does.”

"At least they gave us our own food and drink repli-cator,” said Jeran.
"I think I'll follow your example," said Tirak, pushing his haf finished med aside.
"Nothing isfree. It'sthe price they'll ask for dl thisthat worriesme,” muttered Tallis.

"Therés no point in worrying about that now," said Tirak, getting up from the table. "1'm convinced that



these are the Vdtegans enemy. Kaid, aword if you will."

Kaid joined him on the couch farthest from the others.

"We need to work together on this. My priority is escap-ing. What's yours?* asked Tirak.
"The same, or getting amessage out to my people telling them what happened.”

Tirak nodded. " So far, so good. Have you any thoughts on how well accomplish this?’

"Noneyet. Were not far from the flight deck, that's a plus. The corridors were deserted but we don't
know wherein their daily cyclewe are. It could be their night for al we know.”

"It might have been deserted, but you can be sure they've got us and the corridors under surveillance.
They know too damned much about usfor my liking."

"I wonder if they found out about us before they took the M'ijikk, or after. They could have been pacing
it, wait-ing for an opportunity to attack.”

"Some attack! Not a shot fired, we were al out cold on the deck!" snorted Tirak. "They must have been
on top of us by thetimethat darm went off. Why didn't M'ezozakk spot it? Not much you can do to
defend yoursdlf againgt that type of technology. And how the hdll did they get our craft into their hangar?”

"Possibly somekind of beam, maybe magnetic. Weve certainly nothing likeit. If we do get back to your
ship, well have that to contend with when we try to escape. But our first step isto get out of these
rooms, and stay out long enough to board the Profit. For that we need some of those suits, enough of
them to look like a party of guards escort-ing the prisoners.”

"They wouldn't be taking them back down to the flight deck.”

"Perhaps they want information from the ship's com-puter, or if I'm right and the elevator's next to their
sck bay, maybe they're escorting them there for amedica.”

"Rezac had medica attention. Perhaps he remembers where he was taken,” Tirak observed. "Jo's
unlikely to have been aware of anything much.”

Kaid shook his head. "He said something about amedic treating him in the hold. | don't think hell be able
totdl usmuch.”

"Worth atry. So for now, we observe."

"We observe their routines, listen to noise levels outside, and look for opportunitiesto escape. Welet
them relax, think we're afraid to try anything. One day, they're bound to make that one dip of attention
that'll give us our oppor-tunity to escape.”

"Agreed. Tdl me, Kaid. Why d'you launch the cryo units?"
"M'ezozakk would have recognized them from Keiss" he said. "It wastheir best chancefor surviva.”
"And now? Will you tdll these diensthey're out there?"

"I can't. Wedon't know how safe we are. At least out there, they have agood chance of getting picked
up by our people when they come looking for us."

"Let'shopeyoureright,” said Tirak, getting up.



Kaid leaned againgt the back of the seat and closed his eyes. He wanted to deep, to forget the
happenings of the past few hoursfor alittletime at least.

* % %

Brynne had been told to report to Vartras Retreat when his Link day with Vannawas over. He was
discovering it was quite different from Stronghold. Its emphasis was on the religious side and though there
wasagym, it was not part of his schedule. He was taking a private condensed course on the cults of
Vartraand Ghyakullaand religious meditation techniques. Interesting asit was, it had more of the fedl of
history lessons about it than anything else.

Histime was divided between there and Stronghold, where the physica side of histraining continued,
mainly with Jurrel asatutor and sparring partner. His meetings with KhaQwawere part of his schedule,
but asto what their purpose was, he wasn't certain. Discussions on socia studies and current events
were mainly what they talked about. But he did enjoy hisvisitswith her.

The need for Link dayswith Vannawas diminishing as her pregnancy advanced, so he wasfreeto stay
longer. This, coupled with thefact that it was difficult for him to remain isolated from the Sholan
community because it was dl there was, meant he was having to make the effort to fit in for thefirst time.

"Isthisactudly areligious establishment?' he asked of Jurrel asthey made their way from the refectory to
one of the smaler common rooms.

Jurrd gave him acuriouslook. "Tel me how you think it should be," he said.

"| always associated retreats with people getting away from it, taking a break from the outside
world—no comm units, no broadcasts and newsvids, just peace and quiet and prayer.

"We havethat, but of course," he said with adow, open-mouthed smile, "we don't disturb them.”

"What about the priests or priestesses coming here to shut out the outside world totally and just pray or
Study?”

"Therearethose,” Jurrel agreed. "But they tend to live a shrines and come here only for sudy. We have
awon-derful library of ancient texts and prophecies.”

"What about the sdlf-denid? Theliving in poverty, work-ing theland, and so on?"

"Oh, we have people who do that, too, but not in our Order unlessthey've retired. The Brotherhood
duesyou pay aso go to the upkeep of land where we can retire when we're no longer ablefor active
sarvice either asapriest or awarrior. Remember, Brynne, that VartraisaGod of Warriors, too. Asfor
asceticism, why not enjoy good food? One can alwaysfast if need be." He stopped, holding Brynne
back at the door to the lounge. "It would be easier for you if you stopped trying to find a Terran
comparison for everything when one doesn't aways exist. Just be one with us, enjoy our world." Helet
him go and pushed the door open. "And our good food,” he grinned, mouth open-ing widely.

The beast was exhausted, they'd have to make a stop. Clenching hisfistsin the crest of hair down its
spine, hejerked back sharply, causing it to lift its neck and snort. Its headlong flight began to dow
gradualy and by the time it was walking, sides heaving and swesting, he was ableto bring it to ahdlt.
Sliding down, he kept one hand firmly wound in the mane.

Leaning heavily on his mount, he continued limping toward the distant mountains. There hadn't been any
sgn of pursuit yet. Thefasetral held cast must have worked. Now it wastimeto find asafe place for
them to hide out for aday or two so he could rest up and let hiswounds hedl alittle more.



Hewinced as hisfoot turned on astone, pulling at the swelling on hisleg. Hed haveto cleanit again
when they stopped. No matter what he did, he just couldn't seem to get out al the poison. A couple of
daysand it was as bad as before. Worse, if he was being honest with himself. The swelling kept growing
larger and hisfever was barely kept in check by the plants he'd eaten and chewed up to use asa
poultice. Living rough and having to be congtantly on the move didn't help at dl.

Water wasn't far off, he could smell it now. Having grown up in the city, he knew nothing about herbs
and plants, but somehow he'd known ingtinctively what to look for. Hetried to think of home, but it sent
asharp pain through his head. Shaking it, he stumbled on. Didn't do to think about the past. The future
mattered now, getting up into the mountains so he could find that place he kept seeing in hisdreams. The
place with the sweet smelling tree.

Hed haveto hunt for food for both of them. The beast was so domesticated it wouldn't know how to go
about finding prey in the wild. Suddenly he found himself falling asaroot grabbed a hisfoot. The ground
rushed up to meet him, knocking the breath from his lungs as he measured hislength. How long helay
there, held no idea but gradually was aware of the beast tugging at his hair, lipping at hisface with a
tongue that felt like a piece of thick, wet sandpaper.

"Yeah, I'm awake again,” he mumbled, trying to push himsdlf up, but he was too wesk to stand thistime.
Helay there, smdling the dampnessin the sail, fedling the chill air on his pelt, wondering if héd findly
reached the end of his endurance. The beast snorted and nosed something wet and bloody into hisface.

"What the..." He put out a hand to investigate and found the carcass of afish. He began to laugh.

He was being shaken quite forcefully, Brynne redlized as he surfaced from deep. "What the hell are you
doing?' he mumbled, flailing at the hands. "Get off me, Jurrd!”

The shaking stopped and he pushed himself up from the tangle of soaking sheets. His hair was plastered
damply across hisface and eyes. Reaching up, he pushed it aside then scrubbed at his beard and
mustache. Jurrel was squat-ting on the bed near hisfeset.

"Woke you again, huh? Sorry," he mumbled, beginning to unwrap himself from his damp bedding. "What
was| doing thistime?

"Laughing. Don't tell me, you were watching performing jeggets,” said Jurrd dryly. "I think you owe mea
decent explanation thistime, Brynne. And don't tell me you just saw animals because | don't believe
you!"

"l told you, it'snothing,” he said, getting up and heading for the bathing room.

Jurrdl launched himsdlf off the bed, grabbing him by the arm. Brynne pulled away angrily. "Don't touch
me!" hesaid, hisvoicedmogt asnarl. "I'm atelepath, | can't stland to be touched when this happend! ™

Jurrel took a step backward, hands held outstretched to show he meant no threet. "Brynne, you have to
talk about it. Y ou can't let thiskeep on happening without telling someone! Y ou need help.”

"I need ashower," Brynne retorted, continuing into the bathing room. He stepped into the cubicle and
turned on the water. He wanted to be | eft aone, nothing more, but Jurrel dways stuck with him like held
been glued on. They might be afraid something would happen to him during one of these visons, but each
one scared the crap out of him.

Sighing, he reached out for the container of soap. It wasn't there. Dashing the water from his eyes, he
continued to fumble on the small shelf whereit usudly lived.



"I haveit," said Jurrel quietly from behind him. "I l&ft it out when | showered earlier. Would you like me
to help?If you won' talk, then perhaps| can rdax you by wash-ing you."

Human reactions fought with Sholan ones as, water duic-ing down hisbody, he stared at Jurrel. He didn't
know how to respond. He'd shared showers before, but not with males of either species—not this
intimately. He snatched the bot-tle from Jurrd's hand. "I'll do it myself,”" he snapped, turn-ing his back
pointedly on him as hisworld suddenly exploded into aroom of blinding lights, whitetiles, pain, and
someone el sg's absol ute terror.

His head hurt and when hetried to move, hefelt sick.

"Bedill," said Jurrd's cam voice from besde hisear. "Y ou fdl and hit your head."
"My side," he mumbled, trying to move hishand down to fed himsdf. "I hurt it, too."
"Your sdeisfine. | caught you. You hit your head on thewall asyou fell."

"Must see" he said, forcing his head off the tiled floor. The room swayed and spun around him and he
hed to swallow hard to stop himsdlf from throwing up. He felt himsalf being supported into asitting

position.

"Y ou're as obstinate as any Sholan," Jurrdl complained, wrapping atowel around his shoulders as Brynne
looked down at hisside.

"Nothing!" he said in shock, pulling & his naked flesh. "Not amark!”

"| did tell you," hiscompanion said quietly, beginning to rub him gently with the towd.

"| fdtit, Jurrd—aburning painin my side, just over theribs." Helooked up a him, confused.
"Wheat did you see?'

"A room, lightsand—tiles" he said, glancing down at thetiled floor benegth him.

"Visgons are strange things. Some are just snatches of scenes you never see any more of, some are events
that might be happening, or might be to come in the future. Sometimes you never know whét they are,”
he said, putting ahand under Brynne's chin and turning hisface so he could look into his eyes. "Follow

my finger.”

Shivering, he did as he was asked, then clutched the large towd closer. Jurrel got up and went for
another.

"Y ou've got amild concussion, no more. We have people who know how to make sense of visons. If
you'l tell no one what you see, how can we help you?'

"What isit with thisworld? Thiskind of thing doesn't happen back on Earth,” he said as Jurrel helped him
stand. Nausea swept through him again and he had to clutch at the Sholan to stop himsdlf from faling
over.

"How do you know? Unitil we came, your people didn't even believein telepathy and your gift was
considered afreak and unstable,”" he said calmly, leading him back through to the bedroom and sitting
him down on his own bed.

Leaving him there, he went for Brynne'stoweling robe and helped him into it, tying the belt round his
waist before pulling the covers over him.



"I'm going to fetch fresh sheets™" he said, turning to leave.

"It'sajourney,” said Brynne, lying back againg the pil-lows that smelled acutely of damp Jurrdl. "I'm
Seeing some-oneon ajourney.”

Jurrel squatted down on the floor beside him. "Who? Do you know who it is?'
"No. Inthe dreamsit's dways happening to me."
"Canyou tell whereyou're going?'

"Therewasfores at first, now it'splains. | dwaystrave at night to avoid being caught. | had ariding
beedt thistime."

"Isit sequentid? Do you pick up where you leave of f?

"No. I've traveled in between each dream. In this one I'd stolen the beast perhaps the day before. I'm
injured, | know that.”

"Inthe5de?’
"Yes, but theworst oneison my leg. | have afever.”
"Can you recognize any of the landscape?"

Brynne began to shake his head then moaned as he re-gretted it. Jurrel reached out to touch his
forehead, brush-ing aside the forelock that had fallen across his eyes.

"No, | can't, but then I've not traveled much around Sholaon foot. I'm Sholan,” he added, his eyes
catching Jurrdl's. "That much I'm sure of . But the pain in my side had nothing to do with that, | know it
didn't. That's some-thing completely different.”

Jurrel's hand stroked hisforehead again. "It could be avision of when thistraveler finaly getsthe medica
help he needs. Maybe he's reaching out mentaly and you're picking it up.”

"I don't know, Jurrdl. | just wish the visonswould stop,” he said tiredly, closing hiseyes. "'l can't go on
likethis. I'm adanger to mysdlf." He was remembering other dreams he'd had, about being cold and
floating in an empty darkness.

"That'swhy I'm here," said Jurrel quietly, continuing to stroke his forehead and smooth hiswet hair avay
from hisface. "Well go and see Guardian Dhaikatomorrow and tell him about this."

The touch was soothing, made the nausea retreat. Right now he didn't care that the hand was male, just
that it was comforting. Sholan maes were something of an enigmato him anyway, lacking some of the
masculine qudities he was used to, yet having the gracefulness he associated with femininity. Some of
them sent out dl thewrong signals, asif they were athird, asyet uncharted sex dl of their own.

"Therearemore,” he said, beginning to relax under Jur-rel'stouch. "Theroom | saw was part of them,
but they don't make sense. Fear, theres dways a sense of fear. | don't want to go to Dhaika yet. |
haven't enough to tell him that sounds believable.”

"It'syour choice, but please, keep talking to me about them. There's no need to shut everyone out.
Between uswe might discover what they mean. Y ou've not had an easy time since you came to Shola.
First aLeskalLink, then these visions. It must have been incredibly londly. Y ou need friends, people you
canturnto. | can be herefor you if you wish."



"What's your Tdent, then?' he murmured, noticing the stroking had stopped. He wasrelieved to be able
to talk to someone at last about the dreams, someone who wasn't going to ridicule him. "Empathy?"

"Among other things," Jurrel agreed, getting to hisfedt.

* % %

Rhyaz sat down on the chair beside Lijou's desk. "The Rhijissoh's reached Jalna," he said.
Lijou looked up from hiswork. "I heard. | takeit werein full communication with that world now."

Rhyaz flicked an ear in assent. "Y es. Just finished spesk-ing to Captain Kishasayzar and the four Human
agentswe | eft there.”

""'So we now have up-to-date news on the Stuation there. Good. About time. Relaying it through the
Sumaan ship took far too long. What newsisthere on the Profit?"

Rhyaz picked up the crystal paperweight on Lijou's desk and began toying with it. " Contact negotiations
have started, and the Cabbaran and U'Churian delegates are ar-riving in afew daysto endorse the
temporary agreement that Kaid reached with them on board the Rryuk's Profit."

"Becareful of that, Rhyaz, it'san antique,” warned Lijou. What wasit with this paperweight? Everyone
seemed to need to pick it up and handle it for some reason. He remembered the last time had been when
Ghezu...

"The newsisbad." Rhyaz put the crystal down with athump that made Lijou wince, even as heredized
that his mind was suddenly going off into irrdlevancies. He knew he didn't want to hear thisnews.

"Still no word from the Profit, and Kaid neglected to tell usthat Carrie was serioudy injured.”
Lijou picked up the paperweight, finding comfort in the smooth surface. "How badly?*

"Bullet lodged againgt her spine, an archaic Janian one with asoft tip. It's serious. She needed specidized
surgery, that'swhy they put her in cryo on the U'Churian ship.”

"Then Kusac'sin one, too. And they've been missing for three days,” said Lijou dowly, trying to take it
in. Heroused himsdlf. "What are Raiban and Chuz going to do?"

"I had words with them. Asof now, Rryuk's Profit isofficidly listed asmissing. A search hasbeen
implemented aong their last known route. The U'Churian delegates ship isdue at Jalnain two days.
They plan to join usin the search, same with the Cabbarans they'll be bringing with them. If the Profit is
there, well find it, Lijou. Could be nothing more than acomm breakdown. They might still turn up on
schedule a Tuushu infour days time.”

"It takeslonger than four daysfor them to get there," said Lijou. "I know, | read the reports. They aren't
offi-cidly duethere for another seven days.”

"The Profit can get there faster because of their Cab-baran navigators. They'vegot..."

"| read that report, too," interrupted Lijou. How was he going to break this newsto Konis? It had been
bad enough when the message at the palace had been given to him by mistake, but now he had problems
enough with that younger daughter of his. And Rhyasha. It would break her heart to lose them both.
"Don't try to convince me you believeit'sacomm or enginefailure. Y ou wouldn't bein-sstingon a
search now if youdid.”



"Weve got one of our own ships posted near the jJump point at Tuushu. When they emerge, welll see
them. We can't afford to lose them, Lijou," said Rhyaz quietly. "There's dso the fact that they're aboard
the ship of two new aliesto be taken into consideration. That was my lever with the High Council. We
can't let any of the speciesthat trade at Jalnathink we're dow to respond to one of their missing ships at
thisstagein our treaty talks."

Lijou nodded. "When do | tell Konis and Rhyasha?'

"Can you delay it? No need to worry them any sooner than we need to. Asyou say, we've seven days
before we need to tell them.”

In hishands, the crystal suddenly seemed icy cold, and its chill went straight to his heart. He put it down
just as hurriedly as Rhyaz had done. "Y ou redlize this could be what Vartra's warning was about. Not
them, but why they've gone missing.”

"I'm aready working on that assumption. All our people in the field have been contacted and put on dert.
I'd be doubting the sanity of following the vison you had, but therésno way | can rationdize that coin
you gave me."

Lijou shivered. "Don't remind me," he murmured. "I've been visting the temple more often than usud,
hoping for an answer, another vison, even another visitation, dammit! But nothing! It'sasif Vartrahas|eft
usto get onwithit!"

"What about any of our other visonaries?"

"Nothing. No, wait. Dzaka came to me two days ago with atale of Kashini screaming in fear for most of
the night. He said he and Kitra had the digtinct fegling she knew her mother and father werein danger. |
dismissed it as pure fancy. Seems| might have been alittle too quick in my assessment.”

"Contact Dzaka. Seeif he or Kitra have picked up any-thing more. And make sure every vison or
dream, no mat-ter how trivia or unrelated it may seem, is reported to you.”

Lijou nodded. "Isthere anything else | can do?'

"You're doing plenty asit is by using the priesthood to pass on messages to our people,” said Rhyaz,
getting up. "This remains between oursaves for now, Lijou. Chuz and Raiban don't exactly want it
common knowledge ether. Let's see where we are when the U'Churians arrive.”

CHAPTER 6
Day 8

A yowl of terror had Kaid leaping from his bed before he even redlized he was awake. In his haste, he
stumbled, his blanket caught round hislegs. Cursing, he bent to free him-sdif, flinging it behind him as he
raced into their common lounge. He passed Mrowbay sitting dumped adegp on the couch but more
important matters claimed him. The shriek sounded again, and thistime he knew which room to go to.
The middle door was open as, T'Chebbi now behind him, he headed into Rezac's and Jo's room.

Zashou was crouched beside the two beds, keening.

Reaching down, he hauled her to her feet. "What isit?" he demanded, shaking her. " Stop that damned
racket, Za-shou! Y ou're not helping anyone, and | can't hear mysdlf think!"

She continued to howl, obliviousto his presence. He shook her again, and when she till didn't respond,



he dapped her, ahard, stinging blow that made her gasp and put her hand to her face in shock.
"You hit me" shefatered.
"Damned right | did! Now, what's happened?’

She pointed at the empty beds. "They're gone," she whimpered. "I cameinto talk to Rezac, and they
weregone!"

Pushing her aside, Kaid joined T"Chebbi, who was d-ready kneeling on the floor examining one of the
empty beds.

Pulling the cover off the other, he found what he waslooking for. A red stain on the sheet at chest height.
"Blood. His wounds were bleeding again." He let the cover fal back and stood up.

"He'sdead!" Zashou wailed. "They've taken him be-cause he's dead!”

"Enough,” snapped Kaid, pushing past her and the group that had materidized around them. "If he were
dead, you'd be aswell, you know that!" He headed back to the lounge, reaching out mentally for either
of the two missing people, and encountered abarrier he couldn't penetrate. "What the hell?' he muttered,
then Tirak claimed his attention.

"I heard Zashou. Who's missing?' the U'Churian de-manded, clutching at the blanket he'd wrapped
around him-sdf for modesty.

"Rezac and Jo. They're not with any of you?' asked Kaid, trying to catch the eyes of the circle of
half-dressed U'Churians and Humans. He felt aflash of annoyance, then remembered their nudity taboos.
They'd soon lose them, living in such close quarters.

A chorus of negatives answered him.

"Not in the sanitary facilities either," said T'Chebbi.

"Have you seen these?' asked Taynar, holding awrist comm out to him. "Our stuff. It's been returned.”
Automaticaly, Kaid took it from him.

"They've been here while we dept!™ said Zashou hysteri-caly, pointing to the pile of assorted persona
possessionsthat lay on the low table beside Taynar. "How could they come in here and take two people
from their beds without us even knowing? What kind of beings are they?"

"l wason guard,” said Mrowbay quietly. "I don't remember seeing anyone.”
"Were adeep when | came through,” said T'Chebbi.

All eyesturned on the hel pless Mrowbay. He shrugged, earsflattening briefly. "1 don't understand it,” he
sad. "l wasn't eventired.”

"He's not to blame," said Kaid. "His deep couldn't have been natural. To take two people out of here
without wak-ing any of usisvirtualy impossble”

"Why?Why have they taken them?' demanded the dis-traught Zashou.

"Isobvious," said T'Chebbi, looking through the pile of possessions on the table. "Hiswounds were
bleeding, and she's pregnant. Maybe something happened to her in the night, too."



"I know what they were doing, damn him!" said Zashou hystericdly. "That'sal Rezac's good for,
fathering cubd™

"Why not?" countered T'Chebbi, looking up at her. Y ou don't want him or his cubs. Why should he
waste himsdlf on you?'

"Enough, both of you!" Kaid roared, losing histemper. "Zashou, don't be so damned stupid! Neither of
them was in a state to do anything last night except deep! T'Chebbi, leave her done. Am | the only one
to see the red implica-tions here?'

"How'd they know they needed medica attention?" asked Mrowbay.

Kaid rounded on him. "Right! They must have some kind of monitoring devices on them. Dammit, |
should have thought to search them both!"

"I'd not have thought of it either,” said Tirak. "They werein such abad way, who'd have wanted to
disturb them with asearch?"

"Not the point,” said Kaid, stting down. "1 should have.”

Manesh indicated the pile on the table. "No, it's my re-gponsibility. I'm the security officer. Everything
they give us, including dl of this, we should now consider suspect.”

"They'll be clean," said Sheeowl quietly. "When they can knock out our watch and possibly therest of us
aswdl, comein and remove two injured people without waking us, they don't need to plant devicesin
our wrig comms.”

"She'sright,” said Tirak, hoisting his blanket more se-curely around himself.
"I'll check them anyway,” Manesh said firmly, holding her hand out for Kaid's wrist comm.

"What now?" asked Tdlis. "What do you intend to do to protect us? We're civilians, not part of your
military forces. We have aright to protection. Who're they going to take next?"

Kaid sighed. "Well put two people on watch tonight. It'sunlikely they'll take anyone else, Tdlis. Rezac
and Jo obvioudy needed medicd attention, that's why they're gone.”

"There's some books and vids among thislot,” said Sayuk, who'd been looking through the pile. "No use
with-out avid unit, though.”

"Likethat?" asked Taynar, pointing to asquat object sitting in what had been one of the vacant nichesin
thefar wall.

"Likethat," she agreed, looking over &t it. "It'sours, from the Profit." Her tone was frankly incredulous.

Tirak sat down in the nearest seet. "1 don't understand this. Why keep us prisoners yet provide uswith all
the comforts of home?"

"Boredom increases the need to try to escape,” said Kaid. "This makes us hope the Primes will get
around to releasing usif we cooperate with them.”

"Y ou don't know that they won't," countered Tallis. "They've not questioned any of us, not offered us any
vio-lence. They may well let usgo.”

"Y ou were the one demanding to be protected amoment ago,” said Manesh. "Now you think they're



harmless. Make up your mind, Talig"

" Stop ordering me about! Who do you think you are? | don't have to do what you tell me! I'm Sholan,
not U'Chu-rian!" Histail was beginning to lash from sdeto sde angrily.

"Stow it, Tdlis" said Kaid sharply. "Werein thisto-gether. Asyou said, you'reacivilian. You'll do what
youretold and likeit."

As Sheeowl had predicted, their belongings were clean. Lighting and heating they dready had accessto,
but now that they could keep track of time, they felt morein control of their environment. The door to the
corridor outside let in only faint sounds, but they were able to hear when peo-ple were passing by.

At firg, Tirak kept his crew close and dert, but as the hours passed and they remained undisturbed, he
alowed them to relax, redlizing they'd be burned out long before the need for action came, if it ever did.

Asthelr day wore on, Kaid watched with a detached interest as the two crews formed socia groupings.
It gave him something to do other than worry about the continued absence of Rezac and Jo and the fact
that mentally, he couldn't reach beyond their suite. The return of hiswrist comm had given him cause for
concern because his, unlike those of the other Sholans who wore one, wasfitted with a persona psychic
damper which was gtill working. Al-though the fedl of the menta barrier wasn't the same, he wished he
could be sure that the reason he couldn't pene-trate beyond the walls of their suite had nothing to do with
the Primesfinding the device.

Asthey began to settle after their last med of the day, he noted Giyesh and Jeran finally move quietly off
to acorner of the lounge on their own. He knew of their night together on Jalnaand had seen them
meeting for odd sto-len hours together on the Profit. Sensing Tirak about to interfere, Kaid reached
across the table to touch the other's hand, nicking his ear in anegative before he redlized the captain
wouldn't understand the Sholan gesture.

"Leavethem," he said quietly. "They strengthen each other. He needs her even if she doesn't need him.
He's been through alot recently, and just lost two of his com-panions. They're not undermining any
discipline, quite the reverse. They're showing the rest of uswe can work together."

Before Tirak had timeto reply, the door did open and Jkoshuk entered. Ingtantly, Kaid was up and
moving toward him. Asthe door did shut, his hands closed around the Vategan's throat, damming him

agang it.
"Where are they?' he demanded, earslaid Sdeways and lips drawn back from histeeth in asnarl of
extremerage.

"Who?" hissed Jkoshuk, clawed hands scrabbling at Kaid's forearms, his voice barely audible because
of the pressure on histhroat. "No oneismissng!”

Shifting hisgrip, Kaid was surprised to fed metal under his hands. Hooking the fingers of hisleft hand
round the band, he hauled the priest into the center of theroom. A quick glance told him al he needed to
know abouit it for the moment.

"Two of usare gone! Where are they? When will they be returned?' he demanded, shaking him by the
collar.

"They're back," wheezed Jkoshuk, trying to keep hisvoice cam as he clutched at Kaid for support.
"They were only gonefor afew hours.”

"Liar!" shrieked Zashou, bearing down on them, claws outstretched. "Weve spent the day watching and



wating!"

Kaid fended her off until T'Chebbi ran over and grabbed hold of her, then he hauled Jkoshuk closer.
"Where are they?' he asked again, staring into the other's bulbous green eyes.

The priest flinched and looked away. "1 watched them being returned mysdf not thirty minutes ago.”

Kaid fdt acold knot of fear grip hislower belly. "Check it out, T'Chebbi," he said camly. Suddenly, he
was afraid to discover Jkoshuk wastelling the truth. The seconds stretched interminably as he waited for
her to return.

"They're back. Aredeeping,”" shesad.
Zashou whimpered in fear, then Kaid heard adull thump as she hit the ground.
"Fainted," said T'Chebbi in disgust.

Knowing her as he did, Kaid could hear the note of un-certainty in her voice that the others would miss.
Here-turned his attention to the priest, smelling the stench of hisfear. "Y oure their creature, their
servant. What manner of beings are the Primes? What did they do to my people? Why did they take
them?"' he demanded.

"They were taken to the medical unit for treatment. Be-yond that, | know nothing, not even what the
Primes|look like!"

"Y ou're running their errands! Y ou must know more than that!"

"I'm acaptive like you. | do just that, run their errands, under guard. I've been sent to check on the
mae"

"Y ou caused his condition!" snarled Kaid, giving him another shake.

"They know that," said the priest quietly when held stopped. "Now release me and let me do my job. If |
wereyou, I'd not earn their displeasure. 1t isn't methey'll punish.”

Kaid snarled hisanger but released him. Something was wrong about this priest. He followed him,
watching Jkoshuk as he checked Rezac's dressings, fdlt his pulse. Obvioudy satisfied, Jkoshuk turned to
leave, and found Kaid blocking hisway.

"What about her?' Heindicated Jo.

"l wasn't instructed to check her."

"Where did you get your medica training in Sholan physiology?

Jkoshuk looked startled. "What do you mean?

"Where did your sudden concern for us come from,

Jkoshuk?Y ou hate us as a species, want nothing more than to destroy us. What changed?”

"I don't know what you're talking about. | do what the Primes order meto do," he blustered, but Kaid
could see his protruberant eyeswidening in fear.

"Y ou hadn't noticed, had you? What have they done to you, Jkoshuk? What price are you paying for



being their messenger? Get out of here, and don't bother coming back. Tell your masters you're not
welcome.”

"I have no choice," Jkoshuk said, hisface turning asickly yellowish hue asthe color drained fromit. The
scent of hisfear grew stronger, pervaded the room. "1 must do asthey order me."

Kaid stood aside. "Then don't return here without infor-mation for me," he said quietly. "I want to know
what the Primes want with us, and if any of your people have gone missing.”

Jkoshuk edged past him into the main room. As he did, the door hissed open to revea armed guards,
rifles pointed a him.

"Do not intimidate the Interface,” the trandator intoned as Jkoshuk fled to safety.

They woke Jo and Rezac, and though mindful of the fact they wereinjured, searched them thoroughly for
any monitoring devices. They found nothing. Neither of them had any memory of even leaving the room,
and only the fact that Rezac had fresh dressings and Jo's cannula had been removed, convinced them that
anything at al had happened. That night, no one wanted to go to the bed-rooms. They preferred to
remain together in the lounge.

* * %

Day 9

The next day, Jkoshuk awoketo apulsing in his collar— hisalarm cal. Hinging his clotheson, he
quickly headed for the food dispenser and chose some eggs and the warm herba drink held had the night
before. He didn't relish facing a day with ssomach problems. Hed barely finished when the soldiers
arrived for him.

They led him to aroom up the corridor, away from his own and the Sholan quarters. As soon ashe
entered it, he could fed the pigment drain from hisface. Wdls and floor weretiled in white, acolor he
knew showed up the bright-ness of blood to devastating effect. The lighting was bright but could be
intensified by moving the large circular units standing a short distance away. It reminded him too
force-fully of hisofficein Geshader, on Keiss.

In the center stood a chair with arack of surgical imple-ments close besideit. The chair was different,
more com-fortable than hisinterrogation chair had been, padded in an easily cleaned seamlessfabric, but
it reclined from up-right to afull bed sze, with attached anchorage pointsfor wrists and anklesaswell as
neck. And at the neck was a series of wired contacts that he knew instantly fixed onto collarslike his. It
might also look like amedica room, but he didn't need the old scent of Vategan fear to tdll himitslast
purpose had been for interrogation.

An armored glove closed with avisdlike grip on his shoulder, propelling him into the room. He knew his
op-tions—he went quietly, or he suffered pain and went any-way. Pulling away, he found he was
released ingtantly. Walking over to the chair, he sat down, noticing somewhere degp in hismind that it fit
him easily. The guards stayed where they were and he realized with surprise, they had no intention of
fagtening him down.

The minutes passed and it grew more difficult to avoid Saring at the instruments on therack. He
concentrated on looking around the room again, examining it, looking for the subtle differences. It was
gpacious compared to his room in Geshader, and a palace compared to the cargo hold on the M'ijikk.
He smdlled antiseptic in the air, overly-ing the strengthening scent of fear he knew was his own. Four
sedl ed body-sized units backed onto the far wall. Above them were monitor screens. Maybe it doubled



asan emergency medica room. It certainly wasn't the main one hed accompanied the unconscious
Rezac to.

The heavy sound of gpproaching feet made him turn to look over his shoulder. Two of the Seniormost
Primes. He quickly turned back, hoping they hadn't noticed him, but it wasimpossible to tell under those
hemets

They cameround in front of him, arms hanging eadily at their sides.

"Wewill question you now. Y ou are our Interface, one who will move freely among the captivesif you
prove your honesty. We do not expect lies. If you lie, we will know it and one of the guards will punish
you. They have been adjusted to have no compunctions about inflicting pain. They will stop only when
ordered. Isthat understood?'

Jkoshuk blinked rapidly, unable to stop hisfear sphinc-tersreleasing their scent. They adjusted their
own kind? What was behind those visors? What manner of beings were they?

"Why did you take the ship called Rryuk's ProfitV asked the flat, mechanicd voice.

"For the navigators, the Cabbarans" he said quickly. Keeping information from the Primeswouldn't help
him. There were severa among the bridge crew who could tell them this.

“Why?

The voice seemed to come dightly from one side thistime, but he couldn't be sure. It unsettled him, not
knowing which one hewastaking to.

"Wewere disgraced at home and couldn't return without facing our execution. We hoped the navigators
would buy usour lives”

"What vaue have these diensto your kind?'
"They can navigate during jumps.”
"The nature of your disgrace?"

Heturned his head dightly, looking from one to the other. Which one had spoken?"Welost our Rest and
Re-cuperation world to the Sholans when they answered adis-tress cal from the Humans."

Silence, while they obvioudy conferred with each other. Then, "How did you learn of Jana?'
"From asmadl trading ship we captured sometime ago.”
"What took you to Jana? Y ou have not been seen there before.”

"Our ship had been damaged in escaping from Keiss and needed repairs. We knew we could sdll the
four Sholansthere for the supplies we needed. That's where we saw and heard about the Cabbarans.”

"If they defeated you on Keiss, how were you able to take these Sholans?’

Jkaoshuk twitched. HE'd been hoping they wouldn't ask. "Our Commander of Forces called usto take
partinamilitary misson.”

"lts nature?'



"I don't know. | am only the priest, not included in bridge briefings unless summoned by the Captain." He
couldn't stop histongue from flicking out nervoudly.

From the neck down atida wave of pain washed through him, setting every nerve on fire, making his
body twitch uncontrollably. It seemed to go on and on, then just as suddenly, it stopped.

Helay panting in the chair, barely able to open hiseyes or think coherently.
"Youlie"" The mechanica toneswere devoid of inflection.

"I don't," he whimpered. "Wefollowed orders, placed ourselvesin aformation around the Sholan
worlds. "That'sdl | know."

A guard stepped forward, and taking him by a handful of hisrobes, lifted him up and dammed him into
the back of the chair.

"l don't know!" Jkoshuk said frantically, clawing at the armored glove. "All | know isthat we destroyed
every living thing on both worlddl™

The guard released him, letting him fall back to the sest.
"Where did the weapon come from?' he was asked after amoment or two of silence.

"I don't know," he said, gripping the arms of the chair, bracing himsdlf for more pain. "It wasn't on our
craft. Only Generd M'ezozakk would know."

"Y ou did morethan trade a Jana. Y ou left something behind. What wasit?"

He looked from oneto the other in shock, trying desper-ately to remember what they'd done there. How
did the Primes know so much about them? " The Holy Object!” he said in arush. "We sent it down to
protect it from the authorities on M'zull in case they wouldn't accept us back. We hoped one day to
retrieveit.”

"Describeit.”

"A large cube. It hurt to look at it." Thiswas something he did know about and he could hear himself
beginning to babblein hisurgency to tell them about it before they turned on his collar again. "Light
seemed to bend round it and it felt strange to the touch. It wasn't heavy—moved easily, asif floating. It's
been worshipped in the Generd's family for generations.”

Silencefell whilethey consdered hisanswer.
"What isthe location of this Human world?" he was asked at length.

He could taste the sudden rank smédll of hisfear strongly now. He clenched his hands tightly round the
arms of the chair, claws indenting the semi-rigid surface. "1t's not my job. I'm only a priest who
interrogates those the Church considers heretics. I'm not trained as a navigator.”

Again the silence. HEd never before experienced such terror. Though his body was shaking, another part
of him was Sitting back, analyzing what they were doing that was S0 effective.

"Thefood. Do you copewithit? It isnutritiond for your kind." The question shocked him withits
incongruity.
Briefly he wondered whether to lie, then decided againgt it. "It hurts my stomach. | need freshly killed



meat, eaten raw, not cooked."

"There are settings that control the amount of heat ap-plied to the food. Y ou can choose one that barely
cooksit."

"Butitisn't raw!"

"Accustom yoursdlf toit. Thereis no reason why you cannot. Y our ssomach is capable of processing it.”
The reply was said dmost before held finished talking.

"Y ou have work to do shortly, using your particular skills. Y ou will choose one of your crew to
interrogate. The guardswill aid you. Return to your quarters and clean yoursdf." Both Primesturned
away from him and began to walk away.

IIMeI?I
"Y ou question our decison?"

He could dmost hear theimplication in theflat, inflec-tionless voice. "No," he said hurriedly, getting out of
the seat before they changed their minds. Why did they want him to question hisfellow crew members?
Then he sup-plied his own answer, because he obvioudy knew them better.

Asthe guards escorted him back to hisrooms, he redl-ized that to return him to his quarterslike this, the
Primes were capable of smelling his scents. So the suits were two-way, they concealed his abductors
natures, not protected them. He put thisto the back of hismind to consider later, when he had more such
amdl facts

* % %

Marahad only just collgpsed into achair at the long trestle table when she heard afootfal behind her.
Smoth-ering asigh, she waited for the inevitable words. They didn't come, instead the steps stopped and
shefedt ahand on her shoulder. Looking up, she saw Greg standing over her.

"Y ou did agood job explaining to Toueesut why he wasn't invited to the Sholan funerds yesterday,” he
said, passing her acup of coffee. "Can | join you?"

"Sure," she said, taking the mug from him. "How'd you know | wanted a coffeg?"

He did onto the seat opposite her, putting his own coffee on the table before handing her a sandwich. He
leaned closer, dmost whispering in her ear. "Dealing with our Touiban colleagues till givesmea
headache. Y ou've no idea how grateful everyoneisthat they've taken to you. Leaves mefreeto get on
with our own work rather than mediating between our species. I've aproposition to put to you," he said,
gtting back and taking asip of hisdrink. "I've been talking to Dzaka. We've a space on the team, and he
saysyou're freeto take us up on any offer of em-ployment we want to make. Areyou interested in
formaliz-ing what you've been doing with us? And getting paid for it?" He grinned, looking at her over the
top of hisglasses.

Maratook abite out of her sandwich, looking consider-ingly at him. In hismid-thirties, hewas
considered young for the position of team leader here at the monastery site, but any objections from the
Earth delegation had been overridden by the Clan Lord as head of Alien Relations. The Humans had
wanted Greg, the Sholans wanted him, and the Touibans were ecstatic to see the back of their previous
team leader. End of discussion.

"I know you don't need to worry about money, being a member of the En'ShalaClan, but..." he began.



"Oh, it'snot that," she said, interrupting him. "I like what I'm doing now. | don't know if 1'd want to be
told where to go and what to do."

He shook hishead in aquick, negative gesture. "Nothing likethat," he reassured her hagtily. "Y ou'd carry
on doing what you're doing now. It just makesit, well, officid. With your LeskaLink to Josh, you know
everything he does about archaeol ogy—it'slike having two of him now.” He realized how she might
interpret that and began to cover histracks. "Not that | mean you don't have your own flair and patience,
you do, it'sjust that..."

Mara grinned and reached out to touch his hand whereit lay on thetable. "It'sal right. | do know what
you mean,” shesad.

"Uh. | suppose you do, being atdepath,” he mumbled, running ahand through histhinning sandy hair to
hide his embarrassment. "Well? Are you interested?" he returned doggedly to hisorigind point.

Shetook another bite of her sandwich. "Master Koniswants me recruited to AIRd in the fal."

"What about till then?'Y ou might be able to do both. Y ou'd continue to get hands-on experience with our
Toui-bans" he wheedled, making his pale blue eyes wide and innocent. "At least think serioudy about it.
See what Josh says."

She couldn't help but laugh at his humor. "Josh says | should accept, but..."
"Thenit'sdone" he said, stting back satisfied. "May | bethefirgt to officidly welcome you to the team?"

"Itisn't that easy!" she exclamed, dightly rattled at being bulldozed into the position. Within her mind, she
could fedl Josh sending soothing and congratulatory thoughts. "Y ou aready asked Josh about thig" she
said. "Has this been set up between the two of you?”

"Not at dl," said Greg, suddenly very much the profes-siond. ™Y ou're genuinely being offered a position
on theteam. Thefact that if we don't have you, then we have to accept whoever HQ sends has nothing
to dowithit. Y ou were unanimoudly dected to the post.”

Conflicting emations were running through her now.

Some of the surprise and pleasure sheld felt had evapo-rated. Sandwich discarded on the table, she
began to get to her feet when afamiliar trilling and gentle scent wafted over her. She shut her eyesand
groaned softly.

"Istrouble? We watch from farther away so no intruding into your business, but concern makes me need
to gp-proach." Thefamiliar fluting tones of the Touiban Speaker, Toueesut, sounded from behind her.
"Happinessthere should be at being part of thisgreet digging and finding of ancient artifacts. Taent you
havein plenty for thejob, and ability to focus on what isimportant. Y ou are theidea Human for the
postion.”

"Everyone's been consulted gpart from me," she said, letting hersdlf fal back into her set.

"l sad it wasunanimous," said Greg placidly.

"Who'sbehind dl this?Isit Vanna, suggesting it asther-gpeutic for me?' she demanded, not sure
whether to be offended or not.

"Vanna has nothing to do with it. And we can't afford to have someone working for uswho isn't pulling
their own weight,” said Greg. "Thissteis sill the most complete one on Shola, the most important. None



of uswould be hereif HQ had any inkling exactly what isburied here. Only thefact it'son En'Shalla
territory has prevented al of usfrom being replaced. They'd loveto get uswinkled out of here and their
top expertsin—not just for the Site, but because they'd be able to put some anthropol ogists and othersin
theteam and spy onyou al!"

"So you're using me to keep the boogeyman away."

Not true, sent Josh. The person who suggested it was Mas-ter Konis himself as soon as Garras
showed him the request to send a new team member out here. Why look anywhere but among our
own when we have you, and you have all my knowledge at your fingertips?

It's not mine! It's not for me, it's for the estate! shereplied.

"It isthat we are bothering you too much, that we make too many demands on your person?"' asked
Toueesut, hisbristly chin wriggling in concern as he fairly bounced around from foot to foot behind her.

In the distance, she could hear the distressed trilling of his swarm mates. As she turned, she saw them
swirling round each other in an intricate dance.

"No, no," she said placatingly, touching him on the deeve of hisbrightly embroidered jacket. "It's nothing
you've done. Y ou know I'm happy to help you &t any time."

"Then why you distress al with your confusion over ac-cepting this position?' he asked, catching hold of
her hands, beginning to dmost massage them with his callused, legthery fingers.

Sheld never gotten this close to one of thelittle people before and now that they were touching, she could
fed histhoughts and emotions, was avare of how soft and fragile he felt shewas. His hands held hers
firmly yet they were never ill, the thumbs rubbing over the back of her hands, the fingers doing dances
of their own across her pdms and digits. She marveled at how hands that had essentialy evolved for
supporting themselves againgt the ground and rocky outcropsin order to walk upright could be so
flexible at manipulating dmaost microscopic eectrical components. How could these beings be the comm
tech experts of the Alliance?

"It isuswho requested you be made a permanent mem-ber of our working community, so that the high
level of peace and efficiency could be maintained,” he said, enve-oping her in sweet scents of every kind
until shewas amost choking. "We are those responsible for being selfish enough to want you to continue
smoothing, matters between the discordant ones and oursaves. It isyour music that sounds so swestly in
our mindswhen you are here." He stopped, even to the point of standing still and holding her hands
tightly between hisown.

"Stay," he said. "It would sadden the swarmsiif you did not. Isit salfish to want to work with those who
create harmony in our lives on aworld dien to us both?Y ou bring atouch of hometo us.”

Agtonished by them for the second time, Mara could only blurt out, "But why? Why me? I've done
nothing pecid for you!"

Toueesut put hishead to one side, brown eyestwinkling at her from their dark sockets, the bristles
around nose and chin suddenly pointing forward as he concentrated totaly on her. "But you have," he
trilled softly as behind him the other eeven Touibans made a harmonious accompaniment to hisvoice. "'l
told you. Y our mind-music sounds Sweeter than any others here.”

Mara Ryan, came the thoughts of Konis Aldatan in her mind, Have you any idea of the breakthrough
you've made with these people? If you dare turn that position down...



"I'll takeit," she said hurriedly, though she knew well that Master Konis had only been haf-joking. "I'll do
what you want, work with the team.”

Those were the last words she got out for the next five minutes, astwelve ddirioudy happy Touibans
descended on her, pulling her to her feet and twirling and whirling her round with them until she had to
beg themtolet her go lest shefdl down with giddiness.

From the lab, Dzaka watched the remarkable display dis-passionately. At his side, Josh stood, mouth
agape, experi-encing it asimmediately as Mara. When she was eventualy returned to her seet at the
table, he spoke to Dzaka.

"How unusud isthiskind of behavior?'

"Unique," said Dzaka, looking away and continuing with his cataloging. "Interaction with other speciesis
normaly strictly confined to business. They prefer to interface with us through atelepath, and tend to live
in Vasgarth rather than any other city. Master Konis could tell you moreif you're interested, or one of
the AIRd gt&ff living on the estate.”

"Hedready has," said Josh, watching the two groups of Touibans returning to the lab, chattering and
trilling asthey went. "Toueesut said he liked her mind-music, and Master Konis hasjust caled it a
breakthrough.”

Dzakagrunted in surprise, interested despite himsdlf. "'l dways thought they had aleve of awarenessakin
to our ps talents. They've been employed at Stronghold before now, and never demanded atelepath
from us. | take it she decided to accept the post.”

"Y$"

"She needed adirection, now she hasit. She's dready paid the Touibans back in full for their support of
you both againgt Pam Southgate.”

"So that's partly why they asked for Pam to be removed from the team. We could never figure out why,"
Josh sad thoughtfully.

Dzakalooked up at the bearded Human. "If they sensed her mind, then they'll also know yours," he said.
"Even more so now you're Leska Linked."

Josh shrugged, dark eyebrows disappearing beneath his sandy hair in embarrassment. "Y egh, it'sweird
being the only Human Leskapair. | wish Zhyaf hadn't died, but it was no life for Marabeing Linked to
him. Look, I'm sorry things are bad between you and Kitra."

"Kitradecided there's no longer anything between us," he said, concentrating on copying the datafrom
the note-book into the comp unit.

"| didn't redlize things were that bad. Everyonée's saying thisbonding isjust apolitical one.”
"It'spolitica," he agreed, "but no less red because of that."
"Y ou should have asked for her yourself."

"I couldn't. She hasto marry within the Clansto pass on the telepath bloodlines,” he said shortly. Why
the hell did everyone fed the need to give him advice he couldn't take?

"WereaClan," Josh pointed out as he went back to hiswork. "And your parents were telepaths.



Everyone knowsKaid isor he couldn't be Kusac'sand Carries Third.”

"Everyone might know it, but it isn't written in the rec-ords, and I'm not about to tell Master Konis
officidly. It'sfor my father to reved his Tdent, not me."

"Dzaka," he began.

"Y ou know nothing about our family," said Dzaka, hisanger boiling briefly to the surface ashe glared at
the Human. "My father had to conced our relationship even from me until afew months ago because he
feared for my life a the hands of Ghezu! Do you think 1'd betray him for anything?'

"I didn't mean it likethat," sammered Josh. "Y ou'reright. | know nothing about your family. | should
have kept my mouth shut.”

The firewent out of Dzaka's eyes and he sighed, break-ing eye contact. "No, | should apologize. | know
you'relikedl the others, only concerned for us. I'm gene-dtered, like you. | can't give her the cubsthe
Clan Council de-mands. Thereisnothing | can do but accept the Clan Lord's decison.”

"Isthere anything we can do? Y ou redlly love each other, don't you? Mara could take a message to her if
you want."

"I gave my word to Master Konis not to communicate with her until after the bonding, and Kitrals made
it plain she wants nothing to do with me because of that. It's over between us, Josh. I've had to accept it,
sowill everyonedse." Hed findly said it, and as he did, he could fed it takeform, aredity al itsown.
Logic was one thing, fedings and emotions were another. He felt the coldness held known when he heard
of the death of hiswife and cub begin to cregp once moreinto hisheart. Thiswasthe last time held let
himsdlf care so deeply for another person. "It'sover.”

* % %

Day 10

Snow and ice covered everything, turning the false dawn into a pale blue wonderland. Before Carrie's
face hung the tendrils of some plant; caught and encased inice, they glit-tered and sparkled in what little
light there was. They chimed hollowly asthey swayed gently against each other in the faint breeze.

She became aware of the cold then—a cold so bitter it amost burned, enough to freeze the dead.

"Notin my relm," avoice purred in her ear. "My snows insulate the ground, keep it warm, letting the life
within deep and gather strength to face the heat of the new year. Like you, my soft, furless Sholan.” A
cool tongue tip touched her cheek, caressing it briefly.

Carriewhimpered. She could fed afurred body pressed againgt her, an arm laid across her shoulders,
but she her-sdlf was unable to move.

"Y ou're safe while you deep within my arms, little one, but your Warrior will not fare sowell. | grant you
thislast look at him before you wake."

A slver-pdted arm reached past her, parting the frozen frondstill she could see Kusac lying deeping
within abank of snow. Only his head remained visible. Fear legped into her heart at the sight of him.

"Hush, little one! He rests safe for the moment,” Khuu-shoi said softly, her breath cold upon Carrie's
cheek as she held her closer. "It's been so long since anyone visited me here. Dreamerslike you are
rare.”



Coldness, not warmth, spread from Khuushoi's body to hers. Carrie tried to move, to reach out for
Kusac, but she was held il within the embrace of the Goddess of Winter.

"Thereisno need for fear." Khuushoi's tone was amused. "Those kissed by Winter cannot waketill the
ap-pointed time. Y our company has brought me pleasure, eased my loneliness. In return, heed mewell, |
have awarn-ing for you. Prepare yourself for atime when you may have to choose between him and
your child. When that time comes, choose wisdly, little Human."

Once more, the cool tongue caressed her cheek as around her, the light began to fade.

* * %

Everyone had been exhausted by sitting up the night be-fore, so Kaid's job was made easier for him. He
needed to get a night watch routine established to give them al an anchor, something they could fed
secure about and in con-trol of in thisaien environment.

Rezac was amosgt fit again, hisinjuries from the beating having heded at arate congstent with .using an
accelerated drug like Fastheal. Even his broken ribs were paining him less. Jo was better too, but il
tired and lethargic, although sheld made the effort to get up and join them during their afternoon. With
fourteen of them able-bodied, watches through the night weren't a problem.

A deck of cards had been included with their possessions. Now the watch had something legitimate to
do to keep them dert when they weren't making the half-hourly partrolsto each of the five degping
rooms. Kaid had dected to do the last two hour stint dlong with Talis and Sheeowl.

He and T'Chebbi were sharing aroom with Kate and Taynar. He'd decided to take the younglingsin
with them so they could keep an eye on them and make sure they were adapting to their loss of menta
privacy and increased dependency on each other. He needn't have worried. They were as unconcerned
asyoung jeggetswhen it cametimeto retire. Oh, they had their odd spats and rows during the day like
any couple, but at night, matters between them were fine. Onelessworry, thank Vartra

Seep didn't come easily for him, and when hefindly drifted off, he found himself locked in acycle of
nightmares about being pursued remorsalesdy by shadows that, when he finally gained the courage and
desperation to face them, proved only to be images of himsdf.

Thelast dream was different. He lay entombed in dark-ness, floating weightlessly above theworld. A
feather-softness touched his cheek, but he couldn't turn his head to seewhat it was. It came again and
thistime he knew it was the gentle lick of atongue. But it was cold, so cold it amost burned.

Remember Winter's kiss. He heard the words whispered in his ear, then the gentle flick of the tongue as
the dark-ness was shattered by the flare of abrilliant light shining directly into hiseyes. Suddenly, he
couldn't breasthe. Chest heaving, hetried to fill hislungswith air as he gasped in pain, tears streaming
down his cheeks.

Hejolted himsdlf awake, shaking violently with fear or cold, he couldn't tell which. From the pod beside
him, T"Chebbi reached out acomforting hand, running it across his damp pelt. Groggy and disoriented,
he pulled her closer, taking comfort from her warmth againgt his chilled hide. Before he knew it, she had
joined him under his blankets and was covering him with tiny bites.

Within minutes, her skillful fingers and tongue had roused him to fever pitch, then kept him there for
longer than he could bear. There was nothing subtle about their pairing, it was both wild and furtive,
leaving him as ex-hausted as she'd planned.



Someone was shaking him violently awake and, unusudly for him, he responded duggishly, unableto
bring his eyesto focus on the face hanging over his. Hisleft arm hurt and held acrick in his neck from
peering up at the vigitor. Trying to move, he became aware of T'Chebbi till lying partly under him.

Mumbling an apology, he rolled onto his side and sat up, shaking his head to clear it.

"Kate and Taynar are gone," said Jeran urgently. "It's taken me ages to wake you. Y ou were both out
cold."

Kaid peered over toward the other pair of deeping pods. He wasright, they were empty.
"Did elther of you see or hear anything?' asked Manesh from her position by the door.

Kaid ran his hands through his hair, pushing it back from hisface. "Nothing. How long have they been
gone?'

Jeran shrugged as he sat back on his hedls. "It's the twenty-third hour now. We came on at the twentieth
and don't remember doing apatrol."

"Everyonedseisawake. Y ou were the most difficult to rouse,” said Manesh.

"Figures" said T'Chebbi, Sitting up and rubbing her shoulder. "Y ou don't usudly fal adeep on melike
that. Gods, but you're heavy, Kaid."

Jeran tried to cover his snort of amusement, Manesh didn't bother. "Rezac and Jo were alone when they
weretaken," she said. "Whatever was doneto us, if anything, they must have done double to you two."

"Makes sense," agreed T'Chebhbi, wriggling herself free of Raid'slegsin an effort to get up.

Aware of hisneed for modesty in the presence of the U'Churian female, Kaid grabbed for the cover and
wrapped himsdf in it before he scrambled to his feet and headed for the two empty beds.

"Searched them dready,” said Manesh. "Nothing. The taibans are young and hedthy. What reason had
the Primesto take them? That's what's frightening everyone.”

"They're aHuman and Sholan pair, like Rezac and Jo," said Jeran. "Mixed species. Whao's going to be
next? Giyesh and me?"

"Stop talking likethat," said T'Chebbi sharply as shejoined Kaid. "Y ou'll start apanic for no reason.
Could be they're doing hedlth checkson usdll.”

"One hell of away to get usto go to the doctor,” he said with ashaky laugh. "Maybe we should tell them
we've got severa of our own here.”

Kaid lifted the bottom sheet, smelling it briefly before reaching for the one on the other bed.
"Something?" asked T'Chebbi.

He caught her eyes as he shook hishead. "I don't smell any drugs, but they might have no odor | can
detect now." He threw the sheet back on the bed and got up. "Give me a minute to get dressed,” he said.

Manesh and Jeran disappeared, closing the door behind them.

"What did you scent?" she asked, her voice barely above awhisper as he went back to his bed to get his
clothes.



"Later," hesad. "We havethe othersto calm down first."

Tdlisliterdly pounced on him asthey entered the lounge. "What the hell's going on, Kaid? First Rezac
and Jo, now these two, and without even waking you! How are they getting in and out of the rooms?
Who's going to be next?"

