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				Chapter 1

				THE MIST MADE the ruined building look as if it still smoldered. Thin wisps swirled here and there, appearing to rise like smoke before gradually blending with the heavier layer above. The mist was thick and low today, as if in mourning for the loss of what had once been the most popular stopping place in Zelos. Brander Kalon felt a jab of sadness—and anger—himself, since he’d spent many an hour in this taproom, sipping brew. And listening, ever listening, for no one paid much mind to what they said in front of the man looking only for his next game of chaser, never guessing who and what he really was.

				“Insane.” Brander said it out loud, kicking at a charred plank with a booted foot. He repeated the move, with more vehemence. “Insane. I swear to Eos this entire planet has gone insane.”

				There was a movement behind him. Slowly, like a man distracted rather than afraid, he shoved back the hair that always seemed to fall over his brow as he turned. He’d known the man was there, had known the instant he’d arrived at the wreckage that had once been the prosperous taproom, but it didn’t seem wise to let the commander of the Coalition on Ziem know it. And this would make part of the plan even better, to have the top Coalition officer witness his presence here just now.

				He scowled at his occasional chaser opponent. He gestured at the destruction around them, retaliation for the decisive victory won by the man once known only as the Raider, but now known to one and all as Drake Davorin, son of Ziem firebrand Torstan Davorin and his pledged mate Iolana, a legend in her own right.

				“Come to see your handiwork?” Brander asked.

				Major Caze Paledan strolled through the wreckage as if he had all the time in the universe.

				“As it happens,” he said in answer as he looked around, “it is not my handiwork. I’ve only just returned today. That is not to say I would not have done the same.”

				Brander gave him a wry half smile, masking the fact that he’d known of the man’s return; reports had come in from several of the spies now eagerly reporting to the Raider in the wake of his greatest victory. He also noted that visiting this scene had been high on the man’s priority list, to come his first day back.

				Brander looked around again. They’d expected the Coalition to strike back at Drake in the only way they could, but seeing the destruction firsthand was different than knowing.

				“This is the first time I’ve had the stomach to come here,” he said, trying for equal amounts of aggravation and bitterness in his voice. It wasn’t hard, for he felt both in reality—over different things.

				“The Coalition is nothing if not thorough,” Paledan said, scanning the spot where they had once had several vigorous games of chaser. It was now a pile of rubble, the table they’d used reduced to dust and splinters.

				Given what he knew of Paledan, and of himself and his own hard-built reputation as an idler and a gambler interested only in his next game, Brander had pondered this approach, this reconnection, for a long time. Drake had argued with him, but he’d been set on it despite the risk. They needed a source in Zelos, and with Drake’s façade now as destroyed as this place, Brander was the best option.

				He just hadn’t expected that encounter to happen so soon, barely five minutes after he had reached the city. He wondered if Paledan had someone watching what was left of the taproom and the small house behind it that had been home to the Davorins for the three years Drake had played his dangerous game.

				“I should have known you hadn’t ordered it,” Brander said now. “You wouldn’t be fool enough to destroy the best taproom on Ziem just because the owner turned out to be an idiot rebel. The idiot rebel.”

				Paledan came to a halt before him, looked at him consideringly before he said, “I was under the impression that . . . idiot was your best friend.”

				“So was I.” Brander snorted. “I guess that makes me the idiot.”

				“Are you saying you did not know?”

				“I’m saying my supposed best friend keeps secrets like a planium safe.” He turned, kicked at another chunk of wood, saw half a glass skitter away in the ash.

				“One does wonder how he did it.”

				He whirled on the man then. “One wonders what in hades else he lied about!”

				“Being the brigand known as the Raider was not enough?” Paledan asked mildly.

				Damn, but the man was unreadable. Just as when he was playing chaser, there were no tells, no giveaways.

				“I still can’t believe it,” he muttered, making his way through the wreckage. “I believed he’d broken, but I never thought him a fool.” No matter how well he played the part of one, and a coward into the bargain.

				“You don’t find him admirable, as so many of your fellow citizens do?”

				Sensing the danger lurking in the question, Brander calculated answers as he turned back to look at the man who was the final authority on the entire planet. Decided to answer honestly; the man was too clever to lie to unless absolutely necessary. Of course, the entire image Brander presented was a lie, but that façade was, in fact, absolutely necessary. In his own way, he’d been living as much a lie as Drake had been. Only the mask he wore was much closer to his true nature.

				“If you’re asking if I like the fact that the Coalition has taken over my world, the answer is no. If you’re asking if I think it is in any way logical to try and fight the Coalition with some tiny band of pitifully armed rebels, the answer is also no.”

				Paledan smiled. Funny, Brander thought. The man was very different than the rest of the Coalition officers stationed on Ziem, and hardly seemed even the same species as the mindless troopers who marched to the Coalition tune in lockstep. Brander was usually an excellent judge of people’s motivations and often able to predict what they would do in various situations. But he didn’t understand what made this man tick, and men he didn’t understand made him nervous.

				“And yet Drake Davorin has fought with that pitiful band of rebels,” Paledan said. “With some success.”

				Brander calculated hastily. Should he agree? Disagree? Keeping in the character he’d always shown to the man, he shrugged. “Some? He’s still alive. That’s total success in my book.”

				“You sound . . . at least a little impressed.”

				“That he’s alive? No, that’s more amazed.” He shrugged again. “And add a little bit rankled. My best friend, leading a secret life, a totally insane secret life? How would you feel?”

				“Not an issue for me,” Paledan said, his tone cool.

				Because it wouldn’t bother him? Or because he didn’t have a best friend? Or any friends? Brander had certainly never seen him with anyone, but as commander of all forces on Ziem, he had to hold himself somewhat apart. Funny, he’d never thought of how lonely being a leader could be until Drake had begun the resistance with a handful of rebels who took their name from the Sentinel Mountain that towered over Zelos. The few tastes he’d had of leading a Sentinel mission here or there and sending people into a battle were the worst moments he’d ever experienced in this fight. Well, that and Eirlys were the worst, but he wasn’t letting his mind go there, not now. He needed all his wits about him to deal with Paledan, and thoughts of Drake’s sister surely scrambled his head.

				Brander put on the most rueful expression he could manage, and made sure his voice matched. “Probably not an issue,” he said wryly. “You could never be fooled for long anyway.”

				“It has happened,” Paledan said, looking reflective rather than rueful. “But not recently, no.”

				Brander gauged his next words carefully. More depended on them than any chaser bluff of his life. “Did you suspect?”

				Paledan lifted a brow. He seemed surprised at the question. He shouldn’t have been, given he had not only apparently believed Drake’s carefully constructed façade, but had faced the Raider in person and not tumbled to the secret. But Paledan didn’t know Brander knew that, had been present as protection for that meeting, but out of sight. Besides, he doubted a Coalition major would admit he’d been so fooled.

				“Why would I suspect when his best friend did not?”

				Brander did his best to look disgusted with himself. “I did not see what I didn’t want to see.”

				“And that is why it does not pay.”

				Brander’s brow furrowed. “To trust?”

				“To have friends. It colors your judgment.”

				Brander stared at him. All pretense, all thought of the façade he was trying to maintain vanished for a moment.

				“What a cold, lonely life you’ve chosen,” he said, his voice low.

				Surprise flashed across Paledan’s face, but only for an instant. There was a tinge of bitterness in his voice when he said, “It was not my choice. It was chosen for me.”

				The moment the words were out the cool, unreadable expression was back. And it seemed impossible to Brander that he’d heard what he’d heard. He frowned.

				“Did they conscript you? I’d heard they did such but—”

				“Why are you here?” Paledan asked, cutting him off.

				Brander kicked at a beam that had collapsed directly across the entrance to the storeroom, where not so long ago he had hidden while Drake had sacrificed himself for his sister. That brute Jakel might be stupid, but he was also shrewd, and he’d grabbed Eirlys knowing Drake would give himself up to keep her safe.

				And I let him do it. For Eirlys.

				He forced his mind off that path. He’d come here in part to see if there was anything left, in particular something Drake wanted, but that hadn’t been the only reason. He just couldn’t put a name to the others.

				He finally answered Paledan’s question. “I’m not sure.”

				“Thinking you can’t trust your judgment anymore?”

				Again he looked at the man who was the commander of the enemy, the man who would no doubt be eventually charged with the task of wiping the Sentinels off the planet now that the rebels had taken out the fusion cannon and the Coalition’s ultimate leverage over Ziem.

				“Thinking,” he said flatly, “I’d much rather just stick to playing chaser.” And that also was pure truth.

				“I, on the other hand,” Paledan said in an idle tone that didn’t fool Brander for a moment—nothing this man said was idle, “am wondering how he miraculously recovered from Jakel’s ministrations in time to lead that raid.”

				So he either had not heard or put no stock in the rumors that the healer of the mountain, the Spirit who dwelt above the Edge, had healed the grievously wounded Raider. Brander wasn’t surprised; Caze Paledan didn’t seem the type to believe in such mystical nonsense. Nor would he himself be, had he not been a witness. He would sooner believe in blazers, the stone called the Heart of Ziem, or even the lost tribe of the badlands.

				“Maybe Jakel isn’t as tough as he thinks he is,” Brander said.

				Paledan smiled. “Oh, he is not. I’ve seen his kind before.”

				So he had Jakel’s number too.

				“But,” the Coalition commander went on, “I also saw what was left of Drake Davorin when Jakel got through with him.”

				Brander’s gaze narrowed, focused, although he already knew this from Drake himself. “Did you?”

				“Yes. I would have sworn he was a hairsbreadth from death.”

				He was. Closer even.

				“I guess he’s tougher than he looks,” Brander said wryly, thinking of all the times Drake had masqueraded as a broken weakling, not just resigned to serving their Coalition masters but doing it with enthusiasm. “Or acts tougher.”

				“Or he had help.”

				Brander shrugged. “If he’s the Raider, he has people who would die for him.”

				“But you do not number yourself among them?”

				“I prefer living, thank you.”

				That, he knew, held the ring of truth because it was true. He had no desire, never had had any desire, to set out on some idealistic crusade. He’d wanted only to live his life, in the world he’d grown up in. He wasn’t averse to working, but he played just as hard. That was, until the Coalition had arrived and undermined the very foundation of Ziem’s culture, destroyed all expectations, and sent them back to living in caves and ruins, scrabbling for food, frightened, and defenseless. They’d been blasted back to the Creonic Age by weapons that overwhelmed their minimal armory of hand blasters and their small, neglected fleet of starfighters. Ziem hadn’t built anything more aggressive than a cargo ship for eons, and they’d paid the price for that for these last dozen years. Only since the rise of the Raider had they fought back—

				On the thought, the sound of a distant explosion rippled through the mist.

				Speaking of, Brander thought with an inward grin.

				The Raider had struck again.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				THE MAN MANY still called the Raider despite the collapse of the deception he’d managed to maintain for three years, pulled on the yoke of his air rover and sent it upward through the roiling mist and smoke.

				“That’s done it!”

				Mara Clawson’s voice echoed in his cockpit, along with a crackle of static that Brander, who had built the short-range com system in the downtime after the cannon mission, had never been able to fully eradicate. Crackle was what happened when everything you had was scrounged, salvaged, or pieced together from something else. Were it not for Brander’s cleverness, they would be beyond helpless.

				Brander, who at this moment was on a much more hazardous mission in Zelos. This was the worst part of his unmasking, both figurative and literal; he could no longer risk even a visit to the town in which he’d grown up. Since it became known that Drake Davorin was indeed the Raider, he didn’t dare be spotted within reach of the Coalition. Which meant he had to send others into danger, order them to some task to be carried out within easy reach of their conquerors.

				There had been a time when he might have risked it anyway, but that was before. Now he had a pledged mate he loved more than his own life, and Kye would hate him if he threw that life away casually, just to walk the streets of Zelos again. And she, her connection to him still mostly secret, was one of the ones he sometimes had to allow to risk her life. That risk was part of his new burden to bear.

				He himself was reduced to fairly safe diversions at the moment, like staging a raid on this minor Coalition outpost, leveling the brand-new structure. Not that it wasn’t satisfying; he knew building an outpost on the Sentinel itself was a Coalition signal to the Raider that they would not be beaten by such a ragged band of ill-equipped rebels. And a warning that they were coming for him.

				But for now, that new Coalition structure lay as much a smoking ruin as the taproom where he had led his double life.

				Message received, and answered.

				And, with luck, that answer will have by now been widely seen and noticed in Zelos. With more luck, his best friend will have been seen to be just as surprised as everyone else at this raid. Hopefully seen by people who would report to the Coalition that he had been openly elsewhere while the Sentinels struck. Every bit they could do to shore up his story of not having known of Drake’s double life needed to be done if he was going to carry off this risky charade and be a necessary source in Zelos. Citizens inspired by the triumphant destruction of the fusion cannon were passing along information, but nothing could replace having Brander’s keen mind and powers of observation on the scene. And it was Brander who had the most connection to the Coalition commander; Paledan seemed bemused by his wastrel façade.

				It was a dangerous task, but if anyone had the ability to carry it off, to bluff his way through, it was his second. The man wasn’t known as the best gambler on Ziem for nothing.

				Drake spun the nimble air rover on its axis, facing back up the mountain, then paused. He had a couple of the incendiaries left that Brander had rigged, and pondered for a moment. If he saved them, they could be put to later use of course, but he was in the air now, it was a sleepy Rest Day on Ziem, and quiet, the mist heavier than usual. A good time to pound home that answer to the Coalition.

				He spun the rover back the other direction. And smiled.

				BRANDER STOOD calmly as Paledan listened to whatever report was being sent to him through his earcom. But inwardly, he was grinning.

				Hope you didn’t really want that new outpost.

				The Coalition major gave a short, sharp acknowledgment of the report, then turned back to Brander. For a long, silent moment he just studied him. Brander simply waited, never betraying for an instant the surge of adrenaline that was coursing through him. Instead, he tried to analyze the man’s expression, to guess what he was thinking.

				He had told the man very few lies. He had stuck mostly to things that were true but could be interpreted more than one way. But the man was smart. Perhaps even smarter than he and Drake suspected. Smart enough to wonder why an ordinary citizen, as Brander was pretending to be, wasn’t asking about that explosion.

				“That didn’t sound good,” he said.

				“Your . . . best friend, is apparently at it again.”

				Brander lifted a brow at him. “Already? I would have thought he’d still be celebrating. Then again, he always was a serious sort.”

				Paledan eyed him, and Brander could have sworn he saw a spark of amusement in the man’s eyes. “Compared to you?”

				Brander let out his inward grin then. “Compared to me, anyone’s a serious sort.” He was sure of the amusement then. “You don’t have to hurry off to . . . check the damage?”

				Paledan raised a brow in turn. “Wishing I would leave?”

				Brander shrugged. “Just judging by your predecessor. He would have been off ordering troopers around and shooting innocent citizens just to make his point.”

				“And what makes you think I haven’t left standing orders for that, so I do not have to bestir myself?”

				Brander’s inner amusement faded, for he knew it was entirely possible the man had done just that. Caze Paledan might be unusual, but the Coalition was still what it was, and that was exactly their method of quelling rebellion. Take out the innocent, until the price was too high for the rebels. And yet he could not see this man in particular, Coalition or not, leaving such decisions to underlings.

				“I don’t think avoiding bestirring yourself is at the top of your list of priorities,” he said quietly.

				Without saying more, Paledan turned to again survey the taproom wreckage. He took a few steps toward the bar, which stood a few feet out from the single wall still standing. The bar itself was singed and slightly askew, but it appeared to have survived the blast better than the rest of the taproom. He came to a halt, and Brander realized he was staring up at the wall. He himself had come in from the back, and hadn’t gotten that far yet, so he followed.

				The painting had survived.

				Brander found himself staring as well. But not for the reasons most men had for staring at the portrait of Iolana Davorin. It had been done the year before she had taken that death leap off the sheer face of Halfhead into the raging torrent of the Racelock. It had been painted with skill and verve by the brilliant, then fifteen-year-old art student Kye Kalon, who also happened to be his cousin.

				And now, the pledged mate of Drake Davorin.

				But Brander was staring because he knew something that was not yet general knowledge. Something about the woman whose beauty hadn’t been able to mask the ravaged soul inside. The pain of all she had seen and the knowledge of what was yet to come had burned in her vivid, prophetic eyes, and Kye had captured it all.

				She had been, at that point, a far cry from the woman he’d known most of his life, since he and Drake had been as close as brothers in childhood. But most men who stood before this image didn’t notice the shadows; they were entranced by the slender, graceful figure and the gleam of white silk flowing over her body, the bright Ziem blue of her eyes, and most striking, the thick, tumbling mane of vividly red hair that flowed down her back. They saw only the beauty of the woman she had been, and assumed that alone was the reason for the portrait’s presence.

				Only Ziemites who had been old enough to remember beyond a decade ago knew the woman in the portrait was the wife of Ziem’s greatest hero, the woman who had foretold the future and inspired the orator who in turn had stirred a world to rebellion.

				Knew her as the mother of the man who had once operated this taproom, before his secret life had been revealed.

				“Rather interesting, is it not?” Paledan sounded as if he were merely musing aloud.

				“What?” Brander said, reminding himself to stay on his toes, it would not do to let down his guard when dealing with this man.

				“That this survived.”

				Art echoing life.

				The random thought nearly made Brander smile, and only the fact that smiling just now would be too hard to explain stopped it.

				“Perhaps the bar protected her,” Brander suggested.

				Paledan turned then, and Brander saw the knowledge gleaming in his eyes.

				“The bar built by her son? Appropriate, perhaps.”

				So. He’d put it together. And Brander wondered what Major Caze Paledan would think if he were told this painting wasn’t the only version of Iolana Davorin that had survived. That she had survived that plunge from Halfhead, and although badly injured and still bearing the scars, had survived to become something even more than the visionary icon of an entire civilization. Survived to become the healer known as the Spirit, living above the Edge, and capable of near-magical deeds of healing, including bringing her son back from the very doorway of death.

				And she came in handy in a battle, too, he thought, remembering what Drake had told him of how she had somehow held back the entire squad of guards sent to protect the Coalition’s precious fusion cannon that now lay shattered on the ridge above the high valley. And how none of the Sentinels who had been there could quite explain afterward exactly what had happened.

				“Do you ever wonder,” Paledan said as he looked at the portrait, speaking as if he were observing from a distance, “what would have happened had she not died? Or if her mate had not tried to withstand the inevitable?”

				No. Because Torstan Davorin could be nothing less than he was. And she is not dead, you Coalition hellhound.

				Even as he used the familiar phrase, he wasn’t sure the epithet applied completely in this case. Not because of any perceived softness or mercy in this man; no, he was Coalition to the bone. But Brander still couldn’t shake the feeling that he was different. Somehow.

				He shrugged as Paledan studied him, awaiting an answer. “No. I leave that weighty stuff of changed destinies to the philosophers.” Something he saw flicker in those oddly colored eyes made him add, with as much bitterness as he thought he dared allow, “Or at least I would. If the Coalition hadn’t slaughtered them all.”

				Whatever curiosity there had been in the Coalition officer’s eyes faded. And to his surprise—no, shock—Brander was sorry. Inscrutability was hardly the hallmark of Coalition officers, and yet Brander suspected there were layers and levels to this man no one would ever fully know. Starting with that curiosity.