"Sit down, Tdlis"" he said, fending him off as he walked farther into the room before perching on the
padded arm of one of the couches. "'I'm as much in the dark as anyone e se, but well not achieve
anything if welet oursdves panic.” Ther fear filled theroom likeamiasma,

Tdlishad followed him, tail tip lashing agitatedly from side to side benegth the hem of hisrobe. "I demand
you..."

"Shut up, Talid" roared Rezac, getting to hisfeet and glaring at the older male. "'I'm sick to death of your
whirring and complaining!”

"That's enough, Rezac," said Kaid mildly. "The bruta truth iswere captives and there's nothing we can
do to stop these Primes from doing whatever they want with us. | suggest we all get used to that idea
right now, then we can look at the more positive aspects of our Situation.”

"Pogitive agpects?’ exclaimed Tallis. "What positive aspects?”

"T'Chebbi, escort Tallisto hisroom,” said Kaid. "It's obvious no one elseis going to get a chanceto
gpesk while heremains here.”

She got to her feet, earsflattening to the sde as she looked Tdlis way. He backed off hurriedly toward
one of the dining tables, grabbing ahard chair and lowering him-sdf onto it. "I'll shut up," he muttered.

Kaid gestured briefly to T'Chebbi, and, flicking her long plait over her shoulder, she resumed her sest.

"Rezac and Jo were taken because they needed medicd attention,” Kaid continued. "They were returned
un-harmed. That's positive. However, that wasn't the case as far as we know with Kate and Taynar.
Unlessyou know of any medica reasons, Mrowbay?"

The U'Churian medic shook his head. "None. They were both hedlthy asfar as my limited knowledge of
your species could tell. Perhapsthey're just curious asto why two obvi-oudy different species chooseto
be acouple.”

"Could be. Kate and Jo are a so the only Humans among us. That, or the fact they're telepaths, could
have been more of adeciding factor.”

"Maybe they just needed hedlthy specimen of each so they can treat Jo and Rezac more effectively,” said
T'Chebhbi thoughtfully. "A benchmark.”

"Could be assmple asthat," agreed Mrowbay. "Taking us when were unconsciousisaway of ensuring
we can't escape or cause trouble.”

Kaid glanced at Mrowbay. "Good point.”

"Maybethey cant treat us wearing those suits," said Jo. "They're probably only three feet tall and as
fragile asatwig! No contest against even us thin-skinned Humans."

Nice one, Kaid sent to her as around him, afew smiles and chuckles broke out.

"They could beisolation suitsaswell asarmor,” said Jeran. "We might be able to cross infect each other



with common illnesses. After dl, we breathe the same kind of air and eat smilar food."

"We can't assumethat,” interrupted Tirak. "The air we're breathing and that'sin the corridor out there,
has been scrubbed till it smells of nothing.”

"The captain'sright.” Kaid gestured round the lounge. " Just because the furnishings, gravity, food, and air
aredl compatible with life-forms like us doesn't mean that the Primes are even organic. We have no idea
of the size of the vessal we're on, or even if we're on avessd. We could have been kept sedated in the
hold of the M'ijikk for days."

"Don't say that. Y ou're frightening me," said Zashou, clutching her arms across her chest.

"We need to face our situation honestly if we're ever going to get out of here,” said Jo. "1 think it'sunlikely
they're condructs, but it isa possbility.”

"Just like the three foot tal twigs," grinned T'Chebbi.

"As| sad, none of us have yet been offered any physicd violence," said Kad. "And they're well capable
of it. We saw their demonstration as we left the M'ijikk. Quite the opposite in fact. Rezac'sand Jo's
injuries were treated, they've kept us al together when they could have separated us—apart from the
Cabbarans, that is. Let us control our hesting and lighting, and our food."

"And given us our own clothing and entertainments from the Profit" added Sheeowl.
"Weve no proof asyet that taking Kate and Taynar isan unfriendly act,” pointed out Sayuk.

"I'd cal it downright unfriendly,” growled Manesh. "No matter how comfortableaprisonis, it'sill a
prison. Re-moving someone from their bed a night without permisson iskidnapping.”

"We don't know enough to reach any real conclusions;”" said Tirak grimly. "What we need more than
anything dseisinformation.”

Kaid nodded. "Agreed. We need to keep studying the Primes and their guards. Watch how they move,
their speech patterns, how they place themselves at the doorway when they come here. Most of us have
military back-grounds, we know the drill. Look for their weak points, then we can start planning an

escape.”
"And what do we civiliansdo?' asked Zashou.

"You're atelepath. Keep probing at them, seeif you can get through to their minds. If you can, find out
anything at all," said Kaid. He glanced at Rezac. "Which reminds me, | need to speak to both of you
about your ps abilities”

"When?'

"Now. | think we've covered about everything we can for the moment." He looked around the room
again, mak-ing sure he made eye contact with each of them in turn. "Theres till severa hours of deep
left. 1, for one, am going back to bed. | suggest you do the same. Sitting up al night won't do any good,
itll only wear usout.”

Therewas agenera girring and murmuring as people began to get up and wander off to their rooms.
"Wed better include you, Jo," said Kaid as she began to rise. Y ou know what Rezac knows."

Asthey madefor the middle room, Kaid snagged T'Chebbi and drew her with him, tapping amessage



on her wrist with hisfingers as he did, letting her know he needed her andyticd sKills.

The minute they were settled on the beds, Kaid began to talk in the Highland patois. "My bet isthisisa
fairly sandard suite, therefore there'slikely another the same backing onto us. I'm sure we're under
constant survelllance. There might even be concedl ed entrances on the back walls." He indicated the one
behind them. "WEell keep our talk to aminimum. Spend some time with T'Chebbi, Rezac. | want her to
teach you how to communicate with usin the Brotherhood touch code. It's smple and efficient, and open
gestures are easily missed by non-Brothers. Keep it low-key. | don't want the Primes noticing what
you're doing." He sensed the other's surprise at being included, then atouch of regret that it hadn't been a
show of trugt in him instead of common sense.

"Agreed," said Rezac quigtly, resting hisarms on his knees.

"Why not use thought?" asked Jo, struggling with the new language which for her was ill an acquired
«ill.

"They've adamper field on outsde thisroom," said Rezac before Kaid could answer. "They either know
we're capable of telepathy and don't want usto read them, or they're telepathic themsalves. Which- ties
inwith them tak-ing Kate and Taynar because of their abilities."

"I'm going to be next," said Zashou, anote of panic in her voice. "I just know | am!™

"Anyone could be next, Zashou," said Kaid sternly, "or no one. The Primes might be able to monitor our
mind talk, but they can't know this patois. It's archaic and only used by the Brothersin thisform
nowadays."

"How did the Primeslearn Sholan?' asked Jo.

"From Vdtegan databases. Must have had one, consider-ing M'ijikk was M'ezozakk's own ship,” said
T'Chebbi.

"Intheinterests of keeping thistalk short, what do you want to know about our ps abilities?’ asked
Rezac.

"What they are and how powerful. When we went back to the Margins, we saw Jaisado things we'd
never even consdered possible. The nearest I've seen to that level of gift has been in ungtable telepaths,
and they usually ended up having to be terminated.”

Zashou looked at him, amber eyeswidening in shock. "Terminated? Y ou killed telepaths?”

"It waswhat the law dictated,” said Kaid. "When atele-path with awild Taent went out of control, they
had to be contained. Up until recently, the Telepath Guild would request that the Brotherhood capture
and terminate them. We couldn't allow someone who was mentally unbaanced and, for instance, had the
ability to kill using the power of hismind, to roam free on Shola."

"The Telepath Guild ordered the deaths of their own? What kind of world has Shola become?' Zashou
looked from Kaid to T'Chebbi. "I don't want to be part of asoci-ety that liveslike that!"

"Shola'sagood world, but as | said, that ruling's changed now. Those with wild Taents are il captured
by us, but now were freeto recruit them if we can, and if we can't, they're contained and handed over to
atribunal to decide their fate. Some of our best people, and our few telepaths, were once mentaly
unstable because they couldn't control their Tdents. We've always collected those who could fight yet
dill retained some of the ps gifts of the telepaths— gifts thought not worth including in the Guild's
breeding program. We saved the lives we could, Zashou. But we were talking of your abilities, not ours.”



"So the current Telepath Guild recognizes only tele-pathic ability,” said Rezac.

"Until recently, yes. But now weve met the Humans, the Guild has become aware of those other talents
weve been harvesting for so long. They're beginning to adopt our training methods and actualy educate
those thought to havetoo little a gift.”

"Vartrawas only working on enhancing telepathy,” Rezac admitted, "but we dl had saverd other abilities
that were actudly usable. We didn't look on them as separate skills, though. When we changed, it was
more like al our senses expanded, some more than others. Vartra had us experiment, see what we could
do, then got usto chart the results and compare them with data from the other resis-tance cellswhere
telepathswerein hiding. | remember

Jaisawas good a generating movement within objects, lit-erdly shaking them apart.”

"I saw her do that to aniron grille that blocked our way up through the storm drainsinto the temple on
theplains,” said Kaid.

Rezac nodded. "That was one of her little tricks. We just approached every situation and looked at as
many waysto solveit aspossble. If we couldn't do it by conventional means, we used our minds.”

"How did you overcome the Vategans and start the Cat-aclysm?' asked T'Chebbi.

Kaid noticed Rezac glance a Zashou before answering. Thiswas obvioudy something that had added to
the rift between them.

"Goran captured Vategans for usto experiment on. It took sometime, but eventualy we learned how to
read their minds. | found | could force a contact with them and make them do what | wanted. We could
control them, oper-ate their bodiesfor ashort time. Useful if you wanted aguard at his post to turn aside
and not notice you, or to open agate for you. They have a Challenge system some-thing like ours, so it
was easy to subvert them, fill their mindswith hate for their superiorstill they turned on them.”

"It was contemptible," said Zashou, eyes flashing with anger. "They treated the captured Vateganslike
animag"

She's empathic, too? Kad sent to Rezac, using atight channd only held receive.

How'd you guess? Rezac sighed. “Once we were taken by them to K'oish'ik, their home world, we used
the same tacticsto set up our rebdlion. That involved working with the other captive species, persuading
them to join our cause, and using them as the fighters since we were unable to fight ourselves. There were
afew of uswho could com-municate over interplanetary distances. We formed the net-work to keep
everyonein touch. When we were ready, we attacked s multaneoudy, Sholan telepaths and the dien
daves”

"When you were brought out of stasi's, you sent telepath-icaly to us on Shola. Why couldn't you send for
help from Jalna before the poisonsin the soil affected you?' Kaid asked.

"They wereweek and ill for severa days," said Jo. "They were lucky to have survived for so long, Kaid.
And we had our orders. Wait for our contact to communicate with usin amonth'stime. When she didnt,
we couldn't know that communication with anyone & se was impossi ble because we were broadcasting
on awaveength no onedsewasligening to.”

"What about now?" he asked. " Surely with your en-hanced talent you can get through thisbarrier.”

Rezac shook his head. "No way. I'vetried other menta frequenciesaswadll, but | just don't havethe



power."

T'Chebbi stirred. "What about combining your taents, linking mindsfirg, then trying?”
"Zashou'smind isill slent. | can only hear Jo."

"And that for only afew more weeks," murmured T'Chebbi.

"Excuseme?' said Jo. "What do you mean by that?

"The cub," said Kaid. "It needsto develop separately from you and it can't if you're Linked with Rezac.
Y our Taent will fade by the twelfth to fourteenth week and not return till he's born. That's what
happened to Vanna."

"Can you tell me how long this pregnancy will last?' she asked, skin flushing pink with embarrassment.
"None of us knows anything about Sholan childbirth.”

"I helped ddiver Carries cub,” Kaid said, trying to dis-tance himsdf from the memories. Talking about
her was difficult, brought his anguish to the surface. " She should have gone for twenty-four weeks as
Vannadid, but time traveling accelerated her pregnancy.”

"I just remembered. Zashou affected the Vategans eggs,” said Rezac suddenly, keeping hiseyeson
Kaid and steadfastly not looking at his mate. " Once they had gotten used to us, we were freeto walk
around certain areas of the palace. In the days before our attack, severa times we made our way to the
roya harem and hatchery. Therésatrick we found to magnify our ability rather than just com-bineit.
Wed useit so we had the power to affect their eggs and their femaes by making them gerile.”

"Y ou could manipulate cells? Can you show me how to do it?" Kaid demanded as endless possibilities
raced through hismind.

"Rezac," said Zashou warningly. Suddenly they were dl aware of her extreme displeasure.

"Itsaleskathing,” Rezac said doggedly, refusing to be silenced by her disgpprova, either menta or
verbd. "We had to be pairing to trigger it."

"The gestdt! It hasto bethe gestdt,” said Kaid.
"Gedtdt?' Rezac had obvioudy never heard the term before.

"It'slike aforce that's beyond you, and it'striggered by strong emotions,” Kaid explained. "It just
suddenly snapsinto being and floods through you. It's difficult to control, though, and we've not found a
practical usefor it."

"Carries eyes changed firgt time," reminded T'Chebbi. "Cdlular manipulation.”
"How do you know about it?' demanded Rezac. "Y ou don't have aLeska."

"We have afull three-way Link," said Kaid. He cor-rected himsdf quietly. "Had."
A small slencethat no one knew how to fill followed.

"So theoreticdly, Jo, Zashou, and | together might be able to generate enough power to break through
the bar-rier," said Rezac findly. "Do you know of away to trigger this gestdt that doesn't involve
mating?' he asked Kaid carefully.



"Carriedid it once, but she collapsed immediately after-ward. Her Talent and Link were new to her,
though. They considered the gestalt too unstable to experiment with. | hopeit is possible, becauseif so,
itd beonehell of alot easer for you just to link mindsin public when the Primes come to the door,
rather than having to be off in another room waiting for asgna from one of us."

"l won't doit," said Zashou, her tone one of barely controlled fury. "1 absolutely refuse!™
"I wouldn't go abundle on it either,” said Jo, eyeing Rezac warily.

Diplomaticdly, Rezac said nothing.

"Isaway roundit," said T'Chebbi. "Include Kaid and you have four."

Zashou got to her feet, tail lashing from side to Side as she projected the full measure of her scorn and
anger. "Thisconversation isfinished,” she said.

"What's the problem?* T'Chebbi asked her, perplexed by her reaction. "This could free usal. Y ou want
to stay here?"

Kaid got to hisfeet. "Leaveit, TChebbi. The morals back in their times were very different from ours.
Same appliesto Jo. We modern Sholans are the odd ones out here.”

"You al had other lovers, not likethisisfirst love. | don't see aproblem,” she grumbled as sherose.
"Think about it," she said sernly to Zashou, before looking over to Jo. "We fight with wegpons at hand.
This could be a powerful wegpon.”

They returned to their room, Kaid sealing the door be-hind them with relief. The last part of the
conversation had gonein an unexpected direction and he was glad to escape from it. He didn't blame the
two femaes because he didn't know if held be prepared to involve himself ether.

"At least it woke Zashou up mentaly,” said T'Chebbi. "Even | felt her!”

"Thereisthat,” Kaid agreed. "And we know now how Carrie managed to change her eyes. Just think of
the un-tapped potentid in the gestdt, T'Chebbi!"

"Y ou got to contral it first,” she reminded him as she began to get undressed again. "Now tell mewhat
you were smelling on the sheets.”

"Kate and Taynar were new Leskas on their way to Sholawhen they got kidnapped by the Vategan on
Keiss" hesad, unbuckling hisbelt. "I don't think they had the specid contraceptive implants available on
Kessthen."

"Y ou think she's pregnant? Surely she'd have said some-thing. Taynar would. He'd be so proud we'd
never hear theend of it."

"I recognized the scent, T'Chebbi. No one else would except Rezac or Kusac." He stopped, mind
blanking for amoment. So much of hislife had been bound up with them that he found it impossble to
avoid mentioning them sev-erd times aday. It made coping with their lossamost impossible.

"Taynar's young, too young to be aware if even afema e Sholan was pregnant, let done his Human
Leska Kate's certainly got the Talent to concedl it from him if she wanted to. Then again, shesyoung
enough that she might not redlize she was pregnant. Having discovered Human femaeswith Sholan
partners can conceive, the Primeswill certainly be curiousto find out if she has. It's the only other
possible common factor.”



T'Chebbi stuffed her hand into her mouth to stop the mewl of horror escaping. "What are they keeping us
for? Asbreeding animals?'

"That'swhat worriesme," he said, stripping off histunic. "l assume you have an implant.”
"Yes, immediately after..." Shefdtered to astop, look-ing away ffom him.
"After what?' he asked amoment |ater.

"Immediately after | knew | was geneticaly compatible,” she said, concentrating on meticuloudy folding
up her tunic.

"That's not what you meant to say." He could fed his pulse begin to quicken as she mentaly retreated
fromhim.

She moved away from him but he reached out to stop her.

"Y ou were pregnant, weren't you?" he said, hisvoice deathly quiet as he continued to hold her by the
am.

"I didn't know we were compatible," she whispered, keeping her eyes away from his.
"Why didn't you tell me?’
"Y ou wereleaving for Stronghold.”

Rdief flooded through him. The vison had been fase. It had only shown the possibility, not the actudity
of acub. He pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her and resting his chin on top of her head. "You
should havetold me. It was Vartras damned genetic fix," he said. "I changed you aswe paired. Isthat
why you didn't come to see me off?"

"I couldn't. | was gill deciding what to do. It was my problem, my choice, not yours. | knew you didn't
want to share your cubswith anyone."

"Y ou should have told me," he repeated as she moved away from him. "Yes, it was your choice, but I'd
have been with you if you'd wanted me there.”

"It was nothing, Kaid. | terminated two days later. Vannawas good to me, asked me no questions.”

"I wouldn't have let you be adone unless you wanted to be, that's dl. It was my fault, not yours. If it
happens again, you tdl me."

"It won't. Unlesswe chooseit to," she said, placing her tunic on adrawer unit against the far wall. "I'm
not Jasa”

He said nothing thistime, ashamed that he was glad sheld chosen to terminate. "1 know you're not Jaisa.
Were Companions, with responshilitiesfor each other," he said quietly.

"Yeah, wdll, let'sleaveit now. Isover. Wasn't what e-ther of uswanted, even without amission coming
up.”

He had to respect her wishes. "We should try to deep, T'Chebbi. There's no point in staying awvake
waiting for them to return Kate and Taynar. They won't be brought back tonight, | can guarantee that.”

Shereturned, climbing into her deeping pod and pulling the cover up. Shelay slent for amoment. "If



Kateis preg-nant, happened after Mrowbay examined her, otherwise held have said tonight. Can only be
avery few weeks preg-nant. Want me to ask Jo, seeif Kate's spoken to her?"

Heturned off the light before coming back and easing himsdlf down into hisown bed. "No, leaveit. |
don't want Jo worried. Y ou can ask Kate afew questions when she's returned.” Reaching out, he
touched her shoulder. "Thank you for earlier,” he said quietly.

Sheturned her head and grinned at him. "What for? Was what | wanted too. Least | know it wasn't me
that caused you to fall adeep asit got interesting!™

* * %

Kezule had reason to be grateful for his excellent mem-ory as he spread out the map held gotten just
over amonth ago from the swamp skimmer. The Sholan pilot had had detailed maps of his own territory,
but only the most gen-eral ones of the southwest area for which he was heading. The God-King be
praised that he'd had the foresight to call up the map on the aircar before he and the femae had
abandoned it. With the aid of the pilot's stylus, he'd been able to add in features he'd remembered from
the comm map to thisone. By his reckoning, he was about halfway to hisgoal.

He'd kept close to the foothills where the ground was more even, traveling only at night to avoid capture.
It was lessrisky than crossing the open plains, even though with his ability to control many of his
autonomic body functions, he could present no more heat source than the average medium-sized
scavenger. Though helost time by keeping his temperature low and being less mobile, he saved it by not
having to run for cover every time avehicle passed overhead.

From theair traffic held observed since leaving the for-est, the search for him was still concentrated
there. That meant his ploy with the remains of the skimmer and the pilot had worked and they'd assumed
one of the sharp-toothed swamp reptiles had been responsible.

He studied the map, comparing the distance held already traveled with that still remaining before he
needed to leave the safety of the hills and head cross-country to the telepath town of Vasgarth. Another
four daysif hewaslucky, six or seven if the rain continued, he thought, brushing stray droplets of water
off the map. He'd need al hiswits about him then to avoid being picked up by them. He could only pray
his modificationsto the telepath's wrist unit continued to blank hismenta signature.

Thewind had changed direction and was blowing rain into the opening of his cave. Folding up the map,
he stuffed it into a pocket and moved back from the opening. Cave! He hissed hisderision. It was barely
more than acrack in therock face, but it afforded him cover from the day's light and the persistent
drizzlingran.

He could fed the gtiffnessin hisjoints as he hunkered down on his hedls, wrapping his damp woolen robe
more closdly againg hislegs and feet. He was definitely getting too old to be out in thefield, his Emperor
had been right to retire him from the front line and give him an easer pogting. A justified reward, Hed
said. Maybe, but he hadn't liked it any better for that. Guardian to the hatchling princes wasn't what hed
looked for, though many another would have welcomed it. He sighed, wishing for darkness when he
could move on and look for alarger hideout to shelter intill the rains stopped. He might even be able to
light afire, dry out his clothes, and rest in more comfort than this damp anima hole provided.

Hisinner clock reminded him it was about time for one of the regular news items on the information net.
Heturned the wrist comm on, finding hed missed the first couple of minutes. He listened to the same
tedious round of stories. Spring flooding here, a shipping accident there, arobbery, a
guildhouse—whatever that was—reopening after being partly demolished in atriba war in the desert
region, and the funerals of bodiesfound at an archaeologica site on the Va sgarth estate.



That caught his atention and he sat up, putting the comm unit to his ear to hear it better.

"Funerals were held yesterday for the remains of the ancestral bodies found in the lower chamber of the
archae-ologica stein the hillsde under the ruined monastery of Vartra. In two separate ceremonies, the
ten Sholans and fifteen Vategans were cremated. Guild Master Father Lijou Kzaglan officiated for the
Sholans, and Sister Tokui Mayasu, Head Priestess of the Green Goddess cult led a short service for the
Valtegans. The Sholan ashes will be scattered over the Vasgarth and Aldatan estates asthey are
believed to be those of founder members of those clans. Vategan asheswill be scattered in Nazule Bay.
Parents are once again advised to be dert for the digtinctive bright green laiquo stones. In redlity they are
adangerous resin-ous drug. Should you find any, please hand them in to your Clan Leader or Guild
Master."

Kezule hissed in anger. Ashes! They had burned the corpses, not buried them decently in the ground!
Worse, their final resting place would be at the bottom of some bay! Shola had been a backwater world
fifteen hundred years ago, and it was no better now, no matter what techno-logica advances had been
mede!

So incensed was he that he dmost missed the run through of the headlines asthe program drew to a
close

"Trade tregties have been signed with three member spe-cies of the Council of Free Tradersat Jalna.
These historic documents have brought two new speciesinto the Alli-ance—the U'Churians and the
Cabbarans. The Jalniansjoin Terraas Associate members. The fourth species, the Te-Laxaud, have not
yet been contacted, but it is hoped they will soon join the talks."

He switched the unit off in disgust. So they'd formed an aliance with other species, had they? It wouldn't
hel p them once he returned to the past. All thiswould be undone when he and his unit weathered out the
Cataclysm in the mountains as he'd planned. But thistime, he'd go back earlier, take al the eggs—keep
hiswife, too—and set up hisown dynasty to rule thisworld till they could contact K'oish'ik again and
reestablish the God-King's rule on Shola.

Sowly it penetrated through his cold-fogged brain that if atreaty had been signed, those he hunted would
soon be home. He wanted to be on their estate before they re-turned in order to spy out the land and
find asafe hide-away. Then he could plan hiskidnap of them.

Once more, there had been no mention of his escape. Their authorities obvioudy intended to keep it
secret. He dlowed himsalf asardonic smile. It wouldn't do to frighten the natives by letting them know
that one of their ancient enemies, amore dangerous predator than any they'd met before, walked their
world fredy, would it?

He began to shiver and turned his thoughts back to more mundane considerations. Timeto deal with the
chill seeping into his bones from the damp clothing and the even damper weather. Slowing his breathing,
he settled down to wait for dusk, staring out through the unceasing curtain of rain at the hazy dien

landscape beyond.
CHAPTER 7

T'CHEBBI roused Kaid sometime later. "They're back," she said, keeping her voice low. "Kate and
Taynar. They're deeping now. Had to knock Kate out, went hysterical. Taynar was out cold anyway. |
checked them over thor-oughly. Tiny wounds where blood and tissue samples been taken—had to look
rea hard for them on Taynar because of his pelt—but nothing else | can find. If Kate was preg-nant,
she's not now. Checked for a contraceptive implant when no one looking, but was no sign she'd been
givenone"



"How come| dept through al this?"
"Found them in the central room, onewe use for Leskas. Left them there”

He scrubbed at his face with his hands before sitting up. He felt sticky and uncomfortable, needed a
shower. He glanced at hiswrist comm. Fifth hour. "Y ou should have awvakened me," he said, hauling
himsdf up and searching for histunic.

"Y ou needed therest," said T"Chebbi with ashrug, handing it to him. "Only found them haf an hour ago.”
"Anyone e se know they're back?

"Y es, everyone. Mrowbay double-checked them.”

He pulled histunic on, bending down to pick up his belt, then combed through hishair with hisfingers.
"How arethe otherstaking it?'

"Subdued,” shesaid.

Heads looked up from what they were doing as he en-tered. He could have diced the underlying tension
with aknife. Nodding, he made for the food dispenser set into the far wall.

Tirak joined him. "Thank Kathan the Primes didn't keep them long,”" he said quiietly.

"It waslong enough,” said Kaid, punching in his choice of eggs and vegetables. "They'reamixed Leska
pair, that worriesme."

"Perhaps they can tell uswhat the Primes wanted when they wake."

"We can ask them," said Kaid, picking up his plate and pressing apad for adrink. "Better, I'll get the
information mysdf telepathicaly from Taynar. HE's been trained to use histdent, Kate hasn't yet. That
way | can experience what hedid.”

Tirak narrowed his eyes. "Why didn't you do that with Rezac and Jo?'

"They're sick, Taynar and Kate aren't,” he said shortly. He hadn't wanted to get that closeto hisfather's
mind, but he couldn't tell Tirak thet.

"Get Zashou to tdll you, then. If | understand your fam-ily groupings, shesawife of histoo, and a
telepath.”

"I can now she's mentaly up and running again,” he agreed, picking up the glass and moving aside for the
captain.

After held eaten, he took Zashou aside as Tirak had suggested and asked her what she'd picked up from
Jo and Rezac of the night they went missing.

"Nothing," shesaid. "They've no memory of it that I'm aware of." She fixed him with ahard look. "They
have their privacy, Kad. | don't infringe onit. Frankly, | don't want to. I'm glad he's found someone to
divert hispasson avay fromme."

"Y ou're being too hard on him, Zashou. Ease up alittle. Y ou're asdifficult for himto livewith asheisfor
you."



Her amber eyes regarded him thoughtfully. "Why do you dways want areason to excuse him?"

"I don't, | fed equdly for you both. It's not a pretty situation for either of you, to be Linked to someone
so diametrically opposed to your individua principles.”

"There'samystery between you two, Kaid, and I'll solveit, believe me. He finds the need to keep
defending you. | think we've al enough jeggetsin our barn without you two starting an affair.”

Hed not risen to her obvious bait. "If they remember anything, ask them to tell me, please.”

When Kate and Taynar came round, he and T'Chebbi were there to reassure them. Kaid wished they
had their medikit because K ate could have done with some kind of sedative. Remembering what Rezac
had done with Tesha, hetried the same with Kate, gently linking to her mind and trying to calm her panic.
It wasn't as easy as he'd thought and made Kate somewhat drowsy, but at least she was bet-ter able to
cope, and so was Taynar.

With Taynar's permission, he linked to him and relived their experience. The memories were confusing,
fragments of images and sensory input. It would take alot of teasing through to make sense of them, and
though he knew the skills, he lacked any experience using them. He'd have to do it the Brotherhood way.

He asked for the small table to be left empty so he could work. At first he thought he was having
difficulty focusng on Taynar's memories, then he redlized that thiswasn't so. There was something else
happening. Other images were intruding, trying to dominate his mind. He began reciting the litanies one
after the other, using them to block these thoughts that were not his or Kate and Taynar's, but they were
strong, and determined to dominate him.

The lights overhead had been o bright, their glare bleaching out every detail of the surroundings.
With an effort, he pushed his thoughts back to the words he was quietly reciting.

A sudden bright flash, accompanied by a pulsing sensa-tion filled hismind. It was so clear, so redl.
Shocked, he jerked upright in his chair, looking round the room for its source. It came again: the flare of
light, the pulse. Then again. He gasped for air, suddenly finding it dmost impossi-ble to breathe. Roaring
filled his ears as the pul se throbbed once, twice, three times more. Pain lanced through hisside,
parayzing him with its severity. Againg his chest, the crys-ta he never removed flared so hot it seared
him.

His body rigid with agony, he began to dide from the chair. All he could hear was the quickening best of
aheart, dl he could see were the helmets of the Primes watching him as he struggled for every breath.

A strangled mewl escaped him as he and the chair hit the floor with a crash. He felt himself being lifted
and car-ried, unableto tell which was hisredlity as he continued to fight for each breath. Thisiswhat
death's like, he thought as his body suddenly relaxed and the vison faded.

The relief was short-lived, and fresh pain coursed through him. Doubling up, he clutched a his sde and
abdo-men, keening his agony, taking his breaths when he could. Never had he experienced pain like this,
not in Fyak'slair, nor in Ghezu's prison.

Faces and voices came and went but they meant nothing as the unremitting pain tore through him. After
what fdt like an eternity, it began to ease. He lay there panting, poised for the next wave, but it never
came. Lasstude spread through him and he redlized held findly been given a powerful analgesic.

When he came round, T'Chebbi's scent enveloped him. Gradually he redlized he waslying on hisside
with hishead cradled in her lap. The crysta lay againgt hisarm. It was no longer even warm.



"They brought our medikit,” shewastelling him. "I gave you a shot. What happened?’

"Not me—avision," he croaked. Histhroat was raw from crying out, but deep insde him, atiny flame of
hope had been kindled. It was so tiny, so faint and fragile, he dared not even look at it. "L et me deep,
T'Chebbi. I'll talk later."

"You sureyou'redl right? Could find nothing wrong with you but 1've never seen anyonein such pain.”

He could hear the fear and concerniin her voice, fed it in her mind. He wrapped his free hand around
hers and gently squeezed. "Sure.”

* % %

Y esterday had been a strange day for Jkashuk. He'd continued to be assigned members of his crew to
guestion, and the sessions had been routine. One look at the four Prime guards in the questioning room,
and the dght of him, was enough for most of them. Everything had come spilling out, more than the
Primes wanted, but lessinformation than they needed. HE'd been bored by it dl as he enjoyed having to
pry information from unwilling captives. The gos-sip vaue of what he was hearing, however, findly
piqued hisinterest and he began to try developing more subtle methods of persuading them to talk than
the threat of per-sond violence. He found this was aso aheady experience, though not quite as
pleasurable.

But yesterday, he'd been suddenly stopped and returned to his quarters for the night. In the corridor, hed
passed agroup of three guards heading for the Sholans quarters. Today they wanted him to seethe
Cabbarans. They were having problems with them. They refused to eat or some such thing.

"Y ou will interface with the Cabbarans,”" the Prime seated at the desk wastelling him. " Discover why they
refuse to cooperate with us. For the last three days they do not eat, do not talk. They fail to thrive. Thisis
unaccept-able. Y ou will find out why and arrange asolution.”

"They're only creatures, not even lesser beings," said Jkoshuk. "Why bother with them? Let them die,
they're of novadue."

Almost before held finished talking, pain lanced down his spine, felling him to the floor. He screamed and
writhed there for severa long seconds before it stopped. The relief wasingtant and, shaking, he got to his
feet. Resentment boiled insde him. Who were they to treat a priest of the God-King like this? When he
got hischance... He schooled his expression to blankness as he faced the Prime again.

"Y ou have no valueto usif you do not obey. Go to the Cabbarans and dedl with the Situation asyou
have been ordered.”

"Yes, Seniormogt,” he said quietly, inclining his head.

The Cabbaran accommaodation had obvioudy not been living quarters. It was alarge room, empty apart
from a screen which had been erected across one corner, and the mandatory floor level deeping units. At
firgt, he couldn't see them, but as he ventured farther into the room, he saw they were in the beds. A long,
pointed head lifted itself from the depths of the nearest bed. Large forward-facing eyes regarded him
baefully as the pointed ears were ro-tated, openings facing him.

Jkoshuk stopped. He hadn't had the opportunity to look at them closely when they'd been herded onto
the M'ijikk. The head was topped by a crest of hair that disappeared down the creature's back. Asit
raised itself higher onitsfront legs—arms, he didn't know or care which—he could see the brightly
colored tattoos on cheek and shoulder.



"Send messenger now? No good. Take away. Where our crew? Want join them. We are Free Traders.
Haverightsif captivel"

Jkoshuk was taken aback at the speech. If held thought about it, he'd have redlized they could obvioudy
communi-cate, but to hear words, abeit trandated by a machine like the Primes used, issuing from the
mouths of what appeared to be creatures, shocked him.

"Impossible," he said, playing it safe. "The Primes de-mand to know why you refuse to eat.”

"Take usto our crew, then we edt. If not, die. Issmple. No moretak." He put his head down on the
edge of the bed and closed hiseyes

"Y ou art egting, then wetak," said Jkoshuk, folding his handsin the deeves of hisrobe.

The minutesticked by as hewaited for the Cabbaran to reply. It was obvious he had no intention of
doing s0. Jkashuk sighed. Negotiation was not his strong point, not his caste's calling. Force would get
him nowhere in this Situation as they were obvioudy quite prepared to die rather than cooperate. Or were

they?

He turned to one of the guards. "'l wish you to pretend to kill one of them,” he said in avoice so low he
hoped the Prime could still hear him.

There was no response, no movement, nothing from the black-suited being that towered over him.

Praying to the spirits of al the God-Kings since the dawn of time, he stalked over to the deeping units,
crimson robes billowing out behind him in what he hoped was an intim-idating manner. He stopped
besi de the bed next to the one who'd spoken, and pointed down at the inhabitant.

"Takehim," he said to the guard.

Asthe Prime moved forward, the only sound wasthat of hisfootfdls as he drew closer to the
Cabbarans.

The speaker cracked open an eydid, Jkoshuk noticed.

Bending down, the guard's hand scooped up the Cab-baran, holding him by the loose flesh at the back of
his neck. He squeded once, then hung limply in the guard's grasp, eyes dull, obvioudy waiting for hisend.

"Youwill est or thisonedies," said Jkoshuk.

"He can eat if hewants. | do not," replied the speaker, shutting his eye again.

Jkoshuk swung round to glare at the one the guard held. " Are you going to eat now?" he demanded.
"Not eat," said the voice from thetrandator.

"Kill'it," said Jkoshuk.

The guard rdeased hisrifle to pull apistol from the sde of hisbelt. Putting it to the middle of the
Cabbaran's back, he activated it. The Cabbaran stiffened, then went limp again in hisgrasp. The Prime
threw him to the floor, and Jkoshuk prayed he wasn't redly dead.

"And the next one" he said.

The guard took a couple of steps and reached for the next Cabbaran. The speaker remained motionless,



not even opening an eyethistime.

"Do | haveto order the death of another before you'll agreeto eat?' demanded Jkoshuk, reaching down
to pull one of the speaker's ears.

"Choose your own path,” the trandator said. "We chose ours. Y ou cannot force us."

Furious, Jkoshuk let it go and signaled the guard to drop the Cabbaran unharmed. Now what?"If | take
you to see your crew, will you eat?' he asked desperately, aware that held lost any chance of having the

upper hand by saying this.
"All of usgo, and we stay there, not in thismedica room.”
Jkoshuk heard the door opening and looked round to see a Seniormost enter.

"Takethem," he ordered. "New quarters will be pre-pared adjacent to your crew. Y ou will egt, or you
will die™

The speaker pushed himsalf up on hisforearms again. "Can't walk. Too weak," histrandator said.
"Carry them," ordered the Seniormogt, leaving.

Two more guards moved forward to pick up a Cabbaran each. They turned to face Jkoshuk. It was
obviousthey werewaiting for him.

Hissing quietly with anger, he bent down to pick the speaker up. He staggered dightly under the weight,
nogtrils shrinking at the smell. Theindignity of being forced to carry alesser cresture was greater than that
of having pain inflicted on his person! Stiff with rage, he followed thelead guard into the corridor. They
only had afew yardsto walk, the Cabbarans had been in the block next to the others from the Profit,
separated only by a corridor.

Kaid had just awakened as the door opened to admit the strange caval cade of guards and supine
Cabbarans. The U'Churians sprang ingtantly to their feet when they saw their crewmates.

Jkoshuk pushed to the front. "Where do you want them put?' he hissed, not bothering to conceal his
anger and contempt for beings who tolerated four-legged creatures among their crew.

Kaid began to St up but Tirak's hand was on his shoul-der, holding him till. "'In the bedroom to your
left,” the captain said.

They waited where they were, covered by one guard asthe first and Jkoshuk deposited their live
burdens in the room. Once they'd returned, the other two went.

Jkoshuk, mindful of his orders, stopped long enough to snarl a them, "See they egt. They've refused
food for three days." Then he was gone.

"Mrowbay, seeto them," ordered Tirak. " Sheeowl, get water. Giyesh, find something on the menu they
can eat." Helooked down at Kaid.

Before he could spesk, Kaid called T'Chebbi over. "Help them al you can,” he said.
Nodding briefly, shefollowed the others.

Tirak sat down on the arm of the couch beside him. The haunted look had gone from around his eyes.
"Weve achance now," hesaid quietly. "I knew they'd do this, it'swhat | waswaiting for."



Kad waslost. The drugswere dill in his system and he wasn't exactly capable of thinking coherently yet.
"Cabbaran navigators are indentured to their crew.”

Tirak explained. "We have a contractua obligation to each other. They are part of our Family." He saw
Kaid's confu-sion. "It'sthe way they work their contracts. Just take my word for it," he added. "We need
them as navigatorsif wereto escape.”

"T'Chebbi and | doctored the Nav systems on the Profit,” Kaid said. "We can get usto a safe place with
what we hid before wiping thelogs."

Tirak'searsflicked briefly. "Y ou were busy whilel was out cold.”

"Therewaswork to do," replied Kaid, meeting his gaze. "The integrity of your ship to protect. We
helped Sheeowl.”

"I know you did. Where are you planning to go if we get out of here?"

"It'syour ship, Tirak. But | know a safe place where we can defend ourselvesif necessary. At an outpost
remote from our home world, and yours."

Tirak nodded. "How far?"
"Wher€e's here?' shrugged Kaid. "Two jumps from where we were. With your navigators, aweek?'
"Less, if pushed, and we would be. Say three days, but it's dangerous.”

"We send amessage as we jump, hope they follow usnot it. At least we die trying. Anything's better than
this"

"Agreed. Y our outpost, our navigators." He stopped to look up as Sheeowl approached them.
"Mrowbay saysthey'll befine. Annuur made surethey dl drank enough. Says he wantsto talk to you."
"Excuseme," said Tirak, getting up.

Jo ambled over and sat down beside him. "'I've just been doing some calculations,” she said quietly. ™Y ou
tell me how Kate has avoided getting pregnant in the fourteen and some weeks she's been off Keiss. |
didn't last thet long and | had an implant.”

"L ucky?
Shelooked across a him. "No one getsthat lucky, Kaid."
"Sterile? Or heis.”

"Y eah? What's the odds on that?'

"Unlikdy," he admitted. "Have you any reason for asking?"
"Not without worrying Kate."

"Where'sthe medikit?'

"In your room. Why?"



"Do you know if there was aminiscan in it? Did T'Chebbi use one on me?"
"Yes, shedid. Would that tell us what we need to know?"'

"Don't know. It's set for field missions, not domestic.”

"Except amission with Leskasin it involves domestic issues,” said Jo.

Heflicked an ear inassent. "Try it if you get the chance without arousing her suspicions. Make sureyou
do it co-vertly. We're being monitored. | want to keep that unit.”

She nodded. "How are you, by the way? Y ou had us al very worried for awhile.”

"I'm fine now," he said, leaning back againgt the couch arm. "Groggy, but fine."

"What wasit?'

"Don't know. Maybe atrapped nerve or something.”

She gave him along look. "The disappearances are only happening to us, not the U'Churians.”
"l know. Werreworking on it. Trust me."

She nodded dowly and reached out to touch his blanket-covered leg. "I do. Y ou take care." She got up
and ambled out of the room.

* % %

Commander Lyakaof the Alliance vessdl Rhijissoh, stood waiting in the main docking bay for the arriva
of the shuttle from the U'Churian vessel Vranshan.

"Ten days from Hometo hereis pretty good time, Com-mander,” remarked his assstant, Josha. "We
can't match that. Takes usthree weeksin military craft.”

Lyaka grunted as he watched the field that covered the bay entrance begin to change color for the
approaching shuttle.

"Only the private barques can go fagter..."

"Stop rambling, Josha," he growled impatiently. "1 want you scanning those U'Churians from the moment
they ar-rive, not making pointless noisesto mel™

"I'm dready doing that, Commander," she said quietly, clasping her hands across the front of her purple
telepath's robe. "There was a point to what | was saying. Their Cap-tain Thaylan iswondering about the
Rhijissoh's capabilities. HE's aware our vessal's are somewhat dower.”

"Who'swith him on the shuttle?*
"I'm aware of seven people, Commander. Three of them are, | presume, Cabbarans.”
"Anything moreyou cantel me?'

Sheturned an impassive brown-eyed gaze on him. "I will need to spend sometimein their company
before | can do more than pick up the most basic of thoughts, Commander.”

"Y our Guild told me you were the best a working with dien minds.”



"l am one of the best, but these are two new species,” she said stiffly. "1 will have to learn how they think.
Then, Commander, | can St a the edges of their minds and just absorb their stray, surface thoughts. |
don't think you ap-preciate the amount of work that isinvolved.”

Lyaka could see the shuttle now, just beyond the pale blue curtain of the forcefield. "1 appreciate your
jobisas complex asany, Josha, but | need to know that these peo-ple are dealing honestly with usiif
we're going to combine our forcesto look for the Rryuk's Profit. | don't want them using the opportunity
to avail themselves of our technology.”

"Then usether ships, Commander.”
"Not practica. We need the ingant communicationsthey lack."

"Y ou need their speed, and their navigators, from what | understand. And for that, you need their ships,
too."

He growled softly. "Who briefed you?' he demanded.
Sheturned an innocent look on him this time. "Why, you did, Commander."

"| told you nothing of ..." He stopped, eye ridges meet-ing as he scowled at the smal dark-furred
telepath. ™Y ou read me!™

"l cannot be responsible for what you're thinking in my presence, Commander. It does seem to methat a
combina-tion including their ships and our comm equipment would be best. | suggest you make that your
firg trade offe—in return for information concerning the Cabbaran navigartion system.”

Lyakaturned his attention back to the gpproaching shut-tie as it penetrated the Rhijissoh's barrier. "You
would do well to concentrate on your own duties, Josha. Make sure our guests aren't planning anything
that would compromise our security.” Hed never come across atel epath quite so ready to voice her own
recommendations. In his experi-ence, and he'd worked with a good many, an opinion had to be forced
out of them.

"Asyou wish, Commander. May | remind you that | will aso be protecting the interests of the U'Churian
and Cabbaran people againgt smilar infringements of their se-curity? The Telepath Guild does not involve
itsdlf in any kind of espionage work."

"I'm aware that telepaths are neutrd, Josha," said Lyaka, watching the shuttle maneuver to its designated
landing area. "Khyno, Vaszha, go and greet our visitors, if you please.”

Lieutenant Khyno, sub-Lieutenant Vaszhaat her Side, both resplendent in formal dress uniform,
proceeded to ap-proach the craft, stopping only afew meters from the hatch.

"Y ou will attach yoursdf to our vistorsastheir liaison," Lyakasaid to Josha "Escort them to their
quarters after our initia discussions, take them to the senior lounge set aside for them and their diplomatic
party to dinein, and show them around the permitted areas of the Rhijissoh should they ask for atour. |
presume you've acquainted yoursdlf with these areas?’

"Y es, Commander," she murmured. "Do | accompany them on their search, too?

"That isyour primary function. We will each be usng our own craft,” he said, turning to glance at her
once more. "However, asyou surmised,” the word was said with heavy sarcasm, "there will, indeed, be
onejoint craft. You will beonit.”



The hatch was opening now, and thefirgt of the U'Chu-rian military delegation was stepping out, closdy
followed by histwo companions. Despite the fact hed seen the im-ages recorded by the Hkariyash, the
amilarity between them and his own people astonished Lyaka

Averaging the same height as themsdves, the U'Churianswere dl dark-pelted. Dressed in mid-thigh
length blue tu-nics bearing an emblem over the right shoulder, each one carried asidearm fastened to his
or her belt. Khyno and Vaszha moved forward to greet them.

"Y ou'd think we came from the same stock, wouldn't you?' said Joshaquietly. "But notice, their legsare
graight, and their mouth and nose dightly more pro-nounced than ours.”

Lyakanarrowed hiseyesalittle to see better. At thisdistance, and with their longer black pdits, it was
difficult to seethe details clearly. "Enough like usto be distant cousins," he murmured, seeing what she
was talking about as the party moved away from the ramp to alow the quad-rupeda Cabbaransto
emerge. Briefly he wondered if they were the navigators.

"Thisgroup aren't anavigation unit," said Joshaabruptly. "Navigatorstravel in septsof four. The
agreements between them and the U'Churians makes them effectively Family members.”

“Family?"

"The species data sent by the Vranshan an hour ago said that each profession has six or so leading
Familiesand dl members of that profession belong to one of them. The Cabbarans become quite literdly
Family members of the ship on which they work," shesaid. "Y our aide likely didn't have the opportunity
to brief you, Commander, Since you were greeting the Ambassadors when the information arrived.”

Lyakadidn't have thetimeto reply asthe smdl party drew closer. He was continuing to be impressed
with her efficiency, however. Normaly telepaths weren't interested enough in work of amilitary natureto
be asfully up to date as Jiosha obvioudy was.

Khyno stopped and indicated the leading U'Churian. "Thisis Captain Thaylan, Commander Lyaka. And
Lieu-tenants Rrya and Hannak," she said, indicating themin turn. "Thisis Cheerow, Mimkee, and
Duchurr, the Cabar-ran military delegates.”

"Captain Thaylan, welcome to the Rhijissoh,” said Lyaka, bowing hishead in greeting. Thisis Josha
Dzahai, who will be hdping you during your stay with us."

As he spoke, the three Cabbarans rose up to astting position, leaning forward to sniff audibly at the
commander and the telepath with their long, mobile snouts,

The trandator device on the lead Cabbaran's belt burgt into life. "Commander's tel epath. How follow
thoughts diento you?'

Lyaka caught Joshas startled expression, then saw her mouth openin adight smile.
"With difficulty, Delegate, and not without help from yourselves.”

"All tele-paths wear this color?' asked Captain Thaylan, touching Joshas robe. His voice was a deep
rumble, the Sholan, though understandable, not quite correctly pronounced.

"By law they mugt," said Lyaka. "It isan offenseto read a sentient's thoughts without their permission,
therefore telepaths must advertisetheir professon at dl times.”

"Mentd privacy ishighly valued, Captain Thaylan,” said Josha, inclining her head toward him.



"Report from Captain Tirak said this" he nodded. "Good knowing he was given the truth.”

"If you'd like to accompany us, Captain," said Lyaka, turning dightly to indicate the air lock behind him.
"I have refresnmentslaid out for you. We can update you on the measures we've taken so far to locate
the Rryuk’s Profit. May | say your command of our language is excellent.”

"Sent to us by Profit wheninterim treaty sgned.”

Lyakawaited amoment for the Cabbarans to resume their norma walking stance before |eading the way
out of thelanding bay.

"If you wish, Captain, | can increase your knowledge of our language,” said Joshaas shefél into step on
thelarge U'Churian's other sde. "We cdl it askill transfer. It would aso help me to understand your own
language. | match my mind with yours and send you the understanding of Sholan.”

The dightly smdler officer behind him spoke rapidly to her captain in their own language.
"Tirak said ask for this," Thaylan nodded. "What news have you?'

"Of the Profit?" asked Lyaka, stepping into the corridor and waiting for his guests. "Not good, I'm
afraid. We found some debris only afew hours ago. I'm having it brought in for you to ingpect. However,
there wasn't enough to ac-count for the whole ship. Theré's apossihility that she's fill sound enough to
have continued her journey. The dam-age could be due to meteoric impact and account for her lack of
communication.”

"Four ships dready dis-patched during jump to search route,” Thaylan said. "L ook for fuel traces, seeif
Profit dropped out.”

"Y ou launched craft during jump?’
Thaylan's mouth widened in aHuman style grin. ™Y ou cannot? We not so be-hind you asyou think!™

Lyakaglanced at Josha, wondering how the U'Churian had known their rating of their tech level. She
arched an eyeridgein surprise a him. It seemed this Captain Tirak was quite astute.

Thaylan put alarge pawlike hand on his shoulder, grin-ning amost from ear to ear. "Y our Joshagive us
Sholan language. We pre-pared. Tirak warn us. Got drugs for headache. Then wetalk trade. Want
co-munication in jump from you. Maybe give you help on hull con-gtruction. Need it before nav-i-gation,
yes?

Yes, thought Lyaka, this Tirak has briefed Thaylan well— too well!
Day 12

"So you're Vannas Human," said Noni, eyeing the young man up and down. "At least she got a decent
gzed one, not like Talinu.”

Started pae blue eyes peered out from under shoulder length, wavy brown hair. They flicked across
Noni'sface, assessing her even as she assessed him.

"Could dmost be Sholan with dl that hair over your face. What you cal it?" she demanded.
"A beard and mugtache," he said, grinning. Heliked her immediately.



"So I'manirascible old crone, am 17" she asked, much to hisdismay. "WEell haveless of the old, if you
please. "Teus!"

"I know," sighed her assistant. "Take Jurrdl to the store. Y ou do redlizeit'sraining, don't you, Noni?
Well get soaked walking to the village and back.”

"Takethearcar then, and not the store, go to the inn. We might be awhile. Y ou, Sit," she said, pointing a
claw at Brynne. "l don't suppose..."

He grinned again and reached into his robe pocket, pull-ing out abag of ground coffee. "l wastold you
liked this. Thisonesfrom Earth.”

She nodded her thanks as she took it from him and began reading the packaging. "Damned outlandish
script! Why don't they writeit in acivilized language like Sholan." she grumbled.

"Look at the back," Brynne said. "Way down near the bottom. It's one of the coffees exported
specificdly for Shola”

She glanced across the table at him from under lowered eyeridges. "So it is. Thank you for your
consideration, Brynne Stevens. Itll be interesting to taste the difference between thisand the kind |
usualy get.”

Brynne shrugged, hearing the door behind him close as the other two maleswent out. | takeit Teus
goesout to the storealot.”

"Depends on who's visiting. He's my apprentice, some things he's not ready to know yet. Jurrd said you
wanted to talk about visons and dreams you think you've been having. Said Dhaika sent you off with a
cuff round the ears about aweek ago, telling you not to bother him or Father Lijou again with such
rubbish. What makes you think you got anything worth me hearing?’

"Thefact I'm ditting heretalking to you," he said, watch-ing her lift ajug of coffee and gtart pouring it into
thefirst of thetwo mugs.

"Don't do yoursdlf any favors, boy, I'm just curious.” She handed him amug then poured her own drink,
leaving him to add what sweetener and whitener he wished from the pots on the table. "Y es, you can light
one of your smok-ing sticks. Use the dish beside you for the ash. I've afancy to see this strange Human
habit for mysdf."

Floored, he was left with nothing to say as he reached for the shallow pottery dish at his side of the table.
"What else do you know about me?" he asked, fishing his tobacco tin and lighter out of his pocket.

"Y ou don't redlly expect meto answer that, now, do you?' Shetook asip from her mug. "So you were
the pupil of the Derwent person that ran off from Vasgarth. The fake mystic who tried to teach our
younglingsthat religion and telepathy went together, and our world isamale entity—Vartrain fact." She
snorted loudly in derison. "Hes atypical Terran patriarch from what | hear. No won-der he didiked
Sholal We'reamatriarchd world, we just let our malesthink otherwise.”

Brynne choked on his coffee.

"Y ou don't believe me? Who d'you think runsthe Clans, my lad?' she asked, raising an eyeridge. "That's
where our roots are. All the rest is commerce. Let the males play with it, we got enough femaesthereto
keep 'em on track, too."



"But many senior positionsare held by maes"”

"Seem'sthe word, lad. Y es, it goesto the best person for the job, but if the best'samale, then look to
the femae beside him. Much easier to keep things on track from alongside your mate than out in front."

Helooked disbelievingly at her. "Stronghold." He opened histin and began rolling acigarette.

"KhaQwahas arather different kind of mate," she said thoughtfully. "That Lijou, hés morelike us.
Tdlinuwasthe onel had hopesfor, but his path lay e sewhere. Teus, now, he'sagood apprentice. Hell
dowel if he gticksit out with me. Maybe you're one of the different ones, too. Being Taented helps.
Gives you an gppreciation of your female side. But then, we Sholans are more balanced than you
Humanswhen it comesto that. Once the males get past thirty, they settle down some. They're mostly
past thedrivesto sSre afamily on thefirst pretty female they meet. Y ou Human males never seemto get

past it."

"How many Humans have you met, Noni?" he asked, putting his cigarette to hislips and flicking open his
lighter. "I heard I'm only the second." He inhded deeply, waliting for her answer.

Her brown eyestwinkled at him over thetop of her mug. "I don't have to leave here to meet Humans,
lad. Nor do they need to come hereto visit me.”

Hefrowned. What on earth was she talking about? How could she meet people without actualy meeting
them? Did she mean she talked to them on the comm? And hewas like Tdlinu and Teus? He shook his
head, confused. He couldn't make sense of what she was saying.

Noni's mouth opened in agentle smile as she continued to Sip her coffee. He had potentia, right enough.
She could use him, but not yet. When he was ready, held hear what she was saying clear enough.

"Indl Derwent's mishmash of ideas, he did get one or two thingsright,” she said. "At least you got
through the barriers he put up about your Sholan side, lad, or you wouldn't be here. Now, tell me about
those dreams of yours.”

When hed |eft, Noni called the Temple of Ghyakullain Ghyasha.
"Rhuna, what can | do for you?' the Head Priestess asked.
"Looking tired, Tokui,” Noni said, noticing the lowered eye ridges and darker green of the Siter's eyes.

" Setting up these colleges for our priesthood is hard work, Noni. No oneis getting enough deep these
days. Almost overnight I'm expected to train up some twenty senior acolytes to the standard of priests
and priestessesto cope with it. If they were Talented, it would be so much easier.”

"Everyone'sin the same den, Tokui. I sympathize with you, believe me."

Sister Tokui reached up to tuck awayward lock of golden-flecked, brown hair behind her ear. "Y ou
didn't contact meto offer sympathy, Noni. | redly am busy. Please make your point.”

"We need to meset tonight,” she said. "At the temple. Y ou contact the other Guardians.”

"Tonight?" Tokui's ears dropped in surprise before hur-riedly righting themselves. "What's so important
that we have to mest tonight?*

"That's what the meeting's about,” said Noni.

"Noni, be reasonable! We al need more notice than this! I've got mesetings scheduled...”



"Then cancel them or send adeputy,” interrupted Noni. " Seventeenth hour, usua place.”
"Noni! You can't do thid"
"Just have," she said with satisfaction and cut her comm connection.

Ghyashawas the town midway between the Kysubi and Lyarto Plains, the heartland of Shola's
grainfields and a-most the center of the Kaeshala continent. It was the per-fect place for the Green
Goddess cult's main temple, though that was disputed by the onein the Ferraki Hills, it being the older of
the two. Aswith other Sholan towns and cities, Ghyasha existed to support the temple and the acolytes
who lived and worked there. It was the place where mothers took their cubs to be blessed as newborns,
where farmerswent for help with their herds when al else had failed, and the center for the old folk
remediesthat the Guild of Medics frowned on. More, it was the core religious support for the mgority of
Sholan femaes of dl ages. And it was where the Guardians met.

Teus accompanied Noni into the antechamber of the meeting room before leaving her to join the other
adesin therefectory. As she entered the chamber, she scanned the seats, spotting Lijou instantly.
Hobbling over to hissde of the semicircle of chairs, she glared pointedly at the mae stting next to him.

Rhio sighed and got to hisfeet. " Speak to you later, Lijou,” he said, moving over to an empty seet & the
other end.

Lijou stood, offering hisarm to her. She accepted his help, even though she didn't need it, and sat down.
Didn't do any harm for them to think she was more frail than she actualy was. Gave her another edge
over them.

"Noni, what the devil was so important you had to drag usal out on such short notice?' demanded
Kead, tapping her foot impatiently on the floor.

"Don't you try to rile me before the meeting's begun, Kead, because you won't,” she said. "Who'rewe
waiting for?"

"Tulla," said Lijou. "Storm over the desert delayed her. Shel's coming in to land now."

Noni gave him an appraisng glance. "Y ou're pretty good, not many can send and recelve that far. But
then, you should be. If | remember right, weren't you the second choice for Clan Lord?!

He smiled gently. "Y ou know | was, just asyou knew where Tullais" hereplied equdly quietly.
"How'sthat lifemate of yours doing?' she asked, chang-ing the subject. "When's your cub due?'

"Lessthan seven weeks now," he said. "KhaQwal's going to ask you to be the birther. She's determined
to have our cub at Stronghold rather than in the hospital.”

"| intended to be there anyway," she said. "I'll come see her tomorrow to organize thingswell in advance.
How'sthe nursery going? Finished it yet?'

Lijou's earsflicked back in embarrassment. "Not yet. KhaQwa keeps nagging me to take her to Shanagi
to choose furniture and things, but I'm not o sure. I'm afraid it'stempting fate.”

Noni looked sharply at him, alook he thankfully missed. "Don't you go taking her anywhere, Master
Lijou," she said, poking him gently in the ribs with her index finger. " She'stoo far on to go traipsing out to
Shanagi. Y ou get those merchantsto come out to you! They'll jJump at the chance, believe me. Get to see
ingde the most secret place on Kaeshda, if not Sholaitsdf? Y oull haveto fight 'em off!"



Lijou laughed. " A good reason to keep them away, Noni. Rhyaz would have my hideif he could hear
you!"

"That'sasmay be. It isn't hismate that's having a cub. All you do is get the storesto use the comm link to
show you round their place so KhaQwa can choose. Then you send someone out to fetch the crib and
whatnot that she thinks she wants so she can seeit in the comfort of the nursery. Only need a couple of
the store's attendants, no more, and your own folk to bring 'em and take 'em back. No security
breached, isthere?"

"l suppose not,” he admitted.

"Youtdl Rhyaz | said you wereto doit. If he wantsto argue, tell him to come and see me and welll
discussold times™

The door opened and a breathless Tulla scurried over to the last vacant chair. " Sorry I'm late, everyone,
but there was a storm over the pass and we had to fly round it.”

"Get onwithiit, then, Noni," said Kead. "Weredl here, waiting breath-bated to find out why you
dragged us out tonight.”

"Wait your turn, Keaal," Noni snapped. "Tokui'sin charge tonight.”
Sister Tokui waved her hand tiredly in Noni'sdirection. "Carry on, N.oni. Y ou caled the mesting.”

"l want someinformation first,” she said, fixing her glare on Dhaika. "I want to know why Dhaika's been
ignoring the decision of this Council and not passing on information concerning visions and dreams.”

Startled, Dhaikalooked over at her. "What're you talk-ing about, Noni? | pass on anything relevant. |
dwayshave"

"Ah, but who decideswhat's rdlevant?"
"] do, of course."

"Well, you've messed up thistime, you old fool! Whered you get the brainsto dismissthe visions that
Human Brynne's been having? From one of your students?”'

"Brynne? He's come to you with his dreams and you think they're visons?' He shook his head. "It'syou
that's got no brainsif you bdieve hisramblings, Noni."

Beside her, Noni fdt Lijou stiffen dightly. So he knew more about this than he was|etting on, did he?
"What'sthisal about?' demanded Kead, |ooking from one to the other. "What dreams? What visions?"

"It'snothing," said Dhaika defensively. "Noni's gotten it all out of proportion. If she'd bothered to contact
mefirg, | could have explained it to her and we could have avoided this mesting.”

"Explainit now!"
"Someone better had,” said Tokui impatiently. "Thisisaso my concern.”

"There's nothing to explain. He's having vivid dreams, that's al. Thekind that every new student gets at
sometime or another. And he's Human, which means what he's learning makes even less senseto him.
It's his subconscious adjusting to our ways, that'sal. Until recently, held had hardly any formd training as
atelepath. Hed shut off his Sholan side, the part of him that he'sinherited from his Leska. Now he's



having vivid dreams.”

"You said that dready,” said Miosh. "1 disagree with you about Brynne. | know him alittle, I've seen him
around our edtate, talked to him afew times. He's not one given to flights of fancy. The opposite, in fact.
He'sthe kind that'd turn his back on anything that seemed mystical. Remember that it was Ghyan, our
priest, who advised him to go to Stronghold because of the nature of what he was seeing. He believed it
to be more than him finally coming to termswith his atered Sate of awareness.”

"Moreto the point, what are his dreams about?' asked Tokui.
"Nothing worth hauling us across Kaeshdaat thistime of night for!" said Dhaika.

"Oh, I'd say that visions of someone running through the forest and avoiding a hunt were worth passng
ontotherest of us" said Noni lazily, mouth openin adight smile. "Wouldn't you? Especidly consdering
who we have loose on Shola. Namely that VValtegan genera and the Derwent male.” Now shefelt avery
positive reaction from Lijou.

Sheturned her head to look at him. ™Y ou didn't think we knew nothing about Kezule, did you?' She
arched an eyeridge at him before looking back to Dhaika. "Theré's more, isn't there, Dhaika? Dreams of
acreeping danger threatening Shola, of adarkness waiting out beyond our world. I'd say they were good
enough to pass on, wouldn't you?"'

"I want to know why you ignored Stronghold's directive aswel asthe Council one," said Lijou grimly.
"Y ou know why we sent him to you. He's been with you for over aweek and you haven't seen fit to
inform me of any of this? Dammit, were supposed to be working together for the same ends here, the
safety of our world! Y ou forget in the isola-tion of the Retreat that out there in space are the beingswho
murdered millions of Sholanswithout a second thought! Anything that touches on them must be reported
tome!"

"| don't think they arevisong | seethem asthe product of afertile imagination and an dien mind trying to
adapt to our ways! Why would the Entity speak to him, aHuman, when we have so many more Taented
people of our own?"'

"Gods, you disgust me!" said Keadl. "I'm not fully at ease with aHuman learning our religions and
becoming apriest, but even | don't see why Ghyakulla shouldn't choose him to send Her messages
through. They're part of our world now, Dhaika, their nature changed by our people as much asthey've
changed ours. There's no excuse for that kind of prgudice!”

"I'm not prejudiced, just skeptical!" exclaimed the belea-guered guardian. "How do you know they're
truevisonsand not what | say they are? How many of you would have decided differently in my place?’

"How come you know al this, Noni?" asked Lijou. "What brought it to your attention?”

"Don't you go blaming Brynne for not coming to you, Lijou. Dhaikatold him not to bother you with his
'haluci-nations; " said Noni. "Jurrel had the good senseto bring him to me. If he hadn't, we'd till bein
the dark about it. Sensible lad, that Jurrel."

"Thank Vartrahedid,” said Lijou, turning back to Dhaika. "Had you not kept thisinformation to yourself,
| could have told you that we've had confirmation of hisvi-sons" said Lijou. "I lacked the information |
now haveto tell the Council more. Dammit, Dhaika, | cannot make sense of what our visionaries seeif |
only have hdf the picture!™

"What information do you have for us?' asked Sister Tokui.



Lijou looked over a Miosh, then Noni. "Thismust go no further for now," he said quietly. "I'm sorry to
have to break the newsto you like this. The ship carrying the Alda-tans and Talinu has been reported
missing. A scheduled transmission they should have made before entering jump is now ten days overdue.
A search was mounted as soon aswe heard, but so far, we've found no trace of them.”

Stunned silence greeted the news.
"Missing?" echoed Rhio. "What happened? Has there been an accident?

"Wedon't know," said Lijou. "They were on aU'Chu-rian vessdl becauseit had the cryogenic facilities
our trading ship lacked. The U'Churians technology lags behind ours, but not significantly enough to have
put their lives at risk by traveling on the vessd."

"They could have forgotten, had atransmitter failure even," said Miosh, her voice hushed. "Maybe they're
injump aready."

"That'swhat we're hoping, but frankly, we couldn't teke therisk of waiting to seeif they arrived at their
rendezvous.

With the treaty just having been signed between the Alli-ance and the Free Traders, we needed to show
our new aliesthat we take our responsibilitiesto al our member species serioudy.”

"Why did they need cryogenic facilities, Lijou?" asked Noni quietly.

"Carrie Aldatan was serioudy wounded. They had to rush her to the medical facilities on the rendezvous
ship. We don't plan to tell the family until every effort has been made to trace them.”

Noni was still trying to absorb thisfirst piece of news but something made her catch Lijou'seye. "Well
havetheres, if you please, Master Lijou," she said, surprised at how gruff her voice sounded. She
grasped the head of her walk-ing stick moretightly. It was something solid and familiar in this nightmare
sheld suddenly been thrown intoj

"I've been warned by Vartra Himsdlf that thereisathreat to Sholafrom space. It's quite possible that our
miss-ing ship isthe beginning of something far more sinister. The Brotherhood is preparing now. Rhyaz is
speaking to the Governor tomorrow."

"It ssems| was very wrong about Brynne'svisons" said Dhaika, his voice barely audible.

"Dzaka came to me nine days ago with atale of the cub Kashini crying inconsolably one night, and
transmitting to him and Kitraadeep fear for her parents. | thought it impossiblein acub so young.”

"I remember the night,” said Miosh, voice trembling. "I waswith Rhyasha. Kashini was beyond
comforting for hours. Then suddenly, she stopped and just fell adeep.”

"Dzakatold methat they felt that whatever was happen-ing was over," said Lijou. "l should have paid
more aten-tion to him. He wanted usto start searching for them then. We all need to be lessjudgmental
about what we hear, less afraid of seeming gullible to each other," he said, looking round the semicircle of
Guardians.

"Y ou should have told us earlier about the missing Aldatans,” said Kead, tail moving jerkily to show her
displeasure.

"Why? It wasn't concerned with visons asfar asthe Brotherhood was awvare,” said Lijou. "If I'd had
news of these latest visions of Brynne's sooner, | would have told you. In him we have another visionary



on alevd with Kaid

Tdlinn. | want him trained and taught to dream-walk as soon as possible. That way, the Entities can
speak directly to him. He obvioudy hasaroleto play in our future. HE's part of our world, called by our
Green Goddess Hersdlf."

"No," said Noni, anger risng in her. She fought to keep it from her voice and thoughts. "His Triad is not
the one that will link usall, not the one we need to have in this Council so we can learn about the
Humans. And Tdlinu was never taught to dream-walk. It never held him back. What need has Brynne of
it?"

Dhaika shifted uncomfortably in his seet. "He wasn't taught, but Vartratook him to Hisrealm during a
medita-tion session at the Retreat several months ago.”

"Why was| not told of this?' she demanded, knuckles whitening on her stick in an effort to hold back the
explo-sion of rage. "Y ou know my concernsfor him! | should have been informed.”

"It was amatter persond to him and the Entity," said Dhaika siffly. Y ou know | don't breach
confidentiaity unlessthere isa sound reason to do s0."

"How do you know thereisn't agreater purpose behind Brynne's Triad?" countered Lijou, leaning closer
to her. "You're so sureit's Talinu'sthat you're blinding yourself to the choice of the Goddess!”

"They were not thefirdt. Talinu'sis. Thefirat Triad, and the Aldatans were the first mixed Leska pair,”
shesadin atonetha Challenged any argumen.

"Lijou dtill hasavaid point,” said Rhio.

"Hehasno point a dl. Brynneistheonly one of hisTriad to havevisons. In Tdlinu's, dl three of them
have seen. We need to wait and see how Brynne and his partners develop before we agree on taking the
dragtic step of train-ing him further.”

"With respect to your family, Miosh," said Tullagently, "we may have no choiceif the Aldatansremain
logt. All we may haveisBrynnes Triad."

"We don't need to decide now,” said Noni firmly. *More mixed pairs are forming amogt daily, aren't
they, Miosh?"

Miosh inclined her head affirmatively as she put ahand up to her eyesto rub at the tearsforming in them.
"Wewait," said Noni. "Actions taken in haste are worse than no action. | say we do nothing for now."

"Teaching someone to dream-walk isnot adecision to make lightly," said Sister Tokui, letting her tail rise
and fal lazily on the seat beside her. "Therés the danger to the person themselves. To vigt the realms of
the Entitiesisn't easy or safe, even for the most experienced of us. To get lost thereisto die. To cause
harm to aperson or animd that livesthereisto die. We don't yet know enough about these Humans,
whether atered by alLeskaLink to one of usor not. | would have to agree with Noni. We should wait."

"Why not teach him?" asked Keaal, looking round the group. "What better way to find out about them
than in the relms? There's no room for pretense. Y ou're stripped down to your soul. | say teach him, if
he agreesto it, know-ing the dangers.”

Tokui looked at Miosh. "What do you say?' she asked gently.



"We may havelost one Triad. We can't afford to lose another,” she said, rubbing futilely at her damp
cheeks. "We mugt wait."

"Wait," sad Tulla
"l say let him choose," said Rhio.
"Rhaid, youve sad nothing sofar.”

Rhaid roused herself and looked over to Sister Tokui. "I've faced evil, Tokui. | know what imprisonment
islike. If the Vategans come, that'swhat welll al face. | say we offer to teach him. Hell know what's at
stake aswell aswe do. His people lived under the talons of the Vategans on Keissand are as much at
risk from them as we are. He should be the one to choose, not us.”

"Dhaika, yoursisthe cagting vote," said Tokui.

"Hell say wait," snorted Lijou, getting to hisfeet and beginning to pacein front of the semicircle of chairs.
"Y ou're blinding yoursalves to what really matters here. Thisisn't just about our cozy little world, therere
millions of stars out there, millions of worlds! Welivein aninter-stellar community, for Vartras sake!
Humans, Sholans, and the rest of our Alliance, were at war with aiens deter-mined to wipe us out! We
need to develop every edge we can get, not put it off because of our own petty politics! | thought this
Council of Guardianswould be different, have agreater insght into life because we were dl tel epathd!
But you're no better than the World Council at Shanagi!"

"Lijou, you're new to our Council so I'll excuse your outburst thistime," said Tokui coldly. "Sit down.
The meeting'snot over yet."

Lijou glowered angrily around the room before returning to hischair.
"Dhaika, your vote," said Tokui.
"Wait," hesaid.

"Then the mgority decison isto wait. In theinterim, | would suggest that Snce you obvioudy havea
visionary on your hands, Dhaika, you accelerate hislearning program. The sooner he's equipped to cope
with these visions, the better for usall. And, Dhaika," she said, fixing ahard look on him, "Next time he
comesto you with any kind of dream or vison, you will report it immediately, not only to the
Brotherhood, but to me personally. Isthat understood? Fail to do so and we will have you replaced at
the Retreat."

Dhaikainclined his head.

"Don't underestimate the Humans. This has been ales-son to usdl, one the Telepath Guild learned, and
s0 should we. Isyour business with us concluded, Noni?* Sister Tokui asked.

"Y es, except to remind you | need to be kept informed of any visions, too.” Shetried to focus on the
positive as-pects of the meeting. She'd gotten what she wanted. There had been adanger they'd want
Brynne taught to dream-walk and that would not have suited her purposes. But the newsthat Tallinu as
well asthe Aldatans was missing was a blow indeed, one that she couldn't think about until she got home.
Hiswork had aways been dangerous and the chance he'd not survive each mission had always been
there, but to have death loom so close barely six months ago and now this, was more than she could
take.

"Noni," she heard someone saying. "Areyou dl right? I've spoken to you three times.”



"Eh?" Shelooked up to see Lijou bending over her.

"Areyou al right?' he asked. "I'm sorry you and Miosh had to hear the newsthisway, but | had no
choice"

"I'mfine," she said tartly. "Y ou go seeto Miosh. I've got Teus with me. I'll call you tomorrow," she said,
lev-ering hersalf up out of the chair by leaning on her stick.

"Areyou sure? Sister Tokui'swith her.”

"I'mfine, | tell you! Now stop fretting over me," she said, pushing him aside. "Y ou just see you contact
meim-mediately you have any news of them, you hear me?"

"Of course| will, you know that."
"Right. Good night to you, then," she said, beginning to walk toward the door.
"Good night, Noni."

Lijou could see Dhaika eyeing him warily as he waited for him in the parking area outside the temple
precincts.

"What do you want, Lijou?' Dhaika asked, stopping, "1'm in no mood for any more recriminations.”

"We had an agreement, Dhaika," said Lijou angrily. ™Y ou said you'd teach Brynne to dream-wak if you
be-lieved Ghyakullahad caled him. Y ou purposely ignored those visons of histo avoid doing thet.
Worse, you told my student not to come to me with them!™

"l did nat. | truly believed they were his overactive imagination.”

"Don't wrong-spoor me, Dhaikal 1t comes down to the fact that you're afraid of Noni, doesn't it?"
"Don't beridiculous!" Dhaika blustered.

"What's so difficult about saying no to her?"

"Have you ever said no to her?

"l didinthere

"Y ou disagreed with her, that's different. Y our timell come, and when it does, you won't find it so easy as
you think to say no."

Lijou ruthlesdy suppressed afew uncomfortable memo-ries of encounterswith Noni. "Are you reneging
on our agreement?’ he demanded.

Dhaikaglanced round him furtively. "Shell hear you. She's still around here somewhere.”

"Oh, in Vartras name, Dhaika, stop worrying about herl" Lijou snagpped. "I've got us shidlded! Do you
take mefor afool? Now, are you going to teach Brynne or not?"

"What if shefindsout, or the others? What if something goeswrong for him?"
"| wasthere every time you were teaching him, wasn't 1? Do you think I'd let anything happen to him?"

"Y ou're new to dream-waking yoursdlf, Lijou. When | agreed to do it, only Noni had said no. It's



another thing to go against amgjority Council vote, especialy when | dso voted no.”

"Sholas at stake here, Dhaikal Not the ruling of the Guardians, our whole species! Get a backbone and
dart thinking for yoursdlf!"

Dhaika stiffened, earsflicking forward. "I've made my decison,” he said, Sdestepping the Head Priest.
"Unlessyou're prepared to pull rank on me and order meto doit, I'll bid you good night.”

Furious, Lijou turned to watch Guardian Dhaika board his aircar before heading back to his own.

Noni sent Teus home for the night as soon as he dropped her at her cottage. She'd remained silent
during the trip, wanting no chatter, no matter how well inten-tioned. She went in, closing her door behind
her and reach-ing for the light sensor. A hand covered hers, preventing her.

"Youreafool, old one" said afamiliar maevoicein her ear.

"How s0?" she countered, trying not to let her fear be heard.

"Y ou meddle too much thistime. Let this matter take its own course.”

"I do no more than | was chosen by the Entitiesto do,” she countered.

"Not thistime. I've been sent to warn you that in this matter the pledge between us has been set aside.”
"Then the price must be paid.”

"You'd barter at thistime? When Sholahersdf isat stake?' The voice grew louder, the hand tightening
around hers.

"It's part of the pledge," she said, forcing hersdlf to re-main calm.

She heard Hislow growl of anger, then abruptly the hand and the presence were gone, leaving behind it
the gentle scent of nung blossom and an echo of laughter.

The price will be paid in full, never fear.
"l didn't say what | wanted!"

When wasit ever anything but Tallinu's safety? He's the child you never had, Old One! But this
time, you'll get more than you bargained for.

* * %

Obliviousto the furor surrounding him, Brynne had cho-sen to spend the evening in one of the meditation
rooms at the Retrest. Hisvigt to Noni's had left him amaost more confused than before. For thefirst time
he had the room to himsalf, as Jurrel had decided to exercisein the gym.

Helit the taper with hislighter, then leaned forward to touch it to each of the oil wicksin turn. That done,
he passed his hand over the light sensor beside him, keeping it theretill the room waslit only by the warm
glow cast by the lamp. Giant shadow images of the petds and stamen of the lamp flickered on the plain
walls, yet the atmosphere they created was welcoming, peaceful even.

Once more he leaned forward, this time to crumble in-cense on the hot charcod at the heart of the lamp.
Heavily scented clouds of smoke billowed round him then dowly drifted cellingward, wafted there by the
heet of the flames. Focusing on the flames, he rested his hand in hislap and began to recite the litanies,



each onein turn, letting them guide him deeper and deeper away from the everyday world.

A faint noise caught hisatention but try as he might, it wouldn't be ignored. He found himsdlf straining to
hear it better. Part of hismind was aware that the nature of the shadows had changed, that they were not
50 pleasing: they didn't flow acrossthe walls as before, now there was a spiky, jagged qudity about
them. The sound was becoming clearer too, resolving itsdf into amonotonous chant. Flamesflared,
lighting up the room briefly as the shadows legped and jerked in huge shapes that covered the ceiling in
darkness. He heard the wind blowing through the trees, felt it againgt hisface, moving hishair, asthe
shape on the other side of thefire resolved itself.

Though the face was much leaner, and the eyes now burned from dark sockets, he knew Derwent
indantly.

"Did you think you'd be free of methat easily?" Der-went asked mockingly. "Y ou made a pledge to me,
Brynne. | won't et you forget that. It'stime for meto redeemit.”

Brynne sat motionless. He wasn't here, he couldn't be. This campfire out in the forest wasn't red, it
couldn't be. He knew hewasin the Retrest, yet every sense, augmented by hisLink to Vanna, told him
otherwise. He could smell the woodsmoke, scent the moisture on the air and the damp earth on which he
sat. He heard the wind not only in the trees, but stirring the grass around him. To hisleft, ajegget stopped
suddenly, gtting up to watch this strange, dien spectacle. He could heer itstail flicking gently against the
stalks of grass asit wondered what to do. Even its thoughts were open to him, but not those of the man

opposite.

"Thisisred," Derwent said. "Asredity goes. | used thelink | established with you for training to call you
here"

"Whereishere?' he heard himsalf ask, surprised a how cam his voice sounded.

Derwent's face clouded over as he frowned, but his eyes sparkled feverishly in the light cast by the twin
moons.

"Aduan and Agdimi,” said Brynnein answer to the un-spoken thought.

"It took me weeksto caculate the right phases so | could work this spell,” said Derwent, relaxing again.
""'So much easier when theré's only one moon. It matterslittle now." He waved hishand inan airy, benign
gesture. "You're here."

"Whereishere?' Brynne repested.

Derwent picked up agtick and poked at the fire, sending showers of sparksleaping up into the night.
"Depends what you want to call it. Some say the dreaming land, othersdreamtime. | cdll it the plains.

Y ou'rein my world now, Brynne Stevens. The world of the guiders of souls. It'sour path in thislife" He
looked acrossthe flames at him, hold-ing his gaze with his piercing pale eyes.

"I need your help, Brynne," said Derwent, hisvoice gen-tle and persuasive. "l want sanctuary so | can
stay on Shola. We have work to do on thisworld. They've turned their backs on the true nature of their
godsand it's up to usto be their salvation. We have amission here.”

Derwent sounded so reasonable, o sane, Brynne found himsdlf thinking. Of course he must help him, he
owed it to him. "What do you want meto do?" he heard himself ask.

"l need you to come to me, lead me up to Stronghold. There | can get sanctuary, if you ask it for me."



"How will | find you?' Hefdt asif the words were being squeezed from him againgt hiswill. He had no
wish to help Derwent. Why was he agreeing to do s0?

"Y ou've been to the plains before with me. | brought you here the night I initiated you as ashaman.
Remember?'

Hetried, but the memory, if memory it really was, was hazy, lost in time. Initiated? He didn't remember
anything likethat.

"Reach out your hand to me, Brynne," Derwent said, holding his across the fire toward him. "Take my
hend. I'll remind you."

He hestated even as he fdt hisarm moving of itsown volition. No! Something degpinsde him
screamed. No! | don't want to be involved! | won't help you!

"Y our hand." The voice was growing authoritative now, ingsting he obey.

He watched helplesdy as he stretched his hand across the flames toward Derwent. Sudden pain shot
through hisleg and, ingtinctively, he yelled out and pulled back from the fire. Clutched by its scruff, inhis
other hand he held the offending mammd.

Thefire exploded in light and sparks, blinding him, mak-ing him shidd his eyeswith one arm and tuck the
jegoet close againgt his chest with the other as he flung himsalf backward to safety.

A hand touched him and he pulled .back, ready to fight.

"Not necessary.” He could hear the purr of amusement in the Sholan voice. "Y ou're safe now. Y ou
Humans are dmogt as troublesome as some of my people.”

He opened his eyes and looked around him. Night, the foret, the fire and Derwent, dl were gone. In his
arms, the jegget struggled. He clutched it more tightly.

The mae squatting in front of him reached out to caressthe jegget's head briefly before holding his hand
out to help him up.

"Who areyou?' asked Brynne, refusing to accept it.

"Now you'relearning,”" said the mae with asatisfied nod. "But theré's no need to fear my touch.” He
extended his hand another couple of inches.

Cautioudy, Brynne accepted it and let himself be helped off the ground. "I've seen you before," he said
suddenly. "1 know your face." He looked him over, noting the gray tunic and the pouched belt round his
waist. Hewaswedl muscled, likely one of the Brothers cometo hisaid.

"Perhaps," the other admitted, mouth opening in agrin. "I've come to show you the way back."
"Where am |? What the hell happened to me? Where's Derwent?"

His new companion began to walk along the path toward awooden door. He stopped and waited for
Brynneto join him. "Where are you? Well, | rather think you should work that one out for yoursdlf, but
I'll giveyou aclue," he said, reaching into a pouch on hisbelt. He held out his closed fist to Brynne.

Again, he hestated.

"You redly have learned that one, haven't you," he purred in pleasure. "Take it, theré's no hidden danger



fromwhet I'm giving you."
Brynne held hispam out to receive the object. "A coin?' Helooked up a the malein surprise.

"Show it to Dhaika and say the owner gaveit to you to keep. Remember that part, Brynne Stevens, that
the coinisyours. It will work for no onedse.”

"Work?" asked Brynne, looking at the triple spira pat-tern onitsface. Then herealized the male had
started walking again and ran to catch up. "What do you mean, work?

"Watch carefully the route you take to get home and remember it well. When you wish to visit me again,
take the sameroute. | will be waiting for you. Havethis coin, it'll open the door. Tell Dhaikaheisto
teach you to dream-walk."

"But..."

"Tdl himwhat | said." The voicewasfirm. "Asfor Der-went, thereisalink between you, but the realms
of thisworld are now barred to him. Hell not call you there again. However, he will remain adanger to
you until that link has been severed. Y ou must tel Master Lijou abouit it. Hell know what to do.” He
touched the door and it swung open to revea darkness outside.

"Thank you," said Brynne, stepping outsde. "But..." The door had closed silently behind him, reveding
on itsface the sametriple spira pattern asthe coin. But in its heart was a blue-white faceted crystd.

Unsure what to do next, Brynne looked around. It was pitch black here, not aglimmer of moonlight
even. Then he saw apoint of green light gpproaching him. The closer it got, the larger it grew, and he
knew thiswas his path home. In hisarms, the jegget whimpered, reminding him he till held it. Helooked
round hurriedly but there was nowhere suitable to put it down.

"Lookslike you and meve got to ride this one out to-gether,” he muttered, bracing himsdif.
Remember the route, avoice echoed in his head as the green light surrounded him and swept him away.

Cradled withinit, he was carried dong faster and faster until he found himself suddenly deposited at an
archway. Beyond it, he could seethe familiar glow of the meditation lamp and the gently flickering
shadowson thewalls.

"Reckon thisisour stop, girl," he said, stepping through it. Abruptly, he found himsdf back in the
meditation room with the scent of nung tree incense heavy intheair. A figure opposite him stirred, his
shadow becoming separate from the rest.

"You weregonefor along time,” said Jurrel quietly. "Where were you?'

"l wish | could tdl you," said Brynne, blinking and put-ting up his hand to rub hiseyes. A movement on
his lap drew hisingtant attention. Curled up on his black robe lay adeeping jegget. "Oh, Gods," he
moaned, shutting his eyes momentarily asfear clutched hisvitas. He opened his hand and looked &t the
coin he held. "It wastrue. It redly hap-pened.”" He turned the coin over to find the symbal of the
Brotherhood.

Jurrel leaned forward. "Vartras bones! Who gave you aGuild coin?'

"I'd rather not say," said Brynnefaintly. "Do you think Father Lijou would mind being disturbed right
now?"'



"Not when he seesthat coin,” said Jurrel. "Well use the comm in my room. | know it's secure.”

"No, | need to go to Stronghold tonight,” said Brynne, staggering to hisfeet, the jegget clutched firmly to
hischest.

When Lijou arrived back from the meeting, Rhyaz was stting insde the lobby waiting for him.

"Dhakawon't honor our agreement,” he said shortly, stopping long enough to hand his cloak to hisaide.
"The council voted not to teach him. We need to be autonomous, Rhyaz! | will not have this happening

agan!"
"Weare virtudly autonomous, Lijou," said Rhyaz, tak-ing him by the arm to guide him upgtairs.
"Not when it comesto dream-walking!" Heresisted. "I want to go into the temple.”

"Very well," said Rhyaz, changing direction to accom-pany him. "Y ou have the kill, Lijou. We don't
need Dhaika."

"I'mtoo new at it to teach anyone. | need time and practice to perfect it for mysaf before| can even
think of showing anyone else how to doiit! | couldn't make them see that the fate of Shola could hang on
us having Brynnetrained and ready! No, don't come with me. | need timeto get rid of my temper,” he
said, pushing the heavy door open. "I'll see you shortly.”

Rhyaz nodded and waited till his co-leader had gonein before turning to Lijou'saide, Y aszho. He raised
aquestioning eyeridge.

"He's not pleased,” Y aszho ventured. "He was slent for the whole journey.”

Rhyaz nodded and dismissed him with awave of hishand. A noise from outside drew his attention. An
arcar o late? Frowning, he strolled into the duty room to see for himself who was landing.

"Jurrel and Brynne, Master Rhyaz,” said the Brother on duty at the comm.

"Indeed,” he murmured as he headed back into the lobby again. What, or who, had brought them here on
the hed's of the meeting?

"Magter Rhyaz," murmured Jurrdl asthey entered.

"Do you know where Father Lijou is?' asked Brynne. "l need to seehim.”

"Isit urgent? He'sin the temple at the moment.” Wasthat ajegget the Human was carrying?

"Y ou don't mind me bringing her in, do you?' asked Brynne. "I need her to show Father Lijou."

"They're vermin, you know," said Rhyaz, looking in sur-prise a the small mammal. Hed never seen one
up this close before. Mainly white, her nose and ear tips were a soft, dark brown in color. Smadll black
eyesglittered up a him as she surveyed him with as much curiogity. "They can't survive naturally thishigh
inthe mountains. If it gets loose and it's pregnant, well be overrun with them come autumn. 1t would be
better if you left her with the guards.”

"Oh, sheisn't pregnant,” assured Brynne. " And she seems quite tame. Maybe she was someone's pet.”

ll%?l



"An animal you keep as acompanion to talk to and stroke," explained Brynne. "But being furred, | don't
sup-pose afurry critter hasthat much apped for you."

"Y ou kegp animasin your homes?' Thisastonished him.
"I guess you don't have pets, then. Shewon't get loose, | promise. | need to show her to Father Lijou.”

Rhyaz sighed. It waslate and he didn't have any interest in prolonging this discussion. "If you plan to keep
her, you'll have to have her in acontainer that she can't escgpe from,” he said.

Brynneturned to Jurrel, who sighed. “I'll seewhat | can find. | guessweéll need stuff for her to eat and
drink aswell."

Brynne flashed a smile of thanks and headed for the temple doors. As he walked down the main aise
toward the statue, he couldn't see the priest anywhere. The light from the braziers drew his gaze. |

"Vartras bones," he whispered, feding the color drain from hisface as he redized just who held been
talking to that night. "It was Him!"

"What was him?" asked a voice he recognized asthe Head Priedt's.

He turned to find Lijou standing between the pillarson hisleft. "I saw Him tonight!" he said, pointing
incredu-loudy at the statue.

"Vartra? Y ou saw Vartra?' Disbelievingly, Lijou came closer. "What are you holding?"

"A jegget. She came back with me. | was called some-where by Derwent and He, the God, rescued me.
He gave me a coin to show Dhaika and told me that you should sever the link between me and

Derwent.” It dl poured out in arush that probably didn't make much sense, Brynne redlized, watching the
various movements of Lijou's ears and eyeridgesfor telltae Sgnsof hisemotions. Therewerealot.

Lijou took him by the arm and led him off to the Sde chapel of Ghyakulla. Once they were Sitting, he
sad, "Sart at the beginning.”

By the end of histae, Lijou was holding the coin in his hand and watching as the jegget sniffed her way
cautioudy round the small indoor garden. He amiled, then he began to laugh, loudly. When he stopped,
he patted Brynne on the back.

"Y ou keep your jegget with the blessing of Vartra, and me!" he said. "She's rather specia. Anyone
bothers you about her, tell them she's been granted sanctuary here by me. A pet, eh? | wonder if
KhaQwawould like one. She'sbeen alittle low lately.”

CHAPTER 8
Day 13

NOTHING was said about hisfailure with the Cabbarans. Jkoshuk knew it was a failure because
obvioudy the Primes had been trying to keep the navigators separate from the rest of the crew. For three
days he'd continued interrogating the members of his crew brought to him by the Primes. Then on the
fourth, he was taken to the room where he'd viewed the culling, over aweek ago now.

They passed agurney being towed down the corridor toward the medica section. He stopped dead,
recognizing hisold rivad Mzaybiik lying there, his head heavily bandaged.

“Whet..." he began.



"Itisnot your concern,” said the guard, pushing him on.

A shiver ran down his spine. He would have argued, wanting to know more about hisrival, but he
remembered what the Seniormost had said about the guards and their tendency to overreact.

Two thingswere immediately obviousto him. Of the crew of nearly eighty, barely hadf remainedina

room that was now laid out like a hospital ward. All present sat or lay on trestment beds staring vacantly
into space. The sec-ond was aflash of floating drapery asadoor at the far end of thisroom closed. The
shock of the scene before him rendered him speechless and he could only stand and stare disbelievingly.

Three Seniormost were present, one of them wearing agold tabard over the dark body armor. Wasthis
their gen-eral? He knew they were looking at and discussing him. How, held no idea, but he knew.

The smdler gray-clad Prime and the one in gold left, accompanied by two heavily armed guards.

"I am giving you more freedom," said one of the ree-maining Primes. He pointed to atablein front of him.
"Wear thiscommunicator at adl times. Y ou will report to this areawhen it shows the eighth hour after
midnight. Y ou will take your designated prisoners, one a atime, to the interrogation room. Violence will
not be used unless abso-lutely necessary. Y ou will extract the information we want verbaly, if possible.
Do you understand?’

"Y es, Seniormog.”

"These males each carry an implant in their head. If it is damaged, they may terminate. Thisisto be
avoided."

"Yes, Seniormogt,” he chanted, then the words actually registered in his brain. Implants?

"Failureto comply will result in severe punishment being inflicted on you. Do not make it more expedient
to implant you with one of our control devices."

He paed at the words, icy fingers of fear running down his spine. 'Y es, Seniormogt,” he whispered. His
obedient reply was no meaningless chorusthistime.

"Y ou may not approach any closed air lock door. This sector is sedled off from therest of our ship. Any
attempt to move out of thisareawill be punishable by instant death. Y our collar hasalocator init. Y our
movements are con-stantly tracked. We do not need to find you to kill you."

A guard came forward to hand him a small comp reader. Jkoshuk's hand trembled as he took it.

"The questions we want answered are on this. Do not loseit. The sessonswill be monitored, aswill your
prog-ress. Do not fail to achieve the results we expect.”

"l won't," he said fervently.
"Take the communicator,” said the Prime, pointing to asmdl tablein front of them.

He stepped closer to the viewing window to pick up the clip-on wrist unit. Glancing up, helooked
through the win-dow. He could see what the Prime was talking about now. Fixed to the head of each of
his people was asmdll, dark object, barely an inch across. Ingtinctively, he put his hand up to hisown
head, feding the smooth dome of his skull, just to be sure.

* * %

Day 14



The next day, Master Sorli'swife, Mayoi, waited for Kitra Aldatan to arrive with amixture of fedings.
Person-dlly, shefdt agreat ded of sympathy for the youngling. Kitrahad seen her brother and elder
Sster make unconven-tional matches of love, and now she was being offered up asthe sacrificeto Clan
customsin an arranged match. It was particularly sad since she had dready formed an obvi-oudy deep
attachment with one of the Brothers on the home estate. However, aslife-mate of the Teepath Guild
Master, her own duty was clear. She must uphold the Clan laws, and Kitra's behavior, though not exactly
breaking them, was certainly crushing them underfoot.

A knock on the door, and the young female entered.

She's so like her mother, Mayoi thought, watching her walk acrossto the desk, tail swaying insolently,
an uncon-cerned air on her face. Rhyasha was just as self-possessed when we were that age! She's
not going to be easy to deal with.

"Sit down, Kitra," she said, indicating the formal chair beside the desk. "I regret having to speak to you
likethis, but I've had a complaint about your behavior from the Chazoun Clan.”

Kitrafrowned, nose wrinkling dightly. "What have the Chazoun Clan to do with how | behave?'
Yes, she was going to be difficult. ™Y our betrothed is Ashok Chazoun," she reminded her gently.
Kitra's frown vanished and her mouth opened inasmile. "So heis. I'd forgotten.”

Mayoi ignored it. There was no point fighting that battle when Kitra obvioudy wanted it so much. "Y our
betrotha and wedding are only aweek away, Kitra. Y ou should be planning for that, not visiting the
males dormitory after your curfew.”

"The curfew isfor younglings, MistressMayoi," she said, playing with the end of alock of her hair. “Since
I'm to be married like an eighteen year old in just over aweek'stime, why should | observe a curfew set
for younger females?'

"Because you arent eighteen, Kitra. And even if you were, you should not be visiting the young males at
any time of night. Y ou're lucky your father hasn't chosen to have you chaperoned!” She was beginning to
lose her pa-tience, which was exactly what Kitrawanted. "If | find you out of your room after curfew
agan, I'll gppoint a chaper-one mysdf.”

Kitralooked a her with wide-eyed surprise. "Areyou afraid I'll get myself pregnant to avoid this
life-bonding?"

Mayoi softened again. "No, Kitra, | don't think anyone would believe you capable of such asdlfish and
foolish act. But your behavior isembarrassng for Ashok and hisfam-ily. They're not to blame for your
dtuation. It'snot fair to take it out on them."

"It'snot fair of the Clan Council to demand | marry thisearly either!" she retorted, standing up. "Isthat
al, MistressMayoi? Asyou sad, it's past my bedtime.”

She sighed. What was the point? The Council were mad to try to impose this match on such aspirited
youngling. "Y es, you can go, but be warned. | meant what | said, Kitral"

Shewas gonein aflash, leaving the door wide open be-hind her. Mayoi sighed. Shed tell the Chazouns
she'd spo-ken to her, but she'd aso remind them Kitrawas barely more than a cub and they needed to
be patient with her. Sorli and Master Koniswereright, the Clan laws needed changing, and quickly.

* % %



"The Betrotha ceremony will not beheld here," said Rhyashawith findlity.
Konispaced in front of her desk. "It hasto be held here, Rhyashal I'm her father and the Clan Lord!"

"Then hold it in your office in Shanagi, but it will not happen herel! | thought you'd learned better after we
nearly lost both Kusac and Carrie, but it ssems| waswrong. Y ou should be standing up to that council
of old aunties and refusing to allow Kitrato marry at her age!™

Heturned on her angrily. "I can't! Thelaws need to be changed, and | cannot do that unlessI'm Clan
Lord! You know that pack are so conventiond they'd vote me out with no discussion needed if I'd
refused.”

"So you'd rather sacrifice our youngest daughter,” she said, Sitting back in her chair and regarding him
coldly. "I don't understand your behavior, Konis. If you redly intend to go ahead with this betrothd, then
as Clan Leader, | refuseto offer you our hospitality. No."

"You'd dothat?' he asked, shocked. "Y ou'd use your rank over melike this?'
llYall

"Y ou're pushing meinto acorner, Rhyasha. Don't do this," he pleaded, placing his hands on the desk and
leaning toward her.

"Where do you think Kitraisright now?Y our decison will not only give her alife-mate she doesn't wart,
but has dready lost her her Companion!™

"Kitraended that relationship..."
"When you ordered Dzaka not to see her till after the bonding and he obeyed you,” shefinished.

Konis had the grace to admit hiserror. "All right, | agree | said that. But Kitras Betrotha must be held
here. Rhy-asha, don't fight me over this. | don't need a confrontation with you. I've alot of stress at work
right now with these treaty talks.”

"The Chazouns can host it just as easly. In fact, theré's no need for aBetrotha ceremony at dl. Kitras
below thelegd ageto signit. Just call Ashok and his parentsinto your office and get them to witness
your sgnature for her! Then al you have to worry about is getting her to the temple the next day. Asfor
your work, what stress? Kusac and Kaid did the preliminary groundwork. All your depart-ment hasto
do isget High Command to decide on the military clauses and add them to the treaty!"

Heredized held said more than he should and tried to focus on his origina point. "Are you saying you
won't even sign the Betrotha contract?”

"Damned right | won't! | don't agreeto thisat dl! | should have stood up more for Kusac, and I'm not
making the same migtake thistime. If you want your daughter bonded like this, you can sign dl the papers
yoursdf."

"Think of how thiswill look," he pleaded. "It'll cause ascandal! Asher Clan Leader, you must sgn.”

"My signature isn't necessary. As Clan Lord and my hus-band you outrank me on thisissue, so I'm
exercisng my right to register my disapproval. | wouldn't sal my daugh-ter to maintain my position on
that council if it stooped to blackmailing me, and neither should you!”

"Why do you haveto turn thisinto a battle, Rhyasha?' She should be supporting him &t thistime, even if



shedidn't know what it was that was preying on hismind. After dl their yearstogether, she should know
he needed her under-standing right now.

"Y ou started it when you agreed to their demands! What will it be next, Konis? Have you thought of
that? Black-mailers never stop after thefirst time. They like the feding of power too much. I'd make sure
your position as Clan Lord isworth sacrificing your family for, and the price you're likely to go on paying
for aslong asyou hold it. And I'm not just referring to the breach between you and Kitra." She stood up.
"Now, if you will excuse me, Clan Lord, | have pressing estate work to seeto,” she said with cold
formdlity.

With asnarl of rage, Konis stormed ouit.

* % %

A new supply of sealed packs of Cabbaran food from the Profit were discovered in the middle
bedroom.

"| hate the way they seem to walk through walls" mut-tered Tallis, watching as Mrowbay and Sayuk
piled the bedsin one corner of the lounge.

"It givesmethe shivers" said Kate. "They know so much about us al—our food, medicine, everything.”

"They could get some of that from the medical computer in our Sick bay,” said Giyesh. "Mrowbay kept
files. | don't think they were wiped.”

Katelooked at her gratefully. "It's ill frightening.”

"Almogt asfrightening asgoing back intime," said Tdlis carefully.

"Going back intime?' asked Giyesh. "No one can do that.”

"Kaddid," sad Tdlis. "Along with thetwo in cryo. Kate said she heard about it on anewsvid on Keiss."
Kate nodded an affirmative to the U'Churian female.

"They did. It was on the 'vid because it was some religiousrite. They got to set up anew Clan because
they succeeded. They're En'Shadlanow, beyond the laws governing Shola."

"That'salittle hard to believe," said Giyesh skepticdly. "Perhapsit's meant asakind of alegory.”
"Thereissuch arite" indsted Tdlis. "What did the 'vid say exactly?

"That they'd gone back to the time of the Cataclysm,” Kate said, putting a segment of fruit from the bowl
in her mouth and continuing to talk around it. " Apparently the di-saster was caused by aVategan
garship crashing into the smaler moon and sending chunks of debrisfaling to the surface of Shola. Tidd
waves, firestorms, nuclear winter— that kind of thing. The 'vid reporters were more interested in that
than anything ese. Said we should al cooperate in the drive to uncover Sholas history, which had been
lost for so long. They've got archaeol ogists from Earth doing excavations and suchlike al over Shola™

"Did Kad and the others bring anything back with them?' Tdlis asked carefully.

"Don't know," Kate shrugged. "I didn't hear any men-tion of it. Why don't you ask Kaid? He wasthere,
aterdl.”

"| don't think our esteemed leeder likesme," said Tdllis, mouth twigting in adight grimace. "1 think he



resents any telepath since his partners went into cryo.”
"I've never had aproblem talking to him."

"Y ou're not a Sholan telepath. He's certainly got very little timefor Rezac, not much for Zashou, and as
for Taynar," he shrugged. "Wél, hesonly ayoungling.”

Kate frowned.

"Y ou're seeing insults where theré's none," said Giyesh. "He's your leader. Like our captain, he's other
matters on his mind right now, which isasit should be. Our safety depends on their decisions.”

Tdlistoyed with apiece of skin from Kate'sfruit. "Maybe you'reright,” he conceded. "It's been hard for
him with hisloversin cryo. He's probably finding it difficult to keep his mind on anything much right now."

Giyesh made asmdl noise of anger. "What'sthisal about, Talis?'Y ou trying to make us doubt him? It's
our job to support our leaders, not undermine them, and espe-cidly not in front of young ones.”

Tdlistossed therind onto the table and sat back in his chair. "I'm acivilian, Giyesh. Kaid isn't my |eader.
| didn't elect him, nor did any of us but T'Chebbi. Even your cap-tain defersto him at times."

A shadow fell over thetable. Talislooked up to see Rezac and Jeran standing beside him.

"Thought we'd join you," said Rezac, Sitting down next to him as Jeran took up the offer of part of
Glyesh's sedt. " Jeran saysyou're up to your old tricks again, Tdlis. I'm giving you afriendly warning—this
time"

Tdliscould hear and fed the dmost soundless growl of displeasure from the telepath. 'Y ou the morale
officer now, Rezac? Listening in to what everyone says? Y ou're break-ing Guild rules, you know. Mental
privacy and dl that. I'm entitled to my thoughts.”

"I'maciviliantoo, Talis. But asfor your guild system, it doesn't gpply to me. Stop trying to play your
little paliti-cal gamesright now. We need to be united, and that's dif-ficult enough when were not all of
the same species. We don't need you undermining Kaid or anyone dse.”

Tdlisgot to hisfeet. "I don't like your implications, Rezac. | was merely being friendly, which ismore
than can be said for you or Kaid." He stalked off to the other side of the room.

Rezac turned to Kate. " Jeran says Tdlis was a supervisor at the mining corporation where they worked.
He enjoyed snooping on dl the employees, reporting any infringements, no matter how smal. They
reckon he used his Taent to find out what they were up to. I'd think twice before trust-ing anything he
sd”

Kate looked from him to Jeran.

He nodded. "Y ou had to watch everything you thought and said when he was around. No one liked him.
When the Vateganstook us, it was better for usto forget that, to start fresh. All we had was each other.
Even then, he avoided pulling hisweight. Left it to Miroshi to do anything that involved using telepathy.”

Giyesh growled in annoyance. "I bet he used his ability to make what he said sound more believabletoo!"

"Probably," agreed Rezac. "He picked on you, Kate, be-cause you have less experience, you'd be easier
toinfluence”

"I'm not achild,” she said, finding her voice. Y ou're right. He was beginning to sound believable. But



why? Why bother? What does he gain by doing that?'

"Amusement,” said Jeran. " Someone like him, with no friends, hasto create situationswhere hefeds
important and noticed, evenif it'sdidike.”

"It was more than that," said Giyesh thoughtfully as Jeran moved round to take Tdlis vacant seet. "He
was a0 after information.”

"About what?" asked Rezac.

"Going back intime." Shelooked strangdly at him. "Did they redly do that?'
Rezac nodded. "Kaid said s0."

"Y ou came from that time, didn't you? Did what he say sound true?”

So Tirak had told his crew. "Y es, he knew things that only someone who was there could have known,"
he agreed. "He described people and places | knew. That knowledge couldn't have lasted for fifteen
hundred years. What was Talisinterested in about the past?”

"Hewas asking if they brought anything back with them."
"Kezule" Hed sad it before he could stop himself.
"Who?" asked Jeran, frowning.

Rezac shook his head. "Forget it. It'sjust a name, noth-ing more. Theimportant thing isto keep an eye
on Tdllis, make sure he doesn't try that trick on anyone else." He wasthinking fast now, had to. He,
couldn't be sure Tdlis hadn't heard him. Better to let Kaid know about it now than have him find out
later.

"Not just for Kaid's sake," said Kate. "He was having ago at Captain Tirak aswell.”

"Kegp not just an eye on him then, keep amenta ear out for anything subversive.” He pushed himsdf up
from thetable. "I'm going to let Kaid know what he was up to."

"Kezule?' said Kaid. Hed been making aquick visit to the Cabbarans with Tirak and had missed the
interchange. "What makesyou think hesinterested in him?"

"| told you, hewas asking if you'd brought anything back from the past.”
"But to think he meant Kezuleisarather long leap, Rezac," said Kaid, leaning against the drawer unit.

"Y ou asked me about him at your briefing on the Profit," reminded Rezac, sitting down on hisbed. "He's
obvioudy been thinking about the whole issue. Now that | have, it seems obviousto me, too. Did you
bring this genera back with you?'

Thereisno reason not to tell him. Might even help if he thought he was being trusted with inside
information. "Y es, wedid. He's at Shanagi being questioned. They're studying him, trying to find out all
they can about his species. Thisisn't common knowledge, you redize.”

Rezac gave him a scathing look. "Don't take me for afool, Kaid," he said. "I might be younger than you,
but I've been around. I've had some experience of leadership.”

"I know." Now that they were aone, his curiosity was getting the better of him. "What were you doing in



Ranz?'
"Why?" asked Rezac, narrowing his eyes suspicioudy.

Kaid shrugged. "Just curious," he said, watching the oth-er'stail tip begin to flick gently. He didn't want to
talk about it, obvioudy. "I wondered why you went there when you lived in the western peninsula.™

"l camefrom Ranz," he said. "My parents owned agen-eral store. | got picked up by the University
telepath pro-gram. They offered me achance to get an education and training in my ps abilities, so | took
it"

"And the packs?' He knew he was pushing, but he wanted to know.
"What do you know about the packs?' Thetail was no longer moving gently, it was an agitated twitch.

"Goran said you were involved with them when the pro-gram picked you up.” It wasn't drictly true, but
he wasn't going to tell Rezac held had avision of him working out with Goran in the gym under the
monastery. He could sense the younger mae considering his answer, wondering whether to tell him the
truth or not.

"Why'sit so important to know?" he asked.
"l wasin Ranz for severa years mysdf,” said Kaid. "With the Claws.”
"You?' Therewas sark incredulity in hisvoice. ™Y ou were with the Claws? Y ou read me, damn you!"

"No," said Kaid. "Ask T'Chebbi. She knows. | was Sec-ond. The Brotherhood picked me up and took
me to Sironghold.” He noticed the other'stail tip lay till now.

"l waswith the Claws, too," Rezac admitted. ™Y ou couldn't refuse the University recruitment drive. Once
they'd spotted me, | had to go. Telepaths of my ability wererare, they said, and offered to move my
whole family. So we sold up and went. It was a chance to escape, to Sart again.”

"That's what Zashou can't forgive, your pagt.”

Rezac nodded. "L ook, the Claws, they wanted me. They threatened my family to make mejoin. | tried to
stay out, but they started trashing the store. Even then, it wasn't till they took my sister that | agreed.”

"No onetold meyou had asgter." Wasit possible he wasn't Rezac's son, but his sister's?

"My family wanted nothing to do with me," he said qui-etly. "Never spoke to me again after | joined the
Claws. They were ashamed and afraid of me. What about you?"'

Kad hestated. "l wasafoundling. | left home for Ranz and fdll in with the Claws, that'sall.”
"Y ou must have been good to become Second.”

He shrugged. "The Brotherhood got my past officidly erased on the condition | stayed with them. It
seemed like agood dedl.”

"Strange how similiar our past is," murmured Rezac. "At least Carrie didn't hate you for it, like Zashou
doesme. At least, | presume she didn't.”

"No, she'd no problem with that.!" Rezac's story had shaken him. There was asimilarity between them
after dl, abizarre one. What were the odds against both of them, so far gpart in time, ending up with the



same pack? "We'd better return to the lounge," he said. "Don't want the oth-ers worrying because we
stay away too long." He had to ask thislast question. "Did you have someone in Ranz? A Companion?”

"There was someone once, yes, but | had to finish it when the Claws started trying to recruit me. Oncel
wasthe Claws telepath, | was atarget for the other packs. They protected my family, but in return, |
was one of them, expected to choose one of the pack femaes. | wasn't ex-actly a safe person to know
back then. Why?'

"Just curious.”

* * %

That night, Kaid dreamed of home—a strange dream, crazy and digointed as most dreams were.
Elements of Re-zac's story wound their way in and out of his own memories of the Clawsfor awhile.
Then they became more focused and he saw his son, Dzaka, keeping watch in the nursery at thevilla
Saw him argue with Jack when the doctor came to check on Kashini, then storm out, leaving the Human
alone with the child. Marawas working out with Garras other studentsin the Warrior'sexercise
hall—and coming aong well, by the look of it. Vanna seemed fine, her preg-nancy advancing well asshe
greeted Brynne and another male from Stronghold.

Histhoughts kept returning to his son, though. Dzaka should be with the cub: she wasthe vulnerable one.
In hisdream, hetried to reach out to him, to tell him this, but each time hefailed. He was about to give up
when he saw Dzakas ears flatten againgt his skull as dowly he turned round and looked straight at him.

At last! Guard Kashini well. There's danger approaching, he sent.

Dzaka's nose wrinkled and his brow creased. He seemed to be peering a him, almost asif he wastrying
to focus on what he saw.

"Carie?'
Day 17

Shock at hearing her name fragmented the images, mak-ing him fed asif he was spinning endlesdy in
space. He was aware of voices, could fed himsdf being touched. It made him feel unclean, nauseous,
and with astrangled growl, he pulled away from the hands that grasped him. His ssomach began to
gpasm and he broke out in a cold sweat. Confused and ill, he knew there was a danger of choking if he
vomited. As he pushed himsdf up on one arm, the voices stopped fading in and out and became distinct.

"Get him the bowl! from the table," he heard T'Chebbi say.

He was with his own, then. No longer protesting, he a-lowed himsdlf to be touched and pulled into a
Sitting posi-tion. Opening his eyes, hefound everything blurred. He blinked, trying to clear hissight, and
felt the bowl thrust onto hislap. Suddenly light-headed and cold, he grabbed for it.

"Kad. Kaid." Thevoice had becomeind stent.

Hewaslying on hisback again. Opening his eyes, he looked up at the face swvimming above him.
T'Chebbi.

"Do you want to Sit up?"

Of course hedid! Lie here like some beached sea crea-ture? But all that came out was agroan. He let
himsalf once more be dowly pulled into agtting postion, redizing he felt better thistime.



"Kaid, you were gone. Do you remember anything?' she asked.
Beyond her he could see Jo and Rezac, concerned looks on their faces.

"Gone where?" he asked, shocked to hear how rough his voice sounded. He swallowed, discovering his
throat hurt.

"They took you, likethey did the others. Do you remem-ber anything at al?"

Thiswas so confusing. They were mistaken, surely. "1 wasdreaming,” he said hoarsely. " Of home, of
Carrie." Heran ashaking hand across his folded back ears. A cup of water appeared. Taking it, he
emptied it in one go. Hed been thirsty.

"Y ou were gone for two days. Don't you remember?"