				It would not do to make the man suspicious by not being angry over what had been done to his world. But Brander needed Paledan to keep thinking he wasn’t angry enough to bestir himself out of his scapegrace ways.

				“Besides,” he added, taking care with his tone, “everyone knows there’s only been one successful rebellion in the whole bedamned galaxy.”

				Paledan’s gaze sharpened. “You speak of Trios.”

				Brander lifted an eyebrow. “Was there another?”

				“No. No one dares.” Something like amusement sparked in the man’s eyes. “Well done,” he added softly. As if he knew Brander’s goal had been confirmation of the tale some dismissed as mere myth, or wishful thinking.

				He wondered what Paledan would say if he knew what they’d learned in the holographic recording the twins—bless those youngest Davorins, no matter that they came near to making them all crazy—had liberated from the dungeons of the Coalition compound. And now he had even more confirmation. He’d already known, but having it from this man made it more real somehow. And Brander couldn’t deny his pulse kicked up at the thought. And he couldn’t restrain his curiosity.

				“I’d have thought you would deny anyone had ever beaten the Coalition.”

				Paledan did shrug then. “That is the kind of news it is impossible to smother, however they may try.”

				Interesting. Aren’t you part of “they”?

				“Besides,” Paledan added with a rather pointed look, “Trios had a king to lead them. Not a . . . taproom keeper.”

				Was he expecting a retort? A sharp response from that taproom keeper’s supposedly best friend? Brander was surprised at the effort it took to maintain the façade. And so he went on the offensive.

				“You’re awfully calm, given that that taproom keeper and a handful of rustics took out that cannon of yours.”

				Again the shrug. “I can admire clever tactics, good planning, and success against great odds no matter what side they’re on.”

				“Then you are a rarity in that uniform,” Brander said dryly.

				“I am more often called an oddity,” Paledan returned, his tone almost as dry.

				Brander wanted to pursue this. He was curious about this man. He reminded himself this was the officer who still, despite the triumph the Raider and his Sentinels had managed, held the immediate fate of Zelos and all of Ziem in his hands.

				But he was a gambler, was he not?

				So he pressed another, more risky subject.

				“Is that why you have not leveled all of Zelos, but just Drake’s taproom? For I think most other post commanders we have had here would have done so by now.”

				Paledan’s gaze locked with his. And, in that moment, Brander saw the man who had gained his rank the hard way, through achievement. No easy ascension via connections or oiliness here; this man was a fighter to the bone. He could sense it, feel it, in the same way he could always tell if old Carag Dreese was holding good numbers in a game of chaser.

				“I am more patient than some of my . . . colleagues. There is always time for destruction.”

				“You may be, but from the rumblings I hear on the street, not all in your command are happy with your forbearance.”

				“Then that is an issue they should take up with me, instead of voicing it to all and sundry.”

				“Perhaps they’re afraid to,” Brander suggested.

				“I have yet to execute a man for speaking his mind.” At Brander’s lifted brow he added, “Refusing to accept my decision is something else, however.”

				Paledan turned on his heel, the conversation apparently over. Where the doorway to the taproom had once been, he halted his stride and looked back.

				“I shall miss our games here,” he said. “You are a worthy opponent.”

				“As are you,” Brander replied, meaning it.

				“But perhaps you should leave now. It wouldn’t do for anyone to wonder if there were other reasons for you to be poking around in the ruins of Drake Davorin’s hideout.”

				“Hideout?”

				“Was he not hiding, even if in plain sight?”

				“Contention valid,” he agreed.

				Simultaneously, Brander heard another blast, and this time he felt the faintest of vibrations under his feet. Paledan’s head snapped around this time; this had been much, much closer. And from the direction of the Coalition compound.

				Paledan turned on his heel, tapping his earcom and speaking swiftly, demanding information in a voice any man would be a fool to ignore. For a moment, there was silence, then a look of incredulity spread across Paledan’s usually unreadable face.

				“He did what?” Brander couldn’t tell if the man was furious or amused. “Here? In our compound?” A pause, and then a snapped, “I’m on my way.”

				Paledan glanced back at Brander, looked him up and down once more. But he said nothing before striding toward where the doorway had once stood, now surrounded by rubble. Amazingly, as he went, he burst into laughter. Not of the pleased sort, more of amazement.

				Or even appreciative. Bemused, Brander watched him go. The man was a puzzle, that was certain.

				But it was his earlier words that rang in Brander’s head as the Coalition major walked out of sight.

				There is always time for destruction.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				“I’M SORRY, DRAKE. I went back later, but by then there was nothing but dust and ash and splinters. After I left, they ran a troop crawler over the whole place.”

				“I expected as much.”

				Drake didn’t look surprised. But then he rarely did. He’d learned much about hiding himself in three years of masquerading. The double life had taken a heavy toll on him even before he’d ended up in a Coalition dungeon, tortured nearly unto death.

				It still felt odd to Brander to see him in his Raider guise without the synthetic mask of gnarled scars that had so effectively hidden his identity for those years. Especially here in their hideout on the mountain, the cellars hidden beneath the ruins of the mining headquarters, where he had always taken such care to keep up the façade.

				“I know you wanted the history—”

				Drake waved a hand to stop him. “You say Paledan was there?”

				Brander nodded. “He came in right after I got there, before I had a chance to search. That’s why I had to wait and go back later. But by then, it was too late; they’d crushed what was left.”

				“Do you think he has the place under watch?”

				“It occurred to me.”

				“I would, were it me.”

				Brander’s mouth quirked. “I’m sure you would. You are ever thinking ten steps ahead.”

				“I would simply wish to know if there was anything my enemy valued enough to risk returning for.”

				Such as what he’d gone for, the original copy of Torstan Davorin’s detailed history of Ziem, one of the few copies of the extensive work still extant. The Coalition had made sure of that. Brander had never understood why it was so important to them, but Drake did. He had explained it once, that wiping out a people’s history and replacing it with their own version was a big step toward controlling them. And a step the Coalition had taken often, until there were entire populations who were convinced the Coalition was their history, and there was no alternative. They had, in effect, altered reality.

				It was all too esoteric for Brander, who focused mainly on the here and now, and since the Coalition had arrived, on surviving. But he knew Drake treasured his father’s works.

				“And my thanks for the diversion. I think it made my claim to have been totally ignorant more believable. Just as we’d hoped. I’m just sorry I couldn’t—”

				Drake cut him off with a shake of his head. “You could do nothing about it. You spoke to Paledan?”

				“For a while, yes.”

				“And your opinion?”

				“Hasn’t changed. The man’s no fool. And he may be here mainly as an administrator now, but he is a fighter at his core.”

				“Did he believe you?”

				“I don’t know. But he let it play out.” He grinned then. “But I’ll tell you, if they didn’t take us seriously before, they do now.”

				Drake smiled, but it faded quickly. “That is not an entirely good thing, to have the Coalition knowing they have a true rebellion on their hands.”

				“But necessary,” Brander said. “Already, our numbers grow. And, by the way, a few minutes after you took down the new outpost, there was another explosion. From their compound, judging by what Paledan said when he got the report.”

				“Hmm,” was all Drake said, but something about it got Brander’s attention.

				“What?”

				“Nothing.”

				“Right. You had something to do with that, didn’t you?” Drake looked a little uncomfortable, a rare enough thing that Brander drew back slightly. “What was it?”

				“I had a couple of burners left over.”

				The metal spheres that exploded on impact and sent a spray of sizzling fire in huge arcs in all directions were one of his more effective inventions. But—

				It hit him suddenly. “Wait. Are you saying you had a couple left so you . . . what, just buzzed the Coalition compound and dropped them over the side?”

				“Something like that.”

				He stared at Drake, wide-eyed. “And you call me reckless!”

				“The mist was thick today. You know it plays havoc with their equipment. I knew they wouldn’t be able to see me in time to scramble.”

				As he absorbed the shock of the usually very controlled Drake’s crazy action, something else struck him.

				“That explains it,” he murmured.

				“Explains what?”

				“When Paledan got that report . . . he laughed.”

				“Laughed?”

				“Not in a funny way. More . . . admiring. And he’d said earlier that he could admire clever tactics, good planning, and success against great odds no matter what side they’re on.”

				“He is . . .an interesting man,” Drake said thoughtfully.

				“Yes. Which reminds me, I left the best for last.”

				“Which is?”

				“It’s true. The Triotian rebellion was successful. He as much as said it.”

				Drake drew back slightly. This time, his smile remained. Brander’s own grin widened; just the thought that somewhere, even halfway across the galaxy, someone had defeated these slimehogs, thrown them off their world, was enough to keep them all going for a good long time.

				“This is indeed good news,” Drake agreed. And then, with lips a little too tight, as if he were suppressing mirth, he spoke again. “And now, what on Ziem is that in your coat pocket?”

				Brander felt his cheeks flush unacceptably. The ever cool, insouciant Brander Kalon never got embarrassed. He reached a hand into the pocket and gently corralled the tiny creature that was snug in one corner, then lifted it out.

				“It is only that hedgebeast of Eirlys’s. I found it huddled under a broken chair in the rubble.”

				Drake gave him a steady look. “She will like that you retrieved it for her. At least as much as she likes anything, right now.”

				Brander shrugged because, for his life, he could not think of anything to say to the older brother of the girl whose life calling seemed to be rescuing the wounded wild ones. The girl he wished would rescue him.

				“They are fierce for their size,” Brander said, stroking a finger over the little animal’s fur. The creature tolerated it, but Brander still kept an eye on it, for its teeth were small but very sharp.

				“They are fierce for any size, when angered,” Drake said. “Like my sister.”

				Brander’s gaze shot back to his best friend’s face. A memory shot through his mind, of that face bloody and battered as the Raider stared into the maw of death. So close it seemed every breath might be his last, he had still, out of love for that sister, summoned up enough strength to speak of her.

				Eirlys.

				Without hesitation, Brander had assured the man who was as a brother to him. I will see to her. Always.

				My blessing. As if you’d require it.

				No. But I will treasure it.

				He wondered if, afterward, when the Spirit had worked her healing magic, Drake even remembered the exchange. The man was not one to go back on a promise, but things were different when you were half a heartbeat from death.

				He decided not to ask. At least not now. It didn’t really matter right now anyway. Because Drake was right—Eirlys was in a difficult place. Once Drake was out of danger, and she truly believed he would live, she had been beyond joyous. It had warmed him to the bone to see her like that, her eyes bright and gleaming, her smile wide. Brander had even dared hope that, now that she knew, she might forgive him for the role he’d had to play.

				But her happiness had all too soon morphed into rage at what had been done to her brother. Her anger at what had been done to her world was already powerful enough, especially since she was beyond frustrated at being held back from fighting herself because of her age. And Brander suspected that anger was heightened by the fact that she had been used to capture Drake in the first place. Her rage at Jakel, the enforcer who had taken such pleasure in torture, had risen to consume her. When her cold fury at the mother who had deserted them, tempered only by gratitude that she had been able to save Drake, was added into the mix, it made for a very volatile brew.

				Drake said it would ebb, if only because it was impossible to maintain such fury at such a pitch, but Brander was afraid her brother might have underestimated her endurance.

				“One more . . . odd thing,” Brander said.

				“What?” Drake asked when he hesitated.

				“When I was there the first time, the portrait still stood. Despite the destruction of the rest of the taproom.”

				“Interesting,” Drake said.

				His tone was unreadable, even for Brander. He did not know if Drake had forgiven his mother for her abandonment, given all they had learned since her return. The twins hadn’t even yet acknowledged she was their mother and called her only the Spirit. But he thought Drake might eventually forgive her, because, like his mother, Drake was one who saw the whole, including parts of it others never even thought of. Much as he might have once masked it, he was a Davorin down to bone and blood, and the Davorins were for Ziem.

				Eirlys, on the other hand. . . . He wasn’t sure she would ever forgive the woman who had borne her, then deserted her.

				“Stranger yet, I could find no sign of it in the wreckage when I went back. Not a shred of the canvas, a piece, or even a splinter of the frame. Nothing.”

				Drake’s gaze narrowed. “What are you thinking?”

				“Just . . . wondering. If someone removed it before they leveled it.”

				“Who?”

				Brander had a suspicion, but he kept it to himself for the moment. “There are many who would seek to preserve a portrait of Iolana Davorin.”

				Especially now, when the spirit of rebellion was once more running high. And how much more would that feeling rise if and when they learned the truth of the Spirit of the mountain? That the legend of the Edge was in fact Iolana Davorin? He could only imagine.

				“HOW LONG WILL you allow this, Major?”

				Paledan looked up at the man who had burst into his office without even a knock. Nothing had changed about him. The heavy brows and brutal features still reminded him of the simian creatures of his home planet; cruel by nature and more than a bit bloodthirsty. And the eyes, glowing with that reddish glint that looked like blood pooling.

				He had reached the conclusion, after seeing what Jakel had done to Drake Davorin, that he was one of those whose only true avarice was for inflicting pain. And had done so, for hours, without ever realizing who he truly had in his grip. Davorin had withstood his vicious ministrations and never broken, never begged, which had enraged Jakel even more. Men such as he were tools to be used, but never without the awareness that, should the leash snap, they would turn on you.

				The Davorin boy, Nyx, had once called him a rabid barkhound. Paledan thought it an apt assessment, for when in the midst of his bloodlust, the man’s behavior was that of an infected beast.

				Although they had their purposes, he didn’t like having men like this around. Anyone who reveled in the smell of blood earned the utmost caution and watchfulness. And he was watching Jakel.

				“Did you hear me?” Jakel demanded, gesturing at him with one long arm.

				“If you ever again break protocol in entering my office, I shall trim your flesh from your bones with your own laser pistol,” he said, so mildly it took a moment for the meaning to penetrate the man’s sluggish brain. In fact, Jakel looked back at the door, seeming almost puzzled until he worked it out.

				“Oh. Knock.”

				“Indeed.”

				Extracting an apology would likely require more energy than the man was worth, so Paledan merely leaned back in his chair and waited. He did not tell the man to sit down, nor did he ask what he had meant by his rash words. He simply waited.

				“Somebody out there knows,” Jakel finally said.

				Ah. Here it is, at last.

				“They know where Davorin is, where his lair is. Probably a lot of them know.”

				“And?”

				Again, the man looked perplexed. “We need to start grabbing them. Get it out of them.”

				“Do you truly wish to know where Davorin is, or have you simply not sated your need for blood and pain lately?”

				This time he appeared genuinely unable to answer, which Paledan interpreted as meaning both were true. It did not take a great deal of discernment to realize that not only Davorin’s miraculous escape but the fact that Jakel had, unknowingly, had the Raider in his clutches the entire time, had exacerbated the man’s natural vicious streak. Especially toward those weaker than himself.

				And so you had best make certain he never realizes he could take you out with one blow in the right place. It would not take much to shift that piece of metal they left next to your spine, pronouncing it too dangerous to remove.

				“What do you suggest?” he asked, still in those same mild tones. “Shall we just start grabbing random people from the streets?”

				The man perked up. “Yes. They need to be afraid. Tell them it will stop when someone talks.”

				“And they are afraid of you.” It wasn’t a question; he knew the fear this brute engendered among the people of Zelos. And much as he disliked admitting it, the man perhaps had a valid contention.

				“Yes.” It was said with such zeal and pleasure it sent Paledan’s watchfulness with this man up another notch.

				“I’m afraid wholesale rounding up for slaughter is not an option. Did you have someone specific in mind?”

				The frown again. “Specific?”

				“Someone you think might know,” he elaborated with some impatience.

				“Oh.” Something shifted in the reddish depths of those narrow eyes. “The girl would know.”

				He was a Coalition major, and had seen everything it took to rise to that rank. He had faced death many times, dealt it out many more. Yet whatever that was in this man’s expression, whatever swam in the pit of those eyes, was not something he ever wanted to see up close. And then he realized he had seen it, that day when he’d found what was left of Drake Davorin in Jakel’s playroom below.

				“I assume you mean the sister you used to coerce Davorin into giving himself up to you?”

				The man nodded. And, for an instant, Paledan thought he might be drooling. Inwardly, certainly.

				“Has she been seen since that day?” He knew the answer; she had not.

				“No,” Jakel admitted reluctantly. Then, sharper, with a renewed focus on him, added, “But those twins have been.”

				Paledan went very still. “They are children.”

				“They know things,” Jakel said. “I could—”

				“You. Will. Not.” He enunciated each word so carefully the man could not help but understand.

				“You’re soft on them.”

				“They are a curiosity,” he said, although he felt a bit of ruefulness that Jakel’s words might be true. Or perhaps it was that this fool dared to say it. He chose to say something he thought might intrigue the brute enough to divert him. “On my home world, the weaker of the two is disposed of at birth.”

				He did look intrigued, bedamned soul that he was.

				“By my order, you will not harm them in any way. I wish to continue to study them.”

				This seemed to be something the man could comprehend, although he persisted enough to say, “They would know. They must be with him, when they are not running loose in Zelos.”

				He had had the same thought, which was somewhat disturbing in itself. But he supposed even a muckrat knew where best to find scraps.

				“We will continue searching the town, brick by timber,” he said. “If we find someone who appears to have knowledge and can get it no other way, you will have your fun.”

				Jakel nodded, but he could see it was reluctant. “And if you do not?”

				“Then we will expand the search to the mountains.”

				Jakel snorted. “Those bedamned mountains are impossible. Beyond the low reaches, no one could live.”

				“Perhaps. But we will search, nevertheless.”

				And, as the man finally departed, Paledan considered his words. He knew the man had lived most of his misbegotten life here, but he was not of Ziemite blood. Perhaps those who were had a different view of their mountains.

				Haven, not hades.

				EIRLYS HAD BEEN working at the rough-hewn table near the cooking fire for some time, carefully mixing the sap, warm lingberry juice, and the crushed leaves of the scent brush she’d gathered this morning. She was intent on the task, for the salve this produced promoted faster healing, and the hedgebeast was going to need it. That hind leg was in a bad way, and if it did not start healing soon . . .

				She tried not to think about it, but focused on the task. Or tried to; on the very periphery of her awareness was a strange tingling sensation at the back of her neck. When she stopped to consider if the texture was right, it broke through.

				Brander. Only he stirred this preternatural response in her.

				“You’ve seen me do this countless times,” she said without looking up.

				“And I could watch countless more,” came the quiet answer.

				She did look up then, just in time to see him push off from the pillar he’d leaned one shoulder against. He did it, as he did everything, with an easy grace that always made her think of a mountain cat, that rarely seen creature that prowled the heights with just such silent power.

				“Drake is over there,” she said, nodding toward where her brother was standing talking to the Harkin brothers; Teal as usual gesturing emphatically, Galeth also as usual quietly listening and observing.

				“I have already spoken with him.”

				Something about the way he said it made her put down the rounded stone she used to crush the leaves. “And what did you learn today, while out risking your life?”

				“It was not particularly risky,” he protested.

				“Certainly not.” Sarcasm edged her voice. “What could be risky about going into Zelos under the nose of the Coalition after we destroyed their most prized weapon?”

				“Caution,” he said, and there was a different note in his voice now, “I might start to think you care.”

				“Of course I care.”

				The snap in her tone belied the words. Her temper often got the best of her these days. There had been a time when this man could soothe any mood, ease any hurt for her, but right now, nothing could dull the sharp edge of the anger that grew daily, sparked by the presence of the woman she both hated and was grateful to, and stoked by the ever-present frustration of being kept off the front lines of this battle for her world.

				“Then I would not like to see how you speak to someone you hate.” His tone was dry, and his mouth had quirked downward at one corner.

				There was only one person who had earned that emotion from her, and she knew Brander knew that. “She is gone, for the moment,” she said. “You are safe.”

				There was a silent moment before he said softly, “It is not me I’m worried about. It is you, with that anger eating at you.”

				Something deep within her responded to that undertone, as it ever had. Only Brander had ever had the knack to calm her with just his voice. As a child, she had never questioned it, had just run to him for the comfort of that low, soothing sound. Now, as a woman, those questions were ever-present; why was it only he? And was it indeed he himself who had the knack, or did he only have it because she had given it to him?

				Even as the questions rose within her, she quashed them. There was no time for such things now, she told herself sternly. But even as she made the silent order, she instinctively glanced at Drake. Her brother had counted it worth the cost to take what he and Kye could get, even amid the chaos and danger, had he not?

				She suppressed an inward shiver. Why was she even thinking of that in the same breath as she and Brander? Her childhood infatuation with him was long over, and they had settled into a comfortable familiarity she did not want to damage with silly thoughts.

				Or with your anger?

				She opened her mouth to say something, anything, to show she was not angry with him. But before she could find the words, Brander turned his head sharply. And then she heard what he no doubt had—the sound of footsteps. Two sets, quick, light. The twins. Already, Drake had left the Harkins and was headed this way, arriving just as they erupted into their usual frenetic chatter.

				“He got him!” Nyx exclaimed, looking at Drake.

				The man who had been responsible for them since they’d been but four years old—while they, he always said, had put another decade on his years—looked at the two redheads patiently.

				“Who got who?” Drake asked, clearly readying himself for one of their usual rapid-fire, dual-barreled explanations, each finishing the other’s sentences.

				“Jakel—” Lux began.

				“Got Barkhound,” Nyx finished, using the derogatory nickname for the biggest traitor on Ziem.

				Eirlys’s breath caught. Jakel had Barcon Ordam? Brander was practically gaping at the two troublemakers. No doubt wondering, as was she, how they managed to always be in the center of chaos.

				Drake had gone very still. “Explain. And,” he added ominously, “include how you know this.”

				“We didn’t go—”

				“Into town—”

				“Because we—”

				“Promised. But you didn’t say—”

				“We couldn’t go—”

				“To the landing zone.”

				Drake winced. “Did I have to? Never mind,” he said with a shake of his head. “Go on.”

				“We heard them talking—”

				“At the guardhouse—”

				“They didn’t see us—”

				“Truly,” Lux affirmed.

				“We hid by the groundsweeper tree and—”

				“They said Jakel—”

				“Had him.”

				They paused at last, looking up at their brother earnestly. This was no small bit of news, that Jakel the enforcer had taken the civilian minister of Zelos—the man who had sold out his people for his own safety and advancement under the boot of the Coalition.

				“No wonder our royal Liaison to the State, Mr. Kerrold, hasn’t been around lately,” Brander murmured. “Probably afraid he’s next.”

				Eirlys saw Drake’s jaw was tight, but his tone was remarkably even when he spoke again to the twins. “And you’re certain they didn’t see you?”

				“Yes. They started talking—”

				“About boring things so—”

				“We left. They never—”

				“Knew we were there.”

				“Boring things?” Brander asked.

				“Things like boots that hurt and—”

				“Working the night watch—”

				“And ‘that bedamned Raider,’” they chorused, grinning this time.

				Drake’s mouth quirked then, and Eirlys could tell he was fighting laughter, as she was. Brander had surrendered, laughing out loud, even though Drake always said it only encouraged them.

				“Off with both of you now,” Drake said. “You’re in for the rest of the day, understood?”

				They nodded easily enough. “We’re done. For today.”

				As they scampered off toward where Mahko, their healer and sometime cook, was fixing a meal, Drake drew in a long breath and shook his head.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				CAZE PALEDAN stood still for a moment, looking at the array before him. In the first instant, it surprised him, but he realized immediately it should not have. Tokens of esteem, from actual coins to sprays of the white wildflowers he had seen growing on the trees they called mistbreakers, to notes of thank you and praise tucked here and there among the broken stones. The people of Zelos had learned not only the truth about the taproom keeper, but that the son of their greatest hero was a man to match his father after all.

				He had not intended to pass this way again; it had not been his plan when he’d left his quarters before what passed for sunrise on this mist-shrouded planet. He’d thought only to walk off the ache in his back that had become chronic, a souvenir of the wound that had sent him here.

				He would stay in Zelos today, rather than set out on one of his lengthy, sometimes days-long explorations. He was still learning the terrain, taking mental notes, and planning strategy as he went, should there be a battle in any of the places he reached. He knew the more he learned of this place, the better chance he had of finding and taking out the Raider.

				But he found himself enjoying his investigations into the mist-shrouded countryside for other reasons. He told himself it was tactical, and to keep his endurance skills sharp, but even as he did, he knew it was more. For why else would he be irritated if his comlink interrupted?

				There was nothing to enjoy here, however. There should have been nothing left to see except rubble and a few shattered pieces of furniture here and there. The troop crawler had done its job, the huge, heavy treads crushing everything in their path, leaving only the edges of what had once been the most popular taproom in Zelos, for which he felt an odd sense of . . . surely not regret?

				True, he had spent some time in here, once he’d learned it was the most welcoming in town for Coalition personnel.

				And still I did not see it.

				And he still could not explain why the troop sent to guard the cannon transfer had insisted the mountain itself had held them immobilized, as if the rock they stood upon had melded with their feet. They described only a flare of brilliant light and a voice demanding they hold fast. Some attributed it to that mythical entity called the Spirit of the mountain, which was ridiculous.

				It made no sense at all. He did not like this sensation of doubt; it had been a rarity in his life. And yet he had little choice now, for indeed he had not seen what had been right before him. He had suspected there was more to the taproom keeper than he showed to his patrons, but had thought it merely the façade of a man who hated the conquering of his world but had a family to keep safe. Although it was a foreign concept to him, he understood from his studying of other worlds the Coalition had captured that there were many peoples to whom connections of blood were paramount. Ziemites were obviously one of those.

				Although it had not been blood but admiration that had turned this pile of rubble into a tribute, a shrine of sorts, to Drake Davorin and his creation, the Raider.

				He felt a spark of admiration himself, not for the first time, for the charade the man had pulled off under the very noses of practically every Coalition trooper and officer on the planet, and for what he’d accomplished as that creation. The Raider had done more with less than Paledan could recall in the annals of Coalition history of conquered worlds. Even Trios had had a king and that blasted skypirate.

				He recalled their meeting on that benighted mountain of theirs, that Sentinel that had given the Raider’s fighters their name. He’d felt such curiosity about the man he’d wished to see him in person, and thus offered the contact. He hadn’t been surprised when the Raider—whom he now knew was Davorin—had accepted; any fighter on that level would not pass up the chance to learn more of his enemy. That the man had turned out to be someone he would enjoy standing beside had been the surprise. But then, many things about this place others wrote off as a bedamned, damp, miserable, and inhospitable planet had surprised him.

				Including the woman who now came out of the swirling mist toward the ruin.

				She spotted him immediately, despite the fact that he was deep in the shadows. It was uncanny, he thought yet again, how these Ziemites could see in this bedamned mist of theirs. She spotted him, paused a split second, but only that. Then she continued, ignoring him as she knelt, reached into a pocket at her belt and added a coin to the offerings.

				When she straightened, then silently turned to go, he spoke.

				“Were you as deceived as your cousin?”

				If she was surprised that he knew of her connection to Brander Kalon, it did not show. She turned back to look at him, and he again noticed the color of her eyes, that same blue-green shade as that cousin. The reports he’d read told him all native Ziemites had eyes of varying shades of blue, from icy to deep water, but this was one of the rarer shades.

				“More so,” Kye Kalon said, and a flash of heat in those eyes belied the calm of her voice. Normally, he would have assumed it was directed at Davorin for the deceit, or perhaps at himself, for being the face of the Coalition on Ziem. But the instincts he had learned to trust were saying this was channeled inwardly. Was she angry with herself, for not seeing what had been before her? He knew little of her beyond that she was Brander’s cousin and a long-time friend to the Davorins, but he knew what he’d seen.

				“Yet you place a coin,” he said, allowing only mild curiosity to sound in his voice.

				She met his gaze levelly, a rarity among the native population. She was not lacking in courage, this one. “The fact that I was deceived does not negate my admiration for what the Raider has accomplished for my world.”

				“It is,” he said softly, “a Coalition world.”

				It flashed again, that heat. Most Ziemites had given in to the inevitable, accepted that their world was no longer. This woman was not among them. He added that to his assessment, wondering just how rebellious she was. Yet she did not come back at him with any declaration of hostility, said nothing that would betray her feelings; were it not for that fire in her eyes, he would take her only as another Ziemite, unhappy but accepting.

				Instead, she looked around the destroyed taproom. “And this is what you do to your worlds?”

				“This,” he said carefully, “is what we do to rebels.”

				To his surprise, she let out a short sound that was almost a laugh. “You have hurt Zelos—and yourself, if your frequent visits here are anything to go by—but you have only made the Raider relocate.”

				He registered that she knew of his visits, probably from her cousin. He was somewhat surprised at her daring, confronting the Coalition commander responsible for her world—and keeping it in line—but again he merely noted it, added it to his assessment.

				“Relocate where, I wonder.” It wasn’t a question, nor did he expect her to answer, whether she knew or not.

				“Most of Zelos is too busy trying to find a place to live themselves to worry about where the Raider might be hiding.”

				“And you? Where do you live?”

				This time it was a full laugh. “My home looks a lot like this,” she said, gesturing at the rubble. “Congratulations on destruction well done.”

				He shrugged. “It is the nature of the job.”

				“And would it have been any different had all of Ziem bowed upon the Coalition’s arrival, groveled without a fight?”

				The way she was looking at him, he would swear he was being assessed in much the same way he was assessing her. The idea amused him. And that was rare enough that he answered honestly. “Not a great deal. It perhaps might not have been as . . . thorough.”

				“So it’s destruction for destruction’s sake.”

				“More a case of making a permanent impression to keep order into the future.”

				Again, she gestured at the rubble. “Not too orderly.”

				“Sometimes one has to reiterate,” he said mildly. “Especially when thoughts of rebellion appear to be taking root.”

				“Taking root? Major, you have a full garden growing.”

				With that, she turned and left, heading back toward the main street. He watched her go. He pondered what he had learned, both of her and the people remaining in this city.

				He looked around at the wreckage that had become nothing less than a shrine. Looked at the offerings, the coins, the notes, the flowers. And he realized that the most threatening thing the Raider had done was not destroying the fusion cannon. Nor was it the unexplained power he had shown the Coalition troops, making them believe they must freeze in place or die. No, he had done something much more dangerous than either of those acts.

				He had given them hope.

				He keyed the transmitter on the collar of his uniform, using the communications system they had had to repair after that raid; the Raider had thought of everything.

				Challenge accepted.

				He spoke into the transmitter. “Send a troop crawler back to Davorin’s taproom.”

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				“ANY GRAY ON that head of yours yet?” Brander laughingly asked Drake, after the twins were gone and Eirlys had left to tend to her creatures.

				“If they have their way, I’ll be silver before I hit three decades.”

				Brander’s laughter subsided, and he looked at his friend seriously. “They’re unbearably proud of you, you know.”

				Drake’s gaze shot to Brander’s face, but then dropped. Such praise was the only thing Brander had ever seen embarrass the man.

				“And so is Eirlys, although she won’t say it just yet. I think she’s still a bit mortified that she didn’t guess her own brother was the Raider.”

				“She—”

				Drake stopped at a sound from the doorway to his quarters. Brander knew without even turning around that it was Kye, knew it from the change in the man before him. No one else had ever put that look in Drake’s eyes.

				When he did turn to smile at his cousin, now pledged eternally to the man who led them, he saw her slide a full pack from her shoulder to the floor, as if she were glad to be rid of the weight. It looked stuffed full, and he wondered with what.

				“I just heard something about Barkhound,” she began.

				“So did we,” Brander said. “The twins have been at it again.”

				“Of course they have,” Kye said with a grin. “And ever will be.”

				“Says the woman who is their encourager more often than not,” Drake said dryly.

				She crossed to him and planted a kiss on his cheek. The side where the scars used to be, Brander noticed. “I simply let them be who they are,” Kye said. “But I never let go of the end of the tether.”

				“And they adore you for it,” Drake admitted. “And allow you to reel them in when necessary.”

				She shrugged. “No one will ever really control them except you. But that’s as it should be.”

				“So you heard as well that Jakel has the Barkhound to play with?” Brander asked.

				“Not just that,” she said. “I heard—rumors mind you, but from three trustworthies—how he got him.”

				“Some ruse or trick?” Brander asked, since it was the brutal enforcer’s usual method, just as he had used Eirlys to get his hands on Drake.

				She shook her head. “Paledan gave Barkhound to him.”

				Brander let out a long, low whistle. Even Drake drew back slightly.

				“For the escape,” Brander guessed.

				She nodded. “For calling all the guards to protect him from a few rowdy, unarmed Ziemites.”

				“While you risked your life to drag a man as good as dead out of Jakel’s torture chamber,” Drake said with a grimace.

				“But you were not dead.” Her chin went up slightly as she faced him. “And I would not have left you for them even if you were.”

				“I know.” Drake’s voice had softened. “But where did you learn this information if not from the twins?”

				Her chin went up further. “In Zelos.”

				Drake went very still. “You went into Zelos? In daylight?”

				“I needed to clear out my things.”

				What little there is left. Brander saw Drake glance at the pack that suddenly didn’t seem so large, considering, and guessed he was thinking the same thing. None of them had much left in the way of possessions, thanks to the Coalition.

				“And,” she added, “I decided to go in daylight because they would be less suspicious than if I were skulking around in that quarter at night.”

				“You risk much,” Drake said, although he reluctantly agreed it made sense.

				“As does Brander. Besides, few outside the Sentinels know we are pledged. I have time before the word spreads.”

				He supposed she was right about that. But once the news did get out that Kye Kalon was now the pledged mate of the Raider, Brander knew the price on her head would be nearly as high. Perhaps even higher, given she could be used against Drake as nothing else could. And he knew both Kye and Drake knew it. For the first time, Brander fully realized what they had done, the price they had been willing to pay for their love.

				“And they call me the gambler,” he said with a wondering shake of his head.

				Drake kept his eyes on his mate. “We will discuss your lack of care for your own safety later.”

				Kye gave Drake a look that told Brander he’d been right when he’d thought that Drake would have his hands more than full trying to rein in his impetuous cousin. But since it was impossible to keep him from risking his own life time and again, it seemed only fair.

				Kye turned to her pack then, reached into it. First, she pulled out a large swath of canvas. “In case you need another map the size of Zelos,” she said with a teasing grin.

				Brander laughed; that map that had been the foundation for the cannon raid had been huge, but this canvas looked twice that size.

				Then she came out with a thick sheaf of pages, bound with stag hide and laces. She held it out to Drake. Brander knew what it was; he had seen it in her father’s hands. The very thing—the only thing—he had asked Brander to search for in what was left of the taproom. Torstan Davorin’s history of Ziem.

				“It is my father’s copy,” she said. “I read to him from it until the day he died.”

				Drake took it, brows furrowed. But the moment he lifted the front cover, his eyes widened. His gaze shot back to Kye’s face.

				She smiled, such love in her eyes that it made Brander, who usually ignored such things, ache a little inside.

				“And that is my signal,” he said, “to leave so you can thank her . . . properly.”

				Neither one of them even glanced at him, and he was grinning as he left them alone together for that thank you.

				Brander ran into Eirlys barely a stride outside of Drake’s quarters. She was still in her usual leather leggings and jacket, snug, hugging every curve, and scarred by the wilder of the creatures she dealt with, the ones who took longer to fall under her spell.

				Unlike me, who finds her a lure it is near impossible to resist, no matter that I must.

				It took him a long, tight-muscled moment to let go of her after he’d steadied her.

				“He’s in there?” she asked. “Good. I need to ask him—”

				“I wouldn’t, just now,” Brander took her arm and steered her from the door.

				“But I need to—”

				“Kye just gave him something he feared lost forever, something precious to him. Let them have a moment.”

				She looked up at him. For the moment, the anger that seemed ever-present appeared banked, allowing curiosity to show in her eyes. “What?”

				“Her father’s copy of your father’s history of Ziem.”

				Her eyes widened. “Really? She found it, intact? I must see it; we feared there were none left.”

				She started toward the door again, and again, Brander pulled her back. “Eirlys, not now.”

				Her brow furrowed. “Why?”

				He cleared his throat a little awkwardly. “I believe he wanted to . . . thank her.” At her blank look, he added, “Personally. Very personally.”

				Understanding dawned. And she blushed. “Oh.”

				The color that rushed to her face pleased him; he told himself it was because it was good to see something other than anger in her expression. She was too young—and too lovely—to have her face constantly reflecting that bitter emotion.

				Yet the time it took her to reach that understanding served to remind him how inexperienced she still was. Thanks to the Coalition, she had not had a normal life, had not had all the choices a woman should have before she settled her life’s course. But at the same time, she was much older than her years. No one old enough to understand what had happened to Ziem had remained a child. He stifled an inward sigh.

				She let him steer her away without protest, toward the fire where Mahko had some brew keeping warm. He needed it, after today. He would not tell Eirlys of the ruin that had once been her home, the building behind the taproom. Thanks to Drake’s masquerade, they had lived more comfortably than many in Zelos, although he wasn’t sure Eirlys had considered that worth the price of watching her brother bow and scrape to their conquerors.

				Of course, that was before she’d learned the truth, that her brother was everything she’d ever wished he was and more.

				He allowed himself a moment to just look at her. Her eyes, the icier shade of Ziem blue. Her hair, the color of the rare Ziem sunlight, was pulled back and tightly braided, unlike the loose plait she used to wear, with strands escaping in a charming way around her face. It seemed to him a sign of the change in her, from the unconcern of childhood to a bitter knowledge of their current situation. She had been but five when the Coalition had arrived. Her memories of the two-year battle were vivid, but only in the decade since Ziem had essentially surrendered had she come to understand what it truly meant to be conquered.

				And he’d been there for all those years. He’d watched her grow up, fascinated by the wild creatures around her. And they, it seemed, with her, allowing the curious girl closer than most. And, as she grew older, they allowed her the freedom of their company in a way he’d never seen granted to anyone else. She repaid them with her care, tending to their injuries. And it seemed that they healed more quickly than they would have on their own. Then one day, a graybird had brought her his injured mate, as if somehow the knowledge that she would help had been passed from creature to creature. And help she did, often acquiring companions in the process.