Everything was so vague. "Why do | fed s0ill?" he asked. "I told you, | was adeep, dreaming of
Carrie—no, not of her, | was Carrie!”

T'Chebbi looked briefly at Jo. "Carrie's gone, 0 is Kusac. We think they're dead, Kaid, that'swhy
you've been soill. Waslike Link deprivation, Rezac says."

Memory returned in stark clarity then. They were dead, and by hishand. "I only remember the dream,”
he said, hisvoice hushed as he realized he had to face that possibility.

He sent them away, then lay there, staring at the ceiling, wondering why Dzaka had thought he was
Carrie. Could this dream have been one of Carrie'sin cryo? Or wasit just that Dzaka had recognized her
in hismenta pattern? Whatever the reason, it had brought the whole question of his Triad partners
survivd only too vividly to hisatention.

He Loved them both—how could he not? They had be-come his touchstone for what was bright and full
of promisefor the future, afuture of the kind he'd never thought to have for himself. They'd gotteninto his
heart from amost the first with their courage and determination to stay to-gether and to overcomethe
odds they knew were stacked against them. It was the little things, aword here, a gesture there that came
back to him now, tearing at his heart.

Heturned over, burying hisfacein the sheet beneath him and let the memories held blocked return.
Vartrahad been right about the cost of this venture—it had cost him not one but both of his Triad.

He'd put Kusac through hell during hisfirst few days at Stronghold before accepting that the younger
male wouldn't be put off, no matter what was thrown a him. He'd even submitted to being awarm body
for inexpert students to practice massage techniques on. It had been, mentdly and physicdly, apainful
experience, one Kusac had never had to face beforein his sheltered life as a tel epath.

The relationship that had been forced on him with Kusac had made him face his own past in away that
his relation-ship with Garras never had. HEd been the junior sword-brother then, but with Kusac, held
been senior and had to take responsbility for him. In doing that, he'd been able to cometo termswith
who and what he was, and accept his own telepathic talent.

He remembered the comfort held felt knowing Kusac lay beside him during those nights a Stronghold
when held doubted his own sanity; remembered the set of hisfriend's ears, thetilt of hishead when
puzzled, how his nose would wrinkle in thought—and being teased with agentle, shared humor for the
firgt timein hislife. He missed Kusac's quiet srength a his side. And even before thisintimacy, Kusac
had trusted him enough to ask him be histhird, become one with him and Carrie.



He tensed, anticipating the grief for her, but it wasn't enough. He could have howled it to the moons, it
was S0 degp and pained him so much. It filled every part of hisbeing till there was room for nothing else.
He clenched his handsin the bedding, claws puncturing through the fabric into thefilling as histears
flowed. Theloss of them both was unbearable.

He remembered her scent, the silken fed of her blonde hair as he ran hisfingersthrough it. Her skin,
covered in apae, soft down that was almost invisible. He ached to hold her one moretime, to hear her
voice, see her amile, fed her touch. He had to believe there was till a chance they were dive, that the
warming of the crystal four days ago had been her firring in cryo.

Hewept till he was empty and exhausted, then hewalled his grief and fear for them away deep insde and
got up. Hiseyesfdt gritty and his head was thick and heavy, but it would pass. He would make it pass.

He showered, finding sore spots on hisback and at the sides of his head. Momentarily he wondered
about them, then remembered Jo had said held been taken by the Primes. He froze, leaning againgt the
cubiclewall. He searched his memory, remembering nothing beyond being afraid of being touched, then
realizing it was T'Chebbi and the others. If he had been afraid, it was because hed been avare, ona
sublimind levd, of being examined by the Primes.

He searched his body thoroughly then, looking for any other wounds or tender areas, remembering the
time Var-trahad called him back to the past. The thought of lying helpless and unconscious, being
examined intimately for two days bothered him profoundly. He found nothing, but he wasn't reassured.
Hisonly comfort wasthat they'd re-turned him apparently unharmed.

Showered, his pdt brushed till it was free of loose hair, he dressed and joined the othersin the main
room. They were eating—he had smelled food, then. Nodding to those who looked up, he strolled over
to the food dispenser and chose amed . Overcoming hisingtinct to Sit one, he went over to the smaller
table where T'Chebbi sat with Rezac, Zashou, and Jo. Because of hiswrist ps damper, hewas only
faintly aware of their concern. Without it, he'd have found being with anyone unbearable right now.

Tak stopped as he sat down. After aminute or two, he glanced up a Rezac. "I'm fine, thanks" hesaid in
High-land, then looked at T"Chebbi. "Y ou coped well, and, no, it won't be arepeat of Stronghold. Now
can we please carry on asnorma? Y ou said | was gone for two days. How long was | ill?*

"Mogt of today," said Jo, pooning some food into her mouth. "We'd amost given up on you being
returned. Do you remember anything?”'

"Only that | didn't want to be touched until | realized it was T'Chebbi and you," he said. "'l takeit you
checked me over when you found me."

"Not at firgt," said Rezac, pushing the remains of hisfood around his plate with the fork. "We had to wait
until theworst of your sicknesswas over.”

"We needed Rezac's help because you fought so hard. Too much for me and Jo. Had to keep it among
our own," said T"Chebbi quietly, moving her plate aside.

"You did fine" he reassured her. "Thank you, Rezac, Jo."

"We found the usua small wounds on your back where samples had been taken, but on you, they'd
healed. Therewere scars,” said Zashou.

Kaid glanced up at her, then back to T'Chebbi.
"Had to tell her," she said. "Didn't redize she was|ook-ing on your back.”



Zashou got abruptly to her feet and |eft.
"That oneisgettingon my..." T'Chebbi continued, but Kaid cut her short.

"Leaveit done, T'Chebbi. She's no worse than Khemu was. She couldn't cope ether. It takes astrong
femaeto livewith one of us. It'snot her fault. Did you find any-thing €l s?'

T'Chebbi sighed. "Think not, but difficult to tell with al that scarring. Scanner said nothing but traces of
drugs”

"Wefound new marks," said Jo. "On your forehead and temples. Some kind of gl that they hadn't
wiped off prop-erly. I'd say they'd done some kind of scan of your brain.”

"Or some experiment,” he said quietly, heart beating faster as he realized his sickness could have had
nothing to do with his Triad partners. "They definitely know we're telepaths, that's why we're being
targeted.”

"'Zashou's running so scared she's degping with us, and | mean with us" said Rezac worriedly. "Y ou
should have known her before dl this. She was so different from what sheisnow. Shelivesin constant
terror of what's going to happen next.”

"Shewaslikethison the Profit," said T'Chebhi.

"Weve had over three years of thisleve of fear,” said Rezac quietly. "No bresks, only fear. Thetimein
sasisfor uswasn't even aslong as anight's deep. One minute we were running from the palace guard,
the next we were on Jalnawith you."

"Hadn't thought of it like that," admitted T'Chebbi. "L ook, | have this problem with femdeslike her. |
know | have. Can't help it. They do nothing but mewl, never try to help out.”

"Don't underestimate her, T'Chebbi. She pulled her weight, too,” said Rezac, looking over to where
Zashou sat with Sheeowl.

"Why two daysfor you and only one for us?' asked Jo. "Wasit because you took ill when you were
there?"

"Possibly. How did they bring me back?' Kaid asked, taking another mouthful of the mest.

"Heard anoise from the room, rushed in, and you were back," said T'Chebbi. ™Y ou were conscious, but
only just, and trying to get up. They'd left drugsfor you, al neetly labeled with pictures showing the
dosage and what they werefor."

"Before you ask, they were printed and smelled of noth-ing,” said Rezac.

Kaid looked gppraisingly at him. ™Y ou'll make a Brother yet. So | was conscious when you found me.”
He poured himsdf adrink from the jug on the table. "Y ou said Link deprivation. | don't think so, but it's
possible. Asyou say, it could have started while | was with the Primes.”

"They returned you when they thought you were stable,” nodded Jo. "Makes sense.”

"l said it was like Link deprivation,” amended Rezac. "Initsfind stages, and far more violent than
anything | experienced.”

He nodded. It wasn't what he'd hoped to hear, but it could equally have been caused by them
experimenting with hisps taents. However, he didn't want to alarm the others any more than they



dready were. "Could you iden-tify the drugs?*

"It'sonly aminiscan. Can't give that much info, even with Sholan drugs,” reminded T'Chebbi. " Just
showed an-agesics and anesthetics, and a couple unidentifiable dien chemicas."

"No ps suppressants?'

"None that we could tell, and the stuff they |eft for you was to stop you vomiting and sedate you. We
don't even have any ps drugsin the medikit. They took 'em out.”

"Y et they left me my wrist comm,” he said thoughtfully. "Why that and not the drugs?*
"They can take the comm away from you ingtantly?" suggested Rezac.

"That makes sense, but what doesn't iswhy they're inter-ested in us, why they took the M'ijikk inthefirg
place. No Alliance member ever conducted aFirst Contact like this. It defies common sense. Their
behavior toward usis no basis on which to form any relationship that depends on trust.”

"Maybe that's not what they want,” said T'Chebbi. "Maybe they're just curious, or checking out the
oppositionif they decideto start empire building in this sector.”

Kaid pushed his plate away. Hed had enough. His stom-ach was still unsettled. "I need to talk to Tirak."
He began to rise but Rezac beat himtoit.

"I'll go. Yourest," he said.

AsKaid watched him walk acrossto the captain, T'Chebbi rose and began collecting their platesto
return them to the dispenser.

"Hefedsan afinity with you,” said Jo. "Especidly now."
Kaid looked questioningly at her. "Now?'

"Y our talk a couple of days ago, and because he saw your scars. People have to earn Rezac's respect.
They don't get it for free."

He shrugged. "My own fault. | walked into atrap. Not exactly something to be proud of."
"Not the way T'Chebbi told it."
"She'shiased," he said, making histone light. "We go back along way."

* % %

Brynne had spent lesstime at the Retreat recently, and when he wastold to report to Ghyakulla's Shrine
in the temple, he was surprised to find Guardian Dhaika there with Father Lijou.

"I've been telling Guardian Dhaika about your coin,”" said Lijou. "Would you mind showing it to him?'

"Sure" said Brynne, fishing ingde hisrobefor it. The coin now hung from asilver chain round his neck.
Heheld it out for the Guardian to see.

Being careful not to touch it, Dhaika examined the spiral-decorated face. "1've seen enough,” he said.

"WdI?' Lijou asked of him as Brynne et the coin drop againgt hisrobe.



"I've come to teach you to dream-walk," said Dhaika. "Father Lijou isgoing to help me."

Puzzled, Brynne sensed an undercurrent of animosity be-tween the two males. "I'm not so sure | want
to," he said hestantly. " The whole bus nesswith Derwent has kind of fresked me out.”

Dhakadtirred, drawing Brynne's gaze to him. Without even trying, he could sense the glow of
sdf-righteousness from him.

"He'snot ready. | told you that, Lijou, whether or not the God wants him.”

"Dhaika" said Lijouwarningly. "The choiceisyours, of course, Brynne. | told you dream-walking isn't
without its dangers, but Derwent is not one of them. | dealt with that as you know. However, you have a
persond invitation to vigt the relms. That in itsalf confersa protection.”

So Dhaikadidn't want him to goj and Lijou did, but wasn't putting pressure on him. His mind was
suddenly made up. "What do | do?' he asked.

Vartrahad been right, he did recognize the route, though the colored light that took him there was
different. Two ancient gnarled fruit trees formed an archway over awooden door. In the center of it was
carved thetriple spira with the crystd set inits heart. He reached out to touch one of the trees, taking
himself apace closer to the en-trance. Beneath hisfingers, the bark felt asrough as any tree held ever
touched. Turning his attention to the door, he tried to remember what Dhaika had said about open-ing it.

"Place your hand on the carving and the door will open,” held said.

Brynnetook the chain on which he wore the coin off, comparing the two images. He wasn't quite ready
to goin yet, despite the fact that the being on the other side of the door had rescued him from Derwent's
schemes. He was curious, though, and almost without redlizing it, his hand went out to touch the carving.
The door siwung open.

"Oh, what the hdll," he muttered, stepping through. "How bad can it be after Derwent?”

He found himsdlf on apath among the trees. On hisleft, asmal stream tumbled over astony bed,
gurgling and chuckling asit headed farther into the forest. Sunlight flickered through the leaf canopy
overhead. The scent of summer blossomswasin the air, and around him he could hear the gentle buzzing
of pollen-gathering insects.

Slipping the chain back over his head, he began to walk, finding the path doped dightly downward,
meandering itsway through the treestill he came at last to asmdl clearing. Init he saw afigure he
recognized from the night before. Clad in the same gray tunic, Vartrasat on afdlen tree trunk.

"Now you know how to get here on your own," Vartrasaid. "Though you came through my doorway,
thisis part of Ghyakullas realm. She's dlowed meto meet you here.”

"Why?"' Brynne asked, sopping in front of him. Vartralooked so red, not like something in avison at all.
He could see every detail, dmost count the hairs on his pelt had he the time and inclination.

"Itisred. You are here, it'sjust adifferent redity from the one you normdly inhabit. Sit with me.”

Brynne moved past him to perch on thelog. "Why did you want to see me again? Couldn't you have said
what you wanted that night?'

"Y ou wouldn't have taken it in then. It was something of a shock to you to come face to face with
Derwent like you did."



"Youretdlingme," he said with an involuntary shudder. "Whereis he now?'

"Oh, hels carrying on with hisjourney,” said Vartra. "Enough of him. What | need to say isimportant, so
listenwdl."

Brynne rubbed his eyes, finding thelight in the shrine very dim in comparison to the sunlight in the
clearing.

"Well come back," said Lijou quietly.

Helooked around, saw Lijou, and knew Dhaika had |€ft.

"He's returned to the Retreat," said Lijou. "He'd done what was needed. | watched over you."
"It'sred," he blurted out, clambering to hisfeet. "He'sred!"

"Yes, Heis. Rather ashock to redizethat, isn't it? | had afeding Vartrawould be there. Ghyakullararely
has any physical contact with us. The fact She used Her relm for your meeting shows that Vartra spesks
for Her. What did He have to say to you?"'

Brynne's eyes glazed over dightly. "We need to keep faith with those we trust. It didn't seem to make
much sense. He said that circumstances will make us want to doubt them, but we mustn't.”

"So much of what we senseistaken onfaith," said the priest quietly. "Including our belief in each other.”
"What does it mean?' asked Brynne.

"Exactly what He said it did. We must trust those we do trust. We're facing atime of tria when our
beliefswill be stretched to the utmost, Brynne. Dhaikarefused to listen to me when | said we needed you
trained as quickly as possible. He couldn't believe that Vartrahad told me this. Now the God has taken it
into his own hands to make sure you get the training you need. Trust. Dhaikarefused to trust me, and the
Gods."

"What's about to happen, Father Lijou? Iswhat I've been experiencing part of it?"

Lijou roused himsdlf and got to hisfeet. "It may well be," he said briskly. "Vartra gave us our own coin
and told usto ready oursalves, Brynne, so we are. All the visonsyou've had form part of the picture, but
where the danger will come from, we don't yet know. That's why we need you trained. Tallinu was
perhaps the best of our visionaries, but he'sno longer with us. Y ou show great promise. Let's hope we
find the answers we need through you."

Hefdt hisheart snk. "So I'm going to keep on having these dreams and visons?'

"l hope s0," Lijou said, putting his hand briefly on Brynne's shoulder. "Now, don't worry, you'll get used
toit. Tdlinudid. It'syour cdling."

Brynne grunted. He wasn't so sure he wanted to get used to it. It was damned upsetting and inconvenient
to keep waking up in acold swest because of some vivid dream in which he actualy was the person
rather than an observer. And no matter what Father Lijou said, there was the fear he'd meet Derwent

again.

Lijou's hand closed comfortingly on his shoulder. "The link between you and Derwent is severed, Brynne.
You'll not meet him when you're dream-walking, | guarantee that. From thefirst I've made sure there



were those close to you who could help and protect you, and | have personaly monitored your training.
Do you think | would let any harm cometo you?"

"I supposeyoureright,” he admitted. "What you're say-ing is not that different from what Derwent saw
asmy future”

"Asagquider of souls?'
"Something likethat," he said vaguely. "It certainly had to do with walking relms and dreaming.”

"It's coming up for second meal now. Why don't you get something to eat and take some time off to rest?
Y ou and Jurrel can return to the Retreat tomorrow. No need for you to head back today. Y ou'll absorb
what you've learned better if you rest for awhileimmediately afterward. Seegp-ing is even better.”

"l amtired,” he admitted, letting the priest turn him toward the doorway. "And hungry.”
"Using one's Talent tends to make you hungry," agreed Lijou.

* % %

Day 19

""She's causing havoc among the older males, Konis," said Sorli. "Six days ago Mayoi warned her if she
broke curfew again, we'd appoint a chaperone. Granted she hasn't done that, but she's gotten herself a
reputation among the students for being very available, shal we say. Ashok Cha-zoun isrefusing to have
anything to do with her, and wants the betrothal called off. Frankly, | don't blame him."

Konis continued to look out over the Guild grounds. "What does hisfather say?'

"He's prepared to keep the contract if you exercise some control over Kitra. The life-bonding can take
place as planned once she's been medically examined to prove she's not pregnant. After the ceremony,
they want her sent to their Clan estate until she's provided them with an her.”

"Unacceptable,” he growled.

"Y ou can't blame them, Konis. They want to be suretheir Clan'sheir is Ashok's cub,” said Sorli gently.
"Why didn't you keep her at home until she was bonded? Or appoint a chaperone? She might not have
gotten so out of hand if you had.”

"If I had, sheldd have run away, Sorli," he said, turning to face him. "Forcing her into this bonding has
caused enough of abreach between me and my family."

"I'm sorry we had to send her home, but you see my problem. She's disrupting the whole Guild. Keep
her on the etatetill she's safdly bonding.”

"She'sfourteen, Sorli. She'slosing her youth to thisfam-ily. It be ayear at least till she can return here,
you know that, and that's only if they dlow her to return. At her age she has only thelegd rights her
family alow her, and that will be the Chazouns."

"Y ou arranged the match with them. If you had your doubts, you should have chosen someone dse.”

"When | arranged this match, it was on the understand-ing the bonding would be in name only. Now they
want an heir immediately! That's not acceptable asfar as1'm concerned.”

"Whét do you intend to do?"



"Resign,” he said grimly, heading for the door. "This has gone beyond whet is reasonable.”

Rhyasha flung hersdlf across the door to Kitras room. "Don't you even think of touching her," she said.
"Y ou've no one but yoursdf to blame, Konis. Y ou said she needed to get more experiencel”

"Dammit, Rhyasha, stop being so melodrameatic! I'm not going to touch her!" he said tersely. "What do
you take mefor?'

"What are you going to do?"' she asked, relaxing alittle and letting her arms drop to her Sides.
"Tdk to her. Y ou can come with meif you don't be-lieve me."

"Y ou be kind to her now," she warned. " She's been told by the Guild what the Chazouns expect of her
and she'staken it very badly. She's till in shock. Soam 1"

Kitrasat hunched up in achair near the bed. She looked up asthey camein, but said nothing.

Konis sat down on the bed as close to her as possible. "Kitra, I've canceled the Betrothdl. 1t's not going
to hap-pen,” he said. "I'm not agreeing to their demands. It's over, kitling."

Shelooked up at him, the short pelt on her face streaked by dried tears. "Y ou canceled it?"

He nodded. "Therée'sto be no bonding. If you want Dzaka, you have him. I'll even take you to thetemple
now and sign the life-bonding contract between you.”

She stared at him, unable to take in what he said.

"Did you hear me, kitling?" he asked gently, reaching out to take her hand. "I said I'd take you to the
templeto..."

"It'stoo late," she said. "It's over between us. He wouldn't have me anyway."
"Of course héld have you," said Rhyasha, amost as stunned by what her life-mate had said as Kitrawas.

She shook her head. "I asked him. He said | wastoo young, would still be eveninayear. And | don't
want him any more," she said with findlity.

Rhyashashot afulminating glance a Konis. See what you've done? It's too late to undo it now!

"Think it over, Kitra," said Konis, squeezing her hand gently. "I'll talk to him if you want. Take a chance,
do it now. Today. Just in case the new Clan Lord decides to make another contract for you."

"What new Clan Lord?' demanded Rhyasha sharply.

Helooked up at her. "I resigned. Y ou wereright. They can't be alowed to blackmail melikethis. You
and Kitraaren't worth sacrificing for them.”

Rhyasha sat down beside him. ™Y ou resgned?'

"What was | supposed to do? Agree to the Chazouns outrageous demands? | had no other choice,
Rhyasha"

"Y ou resigned because of me?* said Kitrain asmdl voice.

Heturned back to his daughter. "'l had to, kitling. | should never have agreed to the Council's demandsin
thefirst place. Now, pleasethink thisover. I'll talk to Dzaka..."



"No! | told you, it'stoo late," she said, wrenching her hand away from his and running from the room.

Konis started to get up but hiswife held him back. "Let her go. She needs to cope with this her own
way," shesad. "You redly resgned?’

"I sent lettersto al the Council members. I've named Rhaid as my successor. She's unlikely to support
Kitras early bonding, but having made such amess of it up till now, | wanted to be sure that Kitra got the
chanceto life-bond to Dzaka."

"It might well betoo late, Konis. She's distraught be-cause he didn't stand up for her. Y ou should have
put Dzakaforward as her husband and damned the Council.”

"I couldn't, Rhyasha. HE's gene-altered. There's no way he'd have been an acceptable life-mate for her.”

"Areyou sure thisiswhat you want?'Y ou could cdl their bluff and face them at the Council mesting,
rather than go the whole way and resign. I'd be there to support you."

"Thank you," he said, touched. "But I've doneit now, and | don't regret it. Have you ever heard anything
like those demands? It was supposed to be abonding in name only till she was eighteen!”

"l know. It makesmejust asangry,” she said, leaning against him. "I'm proud of you, Konis."

"I'm not," he Sghed. "1 hope Kitrawon't do anything silly. | think I'll dert Ni*Zulhu and ask him to keep
aneyeon her," hesad.

"Already done, Master Konis," said Ni'Zulhu from the military base by the gatehouse into the estates.
"We were derted by Mnesu, her bodyguard, when he saw her leaving. She's on her way to the Vasgarth
edae”

"Thank you," he said. "L et me know where she goes, please.”

"My bet isshélll head for Ruth's" said the security chief. " She's been there afew times—most of the
younglingsvist Ruth in times of trouble. If she'sgone off in agtate, shell be wanting to talk to someone
right now," he offered.

"L et me know anyway."

"Will do, Master Konis."

* * %

Day 23

He crawled painfully into the heart of the bush, col-lapsing before he could turn round to conceal his
en-trance. Lying there panting, he could no longer keep hishead up and let it drop to rest on hisarms.
Hewastired, deathly tired of running and hiding, of being dragged by some strange compulsion to this
mountainsde.

Gradudly his panting subsided, leaving him just ex-hausted. Hisleg throbbed, adull ache that hed grown
used to. Thoughts began to fade in and out as he drifted toward deep or unconsciousness, he didn't care
which.

The smdl of blood was sharp in the air. He sniffed, lifting his head, looking for its source. Dawn was not
far off, hewas vulnerable now. A figure, no more than a silhouette, stood between him and the faselight.
Herolled over, pushing himsef up till hewason hisfest.



A raised arm came down toward him. " Stupid fe-male, no need for this."

Therewas only one blow, but it was enough. Hefdll to the ground again, head redling, amost
uncon-scious. Femae? He was fema e? Confused, stunned by the blow, shelay there unable to move.

At the Retreat, Brynne lay pardyzed, caught in her dream memory as sherelived the incident.

Deep in the Prime ship, Kaid was smilarly held, but for him the dream was laced with his own dark
childhood memo-ries—memories that had been dedt with long ago when he'd first been taken to
Stronghold as an unwilling recruit.

The ground shook as the male landed on his knees beside her. Razor sharp claws grasped hold of her,
penetrating her hide and ripping her clothing from her. Holding her fast, already naked and erect, he
loomed over her.

Whimpering, shetried to push him aside, but he waslarger, stronger, and determined. Pinned to the
ground as shewas, still shefought him, feet lashing out as she thrashed from side to Side, consciousness
fading in and out with sheer terror. In desperation, she pulled her legs up, readying herself for afina
attempt at a stomach-gouging kick.

He lunged forward, hisweight pinning her in an al too convenient pogition. Her cry of anguish asshe
redlized her mistake quickly turned to ahowl of agony.

Kad woke with agasp and agtart. Helay there, heart pounding, listening to the quiet bresthing of the
other three peoplein the room, wondering what had triggered such adark dream. It had been many
years since held been haunted by them. Killing his foster-father, Nuddoh M"Zushi, had been what had
driven him from Dzahai vil-lage to Ranz and the Claws, made on outlaw of him. It had been why the
Brotherhood, urged on by Noni, had sought him out.

He remembered those days, when Father Jyarti, then Head Priest, and Noni had helped him to cometo
termswith his early years. The death of Nuddoh had brought to light al that had happened to him and the
othersin M'Zushi's care, and none of those involved in his case had blamed him for finaly turning on his
tormentor. But this dream had been subtly different, enough so to make him wonder if it had, indeed,
been adream at dl.

He yawned, putting it from hismind for now, and turned over, reaching out for T'Chebbi. It had been
dark enough that he needed to fed the presence of one he cared for beside him.

* * %

At Vartras Retreet, Brynne woketo find Jurrdl leaning over him. Ingtinctively, he punched out at him,
trying to legp from the bed. Hisfist was caught and held by the Sholan'slarger hand and he went
gprawling on hisface, held in abody lock till he realized the dream was over.

"Takeit easy,” said Jurrel, dowly letting him go. "I heard you cry out, that'swhy | camein. | thought the
last week had been too quiet. What wasit thistime?"

Brynne moved hisface out of the covers and lay there shuddering. "I was attacked. | thought it was you.
With thelight behind you..."

"| get the picture,” said Jurrdl, Stting on the edge of the bed. "Wasit the same person again?'

"No. Maybe. | don't want to talk about it." How could he explain he'd experienced someone's memories
of repe asintimately if he'd been the victim?



He began to push himsdf up, redizing he felt bruised and sore everywhere. He shuddered again, redlizing
the dream had been far too redl. Jurrel's steadying hand was there to help him, but he had to fight the
impulse to shrink from histouch. Sholans confused him, both sexes sending him the same signd's, both
equally attractive. It had gotten worse since Jurrel’'s partner Banner had arrived.

"I'mfine" hesad sharply.
Jurrel released him. "Father Lijou will want to know about it."

He did between the covers, glad of the nightclothes he wore. "It wasn't important, only someone else's
memory. It wasn't actually happening like the others," he said, lean-ing back against the bed head.
"Someone nearby dreaming, that'sdl." That he did believe, even though this one had been different. It
had been the same person, of that he was positive, but there had aso been abrief trace of something
else—amasculine presence that had never been there before.

"Do you want meto stay?" asked Jurrel.

"No. Go back to Banner." He could hear how sharp histone sounded even to him. It wasn't Jurrel’'s fault
he wasfinding it difficult to accept the arrival of the other's sword-brother. "I'm sorry. | thought the
dreamswere over, that'sdl," he forced himself to say, aware of hisfriend's hurt fedings but unable to say
more.

When Jurrel had left, he lay down and closed his eyes, wishing he knew what the nature of the attraction
he sensad between them was. If he knew that, he might know how he wanted to respond. He'd had no
such problem back on Earth, but here, among this sensuous, lithe-limbed, furred species, hewaslost. He
had no male Sholan bench-mark to tell him what an appropriate response to these feelingswas. This
latest dream had made it worse, had turned the whole situation on its head and made a night-mare out of
it.

Afraid to deep again, he got up and pulled on his robe, heading dong the corridor to the common room,
where he knew he'd be able to get ahot drink. He sat down at the table, wanning his hands on the mug
before rolling himsdf acigarette and lighting it. It tasted good, going along way to cam hisjangled
nerves. Then he sensed Jurrel approaching.

What now? he thought, ignoring him and picking up his mug to take adrink. He almost legped out of his
seet in shock as he fdlt gentle fingerstouching his neck.

"Youretense. | can't leaveyou likethis" said Jurrel as he began to knead him. "Y ou'll never get back to
deep.”

"I'madl right, I told you," he said, trying to pull away. "Y ou know not to touch me! Go back to Banner."

"Strengthen your shields, that's what the other telepaths do.” The grip tightened, determined not to let him
go thistime. "It was Banner's suggestion | come back. Put your mug down and lean againgt the chairs L et
your amsgo limp."

He did as he was asked, but kept hold of his cigarette as Jurrd's thumbs probed the knotted muscles. It
was help-ing, he had to admit, though Jurrel was being none too gentle.

"Who taught you this?*

"Human massage? | worked with some Terrans during my last tour of duty,” he said, beginning to work
on the lower section of Brynne's neck, whereit joined his shoulders.



He stiffened, but the touch was gtrictly professiona asthe Sholan eased the taut muscles and tendons.

"Relax. You're making it ten times more difficult for me. And lose the cigarette. Y ou're not smoking it
ayway."

Hedid, and tried to relax, finding it possibleif he shut his eyes and forgot who was behind him. The
fingers moved, dipping insde hisrobe, beginning to work on hisspine.

"See? That's better, isn't it?" the voice purred gently in hisear. "Relax into it. Don't think of anything.”

The pressure was more gentle now, lulling him with the rhythmic movements. Waves of tiredness lapped
through him.

"You'retrying too hard, Brynne. Trying to fit in won't work. All you need to do is be yoursdlf,” said
Jurrel, hisvoice quigt, histouch dmost a caress as his hands dipped over Brynne's shoulders. Y ou've
been fighting your Sho-lan sdefor too long. Just be yoursdlf."

"I don't know who | am here," he murmured, leaning back against Jurrel.
CHAPTER9
Day 24

COME morning, despite al Jurrdl's attempts to persuade him, Brynne refused to speak to Father Lijou
about the dream. When Banner joined them for first meal, he added his voice to his Companion's.

"He needs to know."

Brynnelooked across the table at him. He'd only met Banner briefly the day before, but now that he saw
them together, he could tell that though both were dark-pelted, it was Banner who was actually black.
Blue eyes, brighter than any held seen yet on a Sholan, regarded him steadily from beneath short, curling
hair.

"I know it'snot easy,” continued the older male, "but Father Lijou must know this personisfemae. If you
can't gpeak to him, why not talk to Tutor KhaQwa?"*

His voice was degper, too, thought Brynne, before catch-ing the gentle amusement in hiseyes. He
looked down quickly at hisfood. "I can't,” he said, fedling the blood rush to hisface.

"Then I'll tell her," Banner said unperturbed.
"Y ou wouldn't!" He looked up, shocked at the betraya of his confidence.

"Oneof usmust. | can't see any problem. Y ou were a conduit for the dream, nothing more. Why should
you fed somehow responsible that you experienced it?!

"It'swhat you are," said Jurrel. "Maybe in sharing her nightmare you helped her cometo termswith it.
Did you think of that?'

Brynnelooked helplessy from one to the other. HEd never been in asituation like this before. ™Y ou don't
un-derstand. Somehow, | intruded on her memory. That initself waslike argpe.”

"No," said Jurre, leaning forward impulsvely to touch hishand. "Her dreamsfound you severd weeks
ago. Thiswasjust one of many. If anyone hasintruded, it's her.”



Careful not to offend, Brynne moved his hand away. Touch, for him, was another way of receiving
sublimina messages, and right now, he couldn't cope with Jurrdl's.

"Seems we need to learn more about telepaths, Jurrel." Banner's voice held arumble of laughter beneath
it. He got to hisfeet. "It's decided, then. Thistakes precedence over your classes. I'll tell the porter and
meet you outsde with an aircar in five minutes.”

"l didn't say I'd go," said Brynne, watching the broad-shouldered Sholan head for the refectory door.
"But you will," said Jurrdl, garting to gather their plates. "Won't you?"
He got up to help, needing to say something to him on apersond level but unsure how to put it.

"About last night,” prompted Jurrel asthey walked over to put the plates away. When Brynne said
nothing, he con-tinued. "We're friends, Brynne, think of it that way. Y ou needed my company. We're
each free to be with whom we want. Think Sholan, not Human. If you'd like my company again, ak me."
He grinned, reaching out to flick afinger briefly acrossthe side of Brynne's neck, agesture both intimate
and affectionate. "Or | might ask you."

* % %

"Noni, the'car's here," said Teud, standing at the door-way to the back bedroom. "They've taken them
to the edu-cation hal in thevillage.”

"Damned younglings out on alark," she muttered, giving afina twitch to the coverlet on the bed. "Reckon
I'll be deeping in heretonight. Y ou stay closeto me, lad. Well find the one we want there, lay you odds
onit," shesaid, making her way over tojoin him.

"I wouldn't bet againgt you, Noni, you know that," grinned Teus. "I'd lose nearly every time."
"Nearly, en? Only nearly? Cheek of you!" she said, wav-ing her stick a him and pretending to scowl.

He laughed and preceded her to the door, stopping to pick up the case in which she kept her first aid
potions and bams.

"They got caught by the crosswinds up near Stronghold,” said Leohl, the village elder, as she escorted
Noni to the room where the makeshift bedslay. Behind them, three younglings followed as helpers.

Noni glanced at the table to her right where two bodies shrouded by white sheetslay. "Lost two," she
observed.

"Tragic, it was," murmured Leohl as she opened the door for Noni. "It was meant to carry four and they
had six in it. These two weren't strapped in. When the aircar hit the ground, they were thrown out of the
broken canopy. Dead when we found them, I'm afraid.” She gave a gentle purr of sadness. "'So young."

"So drunk, probably,” Noni sighed. "Ah, well. Summer's here without adoubt. They won't be the last this
Season. Anyone we know?!

"Thankfully no. The craft was registered to a hire firm in Ranz. The Protectors are on their way over to
guestion the survivors. They'll be here shortly.”

Noni gpproached thefirst bed, glancing over the uncon-sciousfemae, ng her injuries. Moving
closer, she checked her pulse and eyes. " She needs to see the Strong-hold physician when he gets here.
Clean and dress those wounds in the meantime and keep her covered,” she or-dered one of the youths



fallowing them,

She made her way to the next, amaethistime, lying there moaning. Blood oozed duggishly from acut
on his head and hisforearm was gashed. "Helll need that arm seen to before | can stitch it. Clean him up,
lass. I'll be back."

"Have you found the one you're looking for, Noni?* Teus asked in an undervoice as Noni assessed the
third and fourth victims.

"No, lad, and that surprisssme. | was sure I'd find her here.”
llHa?l

"Did | say her?" Shelooked up at him, mouth openin afaint smile. "Thenit'safemae well be expecting.”

* % %

Doggedly, with no idea of where she was actualy headed, she kept pushing hersaf onward, no longer
even caring about the force that drove her so mercilessly. No longer able to support hersalf on her
injured leg, she stag-gered through the tall bracken on three limbs.

The scents of civilization assaulted her nose and she red-ized she was nearing a settlement. One smdll
stood out from the others, itsfaint scent hauntingly familiar. She stopped, raising her head abovethe
undergrowth in an ef-fort to track its source. Thiswasthetrail shed been follow-ing al aong.

The breeze changed direction, carrying within it the smell of stale de and cooking, but not atrace of her
scent. With alow whimper of distress, she risked sitting up, breaking her cover. She had to find the nung
tree! The perfume cameto her again, as the breeze once more wafted from her right. Turning her head,
she saw the cottage, and the tree stand-ing in the garden. Even from this distance, the pale flowers stood
out like gtarsin the night ky againgt the dark green foliage.

Faling back to the ground, she began to lope unevenly toward the house. Nearly there, then it would be
over and she'd be safe.

AsTeus brought the aircar down to land on the hard pad next to her cottage, she turned to look out the
sdewindow, ears swiveling forward.

"She'shere, Teud. The oneday in the week | go out expecting to find her, and she comesto me," she
sad in disgust. "Figures, doesn't it?!

"Here?' he echoed, turning off the engine. "Where?"

"How should | know, lad?I've only just arrived back, same as you. Leave my bag for now. Y ou go look
round for her, I'll get the house opened up and a kettle on to boil."

"Y ou got aprowler!" shouted Nunza, bustling up the roadway toward him as Teus opened the gate.

Hurry, lad! Leave Nunza to me. Take our visitor in the back way, | don't want that interfering old
busybody sticking her nose into this business! sent Noni.

With aflick of histail to indicate hed heard her, Teus headed round the side of the house at arun.

As Nunzaput her hand on the latch, Noni emerged from the aircar. " Get your hand off my gate, Nunza,"
shesad. "If wegot aprowler, Teus'U handleit.”

"Hell need ahand, Noni. A prowler's adanger to every-one. | called the Protectors. They'll be here



soon. He should wait for them."

"Interfering old fool! I'm expecting someone,” said Noni, pushing her aside and opening the gate. "Likely
it'sher you saw."

"Didn't know you were expecting anyone.”
"Why should you know my business?' demanded Noni, shutting the gate firmly.

"Who you expecting?' Nunzaasked, sidling along her side of the fence, trying to peer down the path
which Teus had taken.

"No one you know! Now get you on home and mind your own business, Nunza! | got thingsto do,
family to welcome," she snapped, turning her back on the gossip and heading for her front door.

"Strange vigitor that triesto stay hidden and sneak up on your back garden!™

"Maybe she'sjust trying to avoid prying folk like you!™ Noni shut her door with aresounding bang. Insde
now, she made her way toward the back bedroom and the door out into the rear garden.

Teus was bending over adtill form lying at thefoot of the nung tree. "She's hurt, Noni," he said, looking
up at her. "l think it's safe to move her, though.”

"Think isn't good enough, lad. Y ou have to know. Mov-ing her could cause worse injuriesif you don't
know what's broken."

"It issafeto move her," he said, rolling her onto her back and diding hisarmsunder her. "She'sgot a
wound on her right thigh. Looks like sheshad it sometime. It's badly swollen and infected.”

"Take her in and put her on my bed. Well seeto her there."

"Wonder what caused that,” Noni muttered as she gently swabbed the last of the muck and poison out of
her partient'sthigh wound. "Not aknife, or afal.”

"She'sgot other small cuts on her head and face," said

Teus ashefastened off the thread held used to stitch the small wound on her arm. "And on her lower
back. I'd say she'seither been in afight, or morelikely, been beaten up.”

Noni grunted as she began to rinse out the now clean wound. "Y ou seen her feet? And hands? Cut and
bruised like I've rarely seen before. She's been traveling and living rough for sometime. Still got a
low-leved fever."

Teus moved round to check the hands and feet for him-sdf. "Y ou're right. How can you be sure she's
the one werrewaiting for, Noni ?'

Shelooked up a him, eyestwinkling, nose creasing as her mouth opened inadight smile. "I know, lad.
Trust me. It'safeding you get, acertainty in here.” She reached out and tapped his forehead between the
eyes. "A Tightness of the moment. Y ou'll know when it happensto you thefirst time.”

"What's S0 specid about her?' he asked, collecting his bowl and taking it to the sink to wash out.

"No idea, lad. Not my businessto know that," she re-plied, watching in approva as herefilled it with
fresh herba antiseptic then went to treet their patient'sfeet. "Shelll need to rest up in bed a couple of days
at least. Those feet aren't taking her anywhere far in that Sate.”



Keezawoke gradudly, awarefirst of the soft surface be-neath her, then the lightness of the cover that lay
over her. It smelled swest, of flowers. If thiswas adream, she didn't want it to end. She couldn't
remember when her [ast night in areal bed had been.

"Get the soup for her now, Teus. She'sawake," she heard an elderly voice say. "No need to fear us,
lass. What-ever you're running from won't catch you here.”

The samdl of soup filled the air, making her somach grumble loudly.
"Aye, | reckon you are hungry," laughed the old one. "We were able to count each of your ribs."

The voice sounded friendly. She opened her eyes, look-ing around. The firgt thing she saw was Teus
advancing toward her, abowl of soup balanced on atray. Instinct made her cringe back but he stopped
dead, coming no closer.

"I won't harm you. I've got food. Y ou need to edt, build up your strength so you'll hedl," he said.

Hed?Her leg! She moved it experimentally. It hurt, but the pain felt good, not like the tight, dull
throbbing she'd grown used to.

Hetook a step, drawing her attention back to him. He was younger than she was, barely twenty, she
realized. Round, low set ears were framed by mid-brown hair. Green eyes|ooked serioudy at her from
under dightly drawn eye ridges. She could sense his concern that he didn't frighten her, especialy after
the beating sheld obvioudy suffered. He knew!

Panic flooded through her and she shrank back onto the pillows, painfully drawing her legs up and pulling
her armsfree of the cover. Before she could do more, shefelt her mind grasped and held firmly.

Don't be afool, lass! If we meant you harm, why would we treat your wounds and feed you? The
thought was scath-ing and acerbic.

She looked at the old onefinaly, seeing the face she knew she would. It wasjust like the dreams, right
down to the long snow white plait that lay over her shoulder. "I know you!" she blurted out.

"Aye, and | know you, lass," said Noni. "Seen you afew times, | have. Y ou've been sent hereto me.
Now stop being afool and drink that soup. Teus hereisn't interested in you. He's got himsdlf ayoung
femaein thevillagethat he's playing jeggets with!"

"Noni!" exclamed Teud, earsflattening to his skull in acute embarrassment.

"Wheream 17" Keeza asked.

"At Noni's, just outsde Dzahai village. Teud, give her the damned soup before it conged sl
Teus approached her and held out the tray.

Cautioudy, shetook it from him. Her somach growled again as she straightened her legs and placed the
tray on her lap. She was starving and thiswas hot, cooked food, not raw flesh. She sat there, unableto
touch it.

"Eat," said Noni.
Ignoring the spoon, she picked up the bowl and began to drink greedily.
"I reckon she'swel enough to finish off the stew we had," she heard Noni say. "Go fetchiit, lad."



A bowl of stew was placed on thetray. She stopped drinking to look at the stew, then back to the soup,
unsure what to do in the face of such achoice.

"Stew's hot. Finish the soup first," advised Noni. "And use the spoon for it. | don't want you choking on
the meat."

She glanced up fearfully, then sensed the attempt at humor behind the old one's remark.
You're a telepath, then.

"No," she said, putting the empty soup bowl! down.

Then what are you?

Tentatively she reached for the second bowl, looking over to Noni for permission. Having got it, mindful
of her instructions, she picked up the spoon. "I'm..." She stopped, a stricken look on her face. "I don't
know what | am," she whispered, earslying flat. "I can't remember.”

"It'1l come back, never fear,” Noni said reassuringly. ™Y our memory's just missing for afew days, that's
al. What they cal you? Do you remember that?"

As she spooned up the stew, dmost gulping it down in case they changed their minds about |etting her
haveit, she searched for aname. | don't have one.”

"Got to call you something,” said Noni. "Can't kegp say-ing Hey you! can we? How about we call you
Ghaysa? How does that sound to you?"'

"Ghaysa," she said, putting the spoon down to lick the inside of the bowl. It sounded right, had something
of afamiliar fed toit. "I'm Ghaysa."

"Take her tray away, Teud, and give our guest this mug of water to drink. Ghaysa, you deep now. Got a
lot of heding to do.”

Shedrank it and lay back on the sweet-smelling pillowsfeding drowsy. Segp she did, surfacing only
once, briefly, as she heard Noni's angry voice.

"You caling mealiar?| tell you, she'smy second cousin twice removed's child, Ghaysa. Had an accident
on her way here. Knocked her memory clean into next year, it has!"

"Rhuna, you know we've got to talk to her.”

"Not while she'ssick, you don't! What could she possibly tell you anyway? Sheisn't a prowler and
wasn't anywhere near that aircar crash, so how could she know what caused it? Y ou go back and ask
the younglingsthat werein it what happened, and leave us law-abiding folks donel”

A loud sgh. "I'll tell the commander, Rhuna, but I'll be back tomorrow. Y ou could save us dl alot of
bother if you let me question her now."

"Can't. She'shad a potion to break her fever and help her deep,” Noni said shortly. "Now, good day to
you!"

She heard the door dam as she drifted off to deep again.

* * %



"There seem to be two distinct dreams or visions, Brynne," said KhaQwa thoughtfully, studying the
Human in the chair opposite her. "Those that have to do with thisfemae, and another that involves what
sounds like amedi-cal area.”

"That was our thought,” nodded Jurrel.

KhaQwaglanced at him before looking back to Brynne. "It's good you had someone to talk them
through with," she said. "I'm sorry Father Lijou isn't hereto talk to you, but | know hell be grateful for
you bringing what was undoubtedly avery difficult experienceto us. | think you're unnaturaly susceptible
to others minds at the moment be-cause of your new awareness of our people and religion. Once you
progressalittle further with your training, it should die down. Very few of our visonaries, and we have
more than most because of the nature of the Brotherhood training, have so many experiencesin so short
atime. Mogt can go for months, even years, without being aware of any-thing out of the ordinary.”

"I'm glad to heer it," said Brynnewith relief. "Y ou've no idea how bad it can get.”

"I canimagine," she said sympathetically. "Do you know whet thisfemaelookslike?' She asked the
question casu-ally, hoping not to dert him to her interest.

"Darkish, I think," he said, brow creasing as he obvioudly tried to remember. "Sort of al colors—brown,
and gold, and sort of orangy, with white aswell. Longer-furred than most of you," he added.

"Striking coloration,” shesaid. "As| sad, I'll passthe information on to Father Lijou when he returns.”
"Therestrouble at the estate, isn't there?' said Brynne quietly, catching her eyefor thefirst time.

Startled, shelooked away. "Now why would you think that?' she asked, keeping her tone light. Damn!
She might be mind-dead right now, but he was hypersensitivel

"I've been picking that up too. Flashes of danger to Car-rie and Kusac. What's happened?”

"Nothing at dl," she said, beginning to get to her feet. "Not everything you sense at thistime will be
accurate, or even tracegbleif itis, Brynne. Some of our gifts aren't an exact science the way telepathy is.”

Brynnerose aswell. "They're my Clan, Mistress KhaQwa. | have aright to know. Maybe knowing will
help me pinpoint some of the fedings and dreams.”

Shewas caught, and sheknew it. "Ther shipismissing,” shesaid. "Father Lijou iswith their family now."

"How long?"

"Nearly three weeks. They've been searching for them since the third day. That's when we discovered
they were missing. So far, there's been no trace either at the Jalnian end or Tuushu Station.”

Brynne stood there, too stunned to speak.

"Dark news, indeed," said Jurrel. "They'll be cdling off the search soon. It'sunusua for it to go on so
long."

"They were on aU'Churian craft with acrew of Cab-baran navigators,” said KwaQwa. "Both species
arein-volved with the Forces in the search, and we have even managed to place one of our telepaths on
ajointly operated ship. When thereis news, wewill hear it, believe me. Every possible Soneisbeing
turned in our attemptsto find them.”

"Let's pray they turn up,” said Jurrel.



As soon asthey'd gone, KhaQwa went to the comm on her mate's desk, calling up the file she knew he
had on the missing female, Keeza Lassah. Two pictures stared out at her from the screen, onetaken asa
convict, another while still with the Consortias, before joining the Shanagi project.

"It'sher," she murmured. "It hasto be her!"

* * %

The past four days had been chaotic for Konis. Hed given up taking cals and had them al routed to his
secre-tary to dedl with. They were dl about the same matter— hisresignation as Clan Lord. Hefelt
beleaguered. To top it dl off, Kitrarefused to return to the Guild and he hadn't the heart to make her.
Thankfully, Sorli had been under-standing and had spoken to Ghyan so their priest could continue her
ingtruction on the estate. Now thid!

"Y ou have to make adecison soon, Konis," Rhyashawas saying. "1've had to cut mysdlf off, too. When
they can't get you on the comm, they're asking for me. I've been told you even refuse to speak to
Governor Nesul."

"Later, Rhyasha," he said, ditting down in the informal areanear her. "Lijou'son hisway up.”

"Lijou?| didn't know you were expecting him."

"I'm not. He arrived at the gatehouse asking to see me.”

"Doesn't sound like Lijou," shesaid.

A scratch at the door, then it opened. "Guild Master Lijou,” said Che/Quul, |etting the Head Priest enter.

"Unexpected though it is, it'snice to seeyou, Lijou," said Rhyasha, sanding up to greet him. "Do you
have pri-vate busness?'

"No, | wanted to talk to you both,” he said, coming over to join them.

Behind him came Miosh, carrying attray with glasses and a bottle of spirits.

Konis glanced up, frowning as Miosh placed the drinks on the table between the chairs.
"Bit early for that, Miosh," Rhyashasaid.

Miaosh backed away and began to leave.

"You'venewsfor us, Lijou," said Konisabruptly. "Don't try to sweetenit. It's about Carrie and Kusac,
intit?’

"I'm afraid s0," said Lijou, taking the nearest chair. "Their ship's officially been declared missing. They
were due to make a scheduled transmission before entering jump some three weeks ago. It wasn't made.
We hoped it was because of atransmitter failure and that they'd aready jumped, but they haven't yet
turned up at their rendezvous.”

Konissat and stared a him. He couldn't be hearing this. It wasimpossible. He had been convincing
himself that Kusac and Carrie were fine ever snce held seen the note about their missing ship. But now it
was dl too redl, now that they were being officidly informed—now that Rhyasha knew, too. At least
Lijou hadn't revedled to Rhyashathat hed known about the crisis amost from the start. Time seemed to
dow down and he heard Lijou'svoice asif it wasfar away.



"Immediately we heard about the lack of communicartion, we, the U'Churians, and the Cabbarans,
implemented asearch for them. Weve found some wreckage, definitely from the Profit, but not enough
to cripple the ship. That only proves they had an accident of some kind, nothing more."

"That'sgood," he heard Rhyasha say in hushed tones. "Tel me that's good!"

"It'snot bad, Rhyasha," Lijou said, leaning forward to pour two drinks. "1t meanstherés till hope. They
could have broken down and had to leave jJump, may be sitting somewhere between the two worlds.
They weren't on their own craft, they were on aU'Churian one." He pressed aglassinto her limp grasp,
then turned to hand one to Konis.

Automaticaly, Konis accepted it, taking the neat pirit down in one gulp. He recognized the taste
indantly. Arris.

Lijou nodded. "You need it," he said compassonately. "We're doing everything we can, believe me. Both
us and the Forces. Weve combined with the U'Churians on one of their craft and it's currently traveling
through jump on the same route in the hope they can find them. Don't give up hope, we haven't.”

"How long... ?' Rhyashabegan, then stopped, unableto finish.
"Nearly aweek overdue.”

"They've been missing three weeks?" said Rhyasha, Hill clutching her drink. "Why weren't wetold
sooner?' There was anote of hysteriain her voice. Then she looked a Konis. ™Y ou knew," she said.
"That wasthe stress at work, wasn't it? Why didn't you tell me?"

"| told him not to because it was till early,” said Lijou. "Konisfound out by accident, Rhyasha. | didn't
want either of you worried needlesdy in case they turned up safely.” He leaned forward to urge the hand
holding the glass up to her mouth. "Take it< Rhyasha. Itl help,”" he said gently.

"Nothing but finding them will help," she sad tightly. "Why were they on aU'Churian ship, Lijou?’

"Carriewas serioudy injured on Jalna. She was hit by aprojectile, abullet, which islodged against her
spine. They needed to put her into cryo facilitiesto keep her dive.”

"Dear Goddess!" she whispered.

"Why didn't they wait? The Rhijissoh could have treated her when it arrived,” said Konis. "Why leave
Janawith them bothin cryo?"

"There could be many reasons. Maybe they couldn't sta-bilize her enough for the wait,” said Lijou, again
urging Rhyashato drink. Thistime, shedid.

"Who dseismissang with them?" asked Konis, finding hisvoice.
"All the rescued ones, aswell as Kaid and T'Chebbi."
"Their familiesmug betold.”

"They arebeing," said Lijou, turning his attention back to him. "Except for Dzaka. With your permission,
I'll speak to him mysdlf.”

Rhyashas glassfell to thefloor. It hit thetiles, cracking into myriad pieces as she suddenly stood up.
"Excuseme," she said, turning and walking through the open doorsinto the garden beyond.



"Thank you for telling us persondly,” said Konis, getting to hisfeet. He gestured toward the garden. "'|
have to be with her... Y ou undergtand.”

Lijou rose. "Of course. | can't tell you how sorry | am to bring such bad newsto you, Konis. .Y ou know
how much I've prayed it was only acommunicationsfallure. I'll let you know the minute we hear anything
more."

Konis nodded vaguely. Hed dready dismissed the priest's presence from his mind.

Lijou left the main house, having stopped briefy to ap-prise Che/Quul of the situation. While he was
there, Taiziaand Kitraburst in through the main entrance. Distiraught, they made straight for him.

"Thiscant betrue, Father Lijou,” said Taizia. "There must be some mistake.”

"I'm afraid not, Liegena," he said, reaching for her hand. "We might till find them. Don't give up hope yet,
we haven't."

"Mother needs us," said Kitra, tugging at her older Ss-ter'sarm. "Excuse us, Father Lijou. And thank you
for coming with the newsyoursdlf."

He nodded, watching as the two sisters hurried across the ornamental inner garden to disappear into the
lounge. Sighing, he climbed into hisaircar. Thiswasthe part of hisjob he hated. It was never easy to give
the news of apossi-ble death to afamily, but when they happened to be your friends, it was doubly
difficult.

Hetook Garras with him when he went to speak to Dzaka.

"Return to Stronghold with me," he said aoruptly, aware Dzakawas still coming to termswith the loss of
Kitra. "KhaQwawould be pleased to have your company for afew days.”

"I have work to do here," Dzakareplied evenly. "Thank you for your concern and the invitation, Father
Lijou."

"I think you should come back with me," said Garras quietly. "Take an hour or two off, Dzaka. You
won't be operating at maximum efficiency if you don't take some time off to cope with this now, you
know that."

Dzaka hesitated. "There's no replacement for me until third medl. I'll come over thenif | may.”
"Well expect you," said Garras, clasping his hand to Dzakas cheek in an affectionate gesture.

"If you need us, Dzaka, cdl," Lijou said, getting up to leave. "'l liketo think of myself asafriend of your
father's. Anything | can do to help you, I will, gladly.”

"Just keep meinformed of any news, please,” wasdl Dzakasaid.

* % %

The Primes eventualy arranged an extradegping areafor the Cabbarans. A door suddenly appeared in
the back wall of the middle bedroom, alowing access to another room which had been fitted out to suit
their vegetarian dlies. Annuur moved his peopleinto it once Kaid had checked it thoroughly for any
weaknesses in congtruction that might give them away to bresk out of their quarters. Predictably, there
were none.

It had been quiet for the past week. No one had gone missing and they'd been undisturbed by the



Primes. Tirak was pushing Kaid to formulate some kind of escape plan but he wasresisting. They didn't
even know what was out-side the rooms, | et alone where on the ship or space station they were. And
they had no wesgpons, not to mention there were nineteen of them from four different species.

"It just makesit more of achalenge" said Tirak, exasperated.
Kadraised an eyeridge a him. "Uh huh,” wasdl he said.

The door opened, drawing al their attention to the ar-rival of Jkoshuk and four Prime guards. The
Valtegan stood at the door, surveying those present.

"What do you want?" Kaid asked, not bothering to dis-guise hisdidike. "I thought | told you to stay
away from us™"

"I remember our conversation,” hissed Jkoshuk. "How-ever, | don't intend to enter your prison. I'm here
at the request of the Seniormogt to take one of you for ques-tioning." He pulled hislips back in agrin that
showed off his many needle sharp teeth. "1'd choose you, but we got al we needed from you aready."

"You'relying," said Kad, hiding his shock. "If you had theréd be no need to question us further.”
"Corroboration." The word was drawn out. Jkoshuk ges-tured the leading two guardsinto the room.
"Youwill remaininyour seats," intoned the trandator as they advanced.

Jkoshuk pointed to Jeran. "That one. Time | renewed more old friendships.”

One of the guards began to move to the table where the young mal e sat while the other covered him.
Jeran got to hisfedt, ears plastered flat to his skull in obviousfear, looking over to Kaid for reassurance.
"Just answer the questions,” said Kaid. "Y ou've got nothing to hide."

"Wait! Takeme!" said Tdlis, jJumping up. "1 can help you, tel you what they've been talking about!"