				Now she was a young woman, beautiful, to him; beautiful beyond measure. Not just in appearance, although she tended to either send his pulse racing or stop it altogether, but in her generous heart and capacity for caring. But now she was closed off by her anger, letting her softer side show only to her creatures.

				Her creatures.

				He’d been so rapt in his study of her that he’d forgotten.

				“I believe I found a friend of yours,” he said, reaching into the deep corner of his coat pocket and wrapping his fingers carefully around the tiny beast. He lifted it out into the light.

				Eirlys cried out in delight, reaching for her precious pet. “Blazer,” she exclaimed, and when she looked up at Brander, the warmth in her eyes flowed over him like a soothing shower. “Where was he? I feared him dead.”

				“He was hiding under a broken chair in the taproom. The seat was wedged against what was left of a wall, and it sheltered him from most of the debris.”

				She cooed over the tiny ball of fur she had laughingly named after the huge, mythical creatures of the mountains. The little thing fairly wiggled in delight, rolling over in her palm to expose his belly for her to rub. Brander smiled in wonder; he had had to watch his fingers every time he held the blasted beast, while it surrendered to her touch without a qualm.

				As would you.

				The warmth that had overtaken him turned into a blast of heat at the thought of her hands on him. Intimately. His body surged and he fought to control it, knowing that this softening of her mood was only temporary, and only for this creature she loved.

				And besides, despite her grimly mature outlook, she was not yet an officially declared adult. Ziem might have lost much, but it had yet to surrender some things.

				“Does this mean I’m forgiven?” he asked, his voice a little husky despite his efforts to keep it light.

				She looked at him. “For not telling me you were going into Zelos, yes.”

				“That was . . . specific.”

				“If you mean for not telling me that my brother is the Raider, or that you’ve been not just with him all along but his second in command, or that my dearest friend has been his third, then no. I’m not sure I can ever forgive that.”

				“That was not my decision, although I agreed with it.”

				“I know that. It was Drake’s.”

				“It was the Raider’s,” he corrected mildly. “The Raider often had to make decisions that tore Drake apart.”

				She stroked the hedgebeast’s fur, but kept her eyes on him. “You speak as if they really were two different people.”

				“Are they not?” he asked. “The Raider is for Ziem, all of Ziem. Your brother would—and did—do anything he had to, to protect those he loves. He nearly died to save you.”

				Her voice sharpened. “You think I do not know that? Every time I look at him, I remember how close he came to death, what he looked like when Kye brought him back. And all because of me. He gave himself up to hades, for me.”

				“And that is why you do not shout at him the way you do everyone else who doesn’t have fur or feathers?”

				“I don’t shout at everyone else.”

				“Those you don’t raise your voice to, you just freeze out.” His mouth quirked wryly. “And to me you do both.”

				For a long moment, she just stared at him. Even if he hadn’t been able to sense her tension, the hedgebeast would have told him by the tiny squeak it let out as she unconsciously tightened her hold. She instantly relaxed it, and held the creature up to her cheek to snuggle it, but her voice was the ice he’d mentioned. “It was you who let him hand himself over to Jakel.”

				An automatic fury spiked in him at the name. Jakel, that filthy ogre who had dared to put hands on her in order to lure Drake into his trap. Brander knew how angry she was that he had let that happen. He didn’t want to think how she would react if she knew that was precisely why Drake had chosen him rather than Kye to come with him when he got word she’d been taken. Drake knew his best friend loved Eirlys enough to do what Kye could not; let him die if that’s what it took to save her.

				It was an effort to keep his voice even. “My orders were to get you to safety.”

				“And you’ve always been so good about following orders,” she said sweetly.

				Too sweetly. And suddenly, he was weary of it all. “We have had this discussion too often. Go see to your menagerie, since they are the only ones who can earn a smile from you these days.”

				For an instant, she looked abashed. “I do thank you for saving him,” she said, lifting the hand that held her tiny pet.

				“So is that what I must do, to earn your tender ministrations? Grow fur or sprout feathers?”

				There was no inflection in her voice for him to read when she said, “You are wild enough already.”

				With that, she walked away, leaving Brander feeling both singed and frozen.

				

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 6

				AS BLAZER NUZZLED her happily, Eirlys felt some sort of calm return to her. Why did she let herself get pulled into such angry conversations with Brander? She could hold her temper with Drake, so glad was she that he was alive. She could hold it with Kye, who had done the least to hurt her and the most to help her. She could even hold it with her mother. The wall of pain between them was as unscalable as the face of Halfhead, where the woman now known as the Spirit had tried to hurl herself to her death, abandoning her four children to the scarce mercy of the Coalition. And the slight niggling guilt Eirlys felt that it wasn’t quite right for a child to so hate her mother, no matter the reason, only made her angrier.

				But for some reason, with Brander, she could not restrain it. Perhaps because she had once fancied herself in love with her brother’s best friend. Mere infatuation of course. Understandable. For he had everything a young girl would fall in love with, those incredible turquoise eyes, that silky dark hair that slid with every movement of his head, that flashing grin that made her heart leap in response, that tall, lean body and careless grace. What girl—what female—would not fall for him?

				A sudden memory struck, of her six-year-old self in the horrible days after her father had been killed—assassinated by the Coalition as he gave that dramatic, rousing speech atop the compound wall—when Brander had been beyond kind. And then, when she was nine and her mother had abandoned them all, Brander had cosseted her, brought her treats she never knew how he’d managed to acquire amid the Coalition-induced shortages, brought her the soft, thick blanket she had wrapped around her for months, took her up the Sentinel to see the animals and the birds she adored.

				Only many years later did she realize how amazing that was, for a seventeen-year-old boy to take such care of a child. He’d cared for her as if she were his own sister. She’d thought for years it was because he knew Drake, only a year older than he himself, had had his hands full with the twins, hellions even at four. Now she thought it more likely he’d thought of her as a sister of his own.

				That once she would have much preferred he think of her as a woman he loved did not matter anymore. She had no time for such distractions now. Or room in her heart. Hadn’t she proven too well she hadn’t learned enough yet? Her own beloved brother, leading that horrible, wonderful double life, right beneath her nose, and she had never suspected. Not only not suspected but she had hounded him for not being more like their father—courageous, strong, fighting back. She’d said awful things to him that echoed in her head now. Out of her ignorance, she’d hammered at him, berated him. She had hounded the Raider for not being the Raider.

				Guilt welled up in her anew as she wondered how she would make it up to Drake. If it was even possible. He’d done it for their sake, her and the twins. To keep them safe, as they could never be had it been known they were connected to the man the Coalition hunted more than any other.

				But the horrible things she’d said had indeed been out of ignorance. She would never have said any of them had she known. She understood protectiveness, but she was not a child, had not been, in truth, since the Coalition had arrived. He should have told her. She could have dealt with it, perhaps even aided in the fight. She was not helpless.

				And she’d had enough of being protected. She’d also been a fool long enough. She well knew she had things to learn. She could tend the wild creatures; they came to her, trusted her, and she’d done what little she could with that, including training some of her birds to carry messages for the Sentinels, who had been reduced to such measures by the Coalition. And Ringer, her pet ringtail—a constant worry since she had not seen him since they’d escaped to the ruin—had been instrumental in serving as a diversion for the Sentinels’ theft of the air rovers that had made that last triumphant strike possible. But she needed to do more. There had to be more.

				She knew little about actual fighting. While Drake had forbidden her to actually fight, he’d never said she couldn’t learn. But she’d been too wrapped up in the animals she loved. Foolish child, thinking if she just occupied herself with her creatures she could ignore it all. Why, even the twins likely knew more, if only because they had watched the Coalition troops for hours from their secret spots all over Zelos.

				“Perhaps it is myself I should be truly angry with,” she whispered to Blazer. “I have plagued Drake with my wish to join the fight, but failed to make myself capable of doing so.”

				It was time—past time—to face that. If she wished to no longer be treated like a child, she must banish childish thoughts and behavior. And that now included ranting at Brander simply because he was the closest target for her anger.

				She could not control the anger, it seemed; it boiled within her in the way of someone usually calm and loving at last stirred to it, fierce and never easing. So while she deserved some of it herself, better to direct it where it truly belonged. And besides the Coalition itself, the one person who deserved most of her rage right now was Jakel. The brutish enforcer who had nearly killed Drake in the most horrendous way she could imagine.

				A sudden thought struck her. Did this mean that the Spirit—her mother—no longer deserved that rage? She had, after all, brought Drake back from the very brink of death, arriving as he was drawing what Eirlys was certain would have been his last rattling, agonizing breaths. Saving the one who had protected them all these years was surely worth something in the balance of her life choices? Of course, had she not abandoned them, protecting the family would not have fallen to Drake in the first place. But in the end, the Spirit had saved him, and, in turn, perhaps Ziem itself.

				It was worth civility at least. She could manage that much. It might take her a while, but she would try.

				Besides, the twins’ treatment of their mother, as a new arrival that they had no more interest in than any of the other new arrivals, made the point better than she ever could. They knew who she was, of course, but in a very Nyx and Lux kind of way, they chose their own course, and it did not include acknowledging the powerful healer and seer as their mother, but only as the Spirit.

				No, she would leave their mother to the twins, who could drive any sane person to the brink. She herself could not yet forgive her, and certainly not love her; there was no room for love in her bitter heart just now. But better to hate someone who deserved it without question, than someone to whom you owed such a great debt, no matter who it was.

				And so her own rage would be channeled to where it belonged. Jakel. She could not get to him—yet—but better he be the focus of this vicious feeling inside her.

				Because it had to go somewhere, or it was going to boil her alive.

				“WHAT WOULD YOU have me do?” Drake asked.

				Brander glared at his longest and closest friend and snapped, “I would have you keep her safe.”

				“You give me credit for powers I do not possess,” Drake said wryly.

				Brander felt a stab of remorse. This was the man who had walked a near-impossible tightrope, so well even the woman he loved and who loved him beyond measure had been fooled for a very long time. And his own sister, the person in question at the moment, even longer.

				“I’m sorry, my brother,” Brander said quietly, shoving back his hair. “I’m just . . .” He gave a vague wave as words failed him.

				“You are worried about her,” Drake said. “As am I. She is so very angry.”

				“Angry enough to be reckless.”

				Drake’s mouth quirked. “You, of all people, wish to curb recklessness?”

				Brander smiled at the good-humored jab. Relieved now of the need to live that dual life, traces of his old friend were returning; flashes of humor and even teasing occurred more and more often. Of course, that could be thanks to Kye. Ever since they had pledged to each other, his friend had regained pieces of himself long suppressed.

				“I would think you would understand,” Brander said. “Given your mate.”

				“Kye is indeed reckless,” Drake said, and Brander didn’t miss the concern beneath the words. “But I cannot and would not curb her. It would make her less than who she is.”

				“Not to mention she’d take your head off if you tried.”

				“That as well,” Drake said with a grin that made Brander grin back; he had gone so long without seeing it.

				“The difference,” he said after a moment, “is that Kye can control her anger, most of the time.”

				“She has had to learn.”

				“Yes. But Eirlys isn’t doing so well at that. You have seen how she’s been these past few days. I’m afraid it will get her into trouble we can’t get her out of.”

				Drake nodded. “I have spoken of this to her. She seemed to listen.”

				“She listens because it is you and she can deny you nothing, but it does not penetrate her anger. She is full of bitterness and hatred, for many reasons, including that she blames herself for your ordeal, but she has aimed that rage now in one direction. She wants revenge, and she would like nothing better than to go after Jakel herself.”

				Drake sighed. “That I cannot seem to dissuade her from.”

				Brander looked at him curiously. “It is because of what he did to you. She has not forgotten those long days when we clustered here waiting for you to die from his torture.”

				“Believe me,” Drake said with a grimace, “nor have I.”

				“Of course not,” Brander said. “But . . . for Eirlys, who is usually the gentlest, kindest of souls . . .”

				Kye’s voice came from the doorway. “Even the kindest can be stirred to heat when they are pushed beyond their limits. And when stirred, they are among the most dangerous.”

				Both men turned as she came into the room. She pulled off her gauntlets and tossed them on the table inside the door to Drake’s quarters. Brander smothered a smile; not so long ago, she would have knocked and waited for permission to enter as the rest of them did. He imagined there were times, when Drake was discussing with the Sentinels a particularly dangerous mission he would prefer Kye not be involved in, that Drake wished she still would. His instinct was always to protect. But Kye would not be cosseted, and more than likely would take a look at the plan and immediately volunteer for the riskiest part.

				“What are you smirking at?” Kye asked her cousin.

				“Just thinking you two are likely to get killed trying to protect each other.”

				Drake turned his gaze from his mate back to Brander. “Something I believe you understand?” he suggested.

				Brander sighed. “How you survived all that time trying to keep her safe, I do not know.”

				“He survived because he is the bravest man who walks Ziem,” Kye whispered. And she kissed Drake before he could speak the demurral Brander knew was coming, for the Raider held himself above no one else. All of Ziem, however, had made their own assessment, and they would follow this man into hades if he asked it. Or even if he didn’t.

				He could not begrudge his cousin, and certainly not his friend and leader, the joy they had found in each other. But their joy made a stark contrast to Eirlys’s bitter anger. And that pained him, for more reasons than he cared to speak.

				“And so, my friend,” Drake said softly, his arm still around Kye, “how do my boots feel on your feet?”

				Brander let out a pungent oath, turned on his heel, and left the room in a rush. He practically collided with the woman under discussion moments ago just outside the room. It took an effort he was ill-used to making to keep his turmoil hidden from her. But one look at her face made it easier; she was clearly angry enough for the both of them. Again.

				“What has you in an uproar now?” he asked wearily.

				“Nothing.”

				He merely waited, folding his arms across his chest. Perhaps because he feared it was him she was angry at. Again. But after a moment she muttered, “Everything.” Then corrected it to, “Everyone.”

				“I’ll leave you to it, then,” he said rather gingerly. “I’m still sore from the last time you lit into me.”

				Her gaze snapped up to his face. “Not you.”

				“For once,” he muttered. She didn’t bother to deny it. “Who, then?”

				“The twins. And,” she added ominously, “that woman.”

				Well, that was no dilemma. He could do absolutely nothing about her feelings about her mother, but he’d had a lot of experience dealing with the twins.

				“What have they done now?”

				“I don’t know.”

				That might not make sense to anyone who’d never dealt with the Davorin twins. But to anyone who had, not knowing what they’d done or were doing was definitely a matter for concern.

				“Not good,” he said, earning a flitting smile. “Any idea where they’re doing it?”

				“Not here.”

				Brander sighed. “Worse.”

				“Yes.”

				“Shall we go find them?”

				She gave him a sideways look. “What if they’re in town?”

				Brander knew even Drake had been unable to rein in the reckless duo, try as he might to keep them close to the cellars that served as Sentinel headquarters. He’d have to lock them up, and they’d already been so limited in their ranging since the truth of the Raider had come out he’d been loath to do so. Everyone in Zelos knew them, knew who they belonged to, and that they were potential tools for the Coalition to use. But they were still children, and most troopers didn’t see past that. And most in Zelos would protect them as well, and they used that to their advantage.

				Besides, no matter where Drake tried to cage them, they’d likely find a way out. Between Lux’s cleverness and Nyx’s logistical mind, the pair were uncannily hard to manage.

				“Then I will go search for them in town.”

				“While I stay here, safely away?”

				He didn’t miss the warning as her tone shifted from one kind of anger to another he was all too familiar with. “Yes, I go, while the lever that has already been used against Drake stays out of Coalition reach.”

				He knew he’d made his point when he saw her jaw tighten. “The twins are but children, yet they do more to fight for Ziem than I am allowed to even think about.”

				“And so you are looking for a fight. Excuse me if I don’t give it to you.”

				She had the grace not to deny the obvious. He heard her let out a compressed breath as she turned away, glancing around the room as if to belatedly see if anyone was listening to them.

				“We have fought far too much of late, Eirlys,” he said softly.

				She looked at him again, but still said nothing. He wondered if she feared she would erupt if she even tried to speak.

				“I understand you are filled with anger—”

				“I am filled,” she said, cutting him off, “with hatred.”

				“I know. You hate the Coalition, you hate Jakel, you hate anyone who does not fight.” Probably including herself. He did not mention her mother, for that was a given. “And too often for my comfort, you hate me.”

				She didn’t deny it, and he felt the bite deep inside. “I hate being trapped here,” she said.

				“And you want to hate Drake for ordering it but cannot, since you came too close to losing him forever. You want to hate Kye, but she is part of Drake, and your dearest friend.”

				“I thought you were my dearest friend. Until I found out you had lied to me at every turn.”

				“Lys,” he said, using the nickname from long ago, hoping to get through to her, “there was no choice.”

				She didn’t even react to the name. “Because I clearly could not be trusted to know the truth, about my own brother.”

				He sighed. This was old, often-trod ground, and he had nothing to say about it that he hadn’t already said countless times. “Fine. Hate me. Just do as your brother orders.”

				She made a disgusted sound. In desperation, he turned to the only thing he knew would win with her. “You are not bigger than this battle, Eirlys. None of us is. There is no room for this.”

				She whirled on him then. “Is that what you think this is about? My . . . what, my hurt feelings about your lies, and my brother’s, and Kye’s? This is a war for Ziem itself, is it not? So must not all Ziemites fight?”

				“That’s not—”

				“Have not the twins proven that all, even children, can play a role? They found the way into Barkhound’s office that led to the raid on the cannon. They found the way to Drake, when that slimehog had him. They found that holograph recording that lit the fire for us all. And yet I have done nothing.”

				“That’s not true,” Brander protested. “You’ve saved us countless hours, made so many raids possible with your birds. And we couldn’t have stolen those air rovers without your ringtail’s help. And—”

				“Exactly,” she said coldly. “I send my creatures out to do what I do not. They risk themselves for me, just as Drake did.”

				He said the only thing he could think of. “If the Coalition wins, when they have stripped Ziem bare of all her resources, they will destroy her. And the animals will all die anyway.”

				She gave him a look that reminded him of those days when she had huddled beside her brother’s broken body, waiting for him to die. “All the more reason for me to fight.”

				He did not want to use those same tired arguments again, yet they were all he had. “Then you must think of another way. A way that will keep you safe, so that Drake will never need to offer himself up in trade again.”

				He expected her to reply sharply, but she did not. Instead, she looked thoughtful.

				He wasn’t sure that didn’t worry him more. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 7

				BRANDER LEANED against the wall of Drake’s quarters, listening to Zill Cuplin’s report. The young miner had volunteered, despite the risk, to be the contact between Drake—or in this case, the Raider—and the miners who were so tightly under Coalition control. He’d been there the day Samac Rahan had given his life to convince their conquerors they still needed those miners. That was the day Zill stepped up to join the rebels.

				And he had done a good job skulking up the Sentinel unseen in the dark. They’d only known he’d arrived thanks to another variety of Eirlys’s blessed creatures; she’d somehow managed to teach the shy groundbirds, who by nature would hide in hollows pecked out of the ground, to take to the air when a stranger approached. It had taken a long time, introducing the Sentinels to the wary birds so they wouldn’t alert every time someone walked by, but under Eirlys’s coaching, they’d become as reliable as a trip wire, and much less obvious. And as usual overlooked by the Coalition, who had no experience with such things.