Rezac lunged at him but he side-stepped, moving hur-riedly toward the door. "Kezule! They havea
generd fromthe past..."

Kad moved swiftly, legping to hisfeet and managing to collide with Tdlis. In the confusion, he tripped
him up. The snap as he broke Talis neck was barely audible. Trying to support the limp body, Kaid
looked up at Jkoshuk.

"I'm afraid he's hurt himsdf."

At asigna from the Vdtegan, the two guards moved to investigate. A blow from the lead one sent Kaid
flying and, by the time he'd scrambled to hisfeet, Tallis body had been scooped up and taken to the
doorway.

Jkoshuk looked unblinkingly at Kaid. "1 will take the one| chose.”

In Vartra's name, lad, use your eyes out there! sent Kaid. Tell them what you need to, you've
nothing to hide. Getting back safely is your priority.

As he passed him, Jeran's ears raised fractionally to let him know he'd picked up the message.
"Thisoneisdead," said the guard holding Tallis once the door had closed.



Jkashuk wasn't surprised. He was convinced it had been no accident, but then, killing atreacherous
underling in such circumstances was an acceptabl e practice among his people. How the Primes would
view it was another matter. Asthey made their way to the interrogation room, the guard carrying the
body abruptly left them.

The Sholan he'd chosen was so afraid he was barely able to walk. Jkoshuk snorted, amused. It would
be interesting to see what he had to say for himsalf now that they could actually communicate with each
other. Then he remem-bered waking up understanding Sholan. A shiver ran through him. He didn't want
to think about how held ac-quired that skill. Reflexively, he passed his hand over his head, knowing even
ashedid, it was till smooth. He had nightmares about waking up with one of those devicesim-planted in
hisskull.

The Sholan wasincapable of getting into the chair, the guards had to lift him in. The restraintswere
clamped round hiswrigts and ankles, anchoring him firmly. He sat there, eyes closed, shaking asif inthe
grip of afever.

"Violenceisnot permitted,” reminded the guard as he stepped back to his position by the doorway.
Jkoshuk frowned. He thought held be free to interpret the Situation as he had with his own kind.
"Your name," he hissed angrily, walking round to stand beside the chair.

"Jeran." He opened his eyes, trying to twist his head round in an effort to see him.

"Why were you on the U'Churians vessd?"

"Going home." Hetook a deep breath, obvioudy trying to relax.

"They cameto find you? 1 think not," said Jkoshuk, moving round so Jeran could see him. He put his
hand over the other'sarm, letting him see the length of his claws, and their sharpness. "Y ou're nothing to
them, asworthless asthe one they killed." He flexed his hand, letting the claws touch the Sholan's pelt
and prick through to the flesh. "I remember you.” He leaned closer. "Just as | remember the others.
Where are they now? Like the one who tried to give me information. Dead. I'd say your rescuers don't
look after you well enough if you keep dying. Maybe you're next."

He moved out of sght again, making sure hisfootfals were audible as he walked round the back of the
chair.

"Why did they redlly cometo Jana?' he demanded, sud-denly appearing at Jeran's other side.

Jeran looked him straight in the face. ™Y ou haven't got what you want from Kaid, have you? Y ou
wouldn't be questioning me otherwise.”

Without thinking, Jkoshuk's hand reached for the con-trols on the seat, depressing the one that
adminigtered pain through the restraints. As Jeran howled in agony, body arching upward, asimilar surge
of pain hit him.

The voicesfrom the trandator sounded faint but Jeran could just make them ouit.

"A tolerance has been acquired by the priest. We need to increase the drug inhibitors. His attitude is till
not acceptable.”

"Seetoit. Return the Sholan.”



Hefdt asting at his neck, then the restraints were re-leased. Coolness swept through hisinflamed nerves,
dulling the pain. A moment later, head swimming, he was hauled to hisfeet. Swaying, hardly ableto see,
he was half-carried along one corridor then down another, back to their quarters.

By the time the guards stopped outside the door and pressed the entrance panel, he was beginning to
recover his senses. The door did open, and he saw their lounge.

Kad wasaready on hisfeet, glowering at them, tail swaying in short, angry movements.
Before he could say anything, Jeran straightened. "'l can stand,” he said, attempting to pull himsdlf free.

Hewas rdeased, and dightly unsteadily, he walked into the suite, the door hissing closed behind him. He
turned and placed his hand over a portion of wall next to the door, leaning on it as much for support asto
identify it.

"Thelock's behind there," he said.

Giyesh reached him before Kaid could, flinging her arms round him, making small noises of distress.

"Well done," said the Highlander approvingly, reaching out to support him. "Could you identify anything in
the corridors, like elevators or access panels? How many Primes did you see out there?

"Never mind that!" said Giyesh, outraged. "How are you? Did they hurt you? What did they do to you?'
Embarrassed, Jeran tried to disentangle himsdlf. "I'm fine. No need to make afuss," he muttered.

"Giyesh!" said Captain Tirak warningly. "Contain your-sdf! | should never have agreed to dlow you to
comeonthismisson! | gpologize, Kaid. She'syoung. Normally femades aren't involved in missons until
after their first mat-ing, but | was asked to make an exception in her case.”

T'Chebbi came over with afork and began to scratch thewall carefully around Jeran's hand.

Kad had released Jeran and was waiting for T'Chebbi to finish. "Her reaction is quite understandable,
Tirak, given Jkoshuk's treatment of Rezac."

"Can move now," T'Chebbi said, stepping aside.
Giyesh backed away, afrown creasing her black nosetill T'Chebbi touched her arm.

"Needsto report now,"” she said. "Before he forgets. Y ou know that. Leave Kaid to debrief him, then
hesyoursagan.”

Kaid led him to the nearest table, grabbing acomp pad and stylus from Rezac on the way. "Draw it," he
said, handing them to Jeran once they'd sat down.

"Were here," Jeran said, looking at the sketch they a-ready had on the page. " So thisroom iswhere
they interro-gated me," he said, marking it with the stylus. "Lookslike amedicad area They had akind of
chair with restraintson it." He looked up a Kaid, unaware that the other could read the echo of
remembered pain in hiseyes. " Jkoshuk can contral it, put some nerve stimulator through the restraints.”

"What'stheroom like?' asked Kaid. "Tiled?"

Jeran nodded. "Whitetileseverywhere. Like | said, it looked like the medica unit in our mining base. All
shining sted and whitetiles. Bright lights, t0o," he added, looking back at the rough map. "Thereésa
corridor there. Just caught aglimpse of it,” he said, drawing onein just below their suite. "I didn't see any



Primes other than those who took me." He pushed the comp toward Kaid.

"There was one other thing, but | might haveimagined it,” he said hesitantly. "1 wasn't gone long, right?
One of the guardstold Jkoshuk not to use violence on me, but he did. I don't remember much after the
nervething hit me, but as| was coming round, | saw Jkoshuk on the floor thrashing around. | think they
did the same to him. That'swhen | heard the voices.”

Kaid looked briefly at Rezac and Tirak. "What voices?'

"Prime ones, through the trandators. Said something about tolerances and inhibitors. That his attitude was
unac-ceptable. | think they meant Jkoshuk."

"Why talk to each other?" asked Tirak. "They haven't before. Even Annuur and his crew noticed that. |
thought they used communicatorsin their hedmets unlessthey weretakingto us.”

"] think there was someone else there. Someone not in asuit." Jeran looked from one to the other,
shrugging his shoulders. "I got given ashot to stop the pain. I'm still fedling light-headed, so | can't be
ure”

"What type of scent?" asked Kaid.
He shook his head. "Can't describeit. Alien'sthe only word."
"What's the nearest to it?' demanded Rezac.

"You're asking theimpossible,” said Kaid. "Some scentsjust are alien. He hasn't had our exposureto
other species. Did they finish the session because Jkoshuk used the neu-ral device on you?"

"l presume s0."
"Any explanation, gpology even?'
"Nothing. Just a shot and then they brought me back.”

Kaid lifted the comp pad and sat back in his chair. "They're being very careful with us" he said. "Not
wanting to hurt us, even to the point of punishing Jkoshuk for doing it. Why?Isit ablind for something
else? It doesn't exactly fit in with kidnapping us from our rooms the way they've been doing.”

"Jkoshuk seemed different,” said Jeran, sure of hisground thistime. "Hewas morelike hisold sdf. More
aggressivetoward me. And | couldn't smell fear until after the Primes zapped him."

Kaid sat up again, frowning. "Maybe it's not usthe Primes are interested in. Maybe it'sthe Vategans. It
would explain the conversation you heard. Jkoshuk certainly did become less aggressive and more afraid
of us"

"l remember you telling him," nodded Tirak.

"No wonder they'reinterested in us,” said Rezac. "Atti-tude dteration fitsright in our skill band. Hell, if
they'd told me what they wanted, I'd have volunteered to help them! Those lizards are the biggest threat
going. They just absorb and endave every speciesthey meet!”

"Except for ours," said Jeran quietly. "They decided to destroy us."

"After last time, they knew we posed their biggest threat,” said Kaid. "We till don't know what the
Primes plan to do with us. Jeran, what was Jkoshuk asking you about?"



"Why you went to Jana. | don't think he's gotten any information from you, Kaid. Why ask meif he had?
What-ever the reason for taking you tel epaths, it wasn't to ques-tion you.”

"Interesting Jkoshuk took you," said Rezac. "They haven't gone near Zashou, or Talis." He stopped,
looking at Kaid.

"I had to kill him," said Kaid shortly. "He was prepared to sell what he knew to Jkoshuk for protection.
We can't afford atraitor in our midst, and he proved himself to be one."

Jeran could fed the blood draining from hisface, making him fed even moredizzy. "Dead? | thought hed
fdlenlikeyousad.”

Tirak began to growl! low in histhroat.

"Hewasone of us" said Rezac, hisvoice hardening. "Oursto ded with. He threastened the safety of al of
us, not just thistime, but by trying to spread panic and un-dermining you and Kaid to the others. He was
warned.”

"What if it had been one of my people?' asked Tirak.

Jeran watched as Kaid looked at Tirak. "Unlikely, given the nature of your mission. Y ou might havea
couple of young crew members, but | reckon you handpicked them dll. Tdliswasacivilian.”

"You just killed someone!" said Jeran, trying to keep hisvoicelow. "Like you'd samp on abug!"

"Bequiet," said Kaid harshly. "He was abug. The kind that preys on others misfortunes. He didn't need
to try and buy immunity from the Primes at our expense. He was prepared to tell them everything hed
heard ustalking about. Y ou heard him say that himself."

Jeran subsided unhappily, aware of thetruth in what Kaid said.

"He'sright,” Tirak said abruptly. "Taliswasathreat to usal. Had | been close enough, I'd have donethe
sane”

"Our jobisto protect you," said Kaid. "Tallis hasn't been completely sane since we rescued him. Even
then he was trying to force us to abandon you in favor of getting him out of Bradogan's Keep
immediatdly.”

Bardly conscious, Jkoshuk felt ahand grasp his callar, pulling his head up till he was amost choking. He
coughed, sending spasms of pain through his chest. Hetried to lift hisarms but he was till pardyzed.

Thin fingersfumbled at the back of his neck as an dien scent enveloped him. He sneezed violently.
Abruptly, both fingers and scent vanished and he was | ft to fall back against the floor, banging his head
on thetiles beneath him.

"Y ou were warned. Y ou will be returned to your quar-terstill we've decided what to do with you," said
the imper-sond tones of the trandator.

He shrieked in pain as his arms were grasped and he was dragged to an upright position.

From the corridor outside they heard the faint sounds of someone screaming. Jeran looked toward the
door and shivered. "Jkoshuk," he said.

* % %



Day 26

Kitra hesitated outside the door to the shrine room be-fore entering. It had been two days since they'd
heard the dreadful news about her brother and Carrie, and since then, her father had virtualy taken up
residence in the household shrine. Hed done it before, when Carrie had been wounded during the
Challenge. She went over to Sit on the stone bench beside him.

"Father, you must speak to the Governor," she said softly, reaching out to touch his hand. "He's been
trying to reach you for days."

"I've no heart for it, Kitra," he sghed, letting hisfingers curl round hers. "'l just want your brother and
Cariehome safdy.”

"Thetreaty isin danger,” said Kitra. "If you let it founder, then what they worked to set up will die. You
can't do that to their memory."

Helooked up, eyesglowing in the candldight. "They aren't dead yet!" he said fiercdly.

"Then why shut yoursdlf in here?" she countered. "Please, Father, see Governor Nesul and Father Lijou.
They've been waiting in your study for hours.”

"I told Ni"Zulhu not to admit them to the etate!" he said angyily. "What right had he to ignore me?"

"Father Lijou saysthereistoo much at stake. Heredly is sorry to have to disturb you,” she added. "
could fed him. He's very distressed himself, not just over my brother and Carrie, but about Kaid aswell.”

"Konis," said avoice from the corridor outside. "Words can't express what | want to say, but we need
you, my friend."

Helooked up, seeing Lijou. "Y ou'd intrude on me even here?"
Lijouinclined his head at the rebuke. "I can help, it'swhat we are taught to do as priests," he said quietly.

"| don't want your mental sedatives, Lijou," he growled. "No one messes with my mind! I'll work this
through mysdf."

"But you aren't,” said Lijou, hisgentle criticism obvious even to Kitra. "Y ou're neglecting Rhyashaas well
asyour work."

Keeping ahold on his daughter's hand, he got to hisfeet. Y ou reminding me of my duties?' he asked.
"I'd be worse than useless right now, Lijou, you know that.”

"Yourewrong. Thefact that your family ismissing will aid our effortsto conclude thistreety."

"Usemy grief to take unfair advantage of our future dlies? Y ou worry me, Lijou. Your ethicsare no
better than the Brotherhood's!"

"I am the Brotherhood, as are your son and bond-daughter,” replied the priest camly. "Y ou would be
show-ing our new aliesthat were the same asthem. That we care for our children and want to protect
them from the harshness of the universe. And remind them that we are" tresting their missing onesthe
same asour own. That's not misusing your grief, my friend.”

Kitratightened her hand round her father's. Y ou must. It'swhat they would want,” she said.

Konislooked down at her, remembering she was there.



"Y our daughter isright,” said Lijou. "Y ou have a bright young adult there.”

"l have," he said, letting her hand go to put hisarm round her shoulders. "I wish I'd redlized it sooner.
Very wdl, Lijou, I'll talk to you and Nesul, but Kitracomeswith me. I'll Iet her guide me.”

"Out of the question,” said Konis sharply. "Rhaid will lead the Council aswell asme.”

"Y ou must head the Clans, Father,"” said Kitraquietly from hisside. "If they hadn't put pressure on you
over me, you'd not have realized what was going on. Most of the Council respect you. Look at the
number of calsweve had.”

"Y ou're the only one with the breadth of vision to know the changes we need to make to survivein this
new inter-stellar community,” said Lijou.

"And the courage to implement them," added Nesul.
"Rhaid can do that.”

"Rhaid has overcompensated,” said Lijou carefully, "since her time as Fyak's captive. She would return
the Clansto the old ways, with maes unableto hold office at all.”

"Nonsense. Shell come around. That's temporary, | as-sure you. She just needs afirm hand to guide
her."

"And who would guide her if shewas Clan Lord?" asked Lijou. "She'd make an able second, granted,
but not Lord."

"Not my concern.”

"Itis, or have you forgotten that young daughter of yours?' asked Nesul, flicking an ear toward Kitra. "l
have kitlings, too. I'd not want Rhaid choosing life-mates for them or deciding the course of their lives."

"Youll not let it rest till | agree, will you?'

"We can't force you, Konis," began Lijou.

"But we can make it damned uncomfortable for you," added Nesul.

Konisgrowled. "I'll not doit, unless..."

"Anything," said Nesul. "The Council has authorized meto agree to your demands, within reason.”

"I want Azkuu and her little pack replaced. I'll not Sit at the Council table with those who blackmailed
r.rell

"Agreed," said Nesul.

"Rhaid will be my acting Second. | want time with my family—what'seft of it," he said bleskly, reaching
for Ki-trals hand again.

"Understandable. Agreed.”

"My policy changeswill be backed up by the law and made effective immediately. No more delaying and
tracking upwind so as not to offend this Clan or that.”

Nesul Sghed. "Very wel."



"Findly, | want backing on this matter with the Arrazo Clan. It's been put off too long. | don't careif
Naeul'syoungest ismissing, soismy son. Naeul will beindicted for illegdly incarcerating his daughter
Khemu, falsifying records of her death, histrestment of her cub, Dzaka, and for denying him hisbirthright
by keeping his parents apart.”

Beside him, Kitragtirred.
"That was something we hoped to deal with quietly,” said Nesul.

"I will not," said Konis, histone hard. "Thisway, Dzakawill have theright to life-bond to whom he
chooses, En'Shalla Clan or one of the original Sixteen.”

Nesul shook hishead. "I don't think..."

"Agreed,” said Lijou. "Youwill doit, Nesul. We dl need the support of the Clans. The Arrazo family
may be liked in the lowlands, but up by Stronghold, it's another matter. Y ou need the support of the
Brotherhood and the High-landers, too."

"Y ou push ahard bargain,” sghed Nesul. "Very well."

"Today," said Konis, getting up and going to his desk. Opening adrawer, he pulled out a sheaf of papers.
Hereturned, handing it to Nesul. "The case against Naeul Ar-razo has been ready for months. Send it to
the Protectorstoday, or the dedl is off."

Nesul took them from him and stood up. "Today," he said, agrowl of displeasurein hisvoice. "l takeit
that means you retract your resgnation.”

Konis nodded as he sat down. "I'll stay," he said, closing his eyes and lying back in his chair. "Now go.
I'll be at the palace tomorrow. Y ou have my word."

He sat there, listening to them leave, feding a sudden weight on hislap as Kitra climbed' up and wrapped
her arms round his neck.

"By tomorrow, you could have your Brother your way, killing," he said quietly. "Think again about it."

* % %

Kezule remained silent within his hiding place in the heart of the undergrowth some hundred yards from
the entrance to the estate. It was definitely the one he wanted. Security like thiswould not have been out
of place a the Emperor's paace. All day he'd watched traffic come and go. Only two vehicles had been
alowed to fly straight in; the rest had landed outside the gates where the passengers had debarked while
the vehicle was checked and guarded before they were allowed to reenter. He presumed that within the
right-hand building their identities and appoint-ments were verified.

Beyond the high wire perimeter lay agroup of temporary buildingsinhabited by their military. From there
came the guards. Patrols seemed to follow no set time asfar as held been able to discern. There were
aerid checks, too, the vehiclesflying out over the peninsulaand remaining there for severa hours. From
hisandysis of the hardware on the roof of the gatehouse, they aso had satellite surveillance.

The estate was d so home to Humans and their young, judging from those he saw playing up near the
guards quar-ters. These beings knew nothing about bringing up young, he thought derisively. To let them
run free like thiswhen they should be receiving ingtruction, learning duty and loy-alty, was tantamount to
the adults signing their own desth warrants. When they grew up there would be no respect for their
elders, nothing to stop them turning on them at the first Sgn of weakness. He wondered then what they



considered weakness. Among his own kind, living with an-other species, treating them as equals, wasthe
kind of weak concept the intellectuals would play with. It was aswell no one paid them much
attention—at least in hisday.

The Emperor—may His memory berevered for al time—had loved Hisintellectuds, but it had been His
war-rior caste who had protected Him, advanced His empire, and crushed His enemies, and He never
forgot that, for dl the ramblings of the other castes.

The dampness caused by the cooling of the air had made the ground undernesth him wet, drawing his
thoughts back to the here and now. He moved carefully, tugging his robe under himsdif till helay on more
of it. When the night had reached its height, then he/d move on, deeper into the for-est ahead of him.
Time spent checking out the security around the estate would not be wasted. HeE'd only have one chance
to get in undetected.

A noise from the gatehouse caught his attention. Night was faling and the lights were being turned on,
illuminating the land both insde and outside the gatehouse. Asit spilled over, dmost touching his patch of
dense undergrowth, he heard an darm blare out. Soldiers spilled from the build-ingsto gather in lines by
the gate.

Hissing his anger, he began to back off hurriedly as rum-bling voices shattered the tilIness. Had he been
discov-ered? What had given him away? Out of direct Sight now, still keeping low, he twisted around,
trying to remember which way the fallen treelay. Hed seen it on hisway here, checked it out asa
possiblelar inthe event of pursuit, never dreaming held actualy need it. Quickening his heart’ best, he
triggered the hormones needed for speed and ag-gression, then checked the unit on hiswrist. The screen
wasturned off. Curaing, he activated it again. He must have knocked it while adjusting the robe. It had
only been mo-ments, but it was long enough for one of their telepathsto pick him up. Diving degper into
the forest, he searched franticaly for his own scent trail to follow back to the tree, redizing as he did, that
if he could follow it, so could they.

It wasfaint, but he found it. Getting his bearings, he veered to hisright then legped for the nearest tree.
Clawed feet bit deep into the bark some ten feet above the ground as his hands grasped the thick limb
overhead.

Ashe pulled himsalf up, herisked aglance behind. His night vision rendered the scene asasurred
landscape of reds and blues. In the midst of it, he could see the heat mass of the Sholans heading toward
him. Up in the tree canopy, he could hide his scent from them. Kegping one hand on the branch to steady
himsdlf, he scrambled aong the limb to where it crossed another. He legped again, clinging to the swaying
branch with al four sets of claws, praying it was strong enough to bear his weight. Speed would help.
Thelesstime he spent on each branch, the less chance hisweight would snap it.

Hauling his robe up through the tie belt, he crabbed dong asfast as he could, trying to ignore the
swaying, look-ing for another thick limb in the adjacent tree. Down thistime. He gauged the drop, then
spreading hisarmswide, jumped, landing splayed acrossitswidth. Scrambling up, heran aongit till he
cameto the next overlap.

He managed to cover some six hundred yards like this before he was forced to drop to the ground. No
matter, it had broken histrail. It wouldn't be so easy for them to pick up his scent now. Bearing |eft, he
compensated for the drift from his course. The Sholans were not far behind, he could just hear themin
the distance.

Trusting his dark robe and the night would give him enough cover, he sprinted through the treesfor the
small clearing he knew lay ahead. Just beyond it lay the fallen tree. Heart pounding, breeth getting more



ragged, he dodged round thornbushes, knowing that to get snagged by one would leave traces of his
presence. So far, they didn't know he was here, they only suspected. He migudged the distance,
overshooting the clearing and running headfirst into a mass of outstretched roots.

Dazed, he staggered back, putting his hand to his face. Momentarily blinded, he could hear labored
breathing— wasit hisown, or apursuer's? Panic filled him. Feding hisway aong the roots with his other
hand, he dashed the deeve of hisrobe across his eyes, wiping the blood from hisface. His feet suddenly
gave under him and hefell, diding down into the pit at the base of the tree. Biting back acry of shock, he
scrabbled around, searching in the soft earth for the small side cavity he'd seen during the day.

It lay under the center of the upturned rooted crown— ahole that went in some five feet till it was
blocked by the remains of abroken taproot. Squirming in, he scrabbled with his claws at the soft earth,
digging around the re-maining roots. The soil came away easly, filling the hole around him as he dug
deeper among the mass of roots. Within minutes, held carved out enough to fill the origind hole and make
himsdf asmal chamber large enoughto curl upin.

Taking handfuls of the damp soil, he smeared it over hisface, head, and the deeves of hisrobein an
effort to hide his scent, and the smdll of blood. Tugging hishood over hishead, helet it droop down over
his eyes. Above him, atangle of roots provided enough air for him to bresthe while till concedling him.
Helay 4ill now, quieting his breathing.

Soft footballs and the sound of hushed voices approached his clearing. Eyes ditted dmost shut so no
moonlight or torch could reflect off them, he waited. The footsteps came closer, sounding more likea
beast's than those of a Sholan. Then he saw it, looming over his hideout.

A large paw came down square on the net of roots above him and stayed there, claws extending for a
better grip.

"l was sure | heard something,” avoice muttered. The paw moved, sending asmall shower of earth down
onto his hood.

Kezule had to fight the urge to sneeze.

"Y ou'reimagining things," said asecond voice. "This clearing's too open—nowhere to hide. Come on,
wevefdlen behind the others.”

"Inaminute” said thefirs voice.

The whole tree vibrated to each of itsfour steps, then it stopped for the space of severa heartbeats
before leaping to the ground. "Y ou'reright. Let'sgo."

Hardly daring to breathe, he lay there, listening to their receding footsteps. No wonder they'd made such
good timefollowing him. Hed completely forgotten Sholans had the ability to travel onfour legslike
beasts.

Asthe minutes passed, he began to breasthe more easily, then risked moving enough to knock the dirt
from his hood. Hed wait afew hoursyet before venturing out. With any luck, they'd put theincident
down to the imagination of the telepath.

* % %

Without warning, it happened again. First the sensation of suffocating, then the heartbeat. Kaid lay there,
claws extending into the bedding undernesth him as he fought for each breath, unable to move or cry out
for help. With each beat, an image was blazoned into his mind. With each beet, the image changed,



evolved, till,he redized he was watching an embryo grow. With the redization came the pain, the
cessation of the visions, and the paralysis. They heard him then.

The Primes camefor him thistime. T'Chebbi and the others would have prevented them, but Kaid knew
he had to go.

"No," he whispered, barely ableto talk. "Let them take me, T'Chebbi. | need to find out whet thisis."
She grasped hishand. ™Y ou come back, hear me?' she said fiercely.
"I will."

By the time they had him on the floater and in the corri-dor, their drug had begun to work. Exhausted, he
lay there, gradually becoming aware again of his surroundings. The floater was being guided by two
Vategans dressed in the uniform of M'ezozakk's crew. Like the priest, they wore collars. Ahead of them
paced the gray-robed Seniormost. Kaid tried to reach out mentally for them but he was far too weak and
the drug had affected his ability to concen-trate. Cursing, he suddenly felt the crystal begin to warm
againg his chest. Hereached for it, clutching it tightly in hishand, praying.

Asthey guided him into alarge examination room, aflash of memory returned. Hed been here before.
The aseptic smell held noticed when they werefirst brought on board filled the air. Subdued lighting made
the room seem dim. He turned his head, seeing the examination table and trestment unit to which they
were obvioudy heading.

The floater was moored over the table, then gradually lowered till it was locked in place. The two
Vategans moved away and stood afew meters distant—passive, quiet, unlike any Vategans hed seen
before. The Seniormost switched on an overhead light, ingtantly blinding him. More memories—of this
light, of insect faces and long hands that prodded and probed, of masksthat reflected the light back into
hiseyes.

Within hismind, the heartbest pulsed again and again, becoming faster. Thistime the image was of acub,
acub he recognized as Kashini. With each best, theimage grew older, until it was Kashini ashe'd last
seen her. By now the heartbeat matched his own, throbbing through him asit intensified and quickened,
giving him the same sense of urgency and danger it possessed.

He moaned, shaking his head in an effort to be free of it. It wastoo demanding, too overwhelming inits
intengity for him to make sense of it: al he could do was endure.

"Why areyouinpan?'

He heard the Seniormost's voice but could see only the cub in her crib, deeping. Theimage was
continuous now, filling hisvison asif hewere actudly there.

The question was repeated.
Others clustered around him, shadowy figures he couldn't quite make out.
"You mugt answer us”

Why wouldn't they leave him aone? Couldn't they redl-ize he had to watch, had to find out why he was
seeing this—where the danger lay? Gray-brindled hands cameinto view, gragped the cub, lifting her up
and holding her close. Dzaka? What was happening to his son and Kashini?

"Readout indicates mental contact with another,” he heard the mechanica trandator say. "Terminate this



por-tion of the experiment. He will not communicate with uswhilethis continues.”
"No!" heyelled, gripping the sdes of the floater. A mo-ment more, that's all he needed!

Handswerelaid on him, holding him gill as he thrashed around trying to avoid them. In his heed, the
images contin-ued as Dzaka dashed from the room, running downgtairs before coming to ahalt at adoor.

Hefdt the sting of ahypo and the vison ceased abruptly.
"It'sdone," he heard adistant voice say.

"No!" Hefought them morefiercely as he was catapulted back to his own redity. "What have you done?
What have you terminated?' He could fed the drug begin to course through him, turning hislimbsleaden
and usdless, re-dricting his thoughts until he was mentally trapped within his own skull. 1t had been an
earlier vison from adifferent viewpoint, he redlized. Before they'd left Sholafor Jalna, held seen Dzaka
burgt into the kitchen, holding Kashini protectively in hisarm. Now the horror of the vision was complete.
His son and Kashini were in danger, and he could do nothing.

His chin was grasped and turned till he faced the Se-niormost. There were two of them, thisonetaller
than the other. Hed never seen two before, he thought irrdlevantly.

"Why areyou in pain? Who areyou linked to?"

Againg his chest, the crystal pulsed. He knew without a shadow of doubt that Carrie was dive.
CHAPTER 10

Day 26

"ARE you linked to aHuman femae?" thetaler Se-niormost holding Kaid asked. "Y ou must answer.”

Helicked lipsthat were dry and cracked with atongue not much better. "Why?" he croaked. "Why
should | tdl you?'

"We have one such. She had been hedled, but she does not thrive. We need to know why. Areyou the
reeson?"

So they had her. That explained agreat deal. He blinked, and wished he could think straight, but' the
drug had left him dizzy and confused. "Y es. Shewasinjured. Wasthere another, amale like me?"

"Wefound only her. How isit your link is different from the others with Human partners?'Y ou have been
gpart for sixteen days, yet only now do you suffer.”

They hadn't found Kusac? How long had she been awvake? "l must see her,” he said abruptly, interrupting
the Seniormost.

The hand round hisjaw tightened, the armored glove pressing into hisflesh, reminding him of its strength
and hisweskness. "Y ou must tell uswhat we wish to know."

"It'snot the samefor dl of us," he said, praying they'd believe him. "How long has she been out of cryo?!
"Thisisnot your concern. Y ou are here to answer our questions.”

"l must bewith her!”



"That isfor her partner. Y ou inferred the missng oneis her partner.”

"Weboth are. | can help, if you take meto her! | have medical knowledge of her specied” Hewas
getting frantic now, trying to reach out to her, but his mind was as pardyzed as hisbody. The pulse had
to have been her—the image her knowledge of the danger facing Kashini. They'd been linked in some
strange way for daysif only held redized!

"Y ou cannot mentally reach her unless we permit it. Do not bother attempting. Why wereyou in pain?'

He closed hiseyes. Ddaying them by lying could only harm her. "'l felt her pain,” he said. "Where shewas
wounded by the bullet." Ashe said it, an awful thought occurred to him. Hisreactionsto her pain had
been asintense as those of a Leska partner.

"You are of different species. Explain this"

"It happensto some of us," he said, numbed by the shock of hisredization. "Our minds meet and link for
life. Therearethree of us."

"Thismust be studied. Y ou will rest for now." The Se-niormost released him and began to turn away.
"I must see her!™

"Perhagps when you've rested.” He gestured with his hand and the smaller one came forward to placea
fresh hypo againgt his neck.

Tiredness began to spread through him, making his sight and mind blur. He fought to keep his eyes open.
"I need to bewith her! If she'sout of cryo, she could die without my physica presence!”

"That isnot your concern. She has survived till now. Sheisnot in any immediate danger.”

Consciousness faded, but not his fear that he'd wake back in their prison, alone.

* % %

Long, thin fingers gave the device afind adjustment be-fore rearranging his patient's dark hair and
replacing thetool inthetray at the side of the tresatment bed. Large, dua-lensed eyes|ooked up at the
gray-robed Prime.

"Adjusted now implant is. Properly to work more data needsit. Intended not for species Sholan.
Undergtand this. Likely problemsbe,” said the trandator. Benesth it, the voice was |ow-pitched and
dightly rough, vibrating like amusica string being stroked by abow. "Wake him you can now."

"Understood," said thetall Seniormodt.
* # *

The Primes obvioudy considered leaving him in hisroom for two days his punishment as, later that day,
they camefor him, taking him to the interrogation room once more. Jkoshuk had spent the daystrying to
think of anything that would improve their opinion of him, make him have vauein their eyes. The thought
of being implanted like the othersfilled him with terror.

"Y ou areto be given onelast chance. | want information from thisone,” said the Prime, indicating the
dark-pelted Sholan stting quietly in the chair. ™Y ou will concentrate on him for now. Do not harm him
physicaly. He was awak-ened and implanted three days ago. Pain may be used, but with discretion. Y ou
have five days, no longer." He handed him areader. "These are the questions | want answered. Y our



wrigt unit includes controlsfor hiscollar. This Primewill show you how to utilizethem.” Heindicated a
white-robed Prime standing nearby.

"I've seen that femaein the sassroom before," Jkos-huk said as the Seniormost turned to leave.
He stopped, and waited.

Jkashuk flicked histongue across hislips. " She was on Keiss, at our recregtion city. Unlessshehasa
double, she should be dead. When we discovered she was a spy, Gen-erad M'ezozakk gave her to meto
interrogeate, then have terminated.”

"Undoubtedly she has adouble. Have you see this male before?' The gloved hand pointed to Kusac.
He shook his head. "There were no Sholans on Keisswhen we left.”
"Y ou will question this Kusac about Kezule. We are in-terested in him."

Kezule. That had been the name the one called Tdlis had caled out before he was killed. Hed forgotten
about that. He inclined his head, then added Kezule's nameto thelist of questions. "I may do what | want
to him, within reason?’ he asked, wanting to be sure. From the list, he saw they thought Kusac was her
mate. Whether or not he was, he could certainly solve the problem of the fema€sidentity, and that right
now was hisown priority. "These Sholans are dmogt as difficult to get information from asmy own

people.”
"Within reason,” agreed the Prime. " Just get usthe an-swerswe wish.”

Noni and Teus moved her into the back bedroom that evening.

"Don't know how you kept going, girl," said Noni, watching from the doorway as Teus helped the femade
they'd named Ghaysa limp over to the big bed. "Thank the good Goddess you knew what herbsto take."

"Luck," she muttered, sitting on the edge of the bed once he'd drawn the covers back. Lifting her legsin
was eas er than sheld thought it would be. Her right leg had much of its mobility back now that the
sweling wasfi-naly subgding.

The bed was cool, and as soft and fresh-smelling as the other had been. She lay back, pulling the covers
over her and let hersdlf drift off to deep again.

Morning brought with it a scent she recognized from her dreams.

"The nung treein the garden,” said Teus in answer to her question when he brought her first medl. "Noni
saysyou'reto rest up today. Y ou can use her bed during the day if you want.”

"Maybe later," she'd said, tucking into the cooked eggs and mest.

Sheldd dept again, till amost evening, waking in time to go through to the main room for the last med of
the day.

"Y ou remembered anything yet?' asked Noni, handing her amug of coffee when sheld finished. "Try that.
Human drink and very nice."

It was good. "No, nothing yet."



"What about the accident?'

Shewrinkled her nose, looking up at Noni. "Accident?’

"Anaircar crashed a couple of milesaway," said Noni.

She thought about it for amoment. "I don't remember any crash.”
"Ah, well. You just tell the Protector that when he comes tomorrow."

Panic welled up ingde her. She might have lost her mem-ory, but she ingtinctively knew she didn't want
to have any-thing at all to do with the Protectors. "Why do they want to see me?"

"They think you witnessed the crash. Just routine, noth-ing to worry about. Where did you come from?
North, or up from the southern lowlands?'

"Lowlands,”" she sad automaticdly, then froze.
"See? It'll come back on itsown, so don't you fret," said Noni comfortingly.

"I'm not worrying," she forced hersdf to say with asink-ing feding. Like afaucet leaking, suddenly bits of
memo-ries were beginning to return. Like making damned sure the Protectorate didn't see her. Sheld
have to leave tonight. But for where? Sheld thought if she found the old one and the tree sheé'd be safe.

Vartras Retreat! It wasn't far away, sheredized. They could grant her sanctuary there. She could go into
retreat, work for them, maybein their gardens growing things. After living off the land for so many
weeks, she could surdly do that.

She stood up, faking alarge yawn. "1 think I'll turnin now. I'm il tired.”
Noni nodded. "Sesp well, youngling.”

On her way past the old female, she stopped to hug her impulsively. "Thank you," she whispered, then
fled to the rear bedroom.

Noni sat there contemplating her mug, wondering what thisfemale could possibly have done to make her
need sanctuary. She sighed, taking amouthful of coffee, wondering if this— Ghaysa—wasthe onein
Brynne's dreams. Sheld done what had been asked of her, taken the femalein, then sent her on to the
Retreat. At least the carefully planted mental sugges-tion hadn't been noticed. Finishing her drink, she
wondered if she'd ever find out what the purpose had been to this, or would she just disappear behind
Dhaikaswallsfor the rest of her life? Not every encounter had an ending these days.

* % %

"Josh, what do | do about the Touibans?' repeated Mara, grasping hold of the newspaper her mate was
reading and tugging it away from him.

"Hey! Don't do that," he protested. "These papers cost alot to import, Mara."
"You're not listening to me," she said. "And the paper's over three weeks old anyway."

"Youtel him," said Ruth, ladling the last of the mush-rooms onto the girl's plate. Putting the spoon back
in her pan, shetook hold of the offending paper, whisked it away from him and headed back into the
inner kitchen car-rying it.



"Oi! That'snot fair,” he protested. "It'sonly just ar-rived! | haven't finished it yet!"

"Not a my table you don't,” Ruth'sreply drifted back. " Just because you have aLink with Maradoesn't
mean you give up taking to her."

"Y ou're ganging up on me," he complained, picking up hismug as Marasniggered a him.
"| was asking you a serious question. What do | do about the Touibans request to join our Clan?'

Josh sat up in his chair, spluttering over his coffee. Y ou didn't tell me about that,” he said. "I know you
took them for the tour around the estate today, but you said nothing about that. And | didn't pick it up
fromyou, ether.”

"No, | kept it to mysdlf, trying to work out why they wanted to join our Clan.”
"Thisisonefor Master Konis," he said. "They really asked if they could join us?'

She nodded. "I thought 1'd misheard them, but | hadn't. Anyway, I've got to see them tomorrow and give
them some kind of answer. And | can't disturb Master Konis or Rhyashaat thistime.”

"Y ou could contact Flma. He's Konis aide," sug-gested Josh.

"Go draight to Rhyasha, my dear,” said Ruth, reemerg-ing with her own food. "Don't be put off by the
gtuation. With her son and bond-daughter missing, I'll bet sheld wel-come any diversion right now.
Master Koniswent back to work today, so she's been on her own. And there'sKitra. Involve her if you
can. She could certainly do with some-thing to keep her busy. Besides," she smiled dightly, "Dzaka il
does atour up there now and then. Who knows what might happen if we present them with an

opportunity?*

"I'll ssewhat | can do, but it might not involveme at dl," said Mara, spearing her mushrooms with her
fork. Shefdt redly sorry for the young Sholan girl. Thelast few weeks had not been kind to her.

"Why on earth would they want to join us?' repeated Josh. "I mean, surely they'd want to go home?
What do they think they'd gain?'

"Knowledge. They're motivated by knowledge." Mara popped the mushrooms into her mouth.

"I know that, but..." He shook hishead. "Alien mo-tives. Who can figure 'em?" he grinned, reaching out
to toude Dairas ears.

Ruth'sfogterling grinned up a him. "Y ourethe dienshere," he purred.

"Finish up your medl, then go take your shower," said Ruth, looking in hisdirection. ™Y ou and Mandy
have got classeswith Ghyan over at the Shrine tomorrow.”

"Y ou're not sending Mandy for her shower,” he ob-jected, getting dowly to hisfet.

"She's older, but shelll be following you shortly,” said Ruth. "Go on, no dawdling now."
Hetrailed off, tail hung low, earsflattened, looking dejected.

"I'll bring you acookie with milk if you'rein bed in haf an hour," said Josh, taking pity on him.
Magicdly, thetail lifted and he scurried off.



"He gets spoiled too much by those living here" said Ruth.

"Hesdl right,” said Josh.

"The Touibans," reminded Mara

"Cal Rhyashain an hour," said Ruth. "After we've cleaned up here."

Marascal resulted in her being asked up to the main house. She was ushered into the lounge where
Rhyasha and Koniswaited for her.

The greetings over, and drinks dispensed, she was asked to explain what had happened. As shetold
them of the day's events, Konis began to nod.

"Thisismorethan | could have hoped for," he said. "If we're understanding them correctly, then what
they redlly want is permission to bring their whole swarm here and start up anew hive on Shola."

"A hive?' echoed Rhyasha. "They won't et our Culturd Evaluation teams enter the hives." She saw
Mara's con-fused look and began to explain. "Touiban swarmsinclude their females, but they never leave
the hives. We've only ever interacted with groups of males.”

"| thought they had cities and townslike us"

"They do," nodded Konis, "but the hives are at the heart, and were not allowed there. Thiswould give us
an unprecedented opportunity to study their whole culture for thefirgt time. And al thanksto you and
Josh. Y ou're to be commended, my dear. Y ou've achieved what none of us have been ableto doin
severd hundred years."

"I did nothing specia,” she murmured, overwhelmed by the praise.

"Nonsense," said Rhyasha. "Y ou've taken the time and trouble to be genuindly interested in them. They've
obvi-oudy appreciated it."

"It'snot just me, it'sdl of us, otherwise they wouldn't want to be part of our community.”

"True, but it was you, personaly, they took to. I'd love to handle this, Rhyasha, but I've got too much to
do over at Shanagi with thistreaty and the Clans. Can you see them tomorrow? With Mara, of course.
Find out exactly what it is they want and make the necessary arrangements.”

"Of course, but I'm not the one best suited to this, you realize," she said. "My knowledge of the Touibans
it greet.”

"Kusac will sraighten out any loose ends when they return.”
"Konis..."

"Hewill return," stated Konisfirmly, ending the conversation.
* % % Day 27

"Even if sheisKeeza, what can we do?’ Lijou asked KhaQwa as he escorted her to the waiting aircar.
"If she'sevaded al the searches so far, then what makes you think we're going to find her now? Shell be
found when she wantsto be found, aswill Kezule. We're powerlesstill that moment. Besides, | think
she's dead, eaten by him."



KhaQwa shivered, her claw tips pricking hisarm through the fabric of hisrobe. "Don't talk like that!
Rhyaz thinksshesdive.”

"Helikesbodies," he began, then stopped, remembering hislife-mate'sincreased sengtivity to these
subjects so near the end of her pregnancy. "Sorry. Didn't mean it.”

They stopped at the steps up to the vehicle.

"You tdl Noni | was asking for her," he said. "l wish you'd agree to go to Shanagi's medical center.
Much as| trust Noni, | want you to have the best trestment. Therés till time for you to change your
mind."

"| am getting the best," she said, leaning forward to rub his cheek with hers. "L ook, theré's Brynne now,
with Jurrel and Banner." She pointed across the courtyard to where the three males were walking. "l
knew Jurrel would be good for him. See, they're laughing. When did you see him laugh before, or alow
another to touch him?" she added as Jurrel draped an affectionate arm across Brynne's shoul-ders and
drew hisattention to asmall group sitting on agrassy mound at the sde of thewall.

"So complex, these Humans," murmured Lijou, watching as the three joined the others. " Too many
inhibitions, and it takes them so long to lose them.”

"Brynnewas aspecid case. The day he set down on Shola, he Linked to Vanna. He had no chanceto
get to know us as aspecies before being tied in an unbreskable relationship. At least thisoneisof his
choosing.”

"Y ou try to twin peopletoo often,” Lijou said affection-ately. " Just watch you don't get it wrong one
day."

"I have agood successrate," she purred, nuzzling him under hischin. "I chose you for me, after al.”

"I know, and I'm glad you did," he said, tilting his chin up and enjoying the caress. "Asamerepriest, I'd
never have had the nerve to gpproach awarrior like you otherwise."

"Mere priest indeed! In you, strength and compassion go hand in hand,” she said, moving back from him
and turning toward the aircar. "'l must go. Noni's expecting me."

"Takecare" hesad.
SR

Sheld reached the Retrest by the time dawn'slight hit the horizon. The land was rugged around the
temple, built asit wasinto the side of the mountain. Thered be many more caves and creviceslikethisin
which she could hide. It was cold, though, this high up. The plains had been warmer, but the couple of
days at the old on€'s house had given her her strength and most of her health back.

The fever was gone, and the wound on her thigh was beginning to knit at last. She leaned forward,
fingering the dressing. Suddenly she was back there in the forest with him, feding his hands holding her
tightly about the thighs as he pulled her closer. She struggled, whimpering with fear asshetried to
scrabble backward away from him. The hands tightened, claws penetrating her hide, cutting her a-most
to the bone as he tried to mount her.

Pain lanced through her leg, breaking the trance, re-turning her to the present. She'd managed to sink her
clawsinto the wound, she redlized, watching tiny pinpricks of blood welling up through the dressing. That
waswhat had brought her back.



She shivered, wrapping the blanket she'd stolen from Noni round her. It wasn't her way to repay
kindness with theft, but sheld had no choice. Thetaste of civilized life had softened her: she could no
longer face living thet rough again.

Theréd been more memories, of blood spraying around awhite room, coating the wallstill it dripped
from themin lazy, red runnels. Shefet sck at the thought of it. Isthat what he'd done to the others
before taking her as a captive? She shuddered again, glad she'd escaped with her life.

And others, of amalein robes edged with purple. A telepath. She tried to remember more, focusing on
him. They'd landed in a clearing. Her captor had been angry with the telepath, she remembered that.

Hed hit him, hard, just like hed hit her many times. Reflexively, she put her hand to her head, feding old
scars and il tender spots. No, not like held hit her, because held killed the telepath, then taken his spare
dothing.

Her head hurt now, with so much remembering. Shelay down, wanting to deep. Her feet hurt too. She
wondered again why she was here as she began to drift off to deep.

* * %

When Kaid cameto, he found himsalf not back with the others as he'd feared, but in another, smaler
room. Hunger growled deep in hisbelly. They'd kept him drugged for some time. He moved, discovering
he was free to climb out of the bed on which helay and move around the room. This bed was high,
totaly unlike the onesin their living quarters. And there was no discernible door—all the walls seemed
the same until he approached one and it began to de-opaque, giving him aview into the next room.

Carrielay supported on acradle, bathed in an eerie blue glow from aforce field of somekind. Ashe
watched, two gray-robed Primes, followed by one in white, cameinto view and began to work with the
console by her head. Were they the same two he'd seen? One did look to be smaller. The glow
surrounding Carrie started to flicker and fade. Around his neck, the crystal began to warm and in his
mind, hefdt the now familiar pulse. Thistime there was no pain, no difficulty breething, only the pulse.

Hefdt her scream begin to build in his mind long before her mouth opened and she sarted to whimper.

Againgt his chest, the crysta felt asif it wasincandescent. He pounded on the wall, desperate to attract
her atten-tion—or theirs. Then he remembered what he was, what they shared, and reached mentally for
her. Like aswimmer afraid of drowning, his mind was seized and dmost sub-merged by hers. Incoherent
terror rushed through him, threatening to take him down with her. He needed dl the strength of his mental
disciplinesto fight back and contain her, and he knew he couldn't hold her for long. He contin-ued
besting on thewall, shouting to the Primes, even though he knew it wasfutile.

"Leave her! Let mewake her! You'rerisking her sanity doing this" Even as he cried out, thefield around
her darkened and her scream began to fade, asdid her presencein hismind.

He sagged againgt the wadll in rdlief. They'd heard him and realized what was happening to her. Now he
could try to take in thefact that sheredly wasdive. Againg al odds, she-wasdivel Hisvison blurred
and he put up ahand to his eyes, surprised to find them damp with tears. A movement from the room
caught his attention as the smaler Prime turned toward him. Againgt his shoulder, the wall seemed to
quiver, then move. Staggering back, he watched the section he'd been leaning against begin to dide open.

Hegtantly, he stepped into the room. It was cold, the air chill on his unclothed pelt.

"Y ou will wake her," said the trandator. ™Y ou will then take her to your room. Food will be left for you.
Seethat she eats. Wewill question her later.” He turned and began to walk from the room.



"Notif I can helpit,” he murmured before approaching the remaining Primes at the console, and Carrie.
Shewasthin, painfully thin, her cheeks hollowed, her eyelids shadowed.

"What have you doneto her?' he demanded, moving closer, anger trying to force back the sudden fear
that shemight yet die.

"We hedled her, but she does not thrive. Wetold you this. Do not touch her till | tell you it is safe.”

Again the light faded, but thistime it dimmed more quickly around her head and upper torso. The
white-robed one stepped forward and put a hypo to her neck just as she began to stir. The tension left
her body and she went limp, head rolling toward him as the drug took effect.

"Shewill deep for ashort time, then wake. Take her and go.”
He hegitated, afraid of what would happen to them when he touched her, afraid it was what he wanted.
"Takeher."

He moved forward, picking her up in hisarms, cradling her close againgt his chest. In hismind, her
presence began to grow, but only to the level it had been before. He sighed with relief. Maybe he'd been
wrong about their Link.

He breathed in her scent, smelling the alien drugsthat till clung to her skin, and more. Eyesblazing, he
looked up at them. "Y ou've removed her contraceptive implant,” he snarled.

"Sheisyour mate. What need had she of such chemicals? They interfered with our treatment.”
"Takeyour mate and leave," said the gray. "Be thankful we found her."

Tightening hisgrip on her, he backed off, dmost stum-bling in his haste to leave the stasisroom. Hismind
was reding with the implications of what they'd done. The opening did shut behind him, opaguing the wall
again until they were done. Carefully, helaid her on the bed, pulling the cover over her, hishand lingering
on her cheek. It waslike aphysical pain to stop touching her, but he had to.

Food, ininsulated bowls, had aready been |eft on the night table. They obvioudy expected her to wake
very shortly. He went over to the far wall and squatted down, leaning back againg it. Right now, he
needed to think. Shewasthere, in hismind again, apart of him that he couldn't ignore. Hed gone from
thinking her dead to this; he should be ectatic, but he wasn't, because no matter what the Primes said, he
knew why they'd removed her implant. They wanted her pregnant, like Jo.

His anger rose again. They had to escape as soon as possible, no matter the cost. The Primes had no
intention of freeing them, he was sure of it now, and he had no intention of |etting them breed his people
like daves. They were being treated like experimental animalsl How could he pair with Carrie and make
her pregnant under these circumstances—and how would she survive the lack of Kusac if he didn't?

In hismind, he could dmost hear Vartras sardonic laugh.

"Some things are not dependent on me, Tallinu. That rather depends on your actions, doesn't it? Cubs
are Ghyakullasgift tousal."

The memory triggered more, like astring of beads that had come undone and were tumbling free. His
obsession with Carrie had been hisaone, no one had gifted it to him. Vartrahad told him that. He knew
now that the pulse, or heartbeat he'd heard had been his memory of the long, drugged trip from the



monastery to Stronghold when, asadiree year old, held lain with his head on Carries belly, listening to
the heartbeat of her unborn cub, Kashini. That was when his desire for Carrie had been forged. With
un-forgiving clarity, he faced the fact that it was then he'd decided the next cub she carried in her belly
would be his.

His head began to pound and he lowered it to rest on hisforearms. Now he'd never have the opportunity
to ask her himsdlf. If she had any chance of life with Kusac dead or missing, he had to step into his
sword-brother's place, and she would become pregnant. How could he do that to either of them? He
loved them both too much for that.

Through the pounding in his head, his thoughts turned back to Carrie's current condition.

She should have started to wake by now, surdly. Tiredly, he got to hisfeet and went over to check on
her. Shelooked sofrail that it caught at his breath. Even as he touched her for reassurance, hefelt the
pulse of hishead-ache change, felt the swirling power of the gestalt begin to dowly build.

Hed haverecoiled in fear if Carrie hadn't stirred and grasped his hand. Their eyes met, and asthey did,
S0 did their minds.

Senses expanded, and as his heartbeat increased with the pounding of the pulse that echoed through
them both now, her scent, more potent than any aphrodisiac, overwhemed him.

She knew everything. ™Y ou want to share your cubswith me." Her voice was quiet, rougher than he
remembered.

Hed nowhere to hide any longer, not even from himself. "Yes" he whigpered, though it tore him apart to
admit it to her. "I'm not Kusac, Carrie. I'm not trying to replace him, but | don't want to be second...”

Her hand tightened on his. "Never that, Talinu," she whispered, shifting her head so she could look up at
him. "Kusac will dwaysbe my passion, but you're my rock, my stability from thefirst. | love you for
thet."

"| can't father another bastard cub, Carrie. | can't do that to usl™ But he let her urge him closer till their
lipstouched and he felt the Link compulsion start to build.

It wouldn't be. The Triad's registered at the temple. We're life-mates, too.

We didn't make vows, didn't share our blood.

She bit down hard on hislip, making him yelp and pull free at the sudden pain. Bite me, she sent.
/ can't! Digracted, hetouched afinger to hislip, feding it begin to swell.

Shelifted his hand to her mouth, closing her lips round the fingertip, purposdly triggering hisclaw. He
tried to pull it free, but the claw caught, cutting her. Then shere-leased him.

"Kissme!"
Hedid, tasting their blood asit mingled on their tongues and lips.
Now we're of one blood, she sent.

We're of one blood, he agreed, trembling as the pulse grew stronger before exploding in a surge of
energy they knew wasthe gestdt. Already their minds were merging, becoming one. He hadn't much time
left heredlized, saizing control of the gestalt and trying to hold onto his own identity.



Will you share this cub with me, Carrie? he sent, not trusting hisvoice.
Yes, and others, Tallinu.

Moving the cover aside, he eased himself onto the bed beside her. Seeing her move, about to turn round,
he caught her shoulder, holding her back.

"Not thistime," he said hoarsdly, as he kndlt. "I want to see you, watch your face."

Looming over her, he untied her deeping wrap, pushing it aside as he drew trembling hands down her
ribs. He felt the bullet scar and stopped, checking it with gentle fingers. There was barely atrace of the
life-threatening wound. Whatever the Primes had done, they'd saved her life, and for that he was grateful.

He kissed the soft flesh of her belly, caressing it before drawing the gentle tip of histongue across her as
he reached for her hips. Leaning forward, ready to join with her, ready to let go of the tenuous control he
had on the gestalt and their Link, he stopped, afraid he was taking advantage of Kusac's absence.

"We need each other to live," she whispered, her hand closing on hisarm. "En'Shdla. Let it happen,
Tdlinu"

Helet go. The beat pulsed once more, sending fire corus-cating through bodies and minds asthey were
swept up together. There was no him, only them as he smultaneoudy felt himsaf moving within her and
experienced her flesh being penetrated by his. It was too much, too intense: they had to stop, but
couldn't. They became one entity, swirling in asea of shared sensations.

Just asit seemed they could bear no more, the explosion of rdlief came and he was himsdlf again,
clutching her shud-dering body againgt his. He caught his breath, supporting her as he lowered them to
the bed. There was no need for words, she was there, in his consciousness, part of the fabric of hismind.

Hefdt her retreat alittle from him, start building ashield held never sensed before, knowing ingtantly that
it was the means she and Kusac used to give themselves men-td privacy. Hefelt her wave of sadness
that she quickly suppressed.

Do the same, she sent. Set it where you will, then you're in control of how much of your thoughts|
know.

The sheer amount of informeation passing between them confused and fascinated him. He knew from
moment to moment how she felt, what she wasthinking.

Not yet, he sent, diding his hand across her belly as he watched her from half-closed eyes. "I'll know
when," he whispered, remembering the vision of their daughter's birth. Now he could see the mother's
face, and it was Car-ri€'s. "I've feared and wanted thisfor so long." Then his hand tightened briefly and
he released her only to take her into hisarms, kissing and caressing her.

It's done. WE'll find Kusac, Carrie. | won't stop till we do, believe me. I'm getting us off this ship as
soon as possible. Our daughter will not be born into captivity, | swear.

* * %

Hands bound behind him, Kusac was dragged by Jko-shuk toward alarge window that gave onto the
room next door. The hand holding his scruff pulled his head painfully back, claws gouging hisflesh ashe
was hauled to astop. "L ook, even now they betray you in thisact of reproduction!” He looked, seeing
enough to know that one of the two figuresin the bed was Carrie. She was alive, then. He sup-posed he
was glad but he felt nothing. The other—was Sho-



lan, that was all he could tell. He turned his head aside, fedling divorced from everything around him. He
had felt thisway since they'd awakened him. He didn't even try to reach for her mentaly, he knew the
pain it caused him because of the collar.