				Cuplin had arrived as he, Drake, and Kye were pondering what should be the next raid, and quickly made his report of a new discovery in the planium mines.

				“It’s a rich vein, and Weel thinks it runs deep. Of course, he doesn’t have the instincts Rahan had, but no one does.”

				There was a moment of silence as they all thought of the man who had gone willingly to his death, just to buy the rest of his miners and all of Ziem, more time. True, he was already ill and facing the end, but it likely would not have come for some time. Rahan’s plan had worked; the explosion he’d intentionally set off had made the Coalition shelve their plans to rid themselves—permanently—of the Ziemite miners and take over themselves. And his own death in that explosion and resultant cave-in threw off suspicion; no one of the Coalition could believe such self-sacrifice was possible for the good of others.

				“So,” Drake said, “enough planium to keep the Coalition very busy.”

				“Yes,” Cuplin said. Then his mouth twisted. “Both good and bad news.”

				“Indeed.” It was the Raider, not Drake, who smiled at the man. Brander saw the light spark in the miner’s eyes. It still amazed him, even after having seen it so often, what power the Raider had, to fire even those who had never dared think of rebellion to join them.

				“There’s more,” the man offered. “Although I doubt it is of importance to you.”

				“Is it of Ziem?” Drake asked.

				The miner smiled in turn, recognizing the rhetorical question. If it was of Ziem, it was important to the Raider.

				“They also found a stratum of quisalt.”

				Brander frowned. “How close?” he asked.

				“It can be avoided, they think.” Anyone who dealt with the precious ore and, in fact, most Ziemites, knew the two must not be mixed. The reason why had been lost in the history the Coalition had destroyed. “But farther down, it may not be possible to keep them separate.”

				After the miner had gone, Drake looked at Brander. “That could be a problem.”

				Brander’s mouth twisted. “The irony is as deep as that mine.”

				“That the very thing that gives the Coalition the tools to destroy us is also the thing that has kept them from doing it? Yes. And it bites as deep, as well.”

				The light tap on the door cut off his thoughts, and he was thankful for it. Drake called out permission to enter, and the door swung open.

				Brander masked a wince when he saw who stood there. He glanced at Drake, who gave him a warning look he had no trouble interpreting as don’t you dare leave.

				With a smothered sigh, he moved off to one side as Drake’s mother came into the room. She smiled at him, but her attention was on her son.

				“Am I welcome?” she asked.

				Brander had the thought that any man who didn’t know her would have an immediate answer to that; Iolana Davorin was a beautiful woman. With her coloring and graceful figure, she was beyond striking. Even the damage to her leg did not detract; in fact, it gave her gait the slightest of sways that made her movement seem to flow.

				And it still threw him sometimes, to see the woman of the taproom portrait before him—alive, breathing, and relatively whole. Which was a miracle in itself after her suicidal plunge from Halfhead. But her altered walk, a few scars, and a slight twist in her left arm were the only souvenirs from that dive, thanks to her steadfast devotee, Grimbald. The tall, gaunt man had kept her alive, and had become her shadow ever since. In fact, Grim was almost as responsible for the birth of the Spirit legend as the woman herself. There was clearly love between them, but utterly nothing of lust. It was a story they had yet to learn, for Iolana would not speak of it, and no one dared approach the looming, taciturn Grim.

				Drake answered her question formally. “You are my mother and I owe you my life twice. I would never deny you.”

				Eos, the man could fairly drip ice when he wanted to. The words were fair enough, but his tone made clear those were the only two reasons. And Drake was the warmest of her family when it came to welcoming her back into their lives. If she was indeed intent on being accepted as their matriarch once more, Brander did not envy her the task.

				She glanced at him, and Brander wished himself anywhere else. As, obviously, did she.

				“He stays,” Drake said flatly, reading her subtle signal easily. “There is nothing you have to say to me that he cannot hear.”

				“For you would tell him afterward anyway?” Iolana suggested.

				“Be thankful it is not Eirlys,” Drake suggested, his tone turning dry.

				The woman winced at that, and Brander didn’t blame her. If Drake was an unscalable wall, Eirlys was a towering ice shelf.

				Recovering, she glanced again at Brander. “It does not matter,” she said with a smile. “You were ever as another son to me.”

				Considering how she’d treated her oldest blood son, Brander wasn’t certain this was a compliment.

				“And,” she added, “perhaps you can help.” She turned back to Drake, who merely lifted an eyebrow at her. “The twins,” she said simply.

				Drake’s other eyebrow shot up to pair with the first. “And what do you think I can do with them? They are, if you have not noticed, a force unto themselves.”

				“I’ve noticed. It’s amazing you have managed to keep them unscathed for so long.”

				“It was not for their lack of trying to get themselves killed,” Drake said with a grimace.

				“They hate me yet,” she said softly.

				Drake’s tone dropped back to that icy calm. “And you think I can fix this?”

				“You, and even Eirlys, at least acknowledge that I am your mother.”

				“The twins were four years old when you abandoned them.” More ice. “They know nothing of you. What do you expect of them?”

				Her chin came up. Brander saw a spark of her old fire as she met and held her formidable son’s gaze. “I do not expect them to love me. I know I shall have to earn that, and that I may never succeed. But I will have at least respect from them.”

				“You ask much of them,” Drake said, his voice now harsh, “when they believe—as does Eirlys—that you did not love or respect them enough to stay with them through your own pain.”

				Brander wished himself away now more than ever. He would rather stand at Drake’s side through a dozen battles than witness this family pain for another moment. And yet he stood; he could do no less.

				“And you believe that, too?” she asked quietly.

				“The proof is in your act to place your pain above that of your children.”

				She drew herself up. “I have told you I regret that jump, that it was clear to me as soon as I came back to full awareness that it was a horrible mistake. And then the vision came, and I knew I had no choice but to stay away, to leave you to become the man you had to become. And to keep you so bound with the care of your siblings that you would not get yourself killed before it was time for the Raider to be born.”

				“And I have told you no child wishes to accept that they are not the most important thing to their parents.”

				She studied him for a moment. Brander had the feeling she was not just contemplating her next words, but wondering if she should say them at all. When she finally did, he understood why she had hesitated.

				“Is that not what you also asked them to accept?” she asked her son. “You were, in essence, their parent, and yet you took on this fight that is so much bigger than any one of us. It consumed you, I know it did. As my vision did me.”

				Drake drew back sharply, and Brander knew he hadn’t mistaken Drake’s surprise at this particular attack. And suddenly he could not stand this any longer. He shoved off from the wall he’d been leaning against, and glared at the woman who had once commanded the respect and near adoration of everyone on Ziem, including himself.

				“The difference,” he said, his tone as icy as Drake’s had been, “is that the twins never knew it. He did both, and even as he led the rebellion, they never, ever doubted that he was theirs first.”

				He turned on his heel and strode out without a backward glance.

				EIRLYS WATCHED Brander stride out of Drake’s quarters. That in itself would have drawn her attention; he usually strolled, nonchalantly, as if he had not a care. But now he was angrily pushing back the hair that fell over his brow, the hair she loved for that very reason.

				She had also seen her mother enter a few minutes ago. The two instances together made her curious. She waited to approach him until he’d gone past the Harkin brothers and Pryl, gathered before the fire, and went to pour himself a cup of Mahko’s brew. A large cup, she noticed.

				“What’s wrong?”

				He gave her a sideways look. “Speaking to me again?”

				“I have never stopped speaking to you.”

				“I meant rather than shouting.”

				She felt heat rising in her cheeks. She never began meaning to shout, but the anger that boiled within her was so fierce it seemed to always find a way to the surface, as the molten rock that had once formed these mountains had.

				“It is hard to stay calm when it feels as if the world is ending and there is nothing you are allowed to do.”

				“Eirlys—”

				“If you say I am too young again, I will clout you. I haven’t been a child since the Coalition arrived, and I grew up completely the day my mother left and I had to face the coward I thought my brother had become.”

				“But you were wrong,” he said softly.

				“So you believe I am wrong about her?” Before he could answer, she determinedly changed the subject. “Never mind that. What did she want?”

				To his credit, he didn’t pretend not to understand. She saw him give a shake of his head as he took a sip of the hot, bitter, strong brew. “Help with the twins.”

				Eirlys let out a short, sharp laugh. “As if Drake, or anyone could give her that, even if they wished to.”

				“That is,” Brander said, “essentially what Drake told her. And that they know nothing about her except that she abandoned them.”

				“Good for him,” Eirlys said, rather forcefully. “What else?”

				“Am I your spy now?”

				“Yes,” she answered honestly, “since I cannot bear to be in the same room with her.”

				He sighed audibly. She was afraid for a moment he would ask why, then, did she care what her mother said. But to her relief, he did not. “He told her no child wanted to believe they were not the most important thing to their parents.”

				Her expression softened. Of them all, it was Drake she was the least angry with. Not simply because she’d nearly lost him forever, but because it turned out he was the hero she’d always wished he would be.

				“My brother is wise,” she said softly. “And strong. No lesser man could have led both lives so well.”

				“Yes.”

				Then, eying him curiously, she asked, “But what made you storm out like the winds of Highridge were behind you?”

				She saw his jaw tighten. “She accused Drake of doing the same thing she had, making the rebellion more important than the twins and you.”

				Eirlys went very still. The fire and ice of hate seized her. Through clenched teeth, she practically hissed, “She dared compare what she did to what Drake has done? How he inspired and fought this rebellion and yet took care of his family, running himself to the edge of collapse for us? What did he say?”

				“Nothing.”

				She drew back slightly. Then it struck her. “And what did you say?”

				“That the difference was that you and the twins never knew, and never doubted his love, or that you came first with him.”

				She saw by his expression that he’d likely stormed out on those words. And in that moment, she felt a spark of the old warmth Brander had always inspired in her. For he had struck the very blow she herself would have, had she been able to stand being in the same room with the woman who had given birth to her.

				“She is my mother, and as the Spirit she brought Drake back from the very brink of death. For that, I will try to be civil with her, but I can give her no more than that.”

				“Ever?” Brander asked, surprising her.

				“Does it matter?”

				“It does to me.”

				“Why?”

				He studied her for a long, silent moment. It had been an honest question; she truly did not know why her feelings for her mother should matter to him.

				“Because hating her hurts you inside,” he finally said.

				“It is not my feelings that matter,” she said. “It is Drake who has the most right. She hurt him the most.”

				Brander shook his head. “I think it was you she damaged most. The twins were too young to be aware, and Drake nearly grown. But you were a girl who needed her mother.”

				“I did not need her,” Eirlys said, managing not to sound angry. “And I had Kye. She helped me more than my mother ever did. It was Drake who had to step in, become the parent, and set himself apart from all he knew and cared about. And then he took up our father’s mantle and carried that, too.”

				He seemed to surrender the point. “Had she stayed, it would have been easier for him,” he admitted.

				Eirlys smiled at him, warmly. The rareness of that showed in the surprise on his face. “But he had you. You are a loyal friend to him, you have always had his back, Brander Kalon, and for that I am ever grateful.”

				He looked disconcerted, and oddly not particularly happy at her praise. “That’s me. Your brother’s faithful second. Nothing more to it than that.”

				He set down the still-half-full mug, reminding her of when he’d once said that you had to drink the stuff fast, or it would eat through the cup. He gave her a look she couldn’t interpret, and then, without another word, he turned on his heel and headed for the ladder to the surface.

				And left her wondering what had set him off. And if this was how he felt when her own admittedly short fuse ran out.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 8

				“CAN YOU—”

				“Fix it?”

				Brander looked up from his workbench and at the duo before him. Nyx held a small item out to him. It looked like a child’s toy, a replica of some fantastic creature out of someone’s vivid imagination. A strong bird of brown with a white head and tail, and talons and a beak that could tear flesh.

				He inspected the palm-sized thing. The craftsmanship was fine, detailed, too much so for a toy, he was now thinking.

				“Where did you find it?”

				“We weren’t—” Lux started instantly.

				“Anywhere we’re not—”

				“Supposed to be.”

				He lifted his head to grin at the twins. “I am not your brother,” he reminded them. They grinned back.

				“We found it—”

				“In a pile of trash—”

				“At the river port.”

				Brander nearly groaned at that. It was likely true they had not been forbidden to go there, but likely only because it had never occurred to Drake that they would range so far. It seemed putting Zelos off limits had only expanded their perimeter in other directions. But he didn’t want them to start guarding their words around him, for they were incredibly clever and often more useful than anyone in the Coalition could ever imagine two children could be. While one part of him hated that they had to use even children in this battle, another remembered these two solemnly declaring they were as much for Ziem as anyone, and had the right to be a part of the fight for her. Just as Eirlys felt.

				He yanked his mind off that worn track. “I’m not sure,” he said, turning the bird over in his hand once more, “that this is a toy.”

				“But it must be, it—”

				“Has a chip—”

				“Inside.”

				Even as they said it, he found the tiny compartment tucked under the creature’s wing. He ran his thumb over it; it was so perfectly done he couldn’t even feel it, and could only see it because he had been searching. He put his thumb over it again, this time exerting a slight pressure. The little cover opened. And inside, in a compartment just big enough to hold it, was indeed a chip. He picked up a small tool from his workbench and grabbed the edge of the chip to extract it. He held it up, turning it from side to side.

				“I’m afraid it isn’t a toy, you two. This isn’t a programmer; it’s a holochip.”

				Nyx looked disappointed, but Lux looked thoughtful. And Lux looking thoughtful almost always led to mischief. Brander wasn’t at all sure how to head that off. He didn’t think anyone was.

				“And where have you been, you two?” Eirlys called out from behind them.

				“Finding things,” Lux said succinctly.

				Their sister walked toward them. Brander didn’t look at her. He was still stinging a bit from the realization that to her, he was ever, always, and only her older brother’s best friend. That there was no room in her heart for anything except her anger and hate. And he was very much afraid it would turn to bitterness, destroying the gentleness of her heart. He would resent the Coalition even more for that.

				“Such as?” She halted beside them. Nyx pointed at the bird Brander held.

				Eirlys glanced, then stared, at the small replica. Then she looked back at her young siblings. “You found a replica of a kingbird? Here?”

				“A kingbird?” Brander asked, thinking it should have occurred to him to ask her; her vast knowledge was not limited to the creatures of Ziem. And wondering why Eirlys sounded almost . . . breathless.

				“What’s a kingbird?” Lux asked.

				“It’s a bird some think a fable, a myth. Others say the creature existed, but was destroyed when the Coalition conquered its world.”

				“It is of Ziem?” Nyx asked, his brow furrowed as if trying to remember if he’d ever heard of the thing before.

				“No, not Ziem,” Eirlys said softly. And then she shifted her gaze to Brander, meeting his eyes for the first time. And added one word that slammed the breath out of him. “Trios.”

				DRAKE LOOKED AT the replica, then back to Brander. Then to his sister. “You’re certain of this? It’s a bird of Trios?”

				“It was long ago I heard about them,” she said. “So I could be wrong, but—”

				“You’re not.”

				All of them spun around, so quietly had the woman approached. Brander glanced at the others. Drake’s expression revealed little. The twins simply ignored her, while Eirlys looked at her mother with ill-disguised dislike. No, that wasn’t strong enough. If it was not hatred, it was so close as to make little difference. He wondered if she would be able to keep her promise to be civil.

				“It is indeed a kingbird,” Iolana Davorin said, looking at Eirlys. “You remembered what I taught you.”

				Eirlys spoke stiffly, but not hotly, which he supposed was as close to civil as she could get at the moment. “That was worth remembering.”

				As nothing else about you is. Brander could almost read her thoughts, as he was sure her mother could as well. Yet the woman’s expression did not change, not even to the sad smile he’d seen on occasion when he’d come across her watching her eldest daughter from a distance. Instead, she looked at Drake, who was still holding the bird.

				“What is a replica of a bird of Trios doing here?”

				“Apparently hiding this,” Brander said, holding up the holochip he’d shown Drake just moments ago.

				Iolana’s gaze narrowed, but it was Drake who spoke. “Is it readable?”

				Brander heard the tension in his voice. And understood; anything from that near-mythical world called Trios sparked wonder. And one look at his friend’s face told him he was also thinking of what he had learned from Paledan of the Triotian rebellion. And that the last similar chip the twins had found had held the warning to the Coalition that the rebellion was spreading.

				“It appears undamaged. I think this is worth the power?”

				“Yes,” Drake said, giving permission to channel some of their precious battery power to the holochip imager. He glanced around the big room. It was fairly empty, except for those over by the cooking station, finishing up the afternoon meal. Another triumph for Mahko, who managed to make brollet stew taste somehow different at least three times in a row. “We will keep it among us, for now.”

				Brander nodded, and headed for his workshop. Or at least, that’s what his corner of the gathering room was called; it was not a separate room, just a place out of the way that all knew to avoid lest they interfere with one of his many projects. For more private work, things the Raider wished kept unknown to others, he used a table in Drake’s quarters, but the space was cramped, and used only under those circumstances.

				And even less often now, because since Drake and Kye had pledged, he just never knew what he might be interrupting. More than once, he’d backed away hastily at the sound of an urgent mating.

				Most of the Sentinels were glad the Raider had found some surcease from the constant battle, even more pleased he’d found it with a courageous fighter they’d stood alongside. The pair were respected like the leaders they were, and the Raider was even the stronger for his warrior mate.

				Brander couldn’t deny the occasional twinge of envy; however, he shoved those thoughts aside as he pulled the imager out from beneath his worktable. It had not been that long since that miraculous day when it had played the damaged recording of the warning from a clearly unsettled Coalition general, and Ziem had learned they did not fight alone. But he inspected the imager again, just to be sure before he connected it to one of the fuel cells that were too rare to be used for comfort in their underground bastion.

				The imager powered up without a problem. He slid the chip into a testing slot and hit the button to scan it. It appeared remarkably undamaged. He gestured to Drake, who joined him, Eirlys and the others at his heels. Including the twins. He saw Drake shift his gaze to the duo, and they immediately looked mutinous. If he was going to order them gone, he was going to have a battle on his hands.

				“You found this,” he said to them quietly, “as you found the last one. You have earned the right to stay.”

				The twins fairly glowed at this praise from the one person on Ziem they idolized. Quick, light footsteps turned their heads, and Kye joined them. She had clearly just come in from outside, the cool of the Ziem mist still clung to her.

				“They are even now still in tumult over your little burner stunt,” she said, grinning at her mate.

				“What is it—”

				“That he did?”

				As usual, Lux began it and Nyx finished it. Which was, Brander thought, an apt description of their entire methodology.

				“After taking out the new outpost, he flew right over the Coalition compound and tossed a couple of burners at them,” Kye told them. “One of the buildings is still smoking.”

				The twins, not easily impressed, stared up at their big brother in awe.

				“I had them left,” he said with a shrug.

				“And you approve?” Iolana said, her gaze fastened on Kye.

				Brander knew Kye was no more fond of her mate’s mother than any of them, but she answered civilly enough, probably because she was still laughing. “Had I been there, I would no doubt have cautioned him against risking himself like that. But I cannot deny I am delighted with the results, and so yes, I approve.”

				Unexpectedly, Iolana smiled. And for just a moment, she was the woman Brander remembered, the young firebrand who had been the vivid foil to Torstan Davorin’s steadfast courage.