A hiss of anger from his captor and he was flung againgt the transparent screen. Painfully, hisface was
pressed againgt the cool surface. Hetried to look away. Jkoshuk's hand did under the metal collar round
his neck and gripped it, holding him there.

"You'll watchtill | say otherwise! That isyour mate, linked mentaly to you! Would you diefor them
now? Y oureabigger fool than | thought!"

Kusac closed hiseyes. It had to be Kaid. He was the only one other than himsalf who could keep her
dive. At least they had each other. Vaguely, he wondered why he till lived.

"Say something!" hissed the enraged Vdtegan.

He chose to ignore the command. He could never tell whether an answer or sllence was expected. Either
at the wrong time would bring the same punishment. Somewhere, deep inside, where the drugs and their
device hadn't yet reached, he ached to be with them.

How could he ignore what was going on before his eyes? Pkoshuk was angry beyond measure with his
captive. Hed expected some reaction. If one of his people had witnessed such abetraya, he'd havetorn
the window down in an effort to reach the male and kill him!

Herased his hand to hit him, then remembered the Primé's directive and lowered it, letting the Sholan go.
Reaching for hiswrist unit, he activated the control once, holding it down for the space of two counts.

The mdefdl heavily to his kneesbefore crumpling to thefloor.

That wasn't the effect it had had before. Jkoshuk was about to pressit again when the white-robed
Prime behind him stepped forward and grasped his hand, preventing him.

"Y ou have overused it. It isineffective for now. He has become numbed by the pain. Return himto his
cdl”

"You doit," snapped Jkoshuk, taking arisk. He needed to know what his status was, if he had standing
among them. Thiswhite-robed Prime was obvioudy of lesser rank than the grays. "I've hisanswersto
process for the Se-niormogt. | haven't the time to do your job."

Therewasthe usud short silence, then: "I will return him," said the Prime, motioning Jkoshuk to one side
with hispigal.

Satisfied, he moved. Now he had an idea of where he stood. He left the room, heading back up the
corridor that flanked the medica section till he reached the junction leading to the interrogation room on
hisleft, the captives from the M'ijikk and his own quarters on theright. Activat-ing the lock, hewent in,
going to the nourishment unit to fetch himsdlf adrink.

He settled himsdlf at the desk, opening the drawer to take out some paper and a stylus. Putting his reader
down, he sat back, letting his anger dissipate. So far, he'd given the Primes mogt of the answersthey'd
requested. Some had been beyond him as his captives didn't have that informa-tion themsalves. He
spped the herbal drink, picking up hislast summary of information from the VVategan captives. A picture
was beginning, very dowly, to emerge, and he wanted to understand it. Understanding would give him an
advantage, and an advantage would lead to consolidating his position here. He might <till be a prisoner,
but he was at least the most valued and trusted one. He aimed to keep it that way.



The Primes had no interest whatsoever, asfar as he could discern, in the U'Churians and the Cabbarans
other than keeping them dive. Why they would want to keep such evil smelling mammasasthe
Cabbarans aive was beyond him. Hed have let them die. They were only mouthsto feed, and bodiesto
guard. They contributed nothing, not even information.

A thought occurred to him. Perhaps he was not privy to al that went on. It was true hed not been aware
of the two from the cryo units until he'd followed the guards down to the stasisroom severd days ago.
Wéll, they had told him he was free to go where he wished within the pro-scribed area. Obvioudly it was
to their advantage if he knew hisway around.

He hadn't recognized her at first because he knew he'd had her killed on Keiss. Sheld been another that
had frus-trated him beyond measure. Do what he could to her, sherefused to talk, had laughed in his
face, no lessl The pain hed inflicted on her was caculated to have aVategan screaming for mercy, yet
sheld laughed.

He shifted uncomfortably, leaning forward for his papers. Had she been that different that she'd cheeated
death? Had she come back now to haunt him? The mae had proved to be as difficult, though he had felt
the pain, of that he was sure. He smiled to himself. Therest of his crew might have mocked him because
of hiscaste, but no longer. They now knew persondly just how much pleasure he could de-rive from his
work. Therewasakill toiit, in playing with a person, inflicting just enough pain to induce the right kind of
fear so he spoke the truth. Too much and they said anything just to stop the pain. But apply it carefully,
and over severd days, and you could make the most difficult subject tell you his deepest secrets. Unless
it was that damned Human female and her mate!

He scowled, creasing hisforehead. The dark-furred mate— what had the Seniormost said his name
was? Helooked at the reader, scrolling back to the beginning of the session. Kusac. That wasit. Hed
refused to speak about the femae at al. HEd had to give up in the end. Even on the other questions, it
had taken some time before held told him anything of use. Still, he liked to soften his prisoners up first, so
the day had not been atotal failure.

He took another mouthful of hisdrink, feding more re-laxed now as he finished going through what held
learned from hisformer crew. The wegpon that they'd used on the two planets of Sholans seemed to
interest the Primes greetly, but he'd been ableto find out very little about it and its origins. However, that
didn't mean they knew noth-ing. Hisformer senior crew members had not been made available to him.
Obvioudy the Primes had conducted their own interrogations, leaving the bulk of his peopleto him.

He had discovered that as they had taken up their posi-tions round the first world, a shuttle had docked
with them, and a package had been handed to one of the senior offi-cers. It had been taken to the
engineering area, and given to the head officer to ingtal on their ship. After the second planet, it had been
uninstalled and collected again.

He remembered the reconnai ssance patrol they'd flown severa hours after they'd used it. The devastation
had shocked them al. Sensor readings had been double—no, triple—checked, but remained the same.
No life had been left on ether world. He shuddered at the memory. War was one thing, annihilation on
this scale was athreat to them al. Should such awegpon fal into Jkirtikkian hands, they could suffer the
same fate. No matter the reason, Va-tegan should not use such awegpon againgt Vategan.

Not being of atechnica caste himsdf, the rest of the data concerning the device had meant nothing to him
and hed merely passed it on verbatim. A request to have it explained had gotten him nowhere; he'd been
ignored.

Following closdy on thisinterest in the mystery wegpon, was their concern over the war they were



fighting in and around the Jkirtikk sector. Outside of the command crew, he was the only person who
was aware that the enemy they fought wastheir own kind.

They'd asked him how it had come about, but he couldn't redlly tell them. For aslong ashe'd been dive,
thiswar had existed, with sporadic border engagements on each side asthey'd aimost taken it in turnsto
try pushing through into the other'sterritory. It hadn't been going on for just hislifetime, but for many
generations before him aswell. It wastheir missonin life, to reunite the two worlds, weld them once
more into an empire under the God-King, Em-peror M'iok’kul. Which was only right. They should be
united under one God. Anything less was blasphemy, which was hisdomain.

The Primes wanted to know the state of the war, the weapons used, where encounters took place, how
often, and if there were any subject worlds. That had surprised him. Why should they wish to ruleinferior
beings? They were dirt beneath the hedls of the Vategan people, not even true people, unworthy of
notice—except for thefemales.

He thought again of the Human female. They'd not had much success keeping her out of stasisuntil they
brought the other Sholan malein. Y es, they'd healed her, but later, when they tried to reduce the drugs,
sheld started to scream and could not be stopped. So back she went into stasis, but in areduced field
he'd heard one of them say, so she could heal. Now she'd been wakened successfully, and they'd
re-warded the Sholan mae for doing it. But why him—the one who'd attacked and threatened their
Interface, namely himsdf? If anyone deserved rewarding with femae com-pany, it was he, Jkashuk, for
getting dl the information they'd wanted.

It had been along time since he'd been alowed access to the drones. M'ezozakk, burn his memory, had
forbidden him to go near them after held failed to get the four Sholan captivesto talk. M'ezozakk had
said abstinence became a priest. He hissed low and angrily at the memory. He had the same urges asthe
rest of the bridge crew, and the enforced celibacy had dmaost tempted him to drink at the common crew
water fountains to suppressit, but he was of high caste, to abuse his system with those chemicals was
benesth him.

He'd been given the Human female once on Keiss, asareward for uncovering aplot by four patientsin
the infir-mary to stedl the Human femdesfor anight. He snorted at the memory. The soldiers had thought
to test their new-found hedlth on the females, interpreting their risng mae chemica levels asthe need to
rut! Her skin had been softer than that of drones, he remembered. M ore responsive, too. The scent of
her fear had acted like a strong aphrodisiac. It wasn't often one of his caste got to be with atrue female.
Sincethey werelarger than the males, and definitely vio-lent, it took astrong maeto even think of
approaching the breeding room, let aone enter it. Besides, he knew the females had to be drugged into
submission and there was dways the risk it would wear off too soon. Not exactly an invigorating
experience.

They'd taken a Jkirtikkian craft once, with breeding fe-males on board. He preferred drones—or
Humans. He Sghed, attempting to overcome hisincreasingly lustful thoughts by releasing the opposite,
camative chemicas, aware that held et hisimagination roam into areas best left alone. He downed some
more of hisdrink, feding its soothing coolness soread through him, helping him regain his equilibrium.

Picking up the reader and stylus, he started to scribble notes from it onto the paper, beginning his report
for the Seniormost.

**#
Day 29

There had been something of adtir at the Retreat over thelast two days. Food had been missing from the



main kitchens, and no culprit could be found. Windows were shut, the door locked, but till the food
went missing. Brynne'sjegget was the prime suspect despite his protestar-tions that she'd been locked in
the room with him each night.

Guardian Dhaika had called him into his office, com-plaining bitterly, but had stopped just short of
ordering him to get rid of her. Incensed, Brynne headed out into the grounds with her, letting her off the
fineleash held fash-ioned for her to wear while indoors. He wasn't taking the chance of her being
mistaken for awild jegget and being treated as vermin only fit to be killed.

At firgt shed poked around in the grass, finding crick-etlike insectsto eet, then, disturbing asmall rodent,
sheld scampered off in pursuit of it.

"Belel" hecalled, getting to hisfeet as he saw theflick of her tail disappear over the grassy knoll ahead
of him. "Come back herel” Hereinforced it with amental com-mand, but the jegget, usually obliging, was
intent on the hunt, reverting to her wild nature for now.

Cursang, hefollowed her, seeing the flick of her sable-tipped tail rise above clumps of grasses every now
and then. He followed her down the hillsidetill held lost Sight of the Retreat. He wasin wild country now,
not quite sure of whereto go.

A faint sound drew his attention. He listened, trying to identify it, and when he couldn't, he reached out
for it with hismind. He recognized the fed instantly and backed off. Derwent—and someone el se.
Cautioudy, he hunkered down amid the long grass, wishing he wasn't wearing his black robe. He stood
out like a sore-thumb against the green landscape.

He waited, hearing the noise again. It was the sound of feet trying to get agrip on stony ground and it
was coming from around the bluff ahead of him. Remembering histraining, helay downin the grassand
began to wriggle dowly closer. He heard amuffled cry, then the sound of someonefdling. Again he
reached out with his mind, thistime for the other person and was shocked to recognize her, too. It was
the female who had disturbed his degp so many times over the last few weeks. What the hell was
Derwent doing to her? Then he remembered the last dream held had. What if the rape hadn't yet
happened? Anger flared, for her, and for himsdlf, that one person could so violate another.

He'd reached the edge of the bluff now and could see them clearly. Derwent had her by the wrists and
was busy binding them firmly with rope.

"I knew once | had her, you'd cometo me, Brynne," he said, not bothering to look at him. ™Y our
precious Leska, Vanna How doesit go?" he asked, pulling the rope tighter till the female whimpered in
fear and pain. "When | hurt her, do you fed her pain?If | kill her, do you die?' Fin-ished, he hauled her
round in the gravel to look in Brynne's direction.

Heknew it wasn't Vanna, but Derwent thought it was, despite the fact that the two females were nothing
dike. Brynne stood up dowly, wishing he hadn't come aone.

"What do you want, Derwent? Y ou know that's not Vanna. Let her go. It'smeyou redly want,” he said,
begin-ning to walk toward them.

"Stay right there,” warned Derwent, pulling aknife out and placing it against her throat. "1 want sanctuary,
and shell buy it for me, won't she? Unless you want meto cut off one of her pretty little ears?”

As Derwent glanced away from him long enough to move the knife to her ear, the femae locked eyes
with him. He could fed her fear asacutdly asif it were his, read the pleain her eyes. Thefear of rapewas
in her mind, too.



Rage surged through him, arage like held never felt before. Snarling, he launched himself a Derwent.
Strength he didn't know he possessed propelled him forward, knock-ing the other to the ground. As his
hands closed round Derwent's throat, his vision narrowed down to nothing, until hefelt ahand on his
shoulder.

"Brynne, he'sdead. Y ou killed him. Let go now."

The red mist began to clear and gradualy his sight re-turned. He shuddered, feding Jurrel unclenching his
hands from Derwent's throat and helping him to hisfest.

"She's safe. We cut her loose."
He looked over to where she sat whimpering, Banner watching over her.

He went over to them, crouching down in front of her. Ears plastered to her skull, brown eyes huge with
fear, shestared up at him.

"Areyou al right?' he asked, reaching out to touch her nicked ear. He could fed the saf-control it took
for her to keep it dtill, letting him examineit. It was barely more than ascratch.

"Shewon't tak," said Banner. "What happened? Who was the Human?'

"Derwent,” said Brynne shortly, letting her go. "He's wanted for evading deportation.” Helooked up at
histwo friends. " She's coming back with me."

"The Protectorate will want to interview her about his attack.”

"Nol!" he said, even before he fdt her flash of fear. "No. She wasn't here. Derwent attacked me. She's
not in-volved, understand?"

A chittering by hisfeet drew his attention away from them. He bent down to pick up Belle. "' She's coming
back with me," he said more quietly.

"She's the one from the dreams,” said Jurrdl. "Isn't she? Him, too."

Brynne nodded, standing up and holding his hand out to her. Hesitantly, shetook it, allowing himto help
her to her feet. "No one'sto know she's here," he said, catching the glance that passed between the two
Sholan maes. "'l have my reasons,” he said to Jurrel. "Please. Trust me."

Jurrel flicked an ear in agreement, taking Belle from him as he held the jegget out.

Brynne began to unfasten hisrobe, taking it off to reved the T-shirt and jeans he wore underneath. "The
dreams, finding her here, it isn't just acoincidence." He held out the robe to her. "What's your name?' he
asked gently.

"Ghaysa," she said, her voice barely audible as she ac-cepted it from him. She stood there, letting it hang
from her hand, her eyes never leaving hisface, obvioudy in shock.

"We're taking you to the Retreat," said Brynne, "but you need to put the robe on. Y ou'll be safe with me,
| swveer it."

She nodded dowly, beginning to put an arm into one deeve.

He looked up at Jurrel and Banner. Y ou'll help me get her in?’



"Of course,” said Jurrel, stroking the jegget.

"For now &t least,” agreed Banner. "Bdlefetched us. If it hadn't been for her, we wouldn't have known
whereto find you. That initsdf issrange.”

"l wasn't soon enough,” said Brynne, taking hold of Ghaysa'slimp hand. "I didn't think Derwent could get
thisfar without being picked up.”

He stepped between her and Derwent's body as they passed it, trying to shield her from the sight of it.
God knows, he didn't want to seeit again himsdlf, but beyond that, he felt nothing, not anger nor regret at
killing the man who'd once been just about his only friend on Shola

Getting her into the Retresat was easy: they just walked in. No one would think to stop the Brothersand a
Sigter. They left her in Brynne's room, with the jegget for com-pany, locking the door behind them as
they went to Guard-ian Dhaika's office to report Derwent's degth.

The Protectorslet Brynne leave first, but kept Banner and Jurrel for further questions as it was obvious
they'd been more aware of what had happened than Brynne. They said held gone kzu-shu, into a
warrior's red-mist trance, where nothing exists but the prey. Given the fact that Der-went had nearly
caused Brynne's desth by keeping him and his Leska apart when held been serioudy ill, and the ol der
mal€'s attack on him, it had been understandable, said the chief Protector.

Brynne returned to hisroom to find Ghaysa curled up adeep in the center of hisbed. Thiswasthefirst
chance held really had to look at her. A mane of hair of just about every conceivable Sholan
color—brown, gold, ginger, and white—lay on the bed surrounding her head like acorona. Her pelt was
the same glorious mix of colors. Hand reach-ing out to touch her hair, he sat down beside her.

I>he woke suddenly, eyesflying open to stare up at him. Fear began to fill them and he moved back,
holding his hands up so she could see he didn't intend to harm her.

"Y ou wererunning,” he said quietly. "Through the for-est. Then you stole ariding beast. It brought you a
fish"

She gtared at him, then whispered, "How do you know?"

"| shared your dreams,” he said. "They cameto me, | didn't look for them, Ghaysa. The mae hurt you.
Y our thigh." He looked down, seeing the bandaged |eg through the overlap of the robe. "His claws cut
you."

"Y ou saw that too?' She shut her eyes.

"Only when you remembered it," he said. "But nothing since then. Why? Why should | senseyou so
grongly?'

She looked at the robe she wore, touching the purpletrim on it. Y ou're aHuman telepath.”
He could hear thefear in her voice. "That'swhy you're safe with me."

"You'rein danger."

Hefrowned. "Me? Why should | bein danger?'

Sheflicked an ear in anegative. "Not just you. Telepaths. But | can't remember why."

Now hewas confused. "Y our memory will return,” he said gently, not knowing what elseto say. "Y ou've



been through so much, it's no wonder you don't want to re-member it right now. How long were you
Derwent's captive?’

"The Human? Only ashort time."

"| thought he was the onein the dream.” If not Derwent, then who? It hadn't been a Sholan male, of that
he was positive, even though the maein the dream had been mostly in shadow.

"No," shesaid dowly. "Not the Human. Someone else.” She frowned, her hand going ingtinctively to her
bandaged thigh. "The Human didn't ham melike that."

Relief flooded through him. He'd not been too late, then. He heard a scratch at the door and went to
answer it. It was Banner, carrying abundle of clothes.

"From one of the Sisters. | noticed Ghaysa's were torn. She can't keep your robe.” He hesitated, putting
ahand up to scratch behind hisear. "What do you plan to do about her? She can't stay here indefinitely,
nor come to Stronghold with us. Not even bond-mates are allowed to do that. Have you managed to find
out anything about her yet?"

"Nothing. She'sredly lost her memory, though. What-ever happened, it'sterrified her." He Sighed.
"We've an-other couple of days here before I'm due back at the estate. | could take her with me. Sheld
be safe there, surely.” Then he remembered her warning. " Jurrel's coming with me, why don't you come,
too?" If danger did threaten, and he wasn't convinced it did, held rather have Banner with them aswell.
"Whereis Jurrd ?'

"It's second meal. HeE's gone to get food for us all. Shelooks like she could do with afew decent meals.”
He hes-tated. "I'll think about coming with you. Jurrel might prefer me not to."

Thistime, Brynne didn't try to avoid the amusement in the other's eyes and voice. "Yourejust as
welcome as Jur-rel. Y ou're his Companion.”

"Don't undervaue yoursdlf, Brynne" he said. ™Y ou mat-ter to Jurrel, too." He touched him lightly on the
arm. "Now, do | haveto stand out here, or can | comein? | aso brought some fresh dressings for
Ghaysasleg."

Showered, her bandages replaced with fresh ones, and dressed in decent fema e clothing, Ghaysa began
torelax alittle. They couldn't possibly mean her any harm. Hadn't they kept the Protectors away from
her?

Shefound the Human intriguing. So like her own kind, yet different at the same time. They greeted her in
afriendly way when shefindly joined them on the floor round the plates of food. After helping her to
generous portions, they continued talking among themsalves. The two Sholanswere tdling stories of their
time on the Hu-mans planet, Keiss.

"I've never been there,” said Brynne. "I came direct from Earth.”

"Now theresaworld I'd liketo visit," said Jurrel, wav-ing the bone held been gnawing. "From dl
accountsit's like Sholawas back at the time of the Cataclysm.”

"Youwouldn't likeit," said Brynne, feeding some scraps of mest to Bdlle. "Fumes, smog, too many road
vehicles. And the mental noise!” He shook his head.

"No ps dampers?' asked Banner.



"They dill dont redly believein our gifts" reminded Jurrd.

"Nothing. Y ou had to grin and get on withit," said

Brynne. "Night was best, when most folk were adeep, then you could have your mind to yoursdf again.”
"Soyou likeit here?' asked Banner, reaching for some more bread.

She could sense him considering hisanswer.

"Not at first," Brynne admitted. "My Leska Link with Vanna Kyjishi happened dmost assoon as| set
foot on thisworld. From then on, my life was decided. It'sonly now that | fedl I've begun to get control

of it agan."
"Despite the dreams and visons?' asked Jurrel.
Shefet the Human's eyes on her, and concentrated on her food.

"Y es. They've helped me save one person so far." He looked away, his attention back on his
companions. "It'swhat | did on Earth. Hel ped find missing persons.”

"You did? We do that, too," said Jurrdl. ™Y ou should mention it to Tutor KhaQwa."
"You kill them," Ghaysa blurted out, shocking them to sllence.

"Y ou listen to too much gossip,” said Banner, hisvoice alow rumble of reprova.
"What elseisthere?' she countered.

"Thetruth. Not everything we do is negative, Ghaysa," said Jurrel, passing her aglass of thefruit juice
he'd just poured. "We do far more that is positive, only no one hears of it."

She snorted dishdievingly.
"Y ou've had dedlings with us before?" asked Jurrdl.

Animage flashed into her mind of aroom and atdl figure, black-robed like them, standing with the sun
behind him. She remembered weights at her wrists, and clenched her hands, claw tips pressing into her
pams. Theimagefaded. "No," shelied, aware that the Human had picked up something of it from her.

"Leave her, Jurrd," said Brynnelazily. "Her memory will come back initsowntime.”
Hewas protecting her from hisfellow Brothers? Why would he do that for her, atota stranger?
Not quite, came back histhought. You forget | know you through the dreams.

"Whether or not she has, she can ask for sanctuary here,” said Banner. "The merits of her case would be
looked at dispassionately by Guardian Dhaika. It could be granted if she agreed to entering a closed
order."

"I'm sure that's not necessary,” said Brynne. " She's not a convict. It was Derwent she's been running from
al aong. He's been free for acouple of months now." He looked over at her again. "He thought she was
my Leska, Vanna. And there was the rape. That was Derwent."

Banner made anoise asif he was clearing histhroat. "If he had her captive, why let her go?"



"Heleft her for dead,” said Brynne.

Shedd told him it hadn't been the Human! Why was he lying like thisfor her?'Y es, shed been left, but not
quitefor dead. Hed known shewas il dive.

"| told you, | need the chemica your body produces," held said, rising to hisfeet and reaching for his
clothes. "Was aslittle pleasure in this act for me as you. Biting you made us dependent on each other.
This sets us both free." He pulled the tunic over his head, looking down at where she lay bleeding on the
ground. "Go. Get help for yoursdlf. It'sover for you. | go on aone now. Believe me, those responsible
for making me useyou likethiswill pay dearly."

Héed pulled on the robe then, belting it. "I regret wounding you," he said, hesitating. ™Y ou served me well,
but you fought me. The error was yours. | have never injured you before, | did not intend to do so now.
Y ou should have trusted me to do what was best for both of us. Tell me your name. | wish to remember
it"

"Ghaysal" She was being shaken now. Moaning, she put her hand up to her head. It hurt. Remembering
hurt more than she could besr.

Shefet hersdf lifted and carried, then placed on the bed. The one called Banner looked at her eyes, felt
her pulse.

"Shock," he said, pulling acover over her. " She needsto be kept warm. We should go. If you need us,
you know wherewe are.

"I'll call you," said the Human. His voice sounded close, then shefdt the bed move as he sat beside her.

A gentle hand pushed her hair back, continuing the ca-ress between her ears as she heard the plates and
glasses being collected, then the door closing.

She could sense Brynne more strongly now, knew he was like the Brother who'd come for her, the one
who'd stood againgt the light. He'd been fair with her. Shefdt hersdlf begin to drift to deep, knowing with
him, shewas safe.

Chapter 11

JURREL had dropped by to make sure dl waswell before retiring. They'd talked quietly for severa
minutes before Brynne had said what was redlly on hismind.

"| feel drawnto her," he said, leaning against the doorpost.
"Y ou would be, you've shared so much of her suffering. | am, when | sense her through you.”
"Through me?' How much had Jurrel picked up, he wondered, fear tightening the pit of his stomach.

Jurrdl shrugged, putting his head to one sde, mouth opening inadow smile. "'l pick up your emotions
when I'm near you, and today, when you were sensing her..." Heleft the sentence unfinished.

"Being Taented is more complex than | thought,” Brynne said, relieved.

"It'saworld of the senses, which you have to experience to understand. Y ou're aware of so much more
that's going on around you than those without a gift. That's why you have to face yoursdf without fear,
and be responsible for your own actions,” said Jurrdl. He hesitated, obvioudy un-sure whether to
continue. "Y ou redize what happened this afternoon, don't you? Y ou went kzu-shu. It's a Sholan thing.



Y ou've done what you were afraid to do, accessed your Sholan side fully. Y ou can't go back now, can't
block it off any more.”

"I knew | couldn't go back the night we spent together,” he said quietly. "I'm beginning to cometo terms
withmysdf."

"Don't look too deep,” Jurrel said, smiling again. "Y ou can get lost doing that. Vartraknows, Banner and
| don't have an exclusive relationship, weve had female lovers, too, but thisone..." He shook his head,
obvioudy con-cemed. "We know nothing about her, except she'slost her memory.”

"She'sharmless” said Brynne. ""Far more hurt than ca-pable of hurting me. | trust her.”

"Y ou've touched her mind, you should know. Just be yoursdlf, do what you think isright rather than what
you think's expected of you."

"With you around to remind me, how can | forget?' Brynne countered, reaching out to clagp him briefly
on the shoulder.

Jurrel put his hand up to cover Brynne's. "There's some-thing else | must talk to you about. s Ghaysa
adeep?’

Puzzled, Brynne nodded.
"Have you ever killed before?' he asked in alow voice.
Shocked, Brynne would have pulled away from him, but Jurrel held onto his hand.

"| takeit you haven't. Don't look so shocked, my friend. What do you think I'm training you to do in the
gym at Stronghold? We're fighters, wekill to protect, not for the sport. Were not murderers.”

"I know, but... | didn't think that..." he ssammered.

"Cam down, Brynne. Look we can't talk here," he said, glancing up and down the corridor. "Can you
leave her for afew minutes and come to our room? I'm sure Banner would watch her for you."

He hesitated, aware of how important Jurrel considered this. Asfar as he was concerned, he had no
regrets over killing Derwent. After the stunt held pulled afew days ago, and the way hed treated
Ghaysa. .. Jurrd'sgrip on his hand tightened.

"Wemus talk, Brynne."
Brynne nodded and followed him down the corridor to their room.

Jurrel opened the door and called to Banner. "Would you mind watching Ghaysafor awhile? | need to
talk to Brynne."

"Sure," came the reply. He heard the bed creak. Banner came out wearing the short black Brotherhood
tunic. "Take what time you need.” He strolled down the corridor.

"Thanks." Jurrd stood aside for him to enter.

Theroom wasidenticd to his, large enough for the usua double bed and two smal night tables at either
sdeof it, acouple of drawer units, and achest at the foot of the bed. A desk, with the ubiquitous comm
unit, scood againgt onewall.



Brynne perched on the edge of the chest, assuming Jurrel would join him there. He didn't, instead he
choseto sit on the bed, making Brynne twist round to see him.

"You'regoing to tell me | shouldn't have killed Derwent, aren't you?' he asked defensively.

"No, I'm not going to do that. After dl, | wasn't there, | don't know the dynamics of the situation. In the
Brother-hood, you'll be taught to kill more efficiently than you would in any other military organization. If
you take some-one's life, you need to be sureit's never done lightly.”

"It wasn't," said Brynne. "l know what wasin his mind. He thought she was Vanna, my Leska, and was
threatening my life"”

"I know hewas," said Jurrel quietly. "In normd circum-stances, you'd not find yourself in asituation
where the decision to kill was yours aone until nearing graduation, by which time you'd be emotionally as
well as physicaly prepared for it. Today's happening was unfortunate.”

"l don't have aproblem withit."

"Not now, but you may later, Brynne. Y ou killed Der-went with your bare hands. Y ou saw hisface,
heard hislast breath, even if you can't remember it now. At some point, that memory will come back and
haveto be dedlt with."

Brynne had looked away uncomfortably as he'd spoken. Unbidden, the image of Derwent's face had,
indeed, cometo hismind, "I don't want to remember it," he said harshly, standing up. " The man was mad.
If I hadn't come along, he planned to rape her. After sharing her memories of that, do you think 1'd let
him get the chanceto do it again just to get sanctury at Stronghold?’

He pushed aside memories of times shared with Der-went, good times aswell as bad. He did not want
to remem-ber any of it.

"I'm not criticizing your actions, Brynne, only offering my helpif you find you need it. I'd befalling inmy
duty to you—and asafriend—if | didn't tdl you this."

It was an awkward moment for him, poised between tak-ing offense and the knowledge Jurrel was only
saying this because he genuinely cared about him. He could see hisfriend's concern in the expresson on
hisface and the set of hisears, aswell asfed it.

"If I need help, I'll cometo you,” he said.

Sheld been pinned down in an aleyway, ablind end. Thered been cover, huge trash dumps overflow-ing
with paper waste and cardboard packaging. Sheld hidden there, picking them off with her pistol asthey
tried to rush the opening, but her ammunition charge was running out now.

The sound of sirens split the night. The Protectors. They'd likely save her, but did she want that? To her
right, something hit the ground with a hollow clatter then rolled afew feet before coming to rest. A gas
canister. Already thick fumeswere beginning to spill from it, pouring across the ground toward her. She
put her gun down, knowing it was useless now. Better to be found without it in her hands, then at least
they couldn't accuse her of resisting arrest dong with ev-erything else.

She began to cough, eyes starting to stream as the fumes reached her. Powerless, she keeled over.

Aweake now, she remembered the cell, smelling the stale air and hearing once more the creaking door.
She recdled the scent of blood as he dit the throat of the medic, saw again how it had sprayed into the
ar and over the celling and walls; saw again the guard's face as he writhed in agony when she kept the



stun gun trained oh him. His desth cry echoed in her mind.

Her dream had triggered Brynne's own nightmare. He saw his hands round Derwent's throat, throttling
thelife out of him, pressing tighter and tighter till hisface became swollen, taking on abluish tinge. Hefdt
hands clutching a him, shaking him.

Whimpering, she reached out for Brynne, lying asleep on top of the bed beside her. "Make them stop,”
she whim-pered. "Oh, Gods, make them stop! | don't want to remem-ber any more!”

Groggily, trying to dispd his own nightmare, he pulled her close, wrapping hisarms around her as she
shivered and whimpered, her hands clutching a himin terror.

More was coming back to her now. The flight from Sha-nagi, landing the aircar in the clearing in the
forest. The telepath they'd taken as hostage. Held killed him, then turned to her, thinking shewasa
telepath, too.

She scrambled from the bedding, crouching on dl fours, beside hersalf with terror, not knowing whether
torun or Say. "It wasn't me!" she whimpered. "I didn't meanto do it!"

Shefet hersdf grasped firmly round the waist and pulled close. His arms went round her, containing her,
holding her and her fear till; she smelled his scent, most Sholan, yet different.

"Hush! Youll bring someone here," he said urgently, afraid it would rouse Jurrdl. Y ou're broadcasting!
Youresae"

Struggling againgt him, trapped within her own head, she knew she was only trying to run from hersdlf.
Her whimper degpened, becoming ahowl, which was suddenly silenced as he covered her mouth with
his

Sop it, Keeza, she heard him say in her mind. I'm here. You're safe, but you must keep quiet!
Shocked, she became dtill, feding his grip dacken dightly as histongue hesitantly touched her lips.
It'sakiss, hesent inreply to her confused thoughts.

In her mind, his presence expanded, filling it till he pushed the fear back and she no longer felt done. She
could sense him now, fedl the anger and anguish held expe-rienced as he/d had to kill the male who'd
attacked her earlier. Hed never taken alife before, and her nightmarish memories had caused him to
relieveit in detalls as horrific for him asthose sheld just experienced.

He began to withdraw, releasing her, but she clung to him.

No, don't leave me! | don't want to be alone! He wanted her, needed her presence to push his
memories back just as much as she needed him to do the samefor her. She could fed it dl in hismind.

Histeeth caught gently at her lips, one hand coming up to cup the Sde of her face and caressit whilethe
other began to stoke her back, fingers pushing through the long pile of her pelt.

Shetugged at his clothes, frantic to have him, to make him want to stay with her despite the distress shedd
caused him. Suddenly she stopped, realizing held said her name.

Yes, | know who you are, Keeza Lassah, he sent, catching hold of her hands.

Then you know...



| know who you are, he repested, pulling his own clothes free and placing her hands against hisbare
chest. It wasn't you who did those things. You didn't want to kill any more than | did. Neither of us
had a choice.

His kisswas deegper now, histongue touching hers, hismind filling with hisdesire to have her. She
shivered, thistime with pleasure as her hands accepted hisinvitation and she began to stroke his chest.
He had apdt of sorts, but not afull one, not like hers. She'd never felt so much skin before—it was
impossibly soft. In the semidarkness of the room, it was easy to forget he wasn't Sholan.

Hewaswaiting for her, she redlized, and hesitantly, un-sure of what sheld find, she ventured lower,
amost leaping back in shock as she discovered just how aroused he was.

It'sall right, he sent. I'd never force you. We can stop now if you wish.

In answer, shelet her hands dide over hiships, pressng him hard againgt her belly. Stroking hisrear
through the thin fabric of his shorts, it came asa surprise to find he hadn't even the vestige of atall.

He moved againg her, making asmal, muffled noise of pleasure before drawing her down with him onto
the bed. He released her only long enough to undress, then his arms were round her again.

Hed felt dmost this smooth, came the unbidden compar-ison and she shied away from the memory,
clutching Brynne closer. But not as warm. And Brynne was so warm againgt her body.

Hush, he sent, soothing her until she stopped shivering. Then, gently nibbling and biting her, he worked
hisway across her cheek and jaw to her chest, looking for, and finding, anipple.

Ashisteeth closed softly on her, she whimpered, trying to remember to control her claws as she began
to knead his shoulders. Hisfree hand caressed her hip and uninjured thigh and her mind wasfilled again
with his need to keep her safe, to protect her, and his desire to stay with her.

Why? Why should you want to help me? I've brought you nothing but nightmares.

You need me. No one has ever needed me like this before. He moved lower, nibbling and caressing
hisway across her belly and hipsthen the tops of her thighs while hisfingers gently began to dide higher,
teasing gentle moans of plea-sure from her.

Everything was so new—him, what he was doing to her, the sensations she was experiencing. No male
had treated her like this before. When he stopped and began to sit up, she reached for him anxioudly.

Don't stop!

I'm not. He reached for the light beside him, letting its warm glow illuminate him before he leaned over
her.

"I'll not have you afraid of me," he said gently, stroking her laid back ears and brushing her touded hair
away from her face.

Something long adegp within her awoke at that moment. She wanted this male, wanted to be with him
aways. Tears began to spill from her eyes as she redlized how impossible it was because of her past.

No, he sent, stopping to wipe her tears. I'll find a way, | swear | will!

* * %

The moment he woke, Kaid knew he was aone and back in their prison. His mind was empty, not a



trace of her. It was asif it had never happened.

His howl Of rage and grief brought the others rushing from their rooms. Tirak would have entered, but
T'Chebbi barred the way.

"No. Leavehim," shesad. "Even I'mnot goingin.”

"What'swrong with him?' demanded Rezac, trying to push her aside. "He wasn't hurt when we found
him, just drugged.”

She resisted with a strength that surprised him. "Don't know," she said, but she had her own, private
thoughts as she heard the sound of breaking furniture.

T'Chebbi remained where she was, not so much stopping anyone from going in as preventing Kaid from
leaving if he should try. He needed to work thisrage off, and she knew he was best left lone. There
wasn't much to break in their room anyway.

When dl had been quiet for some time, she risked open-ing the door and looking in. At first she couldn't
see him amid the broken pieces of drawer units and shredded bed-ding. She ventured farther, letting the
door close behind her. Then she saw him, crouched in acorner, his knees up to his chest, head hidden in
hisforearms.

"Kad?' she said softly. When he didn't respond, she went closer, squatting down in front of him. Cutson
his hands and arms were oozing blood.

"Kad?' Still no response. Reaching out, she gently shook him.

Helooked up, eyes glazed with pain and swollen with crying. "Carries dive, T'Chebhbi. They took meto
her. We're Leska Linked now, but | can't sense her. She'sgone again.”

"Oh, Gods," she whispered, ears lying back in shock.
"And | made her pregnant. They're breeding us, T'Chebbi, and | can't do adamned thing to help her!"
"They'll haveto bring you together again. Link days at least!"

"Will they?' he asked, voice blesk. "They heded her. She had a scar. How long did they have her out of
cryo for that? And | didn't know, dammit!™

"But you did," she said gently, stroking his head as shekndt in front of him. "The pain attacks. That must
have been when they woke her. Y ou fdlt her pain.”

Helooked up at her. "You'reright. | did." Hewas slent for amoment. "When they took meto her, our
minds were pulled together by the gestat. | had no choice but to pair with her, T'Chebbi. What could |
have done? Tried to fight it and let her die?' He shook his head, letting it rest on hisforearms again.
"They didn't find Kusac, only her."

"They're able to control your minds? Stop you sensing each other?”

"They must be," he whispered, fresh tears beginning to fal. "I know | should be with her now and I'm
not!"

She gathered him close, trying to comfort him, knowing that even though he held her tightly in return,
there was nothing anyone but Carrie could do for him.



He remained withdrawn until after the Primes had done their appearing and disappearing trick and
replaced the ru-ined bedding and drawer units. Then hisrage got the better of him again as he pounded
the outer door, demanding they talk to him.

Tirak let him vent hisfury for perhaps five minutes, then seeing T'Chebbi wasn't prepared to stop him,
went over himsalf. Reaching out, he grabbed Kaid by the arm, holding it ill. For afew moments, it was
abattle of willsand strength, then Kaid dropped his gaze and relaxed.

"Thisisachieving nothing but unsettling the younger ones" said Tirak quietly. "Timeweredly sarted
planning our escape. We have nearly enough information now."

"I'll not leave without her." Kaid's tone was hard and uncompromising.

"That goes without saying. Do you know where sheis?' he asked, drawing Kaid with him toward the
amadl table. A gesturefrom Tirak and those Sitting there left hurriedly.

"I'm pretty sure.”

Rezac joined them with the reader. When he seemed inclined to stay, Tirak glowered a him and he lft,
tail swaying angrily.

"Y ou were conscious when you left here. Where did they take you?”

Kaid scrolled through their rough sketch, trying to focus hismind on it rather than Carrie. It took alot of
concentra-tion because, careful that the Primes wouldn't recognize it for what it was, they'd concedled it
within other doodles.

"Down here," he pointed to the lines that represented the corridor outsde their suite. "Pardle to the one
we came up when they brought us here. It'sacryo area, except they use some kind of stasisfield
technology. | think they use the room to put folk in stasis and bring them out. They're keeping her ina
small room off the main one." He added the detailsto the sketch. "As Jeran said, this seemsto bein their
main medicd area.”

Tirak grunted. "At least we know they're not doing any fighting right now, despite the body armor. They
couldn't afford to cut their medicd facilities off from the rest of the craft otherwise.”

"With the technology they used to get our craft on board, seemsto me they don't need to do much
fighting," said Kaid, hisvoice hard. "Which brings meto the point of what we do if the Profit isnt
ussble”

"Wetake whatever craft we can find, or dietrying,” said Tirak, equaly grimly, catching hisgaze. "They
might be concentrating on your people now, but how long before they turn to mine? | have femaes on my
crew, too. Death is preferable to this.”

Kaid looked a him long and hard, then dowly nodded. "Agreed. If we don't makeit, well seetherere
no survi-vorson ether crew.”

"Agreed. And seeiif we can take this monstrosity out with us, too," Tirak snarled.

* * %

Jkoshuk dipped into the stasis room where he knew the tall Seniormost on duty would be monitoring the
Human female. He could see her through the transparent screen, just beyond the Prime's control desk.



"Y our lack of progresswith your captiveis disgppoint-ing,” said the trandator.
"He'strained, Seniormost, not as easy a subject as I'm used to," said Jkoshuk.
"It was assumed that you were also trained in your profession.”

"I am, but he might not have the knowledge you want. If he doesn't know the answers, he can't give them
to me no matter what | do to him." He knew he was emitting some fear scent, but they must expect that,
he reasoned. It didn't mean he was incompetent.

"I have some answersfor you, but they make no sense. He kegps babhbling about some God of hisbeing
respong-ble for the links with the Humans. The Kezule personisall tied up in that, too. | can't get
anything that makes sense out of him on elther subject.”

The Seniormost stood, holding his hand out for the reader pad.

Jkoshuk had found the male€'s ramblings more fascinat-ing than he was letting on. Oh, he didn't believe
the God rubbish, but he hadn't been aware that his people had once ruled the Sholan home world. That
had come asa surprise to him. And it had been confirmed that asfar as Kusac was aware, Kezule had
been plucked from the past and brought forward to thistime.

The Prime turned and inserted the comp into adot in his desk, waiting afew seconds for the datato be
downloaded, then returned the wiped unit to him.

"l will examine him later. Leave him for now. Y ou may usethistime asyou wish. | will send for you when
| need you."

He glanced at the window again. Thefemaewasin her usua place, lying in the bed. Every time hed seen
her, she was either deeping or resting. No, he couldn't use the time as he wished, more was the pity.

Hed till found nothing out about her except her name. Carrie. HEd driven the Sholan so hard that when
hefinaly cried it out, it hadn't been in answer to his question, but asapleafor help. He snorted gently.
How could one so fragile help anyone? She was worthless, useful for only one thing. Pleasure.

"Why do you reman?'

Jkoshuk started. "1 waswaiting to seeif you had any further ingtructions," he sammered as he turned to
leave.

* * %

Moving had been agony, but Kusac refused to remain on the floor where Jkoshuk had left him. Pulling
himsalf up onto the bed had been the worgt, as every nervein his body jangled with echoes of the pain
he'd endured. He collapsed on the bed, lying there exhausted and unable to think straight. Overhead, the
light il glared down at him. He turned his heed, closing hiseyesin an effort to shut it out, wondering
how long they'd let him donethistime.

He'd been deprived of deep for what seemed like days. Every time held been on the verge of drifting off,
two of the black-armored guards would come in and haul him out of bed, stand himin acorner and
watch him, or make him walk round the bed till he could barely move. Then they'd leave him for ashort
time and it would start again. Some-timesit wasn't the guards, it was Vdtegans, their clawed hands
gripping him hard and scratching hisflesh, adding more hurtsto those dreedy inflicted on him. Findly, the
one called Jkoshuk had come, and the questions had started again.

He'd no ideawhat had happened to them. All he knew wasthat Carrie was safe and with Kaid, because



he'd seen them together. The priest had told him they were being treated well. They had cooperated,
unlike him. He had to hold onto that thought, it was dl he had.

The one emotion held been dlowed was fear. What truly frightened him was that his mind was slent. He
could sense nothing: not her, not Kaid, not the priest or the guards. He knew about the implant on the
sdeof hishead, just below hisleft ear. That he could sense, ingnuating itsway into histhoughts, cutting
him off from hisworld, from those heloved, and from himsdf.

They knew about his Talent, knew he was part of a Triad, the priest had told him that, but Jkoshuk
wanted to know more. And much more about Carrie.

Hed refused to talk about her, giving her name only when it was forced out of him by intense pain. He
shivered, remembering it. Hed tried to keep quiet, to tell them noth-ing and be worthy of his
sword-brother, but in the end, he'd had to speak, even though each word had been torn from him.

He hadn't been prepared for a situation like this, how could he have been? One minute hed beenin cryo,
the next held awakened to this nightmare. It made him redlize how unreal hisworld as atelepath had
been. He'd pro-tected Carrie and Kaid as much as possible, telling Jkoshuk only what he knew aready.
For the rest, the priest had wanted to know how they could breed with the Humans and why they'd
gotten involved on Keiss. And with Kezule.

Hed let himself ramble then, talking about the God, knowing they'd find it impossible to believe. Hed
managed to hide the fact it was he and his Triad partners who had brought Kezule forward in time,
though. If the Primes thought it was others, they wouldn't expect him to know how it had been done,
wouldn't expect them to duplicateit.

His ears picked up the telltale sounds of someone out-side. He'd gotten good at that by now. The door
did back, admitting a Seniormost accompanied by two guards. Too exhausted to move, he lay there, not
even curious about what was coming next. Experience had taught him it could only be more pain.

* * %

Carrie knew Kaid was gone as soon she woke. There was an emptinessin her mind where held been,

and an even larger one where Kusac should be. She began to weep then for hisloss, praying to dl the

Gods she could think of that he was safe. Then she wept for her cub, the daughter on Sholawho faced
an unknown danger that she could do nothing to prevent; and for the new one growing inside her, hers
and Kad's, to be born into this nightmare of captivity.

Exhausted, she clutched the pillow that still carried his scent, burying her facein it, knowing he was her
only hope, her life now. She lay like this throughout the day, not awake, yet not adeep. Guards came
with food, their pres-ence barely noticed by her.

Armored hands grasped her arms, pulling her from the bed, forcing her to stand besideit. With acry of
horror, shetried to wrench herself free, coming face to face with a Seniormost for thefirst time.

Six feet tall or more, he towered over her, dwarfing her by hisbulk aswell as height. The gray tabard,
obvioudy worn as abadge of office, came down to mid-caf length, giving him the air of amedieva
knight. Black and dark asthe void of space the armor was, absorbing and reflecting no light. She looked
higher, to the helmet, seeing the face-plate that covered most of its surface. It seemed to ripple and move
even as she watched, making her fed sick to the pit of her ssomach. Fragments of memories she wanted
to forget began to stir within her subconscious. With ashud-der of revulsion, shelooked away.

"Rdease her," thetrandator said.



The guard let her go, stepping back to aposition just behind the Seniormost.

"Y ou do not eat. Why?" asked the Seniormost, pointing to the dish of untouched food.

She looked beyond him. The door was open but she could see another armed guard waiting there.
"The Seniormogt asked aquestion,” hissed the guard, moving closer.

Fedling the blood drain from her face, she took a step back. "Y ou've taken my mate away. Why?' she
countered.

The Seniormost let hisarm fdl back by hisside. "Heisnot your mate. Themissingone, dsoina
cryogenic unit, wasyour mae."

Kaid had been asked the same. "They're both my mates. Were aunit of three." She could sense nothing
from ether of them, and remembering the Vategans back on Keiss, she didn't daretry.

"There are severa pairs among your number, but no other threes. Why?"

She shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe they haven't met the right person to be their Third yet."
"Why do you not eat?'

"I want my mate. Take meto him, then I'll eat.”

"Youwill eat firg, then, perhaps, we will return him.”

"No."

"Youd risk your life, and his offspring's, just to be with him?"*

Her ssomach tightened with fear. How could they possi-bly know? She pushed it aside. Thishad to be
dedlt with now, timeto worry about thet later.

"Yes, | will," shesaid firmly. They mustn't know how physicaly dependent on each other Leska pairs
were.

"Asyou wish," the Seniormost said, then turned and | eft, the guard following him.

Stunned, she stood there for amoment, than sank down on the bed. He was going to let her starve
hersaf? Maybe he didn't believe she would.

Her mouth watered as she smelled the food standing on the night table. She was hungry. Resolutely, she
climbed back into bed, curling up with her back to the enticing smells and burying her facein the pillow.
It helped, alittle.

Kaid's scent came back to haunt her. She knew it wasfutile, but she reached out mentaly for him, finding
the same barrier as before. Remembering the Jalnian effect, shetried other mental frequencies but found
nothing. Whatever they were using, it was thorough. They knew how to disable telepaths.

Her efforts had exhausted her more than shed realized, more than they should have. Then she
remembered she'd had mgor surgery only two weeks before and spent much of thetime sincein stasis
whilethey tried to hed her. Unbidden, earlier memories of waking in pain, seeing the bright lights and the
whitetiled ceiling overhead, then the helmets of the Primes asthey bent over her, came back again. With
an effort of will, she pushed them aside and began to recite the litanies Kaid had taught her. A gentle



warmth began to spread through her limbs and gradualy, as her drowsinessincreased, shelet hersdf drift
off to deep.

* % %

Deciding to leave for the estate aday. earlier because of the risk of Keeza being discovered, Brynne's
first stop after seeing his companions settled in his house wasto visit Vannaand his son.

"He seemsto know when you're here," said Vanna, as Brynne took the squirming bundle from her.

Excited mewls and squeaks greeted him as his son, now a hefty size, climbed up his chest to wrap his
arms around his neck and nuzzle him. A smdl rough tongue began to lick him madly under the jaw.

He laughed, supporting the cub with one hand while he ruffled Marak's ears with the other. "And hello to
you, too, young fellow! It'sagood job I've got abeard, you'd be licking me raw otherwise!" He turned
to look a Vanna. "How's our young lad been snce my lagt visit?'

"He'sinto everything now hesmobile" she said, Stting down beside him. "He might still be unsteady on
hislegs but that doesn't stop him, | assure you! He and Kashini drive their nursesto distraction. Still, it's
good that they've got each other to play with. How have you been?"

"Fne" hesad, "I'm homefor five daysthistime."
"That'slonger than usud. Any specid reason?’

"Yes," hesaid, making agrab for Marak asthe cub tried to climb over his shoulder onto the back of the
couch. Hetried vainly to disengage him, but Marak clung on for dear hie, refusing to be moved. "Vanna,
can you help me here? He's got his claws caught and | can't get him down."

Laughing, sheleaned across him to free their adventur-ous offspring and let Brynnelift him down onto his
lap.

"What's the reason for the long vigt, then?' she asked.
"I've met someone,” he said, looking up a her. " Some-one who's important to me.”
"Jurrel ? He's been here with you before, surely,” she said raising an eyeridge.

Brynne met her curious stare thistime, something hed never been able to do before. "Does everyone
know my private busness?' he asked, keeping histonelight.

"Only those who care," she reassured him gently. "We want you to find your own place in our world, and
someone to make you happy. Soisit Jurrd?!

"Someonedse" hesad. "A femae, though you're right, Jurrel isimportant to me, too."
The eye ridge arched higher. "Have you brought her with you?'
"She'swith Jurrel and Banner right now. Banner is Jur-rel's Companion and sword-brother.”

She digested thisfor amoment, and he could sense her thinking that with him, nothing was
graightforward. "Will | get to meet thisfemale—what's she called, by the way? She must have aname.
Where did you meet her?'

"Ghaysa, and | met her at Vartras Retredt. Y es, but in aday or two, when I've sorted some things out



herefirg,” hesad, letting Marak distract him from her penetrating gaze. Their link might be lessened
while shewas carrying Garras child, but she was gtill too damned intuitive by far for his comfort right
now. "Youll like her. She's not as strong as you. Much more vulnerable. She needs me, Vanna"

Vannareached out to stroke his cheek. "I'm glad for you." Her eyes narrowed. "Was she the one in your
night-mares? Are you till getting them? I've been really con-cerned about you, Brynne. They've been
affecting me, and that upsets Marak."

"It's not something that | have any control over, Vanna Tutor KhaQwasaysit'll lessen after awhile, that
theinten-gty isbecauseit's new to me," he said, letting his son chew gently on afinger. "I'm picking up
thingsfrom al over the place. Y ou know | wouldn't upset you and Marak if | could avoid it.”

"Maybe getting involved with the religious sde wasn't such agood idea after dl.”
"It got involved with me, if you remember.”

She sighed. "'l suppose you'reright. So how's Jurrdl tak-ing the arrival of thisfemae? Or Banner for that
metter?"

"They're amused,” he grinned, turning to touch hislips againg her hand as she moved it away again.
"Banner par-ticularly. | think he sees me the same way he sees Jurrdl, like an enthusiastic cub discovering
theworld for thefirg time."

Shelaughed again. 1 think I'm going to like this Banner! | never quite saw you like that, Brynne, | must
admit.”

He nodded, stroking his son's back asthelittle one curled up, his purr becoming adightly deeper buzz of
plea-sure. He could fed it, awarm, contentment that semmed from having his mother and father together
withhim.

"Hemissesme," he said, surprised.
"Of course hedoes. You're hisfather. He caresfor Gar-ras, but he knowswho hisfather is, Brynne."
"You did put up with alot from me, didn't you? Y et you've never been anything but fair.”

She shrugged his compliment off. "It was you who said it, Brynne. We had to make this Link between us
work one way or another. Who knows? If you'd had some chance at an independent life on Shola before
our Link formed, things might have been different, but it didn't happen that way. I'm happy now with
Garras, and it looks like you've found someone, too. Y ou've changed, you know. But you had to find out
for yourself what you wanted from life here. No one could tell you what you needed to know."

"Enough of the serious stuff. Bring me up to date on what's been happening here. How are things?'

Her face clouded over. "Bad news, I'm afraid. | didn't want to tell you right away. Kusac'sand Carri€'s
ship ismissing. Been overdue now for nearly amonth, and the searches have turned up nothing.”

"I know. It'sdreadful news. | wastold a short while ago because some of my visonsinvolved them,” he
sad.

"Y ou saw something?”
"Bitsand pieces," hereplied. "But I'm positive they're dive, somewhere.”
"Somewhere?’



"l was seeing awhite-tiled room, and experiencing an overwhelming feding of terror. Bright lights, too,”
he added, eyes unfocusing briefly as hetried to call theimages up before him. "Like the shower in my
room a Stronghold.”

"Have you spoken to Father Lijou about this?"
"He knows, but there's not been enough information in what 1've seen to be of much help.”
"Dzakasad he'sfet Carrie's presence severd times" she said thoughtfully. "I think you two should talk.”

"I will," he said. " Strange he's picking up Carrie, though. 1'd have thought it would be Kaid who'd try to
contact him."

"Y ou know Carriewasinjured, don't you? They had to leave Jana on a U'Churian ship because they had
cryo facilities. She wastoo badly hurt to wait for the contact ship.”

"That | wasn't told. | hopeto God she'sdl right. If she'sin cryo, it's even more strange that Dzaka should
think he'ssenaing her. | know they're till dive, Vanna"

* * %

Rhyasha and Mara were taking the Touibans to their new quarters. It had taken afew daysto adapt a
house unit to their specia needs, but now it was ready for them to move into. It had been decided the
best place for them was next to the Brothers accommodation. Luckily a house had been kept vacant
besidetheirsagaing just such aneed.

Six excited Touibans were something to see. To be at the center of twelve of them waslikeriding aroller
coaster asthey swirled and danced round the two femaesin a state of high excitement. That morning,
they'd had the Touibans persona belongings moved from their temporary quartersin the medical building
to their new home. Severa villagers had been drafted to help the Touibans rearrange their fur-nishings as
closely as possible to the way they'd been be-fore. Now they wanted to show it off to those who'd made
ital possble

Though Mara had been involved in much of the work, she wasn't prepared for the sight that met her
eyes.

Theimpression was of waking into abrightly colored pavilion tent. Jewe bright patterned draperies
covered every wal and hung looped down from the ceilings. On the floor, plush rugsin smilarly bright
colors overlapped each other, creating afeding of warmth and soft opulence. The dready subdued
lighting was even more diffuse for being above the tented cellings.

Low tablesand large, soft cushions were spread in the middle of the main room, while at the four corners
stood taller tables bearing precarioudy placed bronze statuettes. Before each of them, sticks of incense
and scented oils burned.

Oh, my goodness! sent Rhyasha. Such opulence! How can they live among so many bright things!

It's wonderful! Maralooked around, obvioudy in adaze, breathing in the scented air. 1've got to have
my room done up like this! It's like desert tents back on Earth! You know, nomadic folk.

That explainsit. Several of the Touiban swarms are no-madic. This must be one of them. You
have your room decorated like thisif you want, child I'm glad you enjoy it, since you'll spend quite
a bit of time here working with them! I'll stick to the archaeological dig, | think. Much calmer
surroundings. Thisis so loud!



Isn't it just? Marabeamed at her. She turned to the anx-ious Toueesut. "It's absolutely wonderful. Isthis
what your homes|ook like?"

Henodded. "Thisis but apoor example of the decora-tive harmony we enjoy a home, but it will suffice
for the moment. Now we have gained the kind permission not only of your ambassadors but our own to
edtablish asmdl hive within the heart of your family, we can request much morefinery. Such drabnessis
not conducive to the starting of anew life, and our ladiesrightly expect far more glorious decorations than
these"

"When will your ladies arrive?" asked Mara.

Toueesut released a scent that reminded her of a bab-bling stream on a hot summer's day. She looked
closely a him, seeing his heavily mustached mouth split in avery Human grin. A trill of laughter
surrounded her as the six who'd been hanging back while they had their tour of the premises, clustered
round her.

"Our ladies are dways with us, how could we be without their songs that touch the softer sdes of usal?'
asked Toueesut.

"Good gracious,” said Rhyashafaintly, looking down a the dmost identical sea of whiskered faces. She
glanced again at the five around the Spegker. "Why didn't we redize?"

"Because they usualy work in sxes?' asked Maraqui-etly. "We must have one of the few full swvarmson
Shola”

"Indeed, we do. | wondered at the time when they asked to send twelve.”
"Their scents, Rhyasha. I'm finding | get picturesin my mind when | smell them.”

Toueesut nodded dmost violently with enthusiasm. "Now you see and hear the music of the mindsthat
we make use of among ourselves. Never have we spoken of this before, because never have we found
that harmony of mind outsde our hives”

A gentle perfume permesated the air, bringing images of cool springswelling from dry rocksto both
Rhyashaand Mara.

Toueesut sighed gudtily, making the stiff bristles round his nose quiver. 1t was echoed by dl of them.

"We have worked many, many timeswith the Sholans, but it isonly here we have heard a song of
harmony of spirit and mind that islike enough to ours. We had thought ourselves aone capable of making
such gloriousmusic and itisajoy to dl of usto know thisisnot so. We bless the Makersfor bringing us
to your Hive land and for letting us hear your songs.”

"We're happy to be able to hear yours, too, Speaker,” said Rhyasha, bowing toward him asthe six
fema es danced and wove their way back to their mates. "Which one of the lucky ladiesis yours?'

He looked confused for amoment.
Rhyasha moved her hand toward the trand ator she wore tucked into a pocket in her belt.
Thisiswhy we need to carry translators, she sent to Mara

"No need for mechanica speskings,” he said, waving his hands expressvely. "Only amisunderstanding
that is natu-ral on your part when you are not even knowing six of our number are our ladies. They are



wivesto usal aswe are husbands to them, with each one of us having aunique tuneto bring to our
svam.”

"We have alot to learn from you about your people,
Spesker. | hopeyou'll bewilling to alow your svarm to help us.”

"Itisfor thejoy of sharing such knowledge that we wished to come together within your larger Hive. We
hope you will bewilling to share yoursavesin just such away with us.”

"Of acertainty, Speaker,” assured Rhyasha, watching while the six femal es disappeared—at least she
assumed they were the femaes, since the Speaker and five others remained.

"Wewould be honored if you will bejoining with usto celebrate the new beginnings of our small hive on
your garden world. A medl has been prepared using the finest of ingredients and cooking it in the best
traditional style." Toueesut indicated the low table, surrounded by cushions.

"We're the ones who'd be honored, Speaker," said Rhy-asha, moving toward it. "1 fear we may not be
ableto do the med justice. Had we known, we wouldn't have eaten shortly before we came.” Grin and
enjoy it, child, she sent to Mara, even if it tastes foul .

Startled, Maratook her seat on one of the soft cushions, looking questioningly at Rhyasha. Toueesut sat
between them, the other five males arranging themsalves around the table, leaving spacesfor their wives.

You don't know what they eat.

Her fears proved to be groundless as the Six returned bearing plates, cutlery, and severa large bowls of
hot food. It smelled familiar, Rhyasharedized asthe lids were lifted up and the bowls presented to her to
help herself. As she spooned areasonable-sized helping onto her plate, sherec-ognized it. "lIsn't thisa
Sholan dish?'

"But of course," beamed Toueesut. "' Chiddoes stewed in red wine and sweet vegetables. What else
would we serve our guests but food traditiona to our new home?

* * %

It was |ate afternoon before Brynne was able to go in search of Dzaka Hefound him in the bathing area
of the exercise hdl. Merd was massaging amuscle hed pulled whiletraining.

"Hello, Dzaka, Merd. Can wetdk?' he asked, waking over to the massage couch.

"I heard you were back," Dzakasaid, looking up at him as Mera echoed Brynne's greeting.
"News getsaround fast," said Brynne, pulling achair over to the couch and sitting down.
Mera stopped working on his shoulder. "Shdl | go?' he asked.

"No, don't stop,” said Dzaka. "If you leaveit now, thejoint'U stiffen.”

"Look, I'm sorry to bother you, but | need to know about the dreams you've had concerning Carrie,
Kusac, or Kaid."

Dzakafrowned, eye ridges meeting. "How does what I've seen involve you?' Histone was sharp.

Thiswas obvioudy not one of his better days, thought Brynne. "Brotherhood business,” he said quietly.



"I've ds0 been seeing things. It'stime we put them together, see what we have.”

Dzaka put his head down on hisforearms again. "Father Lijou's doing that. What need have weto
duplicateit?'

"The need to know if we can help our friends and fam-ily," said Brynne, hisvoice taking on ahard edge.
Sdf-pity was dl very well, but not when liveswere at stake.

He caught sight of a concerned ook from Mera and wondered why.

"Y ou bring discredit to Jurrel'steaching!" said Dzaka, lifting his head again, thistimeto glower at him.
"Strengthen your shields or turn your ps damper up, dammit, you're broadcasting!”

Brynne stiffened, then reached for his damper, acknowl-edging the reprimand and the truth in what his
senior said. "'l apologize, Brother Dzaka," he said. "'l waswith Marak and forgot to turn it on again.”

Merd leaned over the prone Sholan, speaking quietly in hisear, but Brynne caught it anyway.

"If you tense up like this, Brother Dzaka, then nothing | do will be of much use.”

It was Merd'sturn to be growled at. "Don't you Brother Dzakame, you impudent cub!™

Asthe youth stood up and reached for the massage ail, he exchanged ameaningful glance with Brynne.

Rdieved it wasn't just him, Brynne plowed on. "I've told Father Lijou what I've seen, but they're only
glimpses of aroom, nothing more. | thought perhapsif | told you about them, you might have seen
something that would hel p to make sense of them. The bottom lineisthat | know they're dtill dive."

That got his attention. "What have you seen?' he de-manded, sitting up.
Brynnetold him of thetiled room and the bright lights, then the insubstantial dreams of coldness and fear.

"Like mine, something and nothing,” Dzaka murmured when hed done. "'I've had the odd one about
being chased through the forest. Ouch! Watch it, Merd!" he exclaimed, turning to look at hisfriend.

"Itisn't aseasy when you're Sitting up,” objected the young mae. "Don't complain a me when it was you
who said to carry on. I'm only doing what you asked.”

Brynne was grateful for the interruption. He was sure his shock at knowing Dzaka had experienced
Keezasflight would have been only too plain on hisface. When Dzaka turned back, hed managed to
compose himsdf again.

"| had astrange one afew nights ago. | was with Kashini in the nursery and | swear | saw Carrie, yet it
dsofdt likemy father. Very confusing,” he said, shaking his head. " She was warning me of danger, |
think."

"Who'sin danger, though? Us or them? | think it's us, because why try to warn us otherwise?'

"Carriewasin cryo, Brynne. How could she warn us? And even if she weren't, she couldn't reach us
over such avast distance. It could have been just my own wishful thinking."

"l seem to remember hearing that it was Carrie who picked up Rezac's sending dl the way from Jalna.
And what better focus could she have than her daughter if she thought shewasin danger?”

"How would she know anything about what was going on if shewasin cryo?"



"| heard that Carrie dreamsin cryo,” said Merd, contin-uing to knead Dzakas | eft shoulder. "Might be
no morethan gossip.”

"Where d'you hear that?' asked Brynne.
"On the Khalossa, when | wasfirgt assigned to them as bodyguard. Heard it from a Human caled Skai."
"Gossp," dismissed Dzaka. "Nothing more than gossip.”

"| don't think so. Skai and she were both on that first crossing from Earth. As soon asthey woke her,
Carrie told them her mother had died. That was the beginning of the Humans fear of her.”

"I never heard of anyone either dreaming or being aware in cryo before," said Dzaka.

"She's Human, remember? Not a Sholan. Just because no Sholan has experienced it doesn't mean she
didn't. Hell, thisworld has done weird thingsto mewith al the visions I've been having! Whoever heard
of anyone actually meet-ing aGod, for God's sake!" said Brynne.

"You met aGod?' Dzakaleaned forward intently, ignor-ing Meral's exasperated exclamation.
A chittering at the far Sde of the room, followed by raised voices, drew their attention.
"'Scuseme," said Brynne, getting up hurriedly. Here-turned with Belle.

"Get that damned piece of vermin out of ..." they heard as the door banged open. "Oh. Excuse me,
Brother Dzaka, Brother Merd, buit..."

Dzaka had caught sight of the jegget in Brynne's arms and now turned to meet the angry intruder. "Yes,
Lasad?' he asked, raising an eyeridge.

"He'sgot ajegget in herel”

"Brother Brynne has, indeed, got ajegget. Full marksfor noticing it,” Dzaka said dryly. "Perhapsyou aso
no-ticed that we're busy? Or don't your powers of perception stretch that far?”

"Y es, Brother Dzaka, but..."

"Shelsagift from Vartra, and approved to live with me at Stronghold and the Retreet by Father Lijou
himsdlf," said Brynne. " thought al Brothers had to acquaint them-saves with the daily updates from

Stronghold. Seemsto me you forgot to do so over the last couple of days or you'd have been aware

that." He stopped for amoment, picking up the other's thoughts. "And the Aldatan colors are red and
black, not what I'm wearing. I'm aBrother like yoursdf.”

Lasad's earslaid back in shame as he mumbled an apol-ogy and backed out hurriedly.

"Seethat the rest know about her," Brynne caled out as a parting shot. When he resumed his sedt, he
could fed both Dzaka's and Merd's surprise and anusement.

"Seemsthat Stronghold suits you well," murmured Dzaka. "Where did you say thisjegget came from?"

Brynne hesitated. He wasn't sure if he was supposed to talk about his dream-walks. He decided he
needed to be honest with him. "I haven't told you this, you redlize. Der-went called meto adream world
one night. Had it not been for Vartra, held have dominated my mind and made metake himto
Srronghold.”



Dzakaand Merd stared at him.

"Itswhat | was doing with Derwent,” he said. "Going into other redities, entering dream worlds. He
wanted meto join himin the forest and lead him to Stronghold.”

"Vartrasaved you?'
Brynne nodded. "Bdlle bit me at the crucia moment, then Vartra arrived and brought me back.”
"l didn't know that was possible,” said Meral.

"| think you're not supposed to know about it,” said Brynne gpologeticaly. "1t's what happens when we
have visons, asbest as| can tell. Werre somewhere dse, outside time and space—a dream world.”

"What did Vartrasay?'

"To keep faith with those | trust,”" he said, looking up and locking eyeswith him. "That'swhy | know
they'redive," he said, siroking Belle's head as she purred and chirruped happily. "He dso gavemea
coin."

Dzaka jumped down from the massage couch. "Weve work to do," he said briskly. "Ghyan keeps
records of the dreams and visions from the estate. We're going to see him. What do you cdl her?' He
stopped to scratch behind the jegget's ears. " She'srather cute.”

"Bele. It means beautiful in my language.”
"I'm coming with you," said Merd, recapping the oil and wiping his hands on atowd. "Wait for me."

Keeza couldn't believe the Size of the house that Brynne lived in. While he went off to see his Leskaand
their son, Banner and Jurrel remained with her. They were content to leave her to her own devices s0
long as she remained within the building.

It was large compared to anywhere sheld lived, having alounge, a den, and three bedrooms. The kitchen
was S0 spaciousit even had room for atable! Asfor the bathing room, it had both a bath and a shower.
All this space for one person overwhelmed her.

She decided to try out the ddlights of abath while the two maes started cooking something for third
medl.

"Keep an ear on Ghaysa, Jurrel,” said Banner, going over to Brynne's desk and activating the comm. "'l
want to seewhat | can find out about her."

"He'smy pupil, Banner. Unless | have good reasons, | won't go behind hisback likethis," he said, his
tone car-rying alow rumble of annoyance.

"You arent, | am," said Banner, punching in a Brother-hood security clearance. "It'snot Brynnel
mistrug, it's Ghaysa. Damned convenient, thismemory loss of hers."

"It's genuine, as are the times when Brynne picks up her returning memories.”

"Well see" he said, entering Ghaysa's description into his search of the Protectorate's data bank. ™Y ou
said that in his dreams, she was running from something. Chances are she's escaped from some
correction facility.”

Jurrel continued to mutter his disgpproval. "Even if you do find something, we gtill have the problem of



there being a bond between them, one well not eesily bresk, if at al.”

"Well face that problem when we have to. She's not on any wanted lit. I'll have to go deeper into their
files"

"Y ou'retrying to find proof to justify your suspicions. She's atelepath, probably aLevel Onelike Brynne.
She could beinnocent of anything except running away from her bond-family.”

"I'vefound something,” Banner said. "An anomaous entry. A femae caled Keeza L assah, executed five
months ago. That'sdl theinformation thereis. Therest islocked. Not even animage of her, or
description of her crime.” He looked over at Jurrel. "This has our mark oniit, Jurrdl.”

"Now you're being ridiculous. If it was her, Stronghold would be looking for her, and we'd know about
it"

"Not if her misson was known only to afew. And re-member, we've been off-world for the last year."
He turned back to the comm, beginning to enter anew destination. "If she wasto be executed, then the
newscasts must have carried her story.”

"You'reonthewrong trail. Thisis such along shot, Banner, that it's not worth considering!™

"Y ou think s0?" he asked quietly. "Come and look at Brynne's Ghaysa, convicted of murdering aPack
Lord."

After her bath, Ghaysajoined Banner and Jurrdl in the den. Immediatdly she sensed adifferencein their
attitude toward her. They concedled it well, but now they were wary of her, one of them keeping hiseyes
on her dl thetime.

When Brynnefinaly returned, it was with relief that she roseto greet him. As he put the jegget down and
made hisway over to her, Jurrel spoke up.

"Brynne, there's something you should know," he began.

"I know dready," he said quietly, before giving Keezaahug. "Leaveit for now, please. Well talk later.”
He could fed their concern at being put off, but al he could do was send reassuring thoughtsin their
direction with no guaran-tee of how well they could receive them. He hoped it was enough.

"I've some friends coming over later that I'd like you to meet,” he said to Jurrel. "Y ou too, Banner. He
remembersyou. Dzaka Arrazo, Kaid's son, and Merd, TaiziaAldatan's mate.”

"Dzaka Arrazo? Are you sure? The Dzaka | knew wasn't an Arrazo, and he was only Kaid'sfoster son.”

Brynne shook his head. "No, he's Kaid's true son, and his mother was Khemu Arrazo. Dzekaand | are
combining our visions and dreams with those Father Ghyan has col-lected from the estate over the last
few weeks. We want to seeif we can pick up anything he and Father Lijou may have missed. I'd like
your input, especidly as you were with me when | had the dreams, Jurrel.”

"Surely, but what about Ghaysa?"

"I've arranged something for Ghaysato do," he said, steering her to the nearest chair. "Vannas sister
Sashti is here. She'samasseur, has her own business. You'll like her, Ghaysa. She's agreed to come over
tonight to—as she putsit—spoil you rotten! All the works—a massage, oils, shower, everything. Does
that sound good?'



Bewildered, shelooked up a him.

"No, | don't think you need it. | think you'd likeit after living rough for so long. Come on, humor me,
please?!

"It soundswonderful," she said, as vague memories of Smilar sessons came back to her. A housein
Ranz, it had been, one she couldn't leave for some reason. Despite that, she remembered her stay there
had not been unpleasant. It frustrated her, wanting to know more, yet fearing it at the sametime. She
wished she could remember only the good things.

Stop worrying, he sent. Just stay upstairs with Sashti in case anyone recognizes you.
What about Sashti?
She won't know you, trust me.

Sashti arrived just after they'd eaten third meal, and whisked Keeza upgtairs, leaving timeto talk before
Dzakaand Merd arrived.

"l know she's Keeza L assah," he said without preamble. "But | know shekilled that Pack Lord for a
good reason.”

"The judge thought otherwise," said Jurrel. "I'm not say-ing | agree,”" he added, "just stating facts."

"She's dangerous, Brynne." Banner's voice was deep with concern. "There's more. Thefact she'slisted
as dead means she was released into custody, and that can only be to one of two groups. Us, or the
Forces Intelligence. What-ever they wanted her for, she's escaped from them. If we try to dig deeper,
we're going to draw attention to our-salves, and inevitably, her. Meanwhile, you particularly are at risk
when you're donewith her."

"Shewouldn't hurt me," he said. "Y ou're not telling me anything | hadn't worked out for myself. Whatever
she'sdone, she was used by powers that she couldn't refuse. Dammit, she's been treated abominably!
And | want those responsible!™

"In doing that, you'l give her away,” Jurrel reminded him. "Which is exactly what you want to avoid.
She's been convicted of murder, Brynne, before she was recruited. We're al at risk here—the whole
edateis. If shesfright-ened, theré's no saying what shell do, who she might kill.

Y ou're playing with someone who's capable of going totaly feral. | don't think you redizethat.”
"I know | trust her," hesaid camly. "And | trust you. What are you going to do now you know?"
"Watch her carefully for now," said Jurrel.

Banner gave arumble of disagreement. "We should turn her over to the authorities.”

"What are you going to do?" repested Brynne, looking a him.

"I haven't decided!" Banner said, exasperated.

"I need sometime," said Brynne. "She'satdepath, and | think an unregistered one. That being the case,
she needs to be tested for the altered genes. She'd have been in prison when they did the tests. They
wouldn't have thought to check condemned criminads. Would it help any if she'slike me? Sheld bean
En'Shallan then, subject only to Father Lijou.”



"It wouldn't wipe out what she'sdone,” said Banner.

"No, but given she'sforgotten so much, perhapsif she agreed now to persondity reprogramming, they'd
pardon her. She had that choice before and turned it down,” said Jurrel. "Now she's got Brynne, she
might just change her mind."

"Sheld not be Keeza any longer if they did that,” ob-jected Brynne. "I'm not surprised she turned it
down."

"Depends what she'sdonein the meantime," said Ban-ner. "They rarely use people like her for anything
but sui-cidemissons.”

"If they did, then whatever sheld done would be part of the mission imperative,” argued Jurrel. "I think if
she agreesto reprogramming, it would go along way to help-ing. The newsvids said nothing about her
being atelepath. If she'salatent, just awakened, then being gene-altered wouldn't hurt either,” he added.

The door chime sounded and Brynne got to hisfeet. "ThisU haveto wait. | gppreciate you saying nothing
for now at least.”

Day 30

Ghyan's records proved to be unable to add anything to what Dzaka and Brynne had experienced.
However, they did manage to drag more details out of Brynne concerning the room. The generd
consensus wasthat it was amedica area. When discussing Dzaka's experience of thinking he saw
Carrie, they kept in mind that she'd traveled back in time, and that sheld picked up Rezac mentaly when
he sent from Jalna. It was possible that she'd been trying to warn them of danger yet to come, but equally
possible she was just concerned about her child. The rest they put down to aforewarning of the ship
going missing, and the cryo areain the U'Churian ship.

Brynne had offered to return the files to Ghyan the next day. He was up early, making an unscheduled
cdl at the medica unit, then back home before leaving for the Shrine. When he arrived at the priest's
office, he found Ghyan interested to hear about his sudies at Stronghold.

Eventudly, he got the chance to ask the questions he wanted. "On Earth, our priests make vows that
anything revealed to them as a confession is never spoken of to anyone else. It's private and above the
law. Isthat the case with our Order?’

Ghyan looked consderingly a him. "There are specia occasionswhen that's 0," he agreed. "Areyou
wanting to discuss such amatter with me?”

"I might,” said Brynne, "if | knew that it would remain private, no matter what it concerned.”

"Something's troubling you deeply, isn't it? Obvioudy you're afraid of the action | may fed obliged to take
once | know what thisis about."

Brynne nodded.
"And am | right in saying you won't tell me unless you get those assurances?”’
"Yes. I'm not asking for selfish reasons, Father. | want to help someone.”

"'Someone more scared than yourself? That would be very troubled indeed,” Ghyan said, Sitting back in
hischair, watching him.



"It'snot my story to tell, Father Ghyan. The person con-cerned trusts me.”
"A vulnerable person?’
"One who's been badly mistreated. One who has no place to go to, no oneto turn to but me."

"I can't withhold my help, Brynne. I'm not happy about granting this anonymity to your friend. | didike
doing it when | have afedling the matter islikely to involve the law. Isthis person one of Vartras
followers?'

"I honestly don't know, Father Ghyan, but this person is one of us and comes under the God's
protection.”

"One of us? In what way?' His brows met in afrown.
"En'Shdla A gene-dtered telepath, and linked somehow psychicaly to me.”

"Y ou have proof?If I'm going to get involved with some-thing that concerns the Protectorate, | need to
be sure of the facts beforehand.”

Brynne took a piece of paper out of his pocket and handed it to him. "The gene test result. Obvioudly it
can belong only to the person concerned.”

Ghyan took it from him and examined it. "Can | keepit?"

Brynne reached out to retrieveit. "I'm afraid not, Father. It'smy proof for thisperson. | can't let it out of
my possession.”

Ghyan sghed. "Very well, you have my word that thiswill be amatter between ourselvesand Vartra™

* * %

Kaid lay awake that night, able to rest his body but not his mind. He'd been gone dmost three daysthis
time, T'Chebbi said. The Primes had had enough opportunity to watch the pairs to know about their five
day cycles and recognize he and Carrie had amental bond. Thankfully, they'd let them remain together
for their first Link day. And gave them another for good behavior, he added cynically.

He thought back to when he'd had the first of the pain attacks, now eighteen days ago. It should have
been obvi-ous to him even then, with the pain over theribs, exactly where Carrie had been hit, what was
happening. No, it hadn't been then. That had happened aday earlier, when held had difficulty breathing
and firgt seen the bright lights.

Remember Winter's kiss. The words echoed in hismind again, as did the touch of a cold tongue. He
shivered, reemembering he'd thought Carrie looked asif sheld been touched by Khuushoi, Goddess of
Winter, when hed |eft her in cryo. Maybe she had. The thought unnerved him and he turned hismind
away fromit.

So twenty days ago, they must have transferred Carrie from cryo to their asisfield. Then, aday later,
when held felt the most pain, they'd brought her out to operate on her wound. When she began to sicken
because of Link deprivation, they must have had to return her to stasis, hoping a short period there would
gtabilize her. It hadn't, as he'd found out himself when they'd repeatedly tried to wake her. No wonder
sheld looked soiill. It was awonder sheld survived.

Ps dampers could affect Leska partners—he vaguely re-membered tests Esken had run on Carrie and



Kusac at the Telepath Guild—but they weren't able to prevent the demands on mind and body that the
Link generated. With their mindsisolated, their need to be together physicaly in the same place was even
greater. Hed bet hislife that the Primes hadn't taken that into consideration yet. Then he redlized that his
life did depend on them being reunited.

A coldness spread through him, chilling him to the bone. Whatever happened from now on, whether or
not they found Kusac, he would still be Linked to her, their lives dependent on each other. It was not as
comforting athought as hed once have thought it.

Herose early, glad to end the night that had brought him so little rest. Some sixth sense made him quietly
check the other rooms. In the one next to his were two empty beds. Jo and Manesh were on watch.
With their help, he checked the whole suite before rousing Tirak.

"What'sup?' he asked. Onelook at Kaid with hisfingers over hislipsand he hauled on histunic and
followed him into the lounge.

"Two morearegone," said Kad. "Giyesh and Jeran thistime."
Tirak mouthed some colorful expletives. "Because they're of different species?”

Kaid nodded. "My guessisthey want to seeif your peo-ple are genetically compatible with us or the
Humans™

"But they're not telepathic!" exclamed Manesh.

"Jeran is capable of receiving mental communications,” said Kaid, glancing over to her. "l suspect heésa
sengitive who's been enhanced by theladquoi in thefood chain on Jana”

"Dammit! We've got to get out of here, Kaid!" said Tirak.

"Agreed, but wewait until they and Carrie are returned.”

* % %

Kezule had taken four daysto work hisway aong the severa miles of the landward estate perimeter. His
recent brush with the Sholans had made him even more cautious, checking out and watching their security
systems thor-oughly. The boundary was deep within the forested area, and though a swath several feet
wide had been cut back on either side of the fencing, he'd been able to travel un-seen by using either the
tree canopy or the dense ground cover.

For the upper section of the estate, by the main gate-house, the fencing was eight feet tall in addition to
the detector grid darm system. Farther down the fifty-mil e-long peninsulawhere he now was, the
fencing had been reduced to amere three feet to allow the free passage of wild animas. Hed tried
lobbing astone at the perimeter while some of the larger beasts leaped through, but an air-car had been
there within minutes. Two armed soldiers, covered by athird in the vehicle, had gotten out and
thor-oughly inspected the area before leaving. Only the fact he'd used hisnatura coloration to conced
himsdlf in the trees overhead had prevented his discovery.

His clothing bundled up on the branch beside him, he stayed there even after they'd Ieft. In hismind, he
reviewed what he knew about their security. Leaving aside the perim-eter fencing, there wasthe
detection field; aircar patrols at regular times; foot patrols round the perimeter at irregular intervals day
and night, and satellite surveillance relayed directly to the gatehouseif the antennae on the gatehouse
were anything to judge by. At the gatehouse itsdlf, nearly all vehicles and occupants were checked
physicaly by the soldiersfor intruders—those that weren't flew straight over, having obvioudy



transmitted some security code to the guardsfirdt.

That covered the land side of the estate. L ooking across the peninsula, he could see Nazule Bay
shimmering in the distance. In histime, they'd used anti-personnd fields around their coastlines and mgjor
rivers. He saw no reason to assume that the Sholans were any different. Getting in would not be
sraightforward, but then he'd expected no less.

On histravels, he'd passed three dternative exits from the estate. Two were disused and chained closed.
Thethird, however, wasin daily use for accessto the nearby coastal town of Khifsoe. Hed stayed there
aday and night, hidden in the trees as he was now, observing groups of soldiers, some on foot, somein
vehicles, passing through, presum-ably on leave. Thered been a checkpoint, too, but nowhere near as
large asthe one at the main entrance. Time to head back up there and look for any weak points. Even
among his own troops a Khezy'ipik there had been those who would take unlicensed |eave when off
duty. He was sure these Sholans would be no different. Guarding an essen-tially safe compound led to
boredom and the need to seek excitement elsawhere. That was achieved by begating the security system
to go outside without permission.

Slinging hisbundle over his shoulder, he began to move aong the branch, ready to retrace hisroute. At
least the weather was better now, more suited to his kind than the dampness held endured when he first
escaped. Game, small and large, was plentiful, and so long as he took care to hunt wisely, hed not draw
atention to himsdf.

CHAPTER 12
Day 31

Giyesh could hear voices. They sounded faint and far away. She concentrated on them, becoming
gradualy more aware not only of what was being said, but of her surroundings.

Above her was alarge expanse of whiteness. The celling, sheredlized. Trying to move, she found she
couldn't. Her limbsfelt dead, asif pardyzed. Strangely, shefdt no fear. An unfamiliar scent wasin the
air. Therewas adry musti-ness about it.

She heard alow, vibrating hum, abuzzing dmost, that was drowned out as atrandator began rendering it
into speech she could understand.

"Sengtivity has somethisone. Mind level for spesking low.”

"Can they work asapair likethe others?' Again the trandator's e ectronic voice interpreted the words.
She was hearing Primes talking. There must be one in the room without hisarmor on!

"Femd e brain no speaking sgnds producing from."

"Then why do they associate intimately? What is the purpose?!

"How know 1?7 My time waste you. M'zullianswork mineis. Stupidity yours. Not helpful this."

"These ones need to be questioned further before they can be returned.”

"Y oursdlf do. Priest Interface ungtableis. Thistold you |. Stability wanted then Interface implant. Not
safe for En-lightened One closeto be him."

"Not acceptable. | want to observe the effects of the new drug coupled with degp programming.”



"Monitoring for him constant required. Implant work.
Why change. M'zullians when near Sholans behave. Check weekly levels only. Problem priestis.”

"I'vetold you, the guards either over-react or fail to respond. We need them able to decide for
themsalveswhat level of aggresson is gppropriate.”

A burst of static was the answer thistime, then she heard the humming again asit and the scent came
closer.

"Waking femadeis. Sedate further need | do.”

Cool fingerstouched her throat, parting her long pelt, and as something stung her neck, she jerked her
head round. Large oval eyes, their lower lenses still whirling as they adjusted for close work, peered
down at her from above atiny mouth edged by two mandibles. She began to scream.

Thefirst they knew of Giyesh'sreturn was her scream. Kaid and Sheeowl, closely followed by Manesh,
ran asfar as door to her room, waiting there while her bunk mates quieted her.

"No Jeran," said Sheeowl, peeringin.

"l saw onel" Giyesh shrieked, trying to push Sayuk away. "It has pincers on itsface and huge, swirling
black eyes! It had pincersonitsface! Let mego! I've got to get out of herel™ She heaved Sayuk aside
and began racing for the door, eyes staring, pelt bushed out to twiceitssize.

Manesh legped in front of her, trying to grab her but was sent spinning by a backhanded blow. She did
manage to grab Giyesh's hand, but the hysterica femae turned on her, claws extended. Kaid stepped in,
ddivering one well-aimed blow to the back of her neck. She crashed to the floor unconscious.

"T'Chebbi, medikit!" he cdled, bending down to scoop the unconscious femae up.
"Thanks," said Manesh, rubbing her bruised cheek. "Didn't think she was capable of that."

"Terror can give you strength,” said Kaid, carrying Gi-yesh to the door. He stopped, looking at the group
of con-cerned faces blocking hisway. "Moveit!" he snarled. ™Y ou should be used to this by now!" He
pushed them aside and made hisway through to the lounge, putting Giyesh down on the nearest couch.

Helooked up at Tirak as T'Chebbi handed him their medikit. "Shelll only be out for afew minutes” he
sad. "I'd liketo give her atranquilizer, if you've no objections. Our drugswon't harm her, and might just
do some good.”

Tirak nodded. "Can't leave her in this state. Reckon she saw one of them?'

"She certainly saw something," said Kaid, loading the hypo and placing it against Giyesh's neck.
"Whether or not it was a Prime is another matter.”

Sayuk and Manesh camelimping into join them.

"I'll treat Giyesh with alittle more respect after this," said Sayuk sitting down. "If she's so scared of what
she saw, why'd she want to leave the rest of us?'

"Shedidnt," said Rezac. "Shewas hyserica.”

Kaid handed the hypo back to T'Chebbi then squatted on the floor beside her, waiting for Giyesh to
wake.



"My food's still warm," said Zashou from her seet at the table. There was an audible tremor in her voice.
"Food?" said Kate, clutching Taynar'sarm. ™Y ou're talk-ing about food at atime like this?!

"How warm?' Kaid asked sharply. "Five minutes? Less?'

"Five" shesaid, looking over at him. "Weve been out of it for five minutes."

"Check comm units," said Kaid, looking at his. "Any-body's not working?"

"l was using therec unit," said Taynar, moving back to check it.

"What's the matter with you dl?' Kate demanded, her voice becoming shrill. "Giyesh has come back
aone and she's seen something awful and al you can talk about isfood and comms and..."

"Were trying to find out what they do to uswhen they comein here, Kate," said Kaid gently. "Thisisthe
firgt time they've not picked their time carefully. Zashou was egting, and Taynar was using the rec unit.
Usudly were dl adeep, or at least resting.”

"Game's till stopped,” Taynar said, pressing the controls on the pad. "Frozen, in fact. Have to reset it."
"Electrica?' asked Tirak. "Right frequency could knock us out as well as the equipment.”
A moan from Giyesh focused their attention back on her.

"Hold her legs, justin case," Kaid told T'Chebbi as he got agrip on her forearms, pressing them againgt
the seat.

Giyesh moaned again, blinking up a him. "Kad?' Shetried to lift her arm and found it held down. "What
areyou doing?' she demanded. "I want to sit up!"

"How'reyou feding?' he asked.

"My neck hurts. | want to rub it. What the hell do you think you're doing?" She struggled futilely against
them, looking around wildly. She caught sight of Tirak afew feet away. "Captain! What's going on?"

"| think you can let her up now, Kaid," said Tirak. "Y ou were taken by the Primes, Giyesh. When they
returned you, you had a panic attack."

"Y ou said you'd seen something. A face," reminded Kaid, till crouching near her.

She frowned, then alook of horror crossed her face. "I did! Whirling eyesand... pincers! They were
talking, | heard them talking!" Her hands clenched the edge of the couch, knuckles showing through her
dark pelt.

Kad glanced up a Tirak. "How could you understand them?'

"They were using trandators. | smelled one of them. It was out of its suit. It needed the trandator so the
other one could hear it." Shelooked round the sea of disbelieving faces. "1 did hear them,” she said
beligerently.

"I'm sure you heard something.” said Tirak camly, st-ting down on the arm of the couch. "What about
the scent. What did it smell like?"

"Dry and gae. Kind of musty. Like nothing I've smelled before.”



" Jeran mentioned asmd |l when Jkoshuk took him," said Jo.

"Why would they use trandatorsto talk to each other?' asked Mrowbay. "Even if one was out of its suit?
They can hear us, can't they? Surdly they'd usetheir own language.”

"What about auniversal trandator in the room?" asked Zashou. "We came across something like it back
onK'oighik."

"That'sit," agreed Giyesh, pouncing on theidea. "That's got to beit! We're dl speaking Sholan because
you gave the knowledge of it to us, but | heard the Primes speaking U'Churian today!"

"What did they say, Giyesh?" asked Tirak.

"They're using implants on the Vategans to change them,” she said. "But not on Jkoshuk. On him they're
using drugs. One said he's unstable and has to be watched.”

Rezac snorted in disgust. "Tell me about it!"
"Change them how?" asked Kaid.

"The way they behaveto you," shesaid. "l remembered it because it was so strange. Why should it
matter to them how the Vateganstreat you Sholans?!

"Vategans hate us so much, might be just using usastest case,” said T'Chebbi.
"l saw Vtegans when they took me," said Kaid thoughtfully.
"Eh? It was the Prime guards that camefor you," said Tirak, surprised.

"They towed my floater and waited in the Sasisroom. Their behavior wastotdly different from when we
were on the M'ijikk. Moredocile. | didn't notice any implants.”

"Weren'tin much of a state to notice anything,” said T'Chebbi. "Y ou said Jkoshuk was different too.
Noticed it mysdlf. Far lessaggressive.”

"Not when with us," said Annuur's trandator, as the Cabbaran nosed his way through the othersto Raid's
sde. "Told you. Pretended to kill usone at atime."

"The Jkoshuk | met wouldvekilled you," said Rezac, leaning over the back of the couch to look down
at the Cabbaran.

"We come back to my theory that maybe these are the ones the Vategans are fighting,” said Tirak.

"Why readjust the VVategans, though?' asked Jo. "Doesn't make sense to waste all that effort on
captives.”

Annuur wrinkled hismobilelip expressivey. "Aliens. Who guesses their motives?’
Kad had to smile.

"Maybethey'll release them with a purpose. Like killing superiors when get back home," suggested
T'Chebbi. "Fitsin with posshility they at war with Primes.”

"I'd have expected amore violent reaction from the Va-tegans to the mere sight of them when we were
taken off the M'ijikk," said Kaid, "considering how they behave toward us after fifteen hundred years!”



"Got apoint there," T'Chebbi admitted, scratching her ear.

"One of the Primes said the implants had been designed for the M'zullians," said Giyesh. "That Jkoshuk
isn't im-planted. The other said he wanted to use new drugs on Jkoshuk so that, unlike the guards, he
could judge what level of aggression was needed in any stuation. | think he meant the guards only follow
orders, they can't decide what to do by themselves. He said the Enlightened One shouldn't be eft with
Jkoshuk."

"That could describe what we've seen of the guards,” agreed Tirak. "Enlightened One, eh? Soundslike
they have someone important on board.”

"They would have. What I've seen of their stasis and medical sections suggest they're equipped for a
conflict,” said Kaid, getting up. "This has given us even more ques-tions and not one answer, I'm afraid.
Did you overhear anything about why they've kept Jeran?’

"One said he was senditive, the other wanted to know if we could work asapair. We don't have the right
brain patternsfor telepathy, apparently. They wanted to ask us more questions before returning us, but |
don't remember being asked anything.”

"So why return you?" asked Zashou.

"They knew | was awake and could hear them. It wasthat facel” Giyesh shivered, clutching her arms
about her chest. "Those huge eyes with the dark centers, and the pincersl™

"Morelikely it was your scream,” snorted Mrowbay. "Enough to wake the dead it wadl"

Kaid reached out to grip Giyesh's shoulder comfortingly. "Ther€'s no point in getting upset abot it,
Giyesh. Who-ever they are, they've been here dl dong. So far, they haven't actualy harmed us."

"They kept Carriefromyou,” she said quietly.
Rad'searsdipped. "They may yet return her."

"At least we've an idea of how they get in and out of here without usknowing," said Jo. "Makesit less
frightening.”

"Not to me," said Zashou.

"Nor me," agreed Giyesh.

* % %

Brynne had asked Jurrel and Banner to let him have the afternoon aone in the house with Keeza.

"Y ou want me to do what?' demanded a shocked Keeza. She got up and began to pace round the den,
tall flicking in agitation. Stopping suddenly, she said, "Tell me again why this matters.”

Brynne sighed and began again. Thiswould make the third time. "I want you to bond with me," he said.
"That bit | do understand,” she interrupted. "It'sthe next | don't.”
"Were genetically competible, which means we could have cubs with each other. Because of this..."

"That just isn't possible," she said, sitting down on the chair next to him. "Y ou're Human, I'm not. How
could we possibly share cubs?"



"Just take my word for it,” he said, reaching acrossto take hold of her hand. It lay passvein his. "There
are two Human and Sholan hybrid cubs on the estate aready, one of them mine. | told you | went to visit
my Leskaand our son yesterday. Y ou didn't doubt me then.”

"| thought she was Human like you. It never occurred to me she was Sholan.”

"I'm not asking you to have acub, Keeza, only to go through a bonding ceremony with me. Because we
could have cubs together, our priest, Ghyan, iswilling to perform the ceremony, that's dl. He knowswho
youae..."

He stopped as she tried to pull away from him with acry of distress. "Keeza, stop panicking! Hesa
priest of Vartra, bound by his Order not to revea confidentia con-versationswith his congregeation to
anyone. It'll give you more security if you're my bond-mate. Make it more diffi-cult for any authoritiesto
take you off the estate.”

"What's S0 specid about this estate?”

"It'sthe En'Shdla estate. Three people walked the Fire Margins to win us—the mixed Leskas—theright
to have our own Clan."

"I think | remember reading about it," she said vaguely. "But were not Leskas."

"Y ou're atelepath, and your genes are smilar to every-one's here. If you marry me, you become
En'Shalla, too. The Gods will, Keeza, subject only to the Order of Vartra. Now do you understand?”

She nodded dowly, putting her hand up to tuck ashorter lock of hair behind her ear. "How long a
contract are you suggesting?'

Brynne watched her. Hed found himsdlf trying to memo-rize her every little gesture. Thiswas one of her
most en-dearing. When she did that, she looked asif she wasKitras age. "I've thought about this" he
said, taking histime. "The only one that makes sense and gives you the protec-tion you need, isa
life-bonding." Hefet her hand clench dightly within hisand rushed on before she could say any-thing.
"Before you object, once weve sorted this out, you needn't stay with meif you don't want to. Y ou can
think of it asamarriage of convenienceif you prefer.”

"Y ou know naothing about me except what you've shared in my mind,” she said quietly. "Most of my past
lifeisacomplete mystery even to me. | can't even remember what I've done since | was taken from the
prison.”

"Likeyou said, I'vefdt your mind. You're not akiller, Keeza. Whatever you did, you must have had
good reasons. | trust you.”

"You'reafool, Brynne," she said, looking him straight in the eyes. ™Y ou've read the reports. Y ou know |
worked my way into a Pack Lord's den then killed him. How d'you know | won't do the same to you?"

"Because | know you loveme," he said, reaching out to pull her into the chair with him. "Just asyou
know | loveyou. | redizeit's sudden, but my proposd is quite red—if you'll have me."

"How do we reach this shrine without me being seen?" she asked, returning hiskiss as hislips brushed
hers.

"| get Father Ghyan on the comm and ask him to come here. It'sdl arranged,” he murmured. "But | don't
needto cal himjust yet."



Sigter Vaidou pressed asmall sterile dressing over the cut on Brynne's palm, then turned to do the same
for Keeza.

"It won't stick if your skin'swet," she said, getting ready to gpply the dressing.

Hurriedly Keezatook her hand away from her .mouth and wiped it dong her thigh to dry it off. "It was
bleeding,” shesad.

"You'll have gotten dirtin it now," said the Sister, check-ing that Keeza's pam was dry enough. Blood
was welling again from the narrow cut that ran across the pad in the center of her hand. "It's meant to
bleed. How e se can you and Brynne share your blood?' She smiled as she applied the dressing. "This
must have been a spring romance for you both. So sudden.”

Keezadidn't quite know how to answer, then Brynne came to her rescue.

"Not s0 sudden, Vaidou," he said, standing behind his new wife and resting his hands on her hips. "We
met men-tally weeks ago." He shrugged, smiling. "Working here, you know how it iswith telepaths.
There's more than one way to get to know a person.”

"Yes" sad Vadou uncertainly.
"Let'sgo and help Ghyan clear up," Brynne whispered in Keezds ear, urging her past the Sigter.

Ghyan was standing at the table he'd used for performing the bonding ceremony, packing away the very
new estate register book and the ceremonia knife.

Brynne watched the priest's eyes narrow briefly, then widen in surprise asthey approached him. "Can we
help you?' he asked. "We can't thank you enough for doing this."

Ghyan took Keeza by the hand. "I'm done now. It's a pleasure to be able to help you. Did you know that
years ago, Kusac and | werefriends at the Guild?' hesaid. "'l left for the temple at Vasgarth a couple of
years before Kusac disappeared. No one was more surprised than me when he turned up herewith his
Carrie. | threw my lot in with him the night he asked me to marry him to his Human Leska."

"Kusac disappeared?’ Brynne was confused.

"Hewas very different back then," said Ghyan, perching on the edge of the table. "Much quieter, avery
conscien-tious student who had no idea how to relax. Then he ran off and joined the Forces, posing asa
low-grade telepath. We didn't know what had become of him for ayear. It wasn't till his message for
help was picked up by the Kha-lossa that we found out he'd been shot down on Keiss by the Vategans
along with Vannaand Garras, and hed met Carrie.”

"| didn't redize héd beenin the military,” said Brynne. "And you married them?'

Ghyan's mouth opened in adow smile. "Yes, it was my pleasure to be able to perform my friend's
life-bonding cer-emony. He was betrothed to someone else, and unable by law to even enter into a
short-term bonding contract be-cause of that. It wasn't till he discovered Carrie was car-rying their cub
that he redlized they had the right to marry. Their hybrid cub negated the betrothal contract, you see.”

"I'd heard some of this" said Brynne, "Why are you tdling usthis? Not that I'm complaining, you
understand.”

Ghyan looked from one to the other. " Just I etting you know you're not the first couple I've helped, that's
al," hesaid lightly, patting Keezas hand before letting it go. "I hope everything works out for you. If | can



be of any more help, please don't hesitate to ask.”

"Thank you, Father," said Brynne, aware of Keeza shrinking back against him. What'swrong? | told
you our secret's safe with Father Ghyan and Sster Vaidou.

| know!
Then he redized what Father Ghyan had been dluding to. It rendered him speechless.

Ghyan caught hislook and nodded, raising an eyeridge. "Ah. | see you've just found out the good news,"
he said, smiling again as he got down from the table and picked up his case. "It ssemsthat more and
more often these days, my wishesfor afruitful marriage are unnecessary.”

There wasn't much Brynne could say until after the priest and hisaide had | ft.

"Why?" he asked, coming back into the den. "Didn't you trust me enough? Did you fed acub would
make you safer?' Had she been even more manipulative than she'd suggested? Had he been fooled the
way she'd fooled the Pack Lord?

She put her hands over her face and just sat there. "No! At first | didn't even think it was possible. Then,
when | redized the truth, | thought it would please you. | waswrong, | had no right to make that choice
done"

He didn't know what to say. Suddenly his—their—world had been turned upside down, and the first
small seed of doubt had been planted. Her distresswasred, he could fed it, and it hurt him every bit as
much asit hurt her. She'd trusted him completely, so why was he suddenly re-luctant to do the same?
Didn't this cub make her even more dependent on him? He hadn't feared for his physica safety because
of her violent past, was he that afraid of her emotionaly? Then he remembered what he and Vannahad
gone through when they'd discovered she was pregnant, and began walking toward her.

"It'sdl right," he said, crouching down in front of her. Gently he tugged her hands away from her eyes.
"Don't cry, Keeza. | know you didn't mean any harm." He kissed her pams, first the one with the cut
where they'd mingled their blood during the ceremony, then the other.

"Blood islife. What better way to seal our marriage than to share acub?' His voice sounded hollow as
he said the words, asif he was hearing them spoken for the second time, and from very far away.

Hefelt asudden weight on his shoulder, then asmall, wet nose stuffed itself into hisear. Belle legped
from there down into Keeza's lap, stretching up to pat her face, making her smile and reach down to pet
the jegget. As he watched them, asound like asigh echoed in hismind.

Each housein the village had a garden behind it. Brynneé'swas no different. Later in the evening, he found
an opportunity to go for awak with Jurrel and tell him what he'd done.

"Say something,” said Brynne, exasperated and worried by the other's silence.

Jurrdl turned to look a him. "What do you want meto say?'

"Anything you want."

"I don't think you know what you're doing,” he said. "Worse, | don't think you know why you did it."
"That hurt," said Brynne.

"It'sthe truth, though. Why would you need my opinion if you're o sure of yoursdf?"



"You're my friend, and more. It matters.”

Jurrel Sghed, stopping by the bench. "Sit down,” he said. "I can fed your tenson so stronglly it's affecting
r.rell

Brynnesat. "l want to help her, Jurrel," he said as hisfriend began to knead his shouldersfirmly.
"Do you? Or were you looking for an excuse to marry her? And if so, why should you need an excuse?"
"I didn't marry her to prove anything to mysdlf, or any-oneese!" he said, stung.

"Then what'sthe real reason? Be honest with yourself if not with me." Jurrel wasworking hisway across
Brynne's shoulder blades, making him wince. "Y ou get these knotsin the same places every time,” he
muttered. "Next time you're getting wound up, spare athought for me. I'm the poor male who's got to
undoitdl.”

Brynne sniggered briefly, then sobered up again. Y ou'regoing to laugh a me or cal meanidiot,” he said
defensvely.

"Try rre”

He swung round on the bench to look at hisfriend. "Yes, | waslooking for an excuse to marry her,
because| fell inlovewith her.”

"That's agood enough reason,” Jurrdl said, stepping acrossthe bench to join him. "Fed better?"
Brynne rotated his shoulders and neck experimentdly. "Lots, thanks."

" il think you're out of your mind, though. Two daysisn't long enough to know if you're suited to build
alife together."

"Telepaths can't lie to each other when they mind-speak. | know al | need to know about her.”
"Then what you've doneisright for you. Y ou'll certainly be more ableto protect her as her life-mate.”
"And she's pregnant,” Brynne added.

Jurrel made a choking noise, then reached out and grabbed him by the ears, shaking his head. "Have you
got insanity in your family?" he demanded.

"Hey! That hurts!” Brynne exclaimed, grabbing at his handsto stop him. "What did you do that for?'

"To shake some senseinto you! How in Vartras name did you persuade her to get pregnant? And why?!
Jurrdl let hisears go but Brynne held onto hishands.

"I didn't. She decided on her own. Just don't say any-thing, please. I've dready said it dl to mysdlf. What
worriesmemoreis| don't want to have to choose between the two of you.”

"Then don't,” said Jurrel. "I'm not going to ask you to." He narrowed his eyes, searching Brynne'sface. "l
think perhaps you do know who you are after al, Brynne Ste-vens. When you make your mind up, you
cetanly doit fast!"

"Vannataught me that you have to hold onto what'sworth having or else you'l loseit," he said quietly.

"A wisefemae," said Jurrd, gripping Brynne's hands before removing his own. "We'd better get back in



before Keezastarts worrying.”
"Shewon'. She knows what we're talking about.”

"Then shewill worry," said Jurrdl, getting up. " She must love you agreet ded to commit hersdf to sharing
acub with you so soon.”

Brynne said nothing as they walked back indoors.
* * #

The Seniormost had not harmed Kusac the day before, merely questioned him again about Vartrathe
God, Kez-ule, and the telepaths. It was almost arepetition of what Jkoshuk had asked. Hed refused to
answer him, refused to even confirm what held said to the priest. Heleft him alone eventudly, sending in
food and dimming the lights so Kusac could deep.

Severd hourslater, he was awakened by being hauled from his bed by a Prime guard. As he staggered,
reaching out to support himself against the bed, ablow struck him hard acrossthe face. He yelped as
much at the unexpect-edness of it asat the pain. The guard pulled him into the center of the room,
gripping him firmly by the upper arms. Kusac didn't struggle, there was no point. Againgt his back; the
guard's armor was hard and cold. He could fedl his heart begin to race as he tried to prepare himsalf for
trouble.

"Areyou awake now?' the priest asked in Sholan, stand-ing in front of him. "Good. The Seniormost was
most dis-pleased that you refused to talk to him yesterday." Jkoshuk smiled to show his many pointed
teeth. "When he's dis-pleased, I'm displeased.”

Another blow hit him, thistime on the other side of hisface, rocking his head so hard he hit it on the
armor behind him.

"Y ou'll answer me though, because thistime the pain can't be turned off. Y oull haveto live with every
bruise and cut. And every time | cometo question you, I'll add to them. Do we understand each other?”

Kusac looked at him silently. Y es, he understood, but he was damned if held answer him! He saw
Jkoshuk lifting hisarm and closed his eyes, determined not to give the Vategan the satisfaction of seeing
himflinch.

It landed on the same side, making him gasp involun-tarily as his head bounced off the guard's armor
again. As herighted himsdlf, he could fed hischeek swelling and hisfield of visoninthat eye beginto
ghrink.

"Y ou're new to this question and answer game, aren't you?' said Jkoshuk, circling round them. "I can
tell. I'll give you afew hints before we go any further.”

Kusac's head ached and his face was throbbing, and Jkoshuk had barely begun. Hed coped with pain
before, used his Taent to block it, but he could fed nothing left of his abilities now. Kaid had taught him
what to do in the event of capture, but then it had been academic, now it was only too redl.

The footsteps stopped in front of him. Hisjaw was grasped from underneath and his head forced up so
he was|ooking directly at Jkoshuk. Razor sharp claws pricked the sides of his cheeks.

"One. Alwayslook at mewhen I'm talking to you." He thrust Kusac's head away. "I like to know | have
your full attention. Two. Always answer the easy questions. | can't stand sullen captives. Three. Don't
giveintoo eadly. | won't believe you." He moved closer, hisforked tongue flicking out to scop millimeters



from Kusac'sface. Then it was gone. "I enjoy my work. It gives me pleasure to unlock my captive's
deepest secrets and fears. Now, shal we begin again?'

Hislegswere trembling, he redized, forcing them straight then bracing them at the kneejoint. It wasa
game, and he needed to make concessonsif hewas going to have any chance of surviving it.

"Yes." In hismind, he began to recite the litany to ban-ish pain.

"You learn quickly," said Jkoshuk. "Let's start with the female in the other cryogenic unit. Carrie.”
#*#

Day 32

Giyesh woke with Jeran lying in the bed beside her. He was shocked to learn held been taken, and had
no memory of being examined or questioned. Kaid pressed him hard, but to no avail. Then hecalled
Rezac over to read the young mae's mind.

"You'retreating him likeacrimind," objected Giyesh, taking the opportunity to return to her lover'sside.

"Giyesh," warned Tirak from his seat nearby. "Don't interfere between Kaid and his people. You're
making afool of yourself over Jeran. Y ou should never have been alowed to come on this mission. Why
| et the derstak meinto taking you, I'll never know. Y ou should be home looking after your first taiban
now!"

Giyesh gtiffened, moving closer to Jeran.
"It'sdl right, Giyesh, no one'sforcing meto do any-thing," said Jeran quietly, siroking her knee.
Rezac took advantage of their conversation to say in alow voice, "Why aren't you doing it, Kaid?'

"No need for me to when you can,” he replied. Y ou're more than capable from what | saw that day with
Tesha"

Rezac's eyes narrowed, his eye ridges meeting. Kad fdlt the gentle touch of the other's mind briefly
againg hisand cursed to himsdlf. Hed been hoping to conced his condi-tion for awhile longer.

It's begun, hasn't it? Link deprivation. Do you know any-thing about it? sent Rezac.
Of course | do! | watched Carrie and Kusac go through it. | know what to expect.

Knowing it and experiencing it are very different. You're mentally and physically separated, that's
theworst it could be. If they keep you apart, you've got another day at most before you go into a
coma. Then you die. Tomorrow morn-ing, I'm calling the Primes, unless either you're taken or
she's returned.

No! You'll do nothing!
Then you'll both die. So will your cub. Isthat what you want?

He glowered a Rezac, making an effort to strengthen his mental barriers. You'd no business reading me
!

| didn't. Your shieldsarelow and | couldn't help sense



the state you're in. We can't afford to lose you, Raid. You're what's holding all of us together. Even
Tirak looks to you as the leader.

Rezac wasright, and held befalling in hisduty if he didn't accept the offer of help. Hisfather had an
uncanny knack of knowing when something was wrong with him. Hewondered if Dzaka thought the
sameof him. Do it, then.

I'll need to monitor you, Rezac warned him. And tell the othersif necessary.
Kaid shut his eyes. He was deathly tired and ached al over. No.

It would be better to tell the Primes now. You're only going to get worse and there's nothing we
can doto easeit.

You know | can't. To do that would be showing them our weakness. It's academic anyway. They
don't come when we call them. He could fed the compassion in the other's thoughts. How could the
Leskaslivelikethis, tied so com-pletely to another? He was so used to his freedom, hisindependence.

But no more loneliness. You've only had one Link day, sent Rezac. You wail, it's worth it for that
one day in five that's yours.

He remembered saying something smilar to Kusac. Now he would be finding out for himself. Do what
you have to, he sent with asigh.

You'll tell T'Chebbi? That one's like a feral when it comes to defending you.

He opened hiseyes, amiling faintly! "I'll tell T'Chebbi."

"Tdl mewha?" she demanded from by his elbow.

See what | mean? sent Rezac with adow grin.

"Go and read Jeran," said Kaid, pushing himsdlf out of the chair. "I'll talk to T'Chebbi now."
"Y ou got till midday tomorrow? That'sdl?' T'Chebbi asked, shocked.

He nodded, holding his arms open for her. She went to him, clutching him tightly as hisarms closed round
her and he rested his head againgt hers.

"I need you to understand how much | loveyou," he said, the words coming dowly, asif hewas having
difficulty saying them. "Oneday, you and | will share cubs, because

| don't compare you with Carrie, don't love either of you more than the other, just differently.”

"I know," she whispered, clenching her handsin histill long pelt. "1 know you dontt. | love them and you
that way, too." She could fed tears beginning to course down her cheeks and pushed away from him,
scrubbing at her face. "L ook at me, somewarrior | am!"

"The best," he said, capturing her again. "1 chose you to guard Carrie, didn't 7' He licked her tears
away, mak-ing her laugh, and cry again. "I'm not that bad. Rezac's watching me, helll not let megointo a
coma.”

"Wish it was me. I'd know how things were then, when to worry."

"AsK Rezac, helll tdl you. Y ou haveto trust him, T'Chebbi. | am, with my life."



"Should be mel”

"No, you're my Second. Y ou haveto lead for me, that's more important thistime," he said, stroking her
head, smoothing back her earsasif he was soothing a cub. "And ease off on Zashou, please. It hurts
Rezac when you go for her. She can't help being afraid.”