				“Then you are truly the mate to match him,” she said to Kye.

				For a moment the ever quick-witted Kye seemed at a loss. But Drake was not. He looked at his mother and said formally, “Your approval is noted, but not required.”

				Brander wondered if anyone besides himself, as he happened to be standing next to her, noticed the long, slow breath she let out. He risked a glance at Eirlys, and saw a tinge of satisfaction in her expression, no doubt because of her brother’s stiff not-quite-rejection of their mother’s overture.

				“Shall we see what’s on here?” he suggested, to get past the tension.

				“On what?” Kye asked, and Brander quickly explained. She looked startled, then threw a wink at the twins that had them giggling. They clearly already adored the woman they considered their sister, their family as if she were blood, while they rejected the woman who was blood.

				But when she looked at the chip Brander had just pulled out of the scanner, she frowned. “Are we certain this isn’t . . . a trick of some sort?”

				“No,” Drake answered, “but I think it is rather too elaborate with too much left to chance, given how the twins found it, for a Coalition trick.”

				“They run more to blunter approaches,” Brander agreed with a grin, although even as he thought it, Paledan flashed through his mind; that man was about as blunt as that bird’s talons, and anyone who mistook him for the typical thick, single-minded Coalition type would likely end ripped to shreds.

				“Then let’s look,” Eirlys suggested. Drake glanced at her as she spoke the first words she’d said since identifying the rendering of the kingbird. Her expression changed to one very like the twins; she wasn’t about to be ordered away either.

				Drake sighed, then nodded to Brander. He slid the chip into the reader, and they all watched the index that appeared on the screen. Three files. One of images, one of text, and a separate holo recording.

				“Start at the top,” he murmured half to himself, and moved the indicator to the image file and pressed the key.

				It took a moment for the older device to open up a large file of what appeared to be diagrams for some sort of device, and labeled parts. Brander scanned it, his brow furrowing deeper and deeper as he went. He’d never seen the language before, but the diagrams were clear.

				“Any idea?” Drake asked after a few moments.

				Brander slowly shook his head. “Not yet. It makes sense, the way it goes together I mean, but once it’s together, I have no idea what it would do.” He scanned down further. “I’m guessing the text file is operational instructions, but neither it nor the diagrams are labeled with any kind of function-indicative name. And it’s all in that language, whatever it is.”

				“Let’s hope it’s made clear by the hologram, then,” Drake said.

				Brander nodded, exited the diagram, and selected the holo recording. He used the smallest setting, since it was only the seven of them and they were gathered close. The image popped up into the air above the machine, two people standing beside something that resembled the diagram they’d just seen.

				Brander heard two sounds, one gasp and one sharp intake of breath. The gasp had come from Iolana, the sharp breath from Drake.

				“Claxton,” Drake said, staring.

				Brander blinked. Hit the pause button. Looked at the female of the pair. Now that he’d heard the name, he could see it, this was the woman he’d seen images of in the Coalition annals he and Drake had studied during their search for any way to defeat the invading forces.

				Kye leaned in. “That’s her? Califa Claxton, of the Tactical Stratagems treatise the Coalition is so panicked about?”

				Drake nodded.

				“Who’s he?” Eirlys asked.

				“We know,” chorused the twins, their excitement obvious. “It’s Dax! We know the stories, and they had pictures of him.”

				Every head swiveled back to the frozen image. Except Iolana’s, since she had never looked away.

				“Yes,” she whispered. “It is Dax.”

				Brander wondered for an instant where the twins had heard those stories, had a vague memory of more than once entering Torstan Davorin’s home to see Drake, and finding Iolana reading to the set of babes in her lap. He wondered how the twins would react if they realized this woman they refused to acknowledge had been the reason they had so quickly recognized this face that had for so long been—and likely still was—at the top of the Coalition most-hunted list in an entire sector.

				He stared at the image of the man with the long, dark mane of hair. He could believe it, looking at the set of the man’s jaw and the glitter in eyes the color of a green stone he’d once seen set in the hilt of a Ziem saber. He could believe that this was the man who had once been the most infamous skypirate in the galaxy.

				“You know him?” Drake asked his mother, his tone merely curious.

				“I saw him once. When he was just beginning to become . . . notorious. He is not a man any woman would forget.”

				“Contention valid,” Kye murmured. Drake turned his head to look at his mate. She grinned at him and said, teasingly, “It is a good thing my heart was given to you long ago.”

				Drake smiled back, seeming almost embarrassed; Brander guessed he was not yet used to how Kye declared her love so openly and easily. Much had changed since they had pledged and stopped fighting the inevitable. For it had been inevitable. He believed that completely. For them.

				Before he could veer down that profitless road, he reached out and released the freeze button and the recording resumed playing.

				The man spoke first, confirming his identity as Dax Silverbrake, but adding an identifier that nearly made them all stop breathing. “Defense Minister of Trios.”

				Realizing the import of this, Brander hit the button again, freezing the image once more.

				“More proof,” Eirlys said softly. “Trios is real, and they won.”

				“Yes,” Drake said, staring at the image. “And also true that Claxton went over to the Triotian side.”

				Brander stared at the couple who, according to the stories had become, against all odds, a bonded pair. He believed it, just looking at them. Even in the holograph, they made him think of Drake and Kye.

				“Wise choice, to use these two,” Iolana said. “There are few who would not recognize one or the other or both of them.”

				“To use them for what?” Brander asked, a bit impatient now. He had to admit he was more excited about the famous skypirate than the tactical genius. It was amazing the man hadn’t ended up on Ossuary, that infamous prison planet. “Can we get on with it?”

				Drake nodded, and Brander started the playback again, determined not to interrupt it this time.

				Dax began again, his voice strong. “On order of King Darian of Trios, to all who defy their conquerors, we send this hope and help. If you can build and utilize this, it will be a great blow to your invaders. It is what turned the tide for us, giving us time to produce the real thing.” For an instant his mouth quirked upward, as if in acknowledgment he was purposely speaking in vagaries. “If you are able to decipher this, that will make sense to you.”

				Claxton spoke then. “And to all who have heard only rumors, hearsay, or Coalition denials, let me, having once been one of them, assure you it is true. They have been beaten, and driven out of Trios and my own home world of Arellia. Others have taken heart from this and decided to stand, and it is for them that we are blasting this as widely as we can, risking the chance it will be intercepted. The instructions are encoded, for reasons of security. We doubt there is anyone in the entire Coalition who could understand it, for they do not care to learn the history of their conquered worlds. We wish you luck in deciphering it.”

				Dax again. “If you are fighting back, use it well. If you are not, this once, take the risk and get this to people who are. Never, ever give up. They can be beaten.” He paused, then added, this time with a reckless grin that told them they were looking at the skypirate rather than the defense minister, “And if you are Coalition, this will be a waste of time. Your machines cannot help you with decoding this. By all means, however, spend all the time, manpower, and effort you wish on trying.”

				Brander laughed out loud as the image blanked out, and saw that Drake was grinning. “I see why he was as good as he was at . . . what he did,” Drake said, with a glance at the twins as he carefully chose his words. Clearly, he didn’t want them idolizing the skypirate phase of Dax Silverbrake’s history.

				“I know we learned of the rebellion with that Coalition report, but to find the rest—all those stories we thought were myth, or wishful—were really true,” Eirlys said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Trios, their king, Dax, Claxton . . .”

				“And Arellia,” Brander added. “I’d heard tales of a great battle recently, that they turned back a new invasion, but I didn’t believe it. It seemed too fantastical.”

				“And yet it is truth,” Iolana said softly. “We truly are not alone.”

				For a long, silent moment they all stood motionless, even the twins, contemplating the import of learning that all the tales they had heard from childhood, of a distant, glorious planet once invaded as they had been, but that had, with the return of their king, risen to repel even the might of the Coalition, were actually true.

				“Never, ever give up,” Drake repeated the words slowly.

				“And we shall not,” his mother said, her voice for the first time holding the same mesmerizing tones of the seer she had been, who had once held the people of Ziem rapt. And when Drake spoke, he sounded so much like his father that Brander swallowed tightly.

				“No, we shall not.”

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 9

				“I HAVE NO IDEA,” Brander said.

				Eirlys looked at him in surprise. “You always have at least one idea, about anything, even if the idea is insane.”

				He wasn’t sure if that was compliment or censure, so chose not to react. Lately, he had taken to caution to avoid the blast of her edgy temper. He turned back to the small screen before them. He had moved into Drake’s quarters to work on this while Drake pondered when and how to present this new discovery to the Sentinels. Brander suspected he might want to wait until an opportune moment, when the spirits of his fighters might need bolstering.

				Which might be soon. As expected, the Coalition continued to come down hard after the loss of their precious fusion cannon, and life in Zelos in particular had become even bleaker. Major Paledan might seem different than the typical Coalition officer, but he was showing he could be just as harsh.

				“Look at it,” he said with a disgusted gesture at the display. “Who in hades could make sense out of that?”

				“Whoever wrote it?” Eirlys suggested, her tone a bit too sunny.

				Brander’s head snapped around. He stared at her. That had sounded preciously and wonderfully familiar, an echo from the days when she had delighted in teasing him. He had not heard that tone from her in a long time. She had been angry before, but it had become the fiercest with the presence of her mother. He’d asked once, to be sure of the cause.

				Then you don’t believe her, when she says her vision told her she had to stay away, for Drake to become who he must become?

				Oh, I believe that, her visions are never wrong. But I also believe she was glad of the excuse.

				He had been a little surprised at that rather perceptive assessment, but once she’d put it into words and he thought about the grief-stricken, broken woman Iolana Davorin had been after the assassination of her mate, he couldn’t argue Eirlys’s point.

				But then, Eirlys had always been both smart and perceptive.

				He made himself focus on the task at hand.

				“It looks like no language I’ve ever seen,” he said, studying the rows of script.

				“It looks old. Like the symbols carved on the Ziem wall.”

				He knew she meant the wall that had been preserved in the now-destroyed repository of Ziem’s history. The carvings told the story of the firstcomers, the ancestors who carved a life out of this world once seen as forbidding by most who reached her.

				“Yes,” he agreed. “And yet this is newly done.”

				She kept studying the complex script, which was oddly beautiful even if you had no idea what it said. Something about the way the lines flowed, curved, and arched were nearly art in itself.

				Eirlys whispered something he didn’t hear. “What?” he asked.

				“Just thinking,” she murmured, still focused on the projected document.

				“Think louder,” he suggested. And when she shot him a glance, it was again almost the old Eirlys looking at him, the one who had liked solving puzzles with him.

				“What would they send out like this, to help others who fight? So widely, risking that it might be intercepted? What would they, of all people, think so important?” she said.

				“If it is a weapon,” he said, “it is like nothing I have ever seen. And whatever code that is . . .” He didn’t want to say it was unbreakable, didn’t want to show his frustration, not when for the first time in too long she was speaking without the anger.

				“It’s like myth made real. They had to know what it would mean, the message coming from them. How it would inspire . . .”

				He smiled. He couldn’t help it, he so liked hearing her speak in that soft, considering way again. It told Brander there was still much left of the person she had been, the soft, gentler, giving soul who had always been there, who had always felt so much, more than any of them perhaps. She was frowning, but in that intense way that told him it was her brain at work, not that all-consuming anger.

				“You see something?” he asked.

				She gave a short shake of her head, as if it were not of negation but puzzlement as she thought. “‘They do not care to learn the history of their conquered worlds,’” she quoted softly. “History . . .”

				“Well done, my girl.”

				Both Eirlys and Brander spun around; Iolana had entered so quietly neither of them had heard her. Brander’s gaze flicked to Eirlys; she did not looked pleased at the praise, but nor did she look instantly angry. Iolana, apparently used to her daughter’s lack of response by now, went on without the slightest change in inflection.

				“It is indeed the history of Trios that they would have to learn to know of this. It is the ancient language of that world. Few even of Triotian blood still know or speak it, but it is as certain as one can be that no one of the Coalition would.”

				“How do you know this?” Eirlys asked, her tone barely short of demand.

				“I have seen it before.”

				“Why did you not say so before?” Brander asked, feeling a bit irked that he’d spent all this time feeling blindfolded.

				“I was not certain until I checked Torstan’s history.”

				Eirlys stared, while Brander drew back, frowning. “Why would his history of Ziem have anything about this?”

				“He once met King Galen, Darian’s father. The royal crest of Trios is presented in this same script, and it was embroidered on his royal garb. There is an image in the directory to the volume.”

				Brander glanced at Eirlys. She clearly hadn’t known. “I thought you had read that front to back repeatedly. You even slept with it, as I recall, for a while after . . .”

				He stopped before mentioning her father’s death. And when she colored slightly, he was glad he had.

				“I wanted it with me,” she admitted. “But I could not bear to read it. To hear his words, in my head, spoken in his voice, just emphasized that I would never again hear that voice in reality.”

				Iolana had gone very still. “My poor girl,” she whispered.

				Brander felt Eirlys instantly tense. “I am no one’s ‘poor girl.’”

				“Because you had little choice but to grow to adulthood too soon. And your mother was of no help, wrapped up in her own agony.”

				Somewhat to Brander’s surprise, Eirlys ignored what could be yet another attempt to explain her mother’s actions on that long-ago day when she had completed the devastation of her family. Instead, she merely looked levelly at the woman she was so torn about and said, “So we are agreed then.”

				Iolana arched an eyebrow at her. “Agreed?”

				“I am an adult, no matter my age. And thus don’t need a . . . mother’s advice.”

				Her tone was civil, but the pause made it a snub. Eirlys looked at him then, and he felt caught between them—two women, one angry beyond measure, and one regretful yet convinced she had done the right thing by staying away.

				“I will check that history now, and see if there is more that might help.”

				And then Eirlys was gone, without a backward glance. Iolana watched her go, then turned her gaze back to Brander, who in that moment wished himself anywhere else.

				“She is still so very angry,” Iolana said.

				“Yes.”

				“I cannot blame her.”

				“Nor can I.”

				She studied him for a moment. “Yet you are not.”

				“Oh, I am. For her sake. But I also remember the woman I knew, who accepted me as if I were Drake’s brother in blood. The woman who was the strength behind Torstan Davorin, the man I held as hero. The woman who lived with a gift that was both curse and blessing, that of seeing things no one else could. And now the woman who brought my best friend and the only hope for Ziem back from death’s very door.”

				Iolana’s expression changed as he spoke, went from a frown at her daughter’s anger to a look of surprise, and then to a smile that, to his own surprise, still had the capacity to warm him.

				“The Brander Kalon I remember was never given to such pretty speeches.”

				“He had never lived through such times.”

				“This is truth,” she said. She turned her gaze to the screen once more. “It is difficult seeing history before it occurs,” she murmured, “but I am not certain it is any more difficult than living it.”

				“The ones who sent this holo could probably answer that,” Brander said.

				She looked back at him again, and this time in her Ziem blue eyes he saw a flash of her old fire. “Yes. Yes, they could. And wouldn’t you love to have that conversation?”

				“To talk with the most famous skypirate in the galaxy and a Coalition major turned rebel leader?”

				“Who were in large part responsible for the miracle of ridding Trios of the worst pestilence this galaxy has ever seen,” she said, and the old fire had reached her voice.

				Whatever she had been through, whatever she had done, the Iolana Davorin he remembered was still within her. And for the first time, he pondered what the cost had been for what she had done, not to Eirlys or Drake, or even the twins, but to herself.

				BRANDER STOOD AT his worktable, wondering what to tackle next. He was in an odd sort of lull, with many small projects pending, but the only big one, the Triotian device, at a standstill until they had at least a bit of the instructions translated. Iolana was working diligently on it, but it was an odd and ancient language, and not an easy task. It had only fallen to her because she was the only one among them who had ever heard it spoken.

				He idly picked up the Coalition weapon Drake had managed to grab that day that seemed an eon ago now, the weapon that had shaken him with its capability to not simply destroy things but obliterate them. Living or inanimate, it simply erased whatever it hit, top to bottom. He had used it to destroy their communications, which in turn had led to the successful taking out of the fusion cannon, and Kye had used it to help rescue Drake, so he was thankful for it, but it still made him incredibly edgy. As far as he could tell, this one was a prototype, but if the Coalition got these into production . . .

				He turned the shell of the weapon over in his hands. Its spent charge meant it was useless to them, since they had no way to recharge it even if he’d been able to figure out how. So he’d taken the thing apart, trying to discern how it worked. Some of the parts were familiar, but a couple, including a tightly wound coil that seemed the heart of it, was not, except that most of it was made of planium. As were most Coalition weapons.

				And we really thought we could supply them with the materials they use to make things such as this weapon, take their payment, and go on our way, unmolested.

				He shook off the bitter thought. He tapped the small wrench he’d used to open it up against the table. Wondered who had thought of this piece of evil genius. Wondered how they’d managed to pack this obscene power into such a small weapon. Or, Eos help them, were there bigger ones? Had they started with some huge thing and worked it down to this? It often went that way. And if it had—

				“You look as if you’re afraid that thing will turn on you.”

				Eirlys had stepped up beside him, put a hand on his arm. It steadied him, perhaps the only thing that could given the thought that had just struck him.

				“What is it?” she asked.

				“I . . . nothing I’m sure of.”

				“But you’ve had an idea.” He shook his head. Eirlys waited. For all her anger with him, she had ever and always held his process in great esteem. He only wished he could think of a way to hang onto this quiet rapport between them. For they could hardly move to the next step he craved so deeply if they could not even do that.

				When he didn’t speak, she did again. “I don’t need protecting, no matter that you still seem to think so.”

				“It’s not that.” He answered her original question, with a grimace. “Just wondering if they started with something . . . bigger.”

				She frowned. “Bigger?”

				“There were rumors they had a weapon. A monstrous one, that could destroy an entire planet.”

				She went very still. “And . . . you think this is proof of that?”

				“I don’t know. I cannot say it is true, I don’t know enough about how it works, but that means I can’t say it is not true, either.”

				She stared at the pieces strewn over the table. Then she looked at the box it had come in, the box Drake insisted had fallen at his feet the day he, in his cowardly guise, had gone out to assist—of course—the Coalition after an accident in front of his taproom.

				She reached out and lifted the lid. “Why the extra coils?”

				“I have to assume they expend themselves,” he said. “This one certainly did.” He gestured at the blackened coil.

				“So they are . . . ammunition, of a sort?”

				“Possibly.”

				“Are they safe to touch?”

				“I hope so,” he said with a wry expression.

				She smiled at him then, and it was the old, Eirlys smile he loved. “Because you already have.”

				“I tried replacing this one with one of the others.”

				“Did it work?”

				“No,” he said. “But I’m afraid Kye’s last blast with it, to get Drake out of that hades hole, may have damaged the firing system. It’s as black as what’s left of the coil.”

				She picked one up out of the box, held it up to study.

				“It’s planium?”

				“I know it looks like it, but it can’t be. Planium will not burn.”

				“It has the glow, the sheen of it.”

				“Yes.” He relaxed his jaw; it had tightened unconsciously as he thought of how easily he once would have been able to analyze exactly what that coil was made of. But the Coalition’s first order of business had been to destroy any capacity Ziem had in any field that might threaten them.