T'Chebbi stiffened dightly. "Whereis she? Didn't see her in the lounge with everyonedse.”
"Thiswould happen now," Kaid sghed. "With any iuck shell remember nothing when they return her.”
"What do you want to bet she's hysterica?' grumbled T'Chebbi.

"Well, it'll be your problem, your chance to show her some patience. | won't be well enough to dedl with
it

She could hear the sudden strain in his voice and looked up at him. Hisface was creased in pain.
Instantly she reached for his hand, fegling the heat and the swest as he began to sag againgt her. Grabbing
him, she steered him over to hisbed, helping him lie down.

"It'sdl right," hesaid, holding hisbelly. "It's part of it. Just a stomach cramp. It'll passin amoment. Go
seeif you can find Zashou."

"Il go find Rezac firdt," she said, getting up.

"Don't panic everyone about me, T'Chebbi," he whis-pered as she made her way to the door. "We don't
need it."

Zashou proved to be there, still adeep in the room she shared with Jo and Rezac. Kaid rested for a
while,

T'Chebbi keeping him company. Then, anxious not to worry any of the others because of his absence,
when hefelt alittle better, he returned to thelounge. Rezac joined him, carrying an herba drink.

"Try this, might help ease your somach alittle” he said quietly.

Kaid accepted it, finding it surprisngly pleasant. "What was going on between Giyesh and Tirak earlier?”
he asked. Kegping his mind busy was better than the dternative.

"Tirak and his crew, they're dl related, something like amixture of the Guilds and Clansyou say Shola
has now. Females take a different husband every five years and are not supposed to see military service
until after their first cub. Only Giyesh didn't fancy that and had her parents pull stringsto alow her to
comeon thismisson instead.”

"How'd you find thisout?"

"Been taking to Jeran. He's as taken with Giyesh as sheiswith him," Rezac said, looking over at the
table where the couple were sitting. " Apparently she's running upwind of custom, and Tirak, over Jeran.
She's not supposed to have lovers before her first mating isover. | think the Cap-tain hoped shed
choose Nayash or Mrowbay, not one of us. Jeran says shelll bein trouble for it when she gets home."

"Sothey'reamilitary family?'

"Yeah. All Rryuks, like the name of their ship. Only reason Tirak'slet them beis because of us." He
turned to look at Kaid. "Because we have loverswho are diens.”



"Lessdienthan ahdl of alot of Sholans | know," mut-tered Kaid.

Rezac grinned, earsflicking in amusement. "How right you are. Y ou better figure out what you're going to
tell Jeran when he comes and asksiif he can stay with the Profit, not come home with us"

"I'm ahead of you onthat,” he said, face creasing dightly in pain. "What did you find out from Jeran?"'
"Nothing. He was out cold the whole time. This can wait, Kaid."

Rezac wasright. In his current state, he might inadver-tently say more than he meant to about the Primes
and their motives. "Carrieés going through this, isn't she?!

Rezac just nodded. "It's nearly third medl. Try to eat something light, like eggs. Then go rest. T'Chebbi
can watch you for now. I'll take over later.”

"l don't think | can eat."
"Try something. Just est what you can.”

Kaid nodded and took another sip of hisdrink. Hed noticed lately that Rezac had been keeping an eye
on everyone, acting like a Pack Second, keeping his hand on the pulse of the group. Especidly himself.
"Il try," hesad tiredly.

Rezac and Jo likewise retired early. Lying beside her, Rezac gently rubbed hishand across Jo's belly.
"Tel mehow Kaidis," she asked.

Rezac rolled back into his own bed and stared up at the ceiling. "Not good,” he admitted. "I'm not
completely sure what's going on with him. Thisiswhat usualy happensif you try to deny aLeskaLink,
not after the first pairing. But then, thisishardly anorma Link anyway. He said they once experienced a
full three-way bond but apart from then, it's never been that activefor him. They're dl aware of each
other during Link days, but he doesn't fed the compulsion strongly unlessit'stimefor him to bewith
Carie”

"What about when she was pregnant?”

"Weren't Linked then. The three-way thing happened when he and Kusac swore a sword-brother oath,
he said. Probably his Link to her has activated to afull Leska oneto save her because of Kusac being
dead."

"Or missing," corrected Jo.

"Morelikely dead, -I'm afraid. Anyway, |'ve created aminor link of my own to him, and I'm watching
him care-fully. That'swhy | want to degp now, o I'm dert during theworst of it."

"How quickly could he go into acoma? Will you have enough warning?'
"Yes, if I'm physicaly with him. T'Chebbi's watching him now. He's a the vomiting stage.”
Jo grimaced. " Sounds awful. Would that have happened to usif we hadnt..."

"But it didn't,” he said, cutting her short. ™Y ou came to me and now we have acub on theway.” He
reached out to caress her belly again. "I canfed it," he said suddenly.

"You can't possibly,” Jo replied, feding for hersdf. "I'm only nine weeks."



"Areyou sure?" he asked, disappointed.

"Pogtivel It'sfar too smal for that yet. Y ou know, Za-shou wasright about that at least. Y ou're like acat
with two tailsover thiscub.”

Heraised hishead to look at her in surprise. "A cat with two tails? What an odd saying." He thought for
amoment then grinned. "Still, say it again in acouple of day'stime when thisisover and I'm sure| can
come up with some-thing better than a second tail.”

Jo grabbed her pillow and began to hit him withiit.
* #*
Day 32

A second wasted day, thought Jkoshuk, hissing angrily &t the captive hanging limply in the guard's grasp.
Oh, not wasted asfar as the Seniormost was concerned, but cer-tainly asfar as he was. The Seniormog,
after making him spend yesterday in hisrooms with nothing to do, had given him an extratwo daysto
question Kusac, and findly lifted the worst of the restrictions on what he could do to him. Hed gotten all
the answers the Primes wanted now, and it till didn't make much sense, but making sense of it wasthe
Seniormost's job, not his.

It was the Human that he wanted, to hear about, and the damned Sholan gtill refused to tell him anything!
Hed tormented him to the point where hed say dmost anything just to be left done, which meant Kusac
could tell the truth now and know it would be suspect. Lately, though, Jko-shuk had noticed held
developed aknack of telling when his captives were lying, so continuing wasn't a problem. Which was
just aswdll, because he only had afew hours|eft in which to get the answers he wanted.

His own equipment from the M'ijikk had gotten him bet-ter results than the sophisticated pain collar of
the Primes. Deep bruising that caused no surface wounds that the Primes could see was a great
persuader. And the pain lasted.

Reaching behind him, he picked up the animal prod again and put it under Kusac's chin, sending just
enough of acurrent through it to make him jerk his head up. "One moretime. Y ou say you met the
Humanson Kess"

Kusac mumbled something indecipherable.

"| can't hear you."

"Yes" Still mumbled but at least he could hear it thistime.

"Y ou met thisHuman femaleon Keiss."

"No."

"Think again." Turning the power up to full, he touched the prod to Kusac's neck.
Hejerked away fromit, trying not to cry out. "Not Keiss"

"Then where?'

"The second ship," he mumbled, head dropping again.

"You'relying. Shewas on Keiss before your people came, wasn't she?"



"No. On ship." He shook his head dowly for emphasis. "Why important?’

"Y ou dare question me?" he demanded, about to hit him again. Then he stopped. It was dwaysthe same
answers. A different gpproach was needed. Perhaps letting him know how much information about her
he aready had might break down hisresistance. " She was on Keiss, wasn't she? More, shewasin our
city at Geshader."

"No."

Aiming above the guard's grip, he hit Kusac's arm hard with the prod and held it there for severd
seconds.

Unableto pull away from ether the blow or the current asit surged through him, Kusac's body went rigid
and he began to whimper—alow, involuntary sound.

That had gotten a better response. The combination of the blow and the charge might just work.
Jkoshuk removed the prod and Kusac sagged against the guard.

"She was a Geshader, wasn't she? Working asaspy.”
“No!"

"She'sin aroom down the corridor. If you won't tell me, maybe I'll go ask her mysdlf. Would you prefer
thet?'

Kusac straightened up and raised his head dowly, eyes narrowing as he looked at Jkoshuk. "They won't
let you near her or you wouldn't need to ask me."

Angrily, Jkashuk hit him again, aming the prod high up on theinsde of Kusac'sthigh near hisgroin and
holding it there.

Howling in agony, Kusac fought to escape the prod, try-ing to wrench himsdlf free from the guard.
Jkoshuk dodged, keeping up the pressure against hisleg until sud-denly, Kusac collapsed, gasping, "Not
Carrie! Elise! WasElise, her twin!"

Shocked, Jkoshuk removed the prod and stepped back. "Twin? What's twin?' he demanded.

Each word was gasped out painfully asthe guard hauled Kusac's limp body upright again. "Like her.
Sder. Born a sametime.”

Two? Humans had multiple young? He had to be lying! Reaching out, he grasped him by the jaw, lifting
his head up. Tears streaked the blood-matted, swollen face. But it was Kusac's eyes that told him that
held at last gotten some of what he wanted. Therewas no fireleft in them.

"The one | questioned was caled Elise," Jkoshuk said. "How like her sister is she?”
"Exact."

He remembered how the female had laughed in his face as held tortured her. No one had ever laughed
before. More, she'd told him nothing. Never had that happened ether. There wasn't a person living who
couldn't be broken somehow—except her. Had it been the other—twin—that had been the spy? Had he
gotten the wrong one? He dropped Kusac's head, losing interest in him.

"Leave him. | want to see the Human femae." He began striding toward the door.



"No! Leave her done! Shewasn't the spy!" Kusac cried out as the guard pushed him aside and followed
Jkoshuk.

Staggering, his abused leg buckled under him, pitching him forward to sorawl on thefloor. Helay there,
unable to move asthe door closed behind him. "No! Not Carriel” he howled, clenching hishandsand
thumping them use-lesdy againgt the sted floor in despair.

* % %

"We're here, Commander," said Nara, putting her head round the door of the cramped common areaon
Striker Two.

L'Seuli grunted and uncurled himself from the narrow bed on which held been deeping. Standing up, he
tried to stretch his cramped limbs and tail.

"Y ou should get some rest while you're here, Com-mander,” she said sympatheticdly. "Thisisthe fourth
out-post you've been to in the last two weeks.”

"It'sadsothelast one, Nara," he yawned, running his hands across his short, sand-colored hair and
scratching be-hind his ears vigoroudy. "I head home tomorrow.”

"Captain Khed iswaiting on the flight deck. Said to tell you there's hot food waiting for you in his
quarters.”

L'Seuli's ears pricked up. "Thereis? Now that does sound good. What about you and Chima?' He
tugged at the hem of histunic before readjusting hisjacket. His grays were till stiff and new, but held
needed them to reflect his current rank during thismission.

"Crew raions," she said, making aface. "Still ahdl of alot better than the muck on board Striker .
He frowned, then changed hismind. "Anything is, Sster Nara. Let's get going, then.”

Khed waswaiting for him just insde the exit. He stood to attention, saluting him. "Commander L'Seuli.
Welcometo Haven."

L'Seuli returned the older males sdute. "At ease, Cap-tain. My pilot tells me there's food waiting for us.
After Striker's rations, it's awelcome thought.”

"l hope to make your visit here as pleasant as possble, Commander. Thisway, if you please,” said
Khed, indicat-ing the waiting eevator.

"How'swork progressing?'

"Fair. The station had a skeleton crew, which we've as-amilated. All the essentials were up and running,
it'sjust been a question of expanding to accommodate a crew of sixty and five assault craft.”

"Y ou have everything you need?"

The elevator hated, door opening to let them out onto the second level. Again, Khed let L'Seuli precede
him.

"Y es, Commander. Isthisyour first visit to our outpost?' He stopped outside his office, opening the door
for them.

"Itis, but | have been fully briefed, Captain,”" he said, well aware the captain thought him too young for



hisrank. "The origind asteroid was found here two hundred and fifty years ago during part of the
Brotherhood's regular policing activitiesin this region after the Chemerian/Sholan wars. Charts
discovered here led usto the other three out-posts, and the conclusion that they formed part of an early
warning system of unknown dien origin. Like the other three, it was abandoned and showed signs of a
fierce con-flict. In light of current discoveries, it's now thought to have belonged to the ancient Vategans.
Over the years, other asteroids have been excavated at each location, including this, our main one, and
outfitted with parts salvaged from obsol ete craft bought from the Forces. They now serve as our forward
observation poststo protect Alliance space and thus Shola. How am | doing?' he asked, raising an eye
ridge.

Khed's ears dipped in embarrassment. "I wastold your last assignment had been in the Ghuulgul Desert
during thetriba rebellion. | assumed that..."

L'Seuli touched the flash of purple at the edge of hisjacket. "Perhgpsin fairness| should tell you that the
purple on my uniform does reflect ateepathic ability, which waswhy | was picked for that mission. May
| suggest, Brother Khedl, that we forget our current ranks and collaborate as equal's on this matter? Y ou
obvioudy have more experience of this outpost than | have. The point of my missonisto seethat Guild
Master Rhyaz isasfully briefed as possible on your current state of readiness. I'd appreciate your
assis-tanceto do that."

Khed's mouth opened in ahaf smile. "Certainly, Brother L'Seuli. We can ingpect the facility as soon as
we've eaten. Would you like to take a seat?' He gestured to his desk where plates and covered dishes of
food sat.

Within afew minutes, L'Seuli was helping himsdlf from one of the severd large casserole disheson the
table.

"l don't suppose you've got any further ordersfor me, have you?' asked Khedl, helping himself to
vegetables. " Something that would explain why we're suddenly increas-ing our presence in space?”

"Why do you think were here?”

"Possibly because of somethreat to Shola, possibly be-cause of the new tregties.”
"A reasonable hypothesis. | expect the troops are rife with speculation.”

"And bets. It would be useful to have something con-crete to tell them.”

"I'm afraid I've no additiond ordersfor you beyond re-maining vigilant."

"I've been given two tdepaths,” said Khed after munch-ing in silence for afew minutes. "Brother Vriuzu
from Stronghold, and Sigter Joshafrom our guildhouse on Nagaan.”

"So Jiosha's been reassigned from Jang," said L'Seuli, helping himsdlf to more stew. "1 wondered if shed
be posted here. We started training at Stronghold together.”

"Why have we two when the other outposts have only one?" asked Kheal, doggedly pursuing his point
"Andwhy any at dl? Normaly they stay at the guildhouses to avoid recognition.”

L'Seuli finished his mouthful. "How are you deploying them?'
"Youreignoring my question, Brother. Why?'

"Did you know Vartra's been seen in the temple at Stronghold? He's been visiting our Brothers and



Sigerswith visonsagain. Y ou did receive the directive on re-porting all such occurrences direct to
Stronghold, didn't you?"

"Yes werecavedit."
"Don't censor them. Send them al immediately, no mat-ter how strange.”
Khedl sat back in his chair. "Someidea of what we're watching or waiting for would be helpful "

L'Seuli rested his elbows on the desk, watching him. "All | can tdl you at this moment, Captain, isthat
four of our people are missing, and have been for twenty-seven days. Three of them are an En-Shalla
Leska Triad. We've found some debris but not atrace of their craft so far—no drive emissons even.
They're out there somewhere, and it's pos-sible amessage from them might come at any time. This
outpost is nearet to their last known postion.”

"Whatever's respongble for them being missing could be heading for Shola.™

L'Seuli sat unmoving for amoment longer. "1 did not say that, Captain Khedl," he said softly, then
resumed hismed.

Almost word for word, he'd had the same conversation at each of the other three outposts, and each of
their com-manding officers had drawn the same conclusion. Inspecting the facility was dmost aformdity
now he'd completed his main task.

* * %

The Clan Council meeting had been delayed by aweek and they were sitting for the first time since Konis
had withdrawn his resignation. As he looked round the cham-ber, he was pleased to note the wary looks
on thefaces of four of the newly appointed Clan Leaders. It wouldn't do any harm &t al for them to
remain cautious of him for the next few months. He would not let Azkuu'slittle power struggle be

forgotten.
He tapped thetablein front of him loudly with his stylus, waiting for the chattering to cease.

"Before we begin, there's some long overdue business | have to attend to,” he said, picking up an officiad
letter from the folder in front of him and getting to hisfeet. He walked round the tabletill he cameto
Naeul Arrazo, hold-ing the document out to him.

"What'sthis?' demanded Naeul, taking it from him. "What're you planning now, Konis? Isn't it enough
you've replaced four of the Council ?*

Konisignored his outburst. "My predecessor should have seen to this years ago, Naeul. He didn't, but
the matter was brought to my attention and I'm dealing with it now."

Naeul had opened the letter and wasreading it.

Konislooked at Falma, nodded once, then turned back to Naeul as his deputy opened the door and
dipped out.

"That isyour indictment for the crime of assault againgt your daughter Khemu Arrazo; for illegaly
imprisoning her on your estate; for falsaly reporting her degth to various officids, including the ruling Clan
Lord; for failing to register the birth of your grandson, Dzaka Arrazo, and findly, when the cub was
born, taking him from his mother and having him fostered, againgt her will, in your estate nursery. The
Protectors are waiting for you, Naeul Arrazo." Asheturned away to walk dowly back to his seet at the



head of the table, the door opened and a senior Protector entered.
"Now look here," began Naeul, getting up and angrily starting toward Konis.
"Y ou can argue your case with thejudiciary, Liege" in-terrupted the officer, taking him firmly by thearm.

Rhyasha smiled asmall smileto hersdf as she watched Naeul being led, protesting, from the room. The
rest of the Council sat in stunned silencetill the door shut behind them. 1t was satisfying to see them so
rattled after what they'd alowed Azkuu and her little group to do, not only to Konis, but to Kitra. And
finaly, justice had been gained for Dzaka and his mother, Khemu. She hoped the poor femae's soul
would now be at peace.

"l remember that businesswith Khemu," said Lossa, the first to speak. " She was supposed to life-bond
with my el-dest. What happened, Konis?"

"Khemu Arrazo became pregnant and Naeul, fearing the scandd, told this Council that sheéd diedina
climbing acci-dent,” said Konis. "Herefused to | et her see the father and locked her up in her room till
her cub was born." He stopped, looking over the Council members. "Naeul didn't stop at that, though.
Hetook the infant from her and placed him in the estate nursery, then moved his daughter out of the main
house into one opposite the nursery, im-prisoning her there. As he grew older, Khemu could see and
hear her son every day, but was never alowed to speak to him. Naeul made sure she never forgot the
shame shed brought to hisfamily.”

"Neeul did that?' exclamed Khayle. "I'd never have thought it of him!"

"Y ou were always a bit soft on Naeul, even asayoung-ling,” said Mnae with acackle. "Never looked
twice a you, though."

"Just aswell," snapped back Lossa. "How did you find out about this, Konis? What became of the cub?
And why did she choose to become pregnant in the first place?’

"More important, who's the father?' asked Chaidda, his male voice degp among those of the females.

"Thefather didn't know about the cub till four yearslater," said Konis. "Asluck would haveit, Khemu
managed not only to escape, but to take him with her. Sheleft him outside the gates at Stronghold for his
father tofind."

Khasih Rakulabegan to laugh softly. "I know whose son heis. Hisfather'sthe third in your son's Triad,
isn't he, Konis? Dzakais Kaid's son." Shelooked over to Gar-ras. "One of your En'Shala Clan. Father
and son both, I'll be bound. So the Brotherhood has had atelepath in itsmidst all these years.”

Garras said nothing for now, letting Konis continue uninterrupted.

"You'reright, Khasih," said Konis. "Kaid found the cub and was able to foster him. He suspected who
he was, but had no proof. Using his friends among the Brothers, he kept his ears dert for any word of
Khemu Arrazo. When he found out where she lived, he went to her. That's when he found out the truth
of what had happened. She's dead now, of awasting sickness, but they bonded before she died. Dzaka
has been entered in the records as her and Kaid's legitimate son. He promised her he'd ensure Dzaka got
hislegitimacy, as Khemu had aready given him her tore and knife. Today, the truth has come hometo
nest in Naeul Arrazo'shall. May Vartra grant Khemu's soul peace at last.”

Murmurs of agreement went round the room.

"Waan't Khemu hisfirstborn and heir?' asked Khayle. "If memory serves me, shewas. That makes



Dzakahishar now."

"No," said Rhyasha. "Dzakais an En'Shdlan, agene-dtered Brother with aps gift. Hesan Aldatan

"That'sthe one your Kitrawanted, wasn't it?" asked Mnae, clicking her tongue disgpprovingly. "Would
never have done, Rhyasha. No cubs, y'see.”

"Y ou didn't say why she chose to have his cub,” said Lossa. "We thought Khemu was pleased with our
contract. | findit dl very confusng.”

"If I may answer that, Clan Lord?' Garras asked, catch-ing Koliis eye.

"Please," said Konis, relieved to be spared that answer. "Y ou were Kaid's sword-brother in those days,
you knew him better than anyone.”

"Asyou said, Khasih Rakula, Kaid isatelepath, but he'd suppressed it until he was with Khemu. Hed
never known another telepath before, and when their minds touched..." He spread his hands
expressively, leaving therest unsaid.

Chaidda gave arumble of annoyance. "Too damned con-venient,” he said.

"Wasn't he one of the fosterlings with Nuddoh M'Zushi?" asked Mnae, tapping her stylus againgt her
comp. "Big scanda about Nuddoh some thirty-odd years ago. Got him-sdif killed, didn't he?"

Konis began to fed uncomfortable as he saw dl eyesturn on him again. From the surprised look on
Garras face, he redlized he couldn't pass this one over to him.

"Quiteright," said Rhyasha smoothly. "He was found murdered, and thank Vartrahe was HEd been
abusing the younglingsin his care for years and no one knew athing about it till then. Wouldn't you
suppressyour Taent if forced to live in circumstanceslike that?"

Mnae nodded. "Remember it well,” she said. "Rhuna Dzaedoh got caled in to help out. 'Course, didn't
cal him-sdf Kaid back then, it was Tdlinu. Hewas dl set to be-come her gpprentice then he up and | eft,
just like that, the night Nuddoh was murdered. Was another three years be-fore the Brothers found him
and brought him back."

Koniscould fed them scenting more of the scanda but was powerless to stop them now they were on
thetrail. Any attempt to do so would only make it worse.

"Hekilled Nuddoh?' asked Dzaio.

"It was never proved,” said Rhyasha. "Charges against him were dropped. All that was avery long time
ago, and it's his son, Dzaka, we're discussing.”

Did hedo it? Konis sent to hiswife.

Of course he did! Wouldn't you if you found an adult male about to rape one of your fellow
fosterlings? And he didn't just run off, he told Noni what he'd done before he left. He wasin a bad
way, too, according to the records.

How old was he?

Not much older than Kitra is now.



Had he been...
Sometimes, my dear, you are touchingly naive! she sent.

"What're you trying to tell us, Rhyasha? That Dzaka has as good a background as any of us here?" asked
Khayledryly.

"Asfar asI'm concerned, he has," she snapped back. "But no, I'm not. I'm reminding us dl that thisisn't
thetime or placefor gossip!”

"Point taken," said Konis, seizing the opportunity. "A letter will be sent to the Arrazo Clan to invite
Naeul's successor to take over his place on the Council. My main business today concerns the arranged
marriagesthat our heirs have to make as part of our breeding program.” While hewastaking, he
activated his comm unit, waiting for the screen and keypad to raise itsdlf from the concedled recessin the
tablein front of him.

"If you'll look at your own comms, you'll be able to see the data | 've had assembled for you. Both graphs
cover afifty-year span.”

When everyone was ready, he continued. "As you can see from the graph, despite our best efforts, the
birthrate of Talented cubs among the main Clan familiesis drop-ping.” He looked up a them. "And
before anyone asks, yes, it takes into account those lost to the En'Shalla Clan. So, our breeding program
isno longer working. Now if you look at this chart,” he flipped to the next page, "you can see that the
intake at the Telepath Guildhouses on each continent have gone up over the last fifty years. Which leads
me inevitably to the conclusion that we, in thisroom, are breeding oursalvesto the point of extinction.”
Helooked up again, taking advantage of the silence. "Either we abandon the breeding program
completely, or we must introduce new blood into it.”

"New blood?" exclaimed Lossa. "New blood? Do your chartstell us how many of those telepaths
outsde the main families are Grade Ones?"

"Almost as many aswe've had recently,” replied Konis. "Our bloodlines have become too inbred. We
must open the program up if we want to survive."

"Y ou're scare-mongering, Konis" said Chaidda. "Trying to push through alien ideas under the guise of a
crigs”

"Y ou think s0?' Konissvoice had an underlying pun-to it. "Out of forty-six cubs born to our generation
here in Kaeshala, our main continent, do you know how many were either Grade One or Two Talents,
Chaidda? Eight, that'sal. And six had no trainable Taent. Tell me now thereisn't acrisst And
remember, we've lost both Szurtha and Khyaal. No telepaths from there to swell our numbers any more.”

Chaiddalooked uncomfortable. "I thought there were more than that,” he Said.

"I'll not have my younglings marrying outside our fami-lies,”" said Khaylefirmly. "I don't hold with your
new ideas, Konis. Y ou're too ready to throw tradition to the winds these days.”

"Depends what hel's suggesting,” said Mnae thoughtfully. " Cough it up, Konis. What you got for us?’

"I'd have thought better of you, Mnae," said Dzio, his eye ridges meeting in afrown. "Y ou've dways
spoken up for the old ways."

"Seemsto methe old ways aren't working right now," she said. "Been noticing that for mysdlf lately.” She
reached for the jug of water in front of her and poured herself aglass. "Take this history thing, now, and



al the Humans digging up Valtegan bones. Seemsto meif we'd been able to talk more between the
guilds, they might never have been needed. Wed have known our history al along. Guild secrets made
us stronger in the past, but we have to become a community now, unless we want some of them new
diensthat'rejoining the Alliance to take over our position at the head of the table. So tell uswhat you're
suggesting, Konis." Sheraised the glassto her lipsand took asip.

It proved to be along day, and one Konis had to fight hard to win, but win hedid in the end. It waswith
relief he collapsed into his seet in the aircar he and Rhyasha were sharing with Garras.

Opening the locker beside him, he pulled out three con-tainers of c'shar. Handing two to the others, he
pulled the tab on his can, waliting for it to heat up beforetaking asip.

"Gods, thistastes asfoul asever," he groaned as Mnesu took off.

"Still, it's over—ill next time," sghed Rhyasha, leaning back againgt the seet, her can still unopened. "You
got the changes pushed through, and backdated for those families that want their younglingsto havea
choicethistime.

"l don't know how you cope," said Garras. "It would drive me mad doing this every two monthg!"”

Konislooked over at him. "You'l get usedtoit,” hesaid tiredly. "I'll be interested to see how Lijou
intendsto make eligible Brothers and Sisters availableto our fragile Clan kitlings.”

CHAPTER 13

It had taken Carrie awhile to redlize what was happening to her, but when the fever and the ssomach
cramps started, she knew. Would Kaid understand what it was? There were several people who could
tell him. Hed find away to get them together again, surdly. If she called for the Primes and told them,
they'd know their Achilles hed. She had to let Kaid dedl withit.

Sitting up, the covers wrapped around her, she tried to stay awake. With Kusac, shed amost dept
hersdf into the coma Not thistime, thistime she was going to fight it. Nausea hit, making her run for the
washbasin. Sheld eaten nothing for nearly four days, so dl it did was leave her throat and stomach fedling
raw and panful.

Trembling, shereturned to her bed just asthe door opened. It wasthe Vategan priest, and he was adone.
She recogni zed him from Kaid's memories. The door closed be-hind him, sedling the guard outside.

"Come here," he ordered, his voice sharp and sibilant. "'l wish to examineyou."

"Y ou're not supposed to be here," she said, releasing her hold on the covers so her hands were free.
"Only the Primesaredlowed in."

"Don't tell mewhat | can do. Y ou're the captive, not me. Come herel™
"I'll call the guard.” Under cover of the blankets, she began to dide her legs over the far side of the bed.
He cametoward her, tongue flicking out, tasting the air, and her fear.

When she saw his skin began to darken, she jumped to the floor, putting the bed between them. She
knew the signs from the days when her sister worked in Geshader as a progtitute for the resistance. Too
many times she'd seen what had gone on through Elise's eyes and experienced the pain and injuriesthey'd
caused her while at the height of mating.



"Y ou shouldn't be here," she repested.

"Cdll out if youwant," he said. "There's no oneto hear you. The guard outside is mine. He doeswhat |

With the speed of astriking snake, he lunged for her but sheld dready moved. Hissing in anger, he came
after her, catching her by the hair as shetried to dodge past him.

Screaming and clawing, she was jerked toward him. Her wrists grasped firmly in one of hishands, he
took hold of her jaw in the other, pulling her face close. He started back in surprise as he saw her eyes.
Vertica pupils—ahunter's eyes—glared back a him.

"Your eyes! Your sgter didn't have eyeslike thosel"

She remembered him now! "I'm amind-steder, atele-path like the Sholans, Jkoshuk," she said, voice
roughened by fear and hate. "Touch me and you'l regret it. My sster laughed in your face, right until the
moment shedied. I'll do the same." Reaching out for hismind, she began tofill it with fear of her.

Shedidn't see the raised hand until too late. The blow stunned her, breaking her concentration. Dazed
now, and weak from lack of food and the effects of Link deprivation, she could do nothing as he flung
her down onto the bed.

"Y our sster might have laughed at me, but you won't,” he hissed, grasping hold of her deeping robe.

Terror filled her, but on the edges of her mind, she felt the gestalt hovering. She reached for it, feeding it
with al the energy she had left, and screamed for help.

Lying in hisbed, terror exploded in Kaid's mind. He saw the hand descending, felt the blow to hisface,
and was suddenly caught up in the memory of the rape dream, watching as the male advanced on him
again. Hedidn't need the warming of the crystd to tell him that thistime, it was no dream.

His gasp of pain derted T'Chebbi, who could only sit and watch in stunned horror as his cheek began to
swell and a gash appeared on hisforearm.

"Rezac!" she shouted, but the door burst open before sheld finished crying ouit.

Kaid gasped again, like adrowning man coming up for air, then clutched at Rezac as he bent over him.
"Help me up!" The contact with Carrie had been brief, but it had been enough to give him back some of
the strength held lost. He hauled on Rezac's arm, pulling himself into aSt-ting position.

Rezac caught Kaid's thought and nodded, helping him to hisfeet. "I know," hesaid. "I fdlt it, too."

"What the hell are you doing?' demanded T'Chebbi. ™Y ou're not going anywherein that state! | sent for
you to help, Rezac, not make him worse!”

Kad reached out and touched her face. "Heis. | need to call the Primes."

"Y ou're not strong enough,” said Rezac. "Y ou'll col-lgpse. Take some energy from me." He held out his
hand.

Kaid looked a him, hesitating.
"Yourewasting time," he said, grabbing Kaid's hand himself.
The rush of energy made him briefly light-headed. He staggered, to be caught by Rezac, then it was over.



Turning, heran for the door, colliding with Manesh.
"Therésan darm going off outsde," she said.

Onthefloor of hiscdl, Kusac fdt the pull of the gestdt as briefly, his mind was swept up with those of
the other two. Asabruptly asit came, it was gone, but it left some-thing behind. A glimmer of his Talent
had returned. Not much, but it was more than he'd had before. With it came a cold fury that he knew
could only be satisfied by killing Jkoshuk. In the distance, he heard the alarm begin to sound.

Kad hammered at the outer door, yelling for the Primes, attempting to force his mind through the barrier
to try and contact Carrie again. T'Chebbi had come hurtling after him, medikit at the ready to dresshis
wound, but it was ten minutes before hed accept that rio one was coming and gave up. Slumping against
thewadl, hefindly let T'Chebbi tend hiswound.

"Jugt dressit," hesaid hoarsdly.
Shedid as he asked. "What caused this?" she asked, winding a bandage over the dressing.
"Later," said Rezac, touching her onthearm.

She turned her head to look up at him as behind them, the door opened. A Prime guard stood at the
entrance, rifle held ready.

"The Seniormost wishesto seeyou,” he said, pointing it at Kaid. "Y ou will comewith us"

Kaid got to hisfeet and stepped out into the corridor. Flanked by two guards, he was led down to the
stasisroom. A Seniormost and severa more guards were waiting for him.

"I know my mate's been hurt. Take meto her now," he demanded.
"There has been an unfortunate incident.”
"Just take meto her," he snarled, hishands clenching into fists at hissides.

"It was not dueto us,”" the trandator interrupted. "It was our Interface, the one called Jkoshuk. He
abused our trust and attacked the female. He has been punished.”

A footfal from behind made him swing around but not before ahypo had been fired againgt his neck. It
stung, and he resisted the impulse to rub it, reaching out for the Seniormost instead. He heard the sound
of wespons being powered up and stopped dead, looking around the ring of gunstrained on him.

"What the hell'sgoing on?" he demanded, rounding on the Prime again. "Whereis she? | want to see
her!"

"It isfor that you were brought,” said the trandator. The Seniormost indicated one of two doorsin the
oppostewadl. "Sheisin there. Y ou may take her with you. She was not thriving even before thisincident.
Weintended her no harm.”

"What?' Hewasn't sure hed heard right. He fdlt light-headed for amoment astheir Link reestablished
itself, then he knew what had happened. He'd been drugged, his Tal-ent suppressed!

"Take her with you and return to your room."

Hestantly, he began to walk toward the indicated door, then heran. A low whimper of fear greeted him
as he stepped inside. She was crouched in the far corner of the room, clutching a blanket.



Shelooked up, eyesfilling with tears. "Tdlinu?'
Hewas at her sdeingantly, lifting her up and wrapping what he could of the blanket around her.

"I have you now. Y ou're coming with me." He turned and walked back to the stasis room, stopping in
front of the Seniormost. "'If | see Jkoshuk again, he's dead. Y ou understand?’

"Y ou will not seehim again,” said avoice from behind him. "No harm was ever intended to you or any of
your crew."

Heturned, squinting to seethe figure againgt the glare of thelight. He thought he caught aflash of gold.
"Take your mate, Kaid. Y ou and she will not be sepa-rated again, you have my word."
"Why are we here? Why haven't you released us?' he demanded.

An armored glove grasped his shoulder. ™Y ou will return now," said the trandator as he was tugged
around.

"Let usgo! Weve done nothing to warrant this treat-ment!" he shouted over his shoulder asthey were
led firmly from the room. "We were never your enemied”

Ashewaslet back into their suite, shocked exclamations greeted him. "T'Chebbi, get me the medikit,” he
said, push-ing past everyone as he headed for their bedroom.

Onceingde, he knelt down, placing Carrie carefully in his bed. She clung to her blanket when hetried to
takeit away.

"No! Leaveme! I'mfing" shesad fiercdy. "l want to shower, that'sal.”

"Carrie, | need to seewhat he did to you," he said qui-etly. "I want to be sure your wounds are clean.
Vartraknowswhat kind of infection you could catch.” He knew she at least had an arm wound because
held sufferedit, too.

"No! I'mfing!"
The door opened and T'Chebbi camein, followed by Rezac.
Kaid frowned at him. "Y ou're not needed, Rezac," he said, taking the kit from T'Chebbi.

"l can help her," Rezac said, coming over and squatting down alittle distance from them. "Let me help,
Kaid. | have more experience of thisthan you."

"What can you possibly..." Kad began.

"Listento him," ingsted T'Chebbi. "Go talk overthere." She nodded toward the doorway.
Kad'sfacefroze, earsgoing into the sdeward position of anger.

T'Chebbi leaned forward. "Talk," sheinssted. "What'simportant here?'

Reluctantly, he got to hisfeet and accompanied Rezac to the door, keeping hiseyeson Carrie dl the
while. "WdI?Keep it short.”

"I've helped Vategan rape victims before, Kaid. | know what to do.”



"What can you do that | can't?' he demanded.

"For agtart, I'm not her mate. She doesn't want you to see her injuries. Don't forget Jo has gone through
this. Between us, we can help her more than you can right now."

He gtared a the younger mae, saying nothing.

Rezac sighed. "L ook, | know we've got a personality problem between us, but dammit, for once trust
me! Let meget Jo."

"Leave him aone, Rezac, for the Gods sake! He's got enough on his mind without you hovering round
him," said Zashou from the halway.

T'Chebbi exploded from the room, legping up at Zashou and grabbing her by the neck of her tunic,
pushing her back into the hallway. "Why you behave like this? Do you have to dways be so jed ous of
Rezac? Someloveyoursisl Only thing between themis...”

"T'Chebhbi, no!" Kad called out angrily. "Thisisn't thetime!"

She glowered a him over her shoulder. Y es! No more No, T'Chebbi! Y ou cause more trouble by
saying nothing!" She turned back to Zashou, giving her ashake. ™Y ou want to know what's between
them?1 tell you, foolish kitling! Rezac isKaid's father, that'swhat you sense!” She pushed Zashou back
till she collided with thewall. "He's hisfather, and somehow Rezac sensesit, that's why the bond. Now
leave them and usaone!” Turning her back on her, she pushed past Kaid and Rezac, returning to
Carriesside.

"Y ou're from the past, too?' Rezac asked, a dazed ook on hisface as pieces of the puzzle suddenly
began tofall into place.

"I haven't got thetimefor thisright now," said Kaid, turning away from him, but Rezac grabbed hisarm.
"1 need to know."

"Yes" hesad, unwilling to look at him.

"That'swhy the questions about my past—about the fe-madein Ranz."

"My mother died when | wastwo. A fever they said. | was sent to relatives and ended up with Vartras
people at the monastery.”

"Vartrasfever," said Rezac in anumbed voice, hisearsfolding back in shock. "That'swhet killed her.
She had ps abilities. We used the serum too soon, didn't know it wasn't stable enough. It killed a great

many people.”

"It was unstable because Vartrawas using ps abilities he didn't know he had to bind the genes the way
he wanted. Carrie noticed it. Her blood sample with our d-tered genes made it possible for him to
correct the worst mistakes." Even though he hadn't known it, Vartra had shaped hislife amost from the
Sart.

"When you went back as an adult, you met your child-sgf."

Kad nodded, still unwilling to catch hisfather'seyes. "l sent him—me—forward because I'd been
brought up asafoundlinginthistime."

Rezac's ears righted themselves and he seemed to pull his scattered wits together. "Dzaedoh. That's my



name, and yours, and explainsthe smilarities between us. Hell, I'm just getting used to the idea of being
afather. | don't need a son older than mysdlf!”

Kaid looked up then. Noni's kin? He was Noni'skin?"Y ou're agrandfather. | have ason. Dzaka. He's
older than you are, too."

"Shit!" Rezac shook hishead, grinning wryly. "I can seewhy you didn't want to tell me.”

"T'Chebbi can seeto me, Kaid," said Carrie from the other side of theroom. "Y ou and Rezac need to
tak."

Kaid raised aquestioning eye ridge at Rezac, who shook his head. "I'm through." He returned to her
sde, taking her face in both his hands, trying not to hurt her bruised cheek. ™Y ou'll follow my orders,
Carrie. If you don't want meto help, you'll have Rezac and Jo. They can do more for you than | can right
now. T'Chebbi can stay, if you wish."

She nodded, covering his handswith hers. "Stay close.”
Leaning forward, he flicked histongue gently across her cheek. "Of course. Where elsewould | be?!

Hejoined Rezac back at the door. "I'll fetch Jo, but remember, Carrie's pregnant, and were only hours
from our Link day," he said quietly.

Rezac reached out impulsively to touch Kaid'sarm. "WEell be especidly gentle with her," he promised.

Kaid sat outside the door in the corridor, fedling every touch asif it was happening to him. Aseach
scratch was treated, he saw and felt not only the present pain, but the remembered pain of how it was
inflicted. By the time Rezac came out, Kaid wasfit to be tied.

"Did you haveto be so rough?' he growled, but Rezac knew how to take him.

"| treated her like anewborn!" he protested. "Jo, too! Look, | can do more. | can make her forget it
happened. 1t might be best for her.”

"What does she say?"'

Rezac sghed. "She saysno."

"Then you have your answer. Are you done?"

"Yes, but, Kaid," he began, catching hold of him.

"What?' he asked, anxiousto be with her.

"I know you said it'syour Link day, but leaveit aslong as you can. Tomorrow would be best.”

Kaid glowered a him, outraged. "What d'you think | am? Some thoughtless youngling?" he demanded.

"No, but you're new to Leska Links," he said candidly. "It isn't easy denying them for even an hour, let
adoneaday."

Kaid growled and shut the door firmly.
"How isshe?" asked Tirak as soon as Jo and T'Chebbi rgjoined the othersin the main room.

"Shélll befine, physicaly” said Jo, asthey headed over to the dispenser to get drinks. "I think they got to



her pretty quickly. Jkoshuk was known for his sadistic tenden-cies more than anything ese.”
"Mentdly?'

Jojoined Tirak at histable. "Shell cope. Being strong-minded helps.”

"Carrie's strong-minded for sure," agreed T'Chebbi as she sat down.

"And Kad'swounds? Where did they come from?"

"Ah," said Jo, taking asp of her drink and wondering how much to say. "Wdll, you could best describe
them as sympathetic injuries. That isn't anorma occurrence even for us.”

"Where's Rezac?' asked Sheeowl, looking around for him.
"Goneto see Zashou.”
"Then dl thistimetrave stuff redly happened?'

"It happened, Captain,” said T'Chebbi. "I was there when they |eft. Wasther souls that went, their
bodies re-mained. Got new bodies asthey arrived in past.”

Tirak stared at her.

"True," sheindgted. "Wasardigiousritud. Been done many times before. Except, they werethefirst to
come back. Othersjust died."

Tirak made anoise deep in histhroat. "Well, | hope she'sdl right. Damned shame they didn't find Kusac
aswdl."

"I hope you're satisfied now," said Rezac, pacing back and forth in their room. "Thank the Gods neither |
nor Kad roseto your taunts. All you did was make yoursdf ook extremdly foolish.”

"I know," she sad quietly, examining her hands.

"T'Chebbi was right. Y ou've made it quite clear you don't want me and wish our Link had never
happened, so why must you keep following me around and intruding where you don't want to be in the
first place? It's got to stop right now, Zashou."

"I'm sorry. I'll leave you done.”

He stopped in front of her. ™Y ou've gotten most of what you want now Jo's pregnant. My Link with her
is stronger than ours, so you only need to have occasiona Link days with me. Who knows? Y ou may be
lucky and our Linkswill stay asthey are. Y ou can have your own life, Zashou, like you dways wanted.
Judt let me have mine.”

"Yes, Rezac."

Surprised a her cooperative and subdued reaction, he could only say, "Good," and leave before she
changed her mind.

Once held gone, Zashou curled up unhappily in her bed. She wasn't used to regjection, and Rezac, for the
first time since shed met him, had just rejected her completely. Shedidn't likeit, and didn't know how to
ded withit. Why hadn't she listened to her own good advice when shed first redized what she was

doing?



* k% %

Dzaka dtirred. The noise had been faint but even in degp held recognized it. Kashini. Still more adeep
than awake, he staggered from his bed to her cot. When she saw him, she sood up unsteadily, her arms
held out to him, and began to wail. Leaning down, he picked her up.

Heknew that cry. Hed heard it the night her parents ship had gone missing. She clung to him, fingers
wound deep into his pelt, head resting on his shoulder againgt his neck, and sobbed. Holding her close,
he returned with her to his own bed where he sat stroking her back rhythmically, making soothing noises.

"Hush, little one," he whispered, beginning to rock her gently. "I know. It'syour Mammaagain, isnt it?
Shell befine, don't you fret about her.”

Gradually, the sobs stopped and she began to relax, did-ing lower in hisarms. He reached for the
drawer in his night table, pulling out the small piece of her old blanket he kept there, and put it into her
hands. It was grabbed instantly and she began to chew oniit.

Y awning, Dzaka carefully edged hisway into bed, cra-dling the drowsy cub till he could lay her down
beside him. Curling protectively round her, he pulled the cover over them both and was dmost ingtantly

adeep.

* k% %

Brynne woke more suddenly. Still caught by the dream of being attacked, he reached dowly under his
pillow for the pistol held put there earlier. Keezalay motionless be-side him, deeply adeep. A movement
againg hisother sde sent fear racing through him till heredlized it was Belle.

Mentally, he scanned the room. Empty apart from them-selves. He ranged wider, to the rest of the
house, then the garden beyond, but apart from Banner and Jurrdl, nothing. He began to relax. No
intruder was looking for Keeza.

Hedid the pistal back, thinking through the dream, needing to be sure it wasn't more. It was the one held
shared with Keeza, the one when sheld been attacked. There was something different about it thistime,
though, aflash of color where theré/d been none before. Red. It had looked like red. Hereplayed it again
in hismind, trying to remain detached, not get drawn into it. Y es, he had seen red, and more, ahand. If
only it waslike avid and he could rewind and stop the images! Once more he endured it, watching this
timefor theimage of ahand. It wasthere, and the Sght of it burned into hismind, making him dide from
the bed and grab hisrobe.

Stuffing hisarmsinto the deeves, he beted it as he ran down the sairs, heading for the den and his
comm. Within moments, he was keying in the specia code for Stronghold, the one reserved for the
Brothers. He did into his seat, waiting to be connected. The duty officer answered him.

"Brother Brynne. What can | do for you?'
"I need to speak urgently to Father Lijou.”

The officer frowned. "It's early morning here, Brother. Father Lijou islikely egting right now, with Tutor
KhaQwa. Isit that urgent? Perhaps his aide could help instead?’

"Hell want to hear what I've got to tell him," said Brynne grimly. "I'm under ordersto report to him
persondly.”

As soon as he was connected to the Guild Master, Brynne gave him his news. "The Vategans have got



them," hesaid. "'l saw it. Another dream, vision, cdl it what you want, it'sthem.”
"Areyou sure?' demanded Lijou, ears pricking forward to catch every word.

"My Leskasaw them on Keiss, Father. | know exactly what they look like. It'sthem, and they've at least
got Car-rie, probably Kusac and the others.”

"Record the vision now, before you forget any details. | don't want to discussthis further over the comm.
I'll join you tomorrow or the day after. Get Garras to sort some quarters out for me." The screen went
black.

* % %

Kusac heard the door to his cdll hiss open. The chill of the stedl floor under him had sapped what
strength held had | eft, leaving him too iff to move. A strange mixture of scentswafted over to him,
teasing his nose with their unfamiliarity as hetried to identify them. A pattering sound was coming toward
him. Hetried to open eyesthat were gritty and swollen. Jerkily, he pulled hisarm up and pawed at his
face, hearing the pattering stop then hadtily retrest.

A thrumming hum became audible, quickly turning into aburst of sound that was ingtantly recognizable as
gpeech. Heraised his head to look, catching sight of acloud of strips of gauzy cloth amid which he could
glimpse spindly bronze-colored legs.

"Whét the..."

A rifle coughed and something hit him hard at the junc-ture of his neck and shoulder. Before he could
yelpinpan, hisvison faded and his head hit the floor again.

"Conscious not you said!" the being hummed angrily, limbs and draperies moving continuoudy in
agitation. "Place not again me et risk!"

"Y ou should have waited," said the Seniormodt's trand ator.

He made asound of disgpproval, mandibles making asmal rattling noise asthey quivered, but he began
to settle down to stillness again. "Look now | will." Three-toed feet pattering on the floor, he stalked into
the room, folding himself down to peer a the Sholan. Dark pupils swirling in the center of large ova eyes,
he shifted hisfield of vison to the lower lens.

Three reed thin fingers touched Kusac's face, gently prodding at the swellings and cuts before moving
lower to check the rest of hisbody. It was accomplished quickly, and finished, he stood up.

"Blame not thismefor. Warned you | did of your priest. Not stable. Listen you didn't, results now here."
He pointed to Kusac's still form.

"l did not ask you to implant him, Kzizysus. The experi-ment with the priest isterminated. HEs being
implanted now, Commander's orders.”

"For Sholans not intended this device. Medical center delivered have him." With that, the being stalked
out inaswirl of draperies and scents.

Behind it, the Seniormost signed to the guardsto pick up the body.

* * %

Day 33



"Y ou asked for proof, Commander Chuz. It'sthere, in your hands," said Rhyaz.

"I didn't ask for proof, Rhyaz, what | said wasif Sholafaces athreat of that magnitude, the Forceswill
ded withit." Hewaved the piece of paper at Rhyaz. "1 accept that finding this debris proves thereis now
athreat. What | need isthe coordinates of your destination and this damned message of yours withholds
it!"

"Obvioudy I'm aware of the location, Commander, but as 1V e said dready, thisis a Brotherhood matter
and | will not divulgeit.”

"Y ou serioudy expect meto believe that your handful of people are capable of deding with aship ableto
not only disablethe Profit, but removeit from that sector of space? Don't make me laugh!™ snorted
Chuz, damming the message back on his desk.

"Y ou're missing the point, Commander," said Rhyaz, be-ginning to get irritated. "We don't intend to stop
it, except asalast resort. The point of usbeing thereisto try to engageit in talks.”

Chuz got to hisfeet. "Rhyaz, thiswhole conversation isridiculousin the extreme,” he said angrily. "You
have nei-ther the people, the craft, nor the experience to conduct such an undertaking. You'rejust a
fancy verson of the Warrior Guild with ideas beyond your capabilities. Now, | order you to give methe
location immediately, or face charges of treason.”

"I must refuse. ThisisaBrotherhood matter, Com-mander, and will remain one. We have the people,
and the condtitutional right to ded with it. | suggest you spesk to the captains of your fleet in the
immediate future to find out just how many operatives we have."

"Then you leave me no option but to arrest you for treason.”
"I wouldn't do that, Chuz," said General Raiban softly. "Not agood idea at dl.”

Chuz glowered at her. "'l just have. I'd have expected more support from you, Raiban! Dammit, we can't
have unrecognized pseudo-military groups holding Shola and its gppointed Forces to ransom!”

"Areyou prepared to withdraw your accusations, Com-mander?’ asked Rhyaz quietly, remaining sested.
"Not unless you're prepared to give me that location right now!"

"Thisisnot wise, not wise at dl, Rhyaz," said Raiban frowning. ™Y ou should have told Commander Chuz
of your gppointment firs."

"It shouldn't make any difference, Raiban,” said Rhyaz. "That's my point. Chuz, I'll ask you onelast time,
do you withdraw your accusations?”'

"What appointment?' demanded Chuz, leaning toward him across his desk.

"Commander Rhyaz," she said, emphasizing hisrank, "was gppointed to the High Command last night by
the decison of the World Council .

"Impossible! And hel's not acommander! Self-conferred ranks don't mean anything herel”

"Chuz, for the Gods sake, sit down and shut up before you dig yoursdlf into a deeper pit," snapped
Raiban. "Rhyaz, don't you..."

"Congder yourself Challenged as unfit to lead the High Command,” said Rhyaz, drowning out Raiban.
"On the grounds of your inability to assess the situation without a persond bias. Jorto, you've witnessed



this"

In his corner a the rear of the room, the elderly Truth-sayer stirred. "Witnessed, Commander Rhyaz."
"What?" Stunned, Chuz sat down. "Y ou cant.”

Raiban growled. "I warned you, Chuz. Rhyaz, you st this up, damn you!"

"Me, Genera? When you yoursdlf warned Chuz to be careful of what he was saying, and | gave him two
chancesto retract it? 1 think not. Jorto, tell them about the World Council decision, if you please.”

"The matter wasfirst brought to the Council's attention some two months ago at the request of Governor
Nesul, to bring the Brotherhood in line with the other recognized military bodies on Sholaand in space.
Thefina discusson was scheduled for next week, but in view of the impending Situation with the missing
En'Shalla Brotherhood members, it was decided to rescheduleit for last night. It was passed with an
amogt unanimousvote.”

"AsaHigh Command member, | havetheright asan equd to Challengeyou. And | have," sad Rhyaz
quietly. "However, | will give you an option. Y ou may face a Brother of my choosing, of the same age as
yourself, or you may step down voluntarily as President. The choiceisyours. Either way, you will not
ever repeet your alegations againgt mysdlf or the En'ShdlaBrotherhood.”

"You can't do this," repeated Chuz, looking from one to the other of them.

"I'm afraid he can," said Raiban. "Y ou knew he aready had the backing of Konis, myself, and Naika at
the last mesting, if he could produce proof. With his own vote he now has amgjority. Before that, you
had an even split on the Council, aclear indication his request should be taken serioudy. Y ou dug that pit
yourself, and compounded it with alegations of treason and persond insults, Chuz."

"The Brotherhood was set up specifically to protect our people during the Cataclysm, atime of greet civil
unrest. We existed before even the Warrior Guild. We were the military backbone of Sholathen,” said
Rhyaz. "Our congti-tutiona role was to protect those deemed important to Shola. It's il our role. | told
you thisat our last meeting, showed you the entry pertaining to the Brotherhood in the transcripts of those
first meetings setting up the guild sys-tem. Y ou chose to ignore them. What's your choice, Chuz? The
Challengecircle, or retirement as Presdent?

"Y ou know theré's no red choice," he growled. "I'll step down, dammit! | wondered what you were
doing here, Rai-ban, now | know. Y ou've gotten what you wanted, Rhyaz. Just remember, you'd better
not fal, becauseif you do..."

"Chuz!" warned Raiban, thoroughly exasperated.

Rhyaz began to relax. Hed come prepared for anything from an armed takeover to his own rescue. Chuz
had been President for many years, but they were facing less peaceful times. They needed someone
younger and with agreater depth of vision to head the Council now.

"Y our retirement as President is noted, Commander Chuz," said Jorto quietly. "As Second, al powers
vested in the position of President are yours until a duly appointed successor has been e ected, General
Raban."

Raiban got to her feet. "Weve got work to do, Rhyaz. Chuz, I'll seeyou later,” she said, heading for the
door.

Asthey made their way down the corridor to Raiban's office, she glanced at him and at his escort of four



Brothers and Jorto. ™Y ou came prepared. Just aswell,” she sighed.

"Had Chuz seen sense there would have been no need to force him to retire, Raiban,” he said quietly. "As
you said, he dug hisown pit."

"So you're acommander, are you?"'

"Ashead of the Warrior side of the Order, yes. Apart from the teaching staff, we don't hold arank unless
onamisson. We are only Brothersand Sisters, and the juniorsin training.”

She grunted. " Strange way to do things. Anyway, what isit you need?"

"A fighter carrier and three hundred fighters," he said, "'plus the use of some troop transportersto get the
Brothersto their ships. We've got everything dse.”

"Those decommissioned ships you've been buying up?' She shook her head. "If you won't give usthe
location, at least give me an idea of what sector you'rein so | know how to plan our defense.”

Rhyaz had aways been prepared to give that informartion. "Between the Chemerian and Jalnian sectors.
Far enough out from Sholato give you plenty of time and space," he said, mouth opening in afaint smile.
"Should wefall."

"Y ou can have the craft, and the crew to fly them be-cause | know you don't have that many pilots" said
Rai-ban, opening her office door. "I expect to be kept informed, Rhyaz. If you find them, you have two
people empowered to negotiate at this preiminary level—Kaid Talinu and Kusac Aldatan.” She shut the
door firmly on Jorto and Rhyaz's escort.

Rhyaz smiled gently to himsalf as hetook a seat a Rai-ban's desk. "Well be happy to take the crew we
need,

Raiban," he said, knowing full well he had al the resources he needed. Once his people took charge of
the craft, they'd be gone, leaving Raiban's crew behind them. Let Raiban think she would have spiesin
his camp, it would keep her quiet for now.

"| takeit you'l have Kaid doing most of thetalking.”
"That'sthe plan,” agreed Rhyaz. "Kusac will be con-sulted, as heisamember of AIRd."
Raiban raised an eye ridge as she activated her comm link to the main flegt. "He's quaified aready?"

"Let'sfaceit, Raiban, he hashad alot of experiencein thefield, soto say, with severd different dien
species. That was taken into account when the board examined him be-fore he went to Jalna."

"Hmm. Well, let's hope you find them and manage to negotiate their release,” she said.
Day 34

"I tell you, I'm going back there tonight!" The soldier dammed the blade of the spade into the grass,
stamped on the edge and lifted out the clump of earth, flinging it on the smdl pilethat lay behind him.

"Shut up, Fayd. The sergeant's around somewhere. He catches you talking like that and well al be
grounded for the next month, never mind the next week!