				“And yet it looks different,” she said thoughtfully. “The color is just a bit off.”

				His brow furrowed. He looked from the unused coil she held to the outer casing of the weapon, which was clearly pure planium. He hadn’t noticed, but she was right. This was hardly the first time she’d observed something he’d missed. And she had always loved it when her observation had been the final piece of the puzzle he was working on.

				He turned his thoughts back to the puzzle at hand before his mind could slide into memories of all the times he’d caught her up in his arms as he cheered her handing him the key. And she had laughed with delight, and usually ended with planting a kiss on his cheek.

				No, he dared not think of that. He looked back at the planium coil.

				“I wonder,” he said slowly, “if they mixed it with something.”

				“With what?”

				“I don’t know.”

				“That would be odd, wouldn’t it? We work so hard to keep it pure, untainted, to maintain its strength . . .”

				“And they mix it with something that produces the power to destroy so completely it leaves no trace.”

				“If only they mixed up all of their planium so it would vaporize,” she said sourly, “we might be rid of them.”

				“They—”

				He stopped suddenly. His mind slammed into high speed. He was aware of Eirlys staring at him but, bless her, she didn’t speak.

				“I wonder,” he whispered, and picked up one of the coils. He turned it in his fingers, rubbed at it, looked at his fingertips,

				“Can you explain yet?”

				“No.” He felt as if his mind had exploded, it was going into so many directions at once, and some of them, one in particular, very, very ugly.

				“I’ll leave you to it, then, brilliant one.”

				He wanted to kiss her for understanding. And then he did, albeit not as he wished, but a brotherly kiss upon her brow. He thought he heard her sigh, but then she turned and was gone, leaving him to contemplate the amazing and horrible idea that had just come to him.

				He didn’t even like turning it over in his mind. Some ideas were just too horrific to consider. Their straits were dire, but there was no sense in burdening Drake even more with an insane thought. Time enough to float his idea if bad went to worse and then worst. No, their situation would have to be worse than worst.

				He didn’t like even thinking about how bad it would have to be for Drake to take that final step.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 10

				BRANDER’S HANDS were steady on the controls as he made the last turn. He’d never had the time to devote to daring and darting training maneuvers in the air rover. He was not the flyer his cousin was, or Drake—he preferred working on the air rovers to flying them—but he was improving fast. And every flight taught him a bit more about the nimble little craft, and frequently gave him an idea on how to improve their performance even more. Drake joked that even if the Coalition were to get back the five rovers they’d stolen in that raid, they wouldn’t know how to fly them any longer, given all the changes he’d made.

				He smiled inwardly as he activated the range finder. Hearing his friend joke again felt good. Drake might regret the loss of their home, and the more ordinary, stable life he had tried to provide for his younger siblings, but being rid of that cowering, sniveling façade he’d presented had to be beyond liberating. The offhanded, unserious mask Brander presented to the coalition was much easier to maintain, not that he wouldn’t be glad to be rid of it.

				“And now,” he murmured to the responsive craft he flew, “let’s see how you like that little adjustment.”

				He’d added some surface to the directional rudder, making it dig more air, in the hopes of making it even more agile in turns. It was a fine balance, getting more performance versus making it unstable, and he thought this might be the last modification the craft could handle.

				Then, given he’d already added as much gain in altitude as he thought possible, he would turn toward more speed. He’d already upped it by half since they’d liberated the small squadron from the Coalition transportation warehouse, but he thought it could stand a little more. But even if not, the air rovers had proven to be the perfect solution for the small force they had, able to scramble the best of the Sentinels and have them in the air and ready in a startlingly short time.

				He spared a thought for whoever had engineered the craft, wondering if it had been some poor, enslaved designer on one of the Coalition’s conquered worlds, or if someone in the Coalition had actually had the smarts to come up with the design for them. He admired whoever it was; this was a remarkably versatile and effective aircraft.

				“Away!”

				Kye’s voice crackled through his earpiece, signaling that she’d dropped her target marker. The static still irritated him, because he hadn’t yet found a way to eliminate it. But as Drake said, it was hardly top of the list, especially considering it hadn’t been that long ago they’d been unable to communicate at all while flying. But the jammers he’d had to incorporate to keep the radius small and the signals from being intercepted or overheard, also created the crackle and hiss, and he wasn’t sure there was a way to avoid it without defeating the purpose of keeping the communications hidden.

				And then he had time to think of nothing but his own run. Assuming Kye’s hit was dead center on target—because his cousin never missed—he aimed for the heated smoke as much as the small circle on the targeting range finder. The green rose through the mist, hot enough that the swirling cloud of glowmist was like a beacon to Ziemite eyes.

				Grinning as he zoomed over the target—a hapless Coalition convoy that had decided to take a shortcut through the foothills of the Sentinel—he hit the control that would open the door of the chute. Another addition the Coalition wouldn’t recognize, the slanted tube had turned the craft into a small but precise bomber. What had been intended to move small groups of Coalition troops and provide a stable platform for air cover was now a better than adequate fighter, and if this last test run worked as well as he hoped, there would be yet another sword in their small armory.

				He heard the click, felt the tiny vibration as the last exploder dropped and the door snapped shut. He couldn’t resist making the tightest circle the new rudder would allow.

				It was a mistake.

				The heated wave expanded faster and wider than he’d expected. Something—debris?—slammed into the rover, shattering the shield. Something stung, burned across his upper arm. The abrupt change in the temperature and density of the mist made the rover wobble. The stick jumped under his hand. Instinctively, he jerked it back. Too far. Over-corrected. The rover spun. Heated green mist blasted him. He couldn’t see through the windscreen. Yanked his gaze back to the instruments. Tried to correct.

				If I crash this thing, I’m going to be fuming.

				The rover tried to roll into a tumble. If that happened, he was dead. He fought it. Ignored the billowing green. Focused on the readout that told him he was at seventy-seven degrees to the horizon. At eighty, the tumble would be almost unstoppable. At ninety, he and the rover were goners.

				Speed. The only way out was speed. Get clear of the heated mist. Back into normal air, where he could correct. And if he guessed wrong, at least it would be over in a hurry.

				He yanked the stick back and jammed the speed control forward. It was all he could do. Held the image of Eirlys in his mind. If this was to be his last thought, he wanted it to be her.

				The rover shuddered. He could almost sense it grabbing for air, trying to hold. He leaned, as if that would help the little craft.

				He felt a jerk. The tail slipped wildly. That was it then. He had a split second to be remarkably aware of his own calm. Maybe facing the end up close did that. He should have asked Drake what it was like.

				And then the rover leveled. He was shoved back in the seat as the command for speed could finally be answered. They shot up and out of the green.

				And he breathed a silent thanks to whoever the unknown designer of this tough little beast had been.

				“EOS, BRANDER, I thought you were dead for sure!”

				Kye’s exclamation rang out the moment he clambered out of the rover. He’d come out of the mist to find her circling far too close. She’d stayed, when she should have headed back to base the instant she was clear. They’d said nothing on their way back up the Sentinel, but now it all burst out as she ran toward him.

				“And you could have been, you were within range of their guns,” he barked back at her.

				“Better than telling Eirlys and Drake you were dead,” she said as she threw her arms around him. A searing pain shot up his left arm to his shoulder, and he couldn’t stop his recoil. Kye jerked back. “You’re hurt.”

				As he would have expected from her, it was an accusation.

				“But not dead,” he pointed out.

				“What happened?” He started explaining about the rudder and his tight turn but she cut him off. “I meant to your arm, idiot.”

				“Oh. I think the hot mist got to me. I’m a bit . . . singed.” It was, he realized now that the rush of the strike had ebbed, more than singed. He wasn’t sure he wanted to see just how bad it was.

				“Let’s get you in to Mahko,” she said.

				“I need to check the rover, see if it was damaged.”

				Kye was having none of that. “Unlike you, it won’t get any worse than it is now if it waits.”

				“But I can’t leave it—”

				“Kade will put it back in the hide,” she said, looking at the young man, a newcomer who served as ground crew for the rovers. “Mine, too, will you, Kade?”

				“Right away,” he answered, with a snappy salute and a tug on the patterned scarf he wore tied loosely around his neck. Kade was barely more than a boy, with dark unruly hair and the ice-blue shade of Ziem eyes, but once he’d learned Drake was the Raider, he’d shown up to volunteer and refused to be turned back because of his youth. Since he had a knack with things mechanical, Brander had suggested this relatively safe assignment. He taught him about the machines, Kye had taught him to handle one in ground flight, and it had turned out a good thing for all of them.

				And Kade was just one of many; the Sentinels had nearly tripled in number since word had gotten out. The ruin could barely hold them all gathered now, and quarters for those who could not return to their homes or to Zelos were at a premium. Brander knew that was weighing on Drake’s mind as well, on top of everything else he had to worry about. And speaking of Drake, he wasn’t looking forward to explaining he’d nearly lost one of the precious rovers on this last-second scramble. He would not, he thought for the millionth time, want to be in his leader’s boots.

				. . . how do my boots feel on your feet?

				Drake’s words comparing their inability to truly shelter the women they loved echoed in his head. Then Kye’s words hit him, that she’d be better off dead than to tell Eirlys he was.

				He wasn’t so sure. Not anymore.

				Before, he’d always been sure. She was his, he knew it deep in his soul. And he’d assumed, perhaps a bit high-handedly, that eventually Eirlys would see him as more than just her brother’s best friend.

				But he was worried now that he’d misjudged that as much as he’d misjudged that last turn in the rover.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 11

				EIRLYS LOOKED AT the twins. “He did what?”

				Lux stroked the small creature she held. Nyx held up what had been a piece of wire or cable; it was too chewed upon to be sure which.

				“The lights snapped—”

				“And went out and—”

				“The troopers were—”

				“All running around—”

				“Like muckrats.”

				Eirlys laughed. She rarely felt happy enough to laugh anymore, except dealing with her creatures. She reached for the nibbler they’d caught, held him up and nuzzled his nose with hers. The animal accepted the gesture amicably.

				“Aren’t you just a clever thing?” she said.

				“He is,” Lux said.

				“And we thought—”

				“Maybe he could—”

				“Keep being clever.”

				She shifted her gaze back to the twins.

				“What?”

				“We think he was—”

				“Hungry. And so—”

				“He thought the wrapping—”

				“Was food, and so—”

				“We thought what if—”

				“We smeared food on—”

				“An important wire.”

				Eirlys went still. She looked from the twins to the nibbler and back again. When she didn’t immediately say no—she was still a bit stunned—they kept on.

				“We know where some wires are—”

				“And we can find more—”

				“Easily, and then—”

				“We just need to—”

				“Turn him loose—”

				“And we can—”

				“Wreak havoc?” Eirlys suggested, finding her voice at last.

				“Does that mean cause chaos, like Drake says?” Lux asked.

				“It means exactly that, in your case.”

				“Then yes,” Nyx said proudly.

				The adult in her was saying she should reel them in. The thwarted fighter in her was saying that despite her reluctance to use her creatures, her younger siblings had just handed her the perfect solution to her frustration at being sidelined, out of the battle the others risked their lives in daily. And Drake could hardly be angry at her for merely letting a creature do what he would do by his own nature, could he? It wasn’t like she herself would be doing anything outside the too-tight lines he’d drawn for her. Although to be fair, he allowed her as much action as he did the twins; it just wasn’t enough for her.

				You want special allowances for being my sister, Eirlys?

				Drake’s question had silenced her, and ended the last heated discussion they’d had about her desire to become a bigger part of the rebellion. As had the apprehension in his voice when he went on.

				Your time will come, to my dread. When you are of age, it will be up to you to find your own place in our battle.

				She did not ever wish to add to his burden. Not after he had carried so much for so long. So she had finally told him she would wait with as much grace as she could manage. Which, she admitted, was sometimes not very much. She had turned to go then, and only then realized Brander had come into the room in time to hear their exchange. And he’d smiled at her.

				So often it was Brander who eased the anger within her. And yet so often when it was at a high pitch, she aimed it at him. Brander was the only one she knew would take it. Why did he? Why did he tolerate her ill temper, when most simply avoided her at those times? Even Drake absented himself when she was particularly wound up, but Brander stayed. He might be wary, he might get angry back at her, but he never hid from her. She had a sudden thought, of a life without him, and the image was unbearable. And unthinkable, to go through the hell the Coalition had visited upon them without Brander’s clever brain and wit and loving teasing.

				Loving. For it was that, and she—

				“Eirlys?”

				She snapped back to the present and looked at the twins, who had been waiting with uncharacteristic patience for her answer. The Sentinels had already put her birds to use, and they’d used Ringer to help in the theft of the air rovers, so how could they be against this?

				“I suppose,” she said slowly, “we could do at least a trial run.” They let out a simultaneous whoop of excitement. She held up a hand. “But Drake’s rules still hold. And his limitations on how close you may get.”

				The twins frowned. Nyx began this time. “But how will we—”

				“Find the right wires—”

				“If we can’t get close—”

				“Enough to see?”

				Eirlys had another thought. “You know Kade?”

				Nyx nodded as Lux said, “The new one who helps take care of the rovers.”

				“Yes. I heard Kye saying his father was forced to help the troopers put up their wall.”

				“So?” they chorused.

				“So that took a very long time. All while the Coalition was building their compound.”

				Lux looked thoughtful, but this time Nyx beat her to it.

				“So he saw where they put—”

				“Everything!” Lux finished in delighted realization.

				Eirlys nodded. “He might be able to tell you where to look.”

				“We will—”

				“Go find out—”

				“Right now!”

				She watched the two scamper off. It was a small enough effort in the larger scheme of things, nothing compared to what the Sentinels had done, but it was something. And this was something beyond birds to carry messages and intruder alarms, although she had to quash her misgivings about using the animals that trusted her in this way again. This was at least an attack, not defense.

				And in the end, she admitted she was too frustrated to say no.

				She made her way out of the ruin and to the small clearing where she kept her menagerie. Drake had had it cleared for her, and Brander had gone to great lengths to make sure it was concealed, using large nets in which he’d interwoven branches of the surrounding trees to make sure it looked merely like a thick, impenetrable copse from any direction, including above. He had done his work well, as always, and she doubted anyone who did not know it was here could find it. And again, she felt a pang at how she had treated him of late. Yet when the heat of anger was upon her, she could not seem to control it until she’d let some of it out.

				To her surprise, when she entered the clearing, someone was already there. It became shock when she saw the long fall of red hair and realized who it was.

				“What are you doing here?” she demanded.

				Her mother turned around. In her arms was the injured hedgebeast she had found two days ago.

				“I heard this one’s cries.”

				Eirlys winced; she hated even the thought of an animal in such distress. So often wished her skills were stronger, quicker to heal. And for the moment, she put aside her feelings for her mother, because her concern for the creature took precedence.

				“Her leg was badly lacerated,” she said as she crossed the clearing. “It is not healing well.”

				“I see that.”

				Eirlys frowned, since the leg was well bandaged, but that didn’t matter now. “I’m afraid she will die if I don’t amputate it.” And afraid even more it might be imminent, seeing how the small, furry creature was lying so very still in a stranger’s arms. “But taking away her leg might well sentence her to death in the wild anyway. A front leg she might adapt, a hind . . .”

				“You could keep her here,” her mother said, without inflection.

				“I do not make a habit of forcing domestication on the wild things. If they wish to stay of their own accord, that is different.”

				“Then you are wise beyond your years,” Iolana said softly.

				“I do not need your compliments,” Eirlys retorted, her emotions threatening anew.

				“But perhaps you might accept my skills?”

				Eirlys blinked. “What?”

				Her mother lowered her gaze to the creature who was lying with surprising stillness in her hands. She moved one hand gently over the creature’s head, stroking her ears, then down over her back to the joint above the injury. She closed her eyes, murmuring to the animal as she held her hand in that spot, almost chanting. In mere moments, the little beast stirred, lifted her head, and made an odd little sound. And then she was wiggling madly.

				“Quiet one more moment, little one,” her mother said. “I think we should remove this first.”

				Eirlys almost protested when the woman began to remove the bandage, but the hedgebeast’s demeanor was so different, she did not. And when the bandage was gone, she saw with shock the laceration was healed. There was still a reddened scar, and it looked like the fur might never grow back, but the laceration itself was healed. She stared as her mother gently set the creature down on the forest floor.

				With a tiny squeak that could only be described as joyous, the creature ran—yes, ran—toward the underbrush. As if she had never been hurt.

				Eirlys stared at the woman who had borne her, the woman she had hated since she was nine years old. She struggled to find words.

				“It is not . . . beneath the Spirit to heal such a lowly creature?”

				A pair of familiar blue eyes looked at her, familiar because they were hers as well. “It is not beneath your mother to heal a creature, especially one you love.”

				Eirlys stared at her for a long, silent moment before behavior trained into her long ago took over. “Thank you,” she said, rather stiffly.

				“You are most welcome,” Iolana answered.

				And something about the way she said it reminded Eirlys that that behavior had been taught her by this woman. And, for the first time, she questioned her hatred not in her mind, but in her heart. A rush of images engulfed her, of her mother gently tending some wounded animal Eirlys had brought home, of her encouraging the girl she’d been, telling her all of Ziem’s creatures were worthy of help. She had quashed those memories, memories that proved this was not just some effort to heal the breach between them. This was something her mother had always done.

				Iolana held her gaze for a long moment, but then she turned and went back toward the ruin without another word.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 12

				BRANDER CLAMBERED one-armed over the fallen tree trunk Kye had leapt easily as they made their way from the rover hide to the ruin by one of the many circuitous routes Drake required. There was no sign yet that the Coalition had discovered that the ruin of the old mining headquarters masked something else, no indication that they had even the faintest clue about the vast cellars beneath the rubble above. But as the Coalition’s anger at the destruction of the fusion cannon mounted, the intensity of the hunt would increase, and while the ruin had been a brilliant and almost comfortable headquarters for over three years now, neither he nor Drake trusted that it would not be found.

				He grumbled under his breath as he dodged a branch; the arm he would have used to brace an easy jump like Kye had made was aching more with every step he took. And he resented it; he hadn’t even been directly hit—it had merely been heat and maybe a bit of the rover’s screen. Which, he thought wearily, he was now going to have to scrounge up a replacement for. Maybe a side window of that broken-down cargo mover they’d come across might be adaptable.

				Kye paused at the edge of the trees. She was scanning the area around the ruin, searching for any intrusion or signal that it wasn’t safe to continue. Or she was waiting for her sluggard cousin to catch up. For, no matter how he tried to deny it, he was moving slower by the second. A glance at his shoulder showed nothing worse than the singed and reddened skin and the shard of the synthetic windscreen. It wasn’t even bleeding much, since he’d left the shard buried in his flesh to avoid just that. He shouldn’t be feeling this bad.

				To his further embarrassment, they had to signal one of the sentries to move the hollow boulder that blocked the entrance to the cellars. And he needed Kye’s help to get down the ladder. At the bottom, she called for Mahko, an act that spun the half-dozen Sentinels in the room around; they all knew there was only one reason any of them would call for the healer that urgently.

				“He’s not here,” Slake said, striding over. “One of the growers on the flats needed care.”

				Kye muttered something. Brander tried to reassure her, but he was feeling oddly dizzy, and it was taking all the energy he had to stay upright. “Just let me rest a bit,” he finally managed.

				“I know what it would take for you to ask even that much, cousin,” Kye said. “We must send for Mahko. Quickly.”

				“The Spirit is here,” Slake said.

				Kye grimaced. Brander tried to protest again. “No, I—”

				He wobbled, and the next thing he knew, he was on his knees. The last thing he heard was Kye saying grimly, “Get her.”

				HE’D BEEN RIGHT, Brander thought as he began to wake up. All he’d needed was some rest, and that bedamned shard out of his arm. It must be out; he couldn’t feel it any longer. For that matter, his arm didn’t ache at all anymore.

				Eyes still closed, he flexed that arm tentatively. He didn’t even feel the pull and sting of the burned skin, which was curious. Curious enough that he opened his eyes.

				“Welcome back.”

				The woman he thought of at various times as the Spirit, Iolana, and Drake’s mother—for she was indeed all those things and probably more besides—was sitting beside the bed. He blinked. She was still there. And he was in Drake’s quarters, not his usual bunk in the alcove off the gathering room.

				She apparently saw him realize this, for she said, “You needed quiet. And Drake and Kye were so glad you were alive, they happily surrendered their quarters.”

				His brow furrowed. “Why wouldn’t I be? It was only a tiny sliver of the windscreen.” The furrow deepened. “For that matter, why was I so weak? Did it sever something vital?”

				She smiled at him. Brander had the oddest feeling it was as much because he was speaking to her normally, without the stiff formality she got from Drake and Eirlys, or the casual indifference of the twins.

				“It wasn’t the shard at all,” she said. “It was the mist.”

				He frowned. “The mist?”

				“Kye tells me you flew right through the glowmist from the explosion.”

				She had nodded to one side as she spoke, and Brander looked that direction. And his cousin was there, leaning against the wall by the door, watching him. Worry lines still furrowed her brow. And she had changed out of her flying gear. Inanely, he wondered where she had done it, since these quarters were now hers as well. Not that it mattered, for two who had once been bathed together as babies. Something he never tired of reminding her about, from his superior rank of one year older.

				His brain, he realized then, was still a bit murky and wanted to wander. He yanked his attention back to Iolana.

				“The fogginess will clear, now that you are awake. It is part of the aftereffect,” she said, again reading his mental concern correctly.

				“Aftereffect?”

				“Did you not know? The same thing that allows us to see the glowmist makes us sensitive to high levels of it when it is superheated. Which is exactly what you got when that windscreen shattered.”

				He blinked. “No, I didn’t know.” He glanced at Kye.

				“Nor I,” she said.

				Iolana sighed. “That is not surprising. It was hardly more than an interesting fact that had slid into history, before the Coalition arrived. By then we had no weapons that would do it, and so had no need to know.”

				The last of the fog seemed to lift, and he suddenly remembered what he’d meant to do when he’d opened his eyes. He turned his head to look at his arm, expecting bandages.

				And saw . . . nothing.

				No bandages or wraps, normal-looking skin, and the faintest of red marks where the shard of the windscreen had pierced his flesh. He moved the arm tentatively. There was no pain, no sting, not a trace of the injury that had put him on his knees.

				He looked back at the woman who sat beside him, the woman with the vivid eyes and hair whose image he had looked at so often when it had hung over a bar in a smoky taproom.

				“Either I’ve been out longer than I thought or . . . you healed me.”

				Her words answered the first question, and tacitly the second. “You have only been senseless for a couple of hours.”

				“Ha,” Kye said pointedly. “He has been senseless most of his life.”

				Brander grinned at her teasing, and because the worry was now gone from her face. “And what fun is it, being sensible?”

				He looked back at Iolana. She was smiling at their exchange, and in that moment, he remembered the woman from his childhood, who had been not so much older than he was now, the woman who had always been ready to plunge into whatever silly thing he and Drake were up to. He’d forgotten that about her, that she had had a great fondness for their games, and how much fun she had been, back in the days before the Coalition.

				“Thank you,” he said quietly.

				“I welcomed the chance to be of help,” she said, laying a hand on his arm where the injury should have been. He felt a wave of soothing warmth, and his gaze shot back to her face. She gave him a final pat and stood. “You will need to rest a bit more.”

				“I feel fine.”

				“Because you are resting,” she said. “If you try to rise now, you will find yourself back on your knees.”

				He grimaced. That had been humiliating enough, in front of all in the gathering room.

				“Another day, perhaps two, that is all. There should be no lingering effects after that.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Kye?”

				“I will see to it.”

				After Iolana had gone, Kye left her station by the door and walked to him.

				He licked his lips, because they felt so dry. “I feel fine. I don’t need—”

				“Quiet, cousin. You did not see yourself go down like a sack of rubble. I’ve never heard the gathering room so quiet except . . .”

				He knew what she wasn’t saying. Except when Drake was dying. But this had been only glowmist. His brow furrowed anew. “How did we not know this?”

				“As she said, we had no need to. We did not go about blowing things up, before the Coalition.”

				He couldn’t argue with that. Again, he tried to moisten his lips, but there seemed to be no moisture left in his mouth.

				“I will get you some water,” she said. “If you promise to stay put.”

				His mouth quirked. “You’re not going to chain me to the bed?”

				“I’ll leave that to your lady friends in Sanguine,” she countered.

				He rolled his eyes; he hadn’t been to visit the district known for paid companionship and intimacy in some time, and he knew Kye knew it. She also knew he had only resorted to paid companions to remain free of entanglements. He was a gambler, but not with the hearts of women who would expect things of him he would not give. And besides, the residents of Sanguine were frequently a font of information not to be had elsewhere.

				“I’ll have that promise,” Kye said, undeterred.

				His cousin, he thought, was the most stubborn woman on Ziem. After Eirlys, he amended ruefully. “What makes you so sure I’ll keep it?”

				“I know you, Brander Kalon. You will resist mightily making a promise, but once made, you keep it.” Her expression softened as she added, “It is why when he was dying, Drake made you promise to become the Raider.”

				His eyebrows shot up. She knew that? Did they truly share . . . everything, these two pledged mates?

				“Do I have it?” she asked.

				Slowly, he nodded. Promising to rest seemed miniscule compared to that promise Drake had wrung from him in those moments when any rasping breath could have been his last.

				“Speak it.”

				“All right, all right, I promise.”

				She left then, and he shook his head, then closed his eyes as much in exasperation as anything.

				And slipped right back into sleep.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 13

				“AND WHAT HAVE you been up to?”

				Eirlys skidded to a stop as she heard Kye’s voice behind her. Guilt stabbed at her, for she knew what a fine line she was treading, and using the twins in the bargain. It made her voice sharp as she spun around. “Are you now my keeper?”

				Kye looked startled. Then her brows lowered. “That was snappish even for you lately. What have you been up to?”

				“Nothing,” she said quickly, schooling her expression to a careful neutrality.

				“Really?” Kye’s raised brow emphasized her disbelieving tone.

				“I was out with some of the animals. And the twins. You know what trying to keep them from chaos is like.” That’s the truth. It’s only the encouraging them, plotting with them, that I left out.

				Kye seemed to accept that. “And where are the little miscreants?”

				She hesitated, then went again with the truth, but not all of it. “They are down bothering the new boy working on the rovers.”

				“Kade?” Eirlys nodded. “Lucky him,” Kye said.

				And at last something about the way Kye was acting got through to her; she’d been so worried about hiding her own actions, she’d missed it.

				“What’s wrong?” It could not be Drake, or Kye would be even more upset.

				Kye studied her as she answered, evenly, as if she were purposely letting no emotion into her voice. “My cousin got a bit reckless on that run this morning.”

				Eirlys’s breath caught. Brander? A fierce chill seized her. “He’s hurt?”

				“Yes. He is in Drake’s quarters, after rattling the entire contingent present, who think him invulnerable, by collapsing in front of them.” Kye stopped, and Eirlys stared at her. Her heart began to pound, and she was unable to start breathing again until Kye relented. “He will be all right.”

				Eirlys gulped in that precious breath. Relief flooded her. Something about the strength of that flood registered, but she set it aside when Kye went on.

				“And we learned something. At least I did. Perhaps you already knew that superheated glowmist can injure those who can see it.”

				Eirlys drew back. “No. I didn’t know. That’s what happened?”

				Kye nodded. “He cut a turn too close and flew through a blast of it. It singed him pretty badly. And the windscreen shattered.”

				Anxiety flooded back, and, again, something about it registered in that part of her mind she was ignoring just now. “But he is all right?”

				“Yes.” Again Kye paused for a moment before adding, rather gently, “Thanks to your mother.”

				“What?” The anxiety and seemingly every other emotion she had suddenly froze for an instant, and then flooded her as images of Drake hovering on the very verge of death shot through her mind. “Why?”

				“Mahko was on the flats, seeing to someone. Your mother was here.”

				She managed a tiny breath. “She . . . healed him?”

				“Amazingly. And quickly. He needs only rest now, and he will be fine.”

				This time she let out a sigh. “Then I suppose I must thank her again.” She shook her head. “Twice in one day.”

				“Twice?”

				“She healed an injured creature I feared would never mend.”

				Kye looked thoughtful. “That puts you in a difficult place.”

				Eirlys had felt trapped in a difficult place for a long time now, but wondered what Kye meant by it. “Meaning?”

				“She would heal Brander for his own sake. But your animal . . . it seems you must either accept that the Spirit is all loving and cares even for the small living things, just as you do, or that your mother made an exception and healed this small creature because she cares for you. Or believe both.”

				Eirlys stared at the woman she thought of as a sister. She trusted Kye’s judgment in most things, but this statement crashed against the wall of anger and resentment she’d built up since she’d been nine years old. The anger and resentment she could not seem to let go of. And that she too often channeled against others because it was not the way of Ziem to hate a parent.

				And again she wondered if perhaps that wall wasn’t quite as solid as it had once been.

				KYE WATCHED EIRLYS start across the gathering room, then change direction and head for Drake’s quarters.

				I know where you live, my young friend. It has not been so long that I have forgotten how I felt caught in the same unconquerable trap.

				Although her dilemma had not been complicated by the added layer of hating the woman who had borne her, while at the same time owing her a debt that could never be repaid. And Kye suspected that debt had grown yet again, and not solely for the creature Iolana had healed. One day, she hoped, when Eirlys could let go of her anger—and the passionate, everything is either dark or light thoughts of youth—she would recognize why she had felt that anger so strongly. About both her mother and Brander.

				But that was a path one must walk alone, Kye thought, and continued on her way. She found her goal, the man she loved beyond all measuring, in the quietest corner of the room, standing with the tall, gaunt figure none of them were yet certain how to take.

				Drake looked around as she approached, his smile for the moment wiping all care from her heart. Grim, too, looked up from the table they stood beside, and gave her a nod of recognition. And respect, she knew, for she was the pledged mate of both the Raider, whom he admired, and the son of the woman he served so loyally.

				“How is he?” Drake asked.

				“Resting,” she answered, “but he is healed.”

				“My lady is gifted,” Grim said quietly.

				“You will find no denial of that here,” Drake said.

				Her mate was ever fair, Kye thought. Despite his feelings, he knew he was only here now because of his mother’s gift and her skill. She watched as he studied the tall man for a silent moment.

				“You have been with my mother for a long time,” Drake said.

				Grim nodded. Then, unexpectedly, he said, “While she was not with you.” The man said it with such understanding that Kye knew he realized Drake could very easily hate him for that. “She healed me, in body and mind. She gave me reason to live. I am forever in her debt. And I refused to let her send me away, though she tried.”

				It was the most she’d ever heard him speak at one time. And he seemed almost surprised at it himself, and lapsed back into his usual silence.

				She glanced at the table, where lay the diagrams she had copied from the holochip. Hampered by the Coalition and a lack of power, they had no simple way to project them at length, or even print them, so she had copied them by hand. Including a sketch of the device itself, as seen in the holo recording.

				“Any progress?” she asked.

				“Brander has decided that it sends out some sort of signal, although he could not say what sort. Other than not a normal transmission, such as communications.”

				“Of course not, for that would be too simple,” Kye said dryly.

				Drake gave her a smile that echoed her tone. “We must figure out those instructions.”

				“How? Stare at them for hours, hoping they will suddenly make sense? If we even had the power capacity to do so?”

				“Perhaps,” Grim said, “our artist could render them in a similar form?”

				Kye looked again at the diagrams he gestured toward. Copying them had been a laborious task, made possible only when she put out of her mind what the whole could be and focused merely on rendering each part accurately. Could that work with ancient symbols?

				“Maybe,” she said, half frowning, “if I took each part—that script is art in itself—if I looked at each part as such instead of language, it might be possible.” She looked at Drake. “Can we afford the power to project it long enough for me to copy?”

				Drake was already nodding. “I think we must. Given the source, and the promise made with it, we cannot afford not to. And hopefully once he’s on his feet again, Brander can help.”

				Kye nodded. She glanced at the gathering of a half-dozen Sentinels on the other side of the room, knowing they would soon be joined by others as night fell. “If you would have them stay clear? This will take concentration.”

				“I will tell them.”

				“And I will stand to fend off any wanderers,” Grim said then added, with a nod to Kye, “If you will allow it.”

				“I welcome it, Grim.” She smiled inwardly as an expression as close to a smile as the taciturn man ever came flickered across his face at her use of his name.

				She turned to set about gathering her artist’s tools, knowing she would need to have everything at hand to keep the power-sucking projection of the unfamiliar writing at the minimum. It wouldn’t be the first long, intense task she had done for them, nor would it be the last.

				She only hoped that someday, some distant day hence, she might be able to turn back to creating the art she loved. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 14

				“YOU’RE NOT SERIOUS?”

				“I am.”

				Brander stared at Drake. “You can’t ground me.”

				It was the Raider who then lifted an eyebrow at him. And Brander saw the absurdity of saying that here, in the quarters where the man had ordered him and others to take much crazier risks—with himself leading, of course.

				“All right, yes, you can, but—”

				“You need to rest.”

				“That’s all I’ve been doing for a day and a half. Look, I know I put one of the rovers out of service, but—”

				“That is a loss, yes, but it is repairable.” Drake held his gaze steadily. “Losing my second would not be.”

				“Drake,” he began, still aware of the oddity of speaking his true name here in this place where it had been forbidden for so long.

				“There are other things I need you to focus on just now.” He resumed his pacing. Brander stayed seated, although not for all of Ziem would he admit it was indeed because he did still tire too easily.

				“Those instructions? You know I’m no good with languages. Your mother was here to check on me this morning. She told me Grim was working on that.”

				Drake only nodded as he turned back the opposite direction. “He is. He does not know the ancient Triotian, but apparently he had studied the Ziem wall writings for some time, and had been able to translate much of them. He may have success with our mysterious puzzle.”

				Brander’s eyebrows rose. “Now that’s a knack I wouldn’t have expected from him.”

				“I believe there are depths to that man we have yet to see.”

				“They have a . . . curious relationship,” Brander said, treading carefully now. He—and everyone else—had been beyond cautious ever since Iolana Davorin had returned, but he was weary of it. She was here, clearly was staying, and he’d never been one for walking so delicately for so long.

				Drake stopped mid-stride, and turned to face him. “Yes.”

				“I asked her if there would be any permanent results from my . . . encounter. She said she did not think so, that it had happened to Grim during the invasion, and he suffered none after the burns healed and his strength returned.”

				“So he’s always been as he is?” Brander didn’t miss his dry tone.

				“Apparently.” Brander’s mouth quirked. “I was worried, though, before she explained.”

				“I can imagine.”

				“Did she tell you to ground me?”

				“You think if she had, I would obey?”

				He studied his friend for a moment, for it was his friend he dealt with now, not the Raider. “Only if you agreed.”

				“Thank you for that much.” To anyone else, Brander supposed he might sound normal. But he had known this man practically his entire life, and he knew different.

				“You are in a difficult place, my brother. To owe so much to someone you loathe. . .”

				“I do not loathe her. At least,” Drake amended, “not actively. Not anymore. I understand why she made the choice she did.”

				“But it would not have been your choice.”

				“No.”

				“Perhaps that’s the difference. At the time she had to make her choice, she was not as strong as you.”

				Again Drake stopped his pacing. “Defending her?”

				“No. Merely . . . working on the puzzle.” He grinned then, to lighten the mood. “It’s what I do.”

				“Exactly,” Drake said, and Brander belatedly realized he’d been deftly maneuvered right back to where he hadn’t wanted to be.

				“All right, I’ll go see if Grim has made any progress. And look at those diagrams again. I swear, I think that bedamned skypirate knew this would happen, and is enjoying thinking about it.”

				“I think,” Drake said, “he was enjoying thinking of the Coalition struggling with it.”

				“That, too,” Brander said. Then, with a wondering shake of his head, he added, “Dax. Of all people in the galaxy. Makes one wonder, does it not?”

				“It makes one hope,” Drake said quietly.

				Brander had no answer for that. What others called hope, he tended to think of as possibilities. His brain often managed to find a way where others thought there was none, and that’s where he put his faith. That brain, however, seemed blocked on this particular puzzle at the moment. And so he had little hope that he or Grim—especially himself—would make any headway soon.

				But he went anyway.

				EIRLYS WAS AWARE of Brander’s approach long before she turned to look. In her mind’s eye, she pictured him, crossing the gathering room in that deceptively lazy stroll, as if he had all the time—and not a care—in the world. And that he was able to at all was thanks to the efforts of the one person in the ruin she least wished to owe anything to.

				The memory of their exchange this morning was still vivid.

				Thank you for healing him.

				He is important to me, as he is to you. I need no thanks.

				You have mine, nevertheless.

				You sound as if you are paying an account.

				I am.

				I would that you forego it in future, if it pains you so much.

				I do not wish to owe you anything.

				Oh, my girl. It is I who owe you, and well I know it is a debt beyond paying.

				She had barely stopped herself from saying fiercely, “I am not your girl!” But she was truly grateful that Brander was healed, so held it back. She had, after all, enough to deal with, given the realization of how utterly terrified she had been in those seconds before Kye had told her he would be all right. And she found that referring to her mother as the Spirit as the twins did, even in her mind, helped. It was much easier to deal with the Spirit than with her mother.

				She was thankful when Brander merely nodded at her as he reached them, for she had no idea what foolish thing she might have said upon seeing him back on his feet.

				“Any progress, my tall friend?” Brander asked, sounding as he ever did, nonchalant and unconcerned.

				“Little. But a step . . . ,” the man returned, his tone even dryer than usual.

				“Is a step,” Brander said. “What have you?”

				Grim looked at Eirlys to answer. She shook off her odd mood, and pointed to the thick volume that lay open on the table beside the hand-copied page. Her father’s history of Ziem, that Kye had rescued from the rubble of what had once been her comfortable home.

				“This is the symbol that was on King Galen’s robe,” she said, pointing to the crest that looked somewhat like their own three-petaled mistflower. Then she pointed to the copied page of script; Kye had finished this one, and was working on the rest as quickly as the laborious task could be done. At the bottom was that same symbol, along with a signature—a flowing, connected hand unlike the individual characters above. A signature.

				“King Darian?” Brander asked, staring at it.

				“We think so,” Eirlys said. “Grim has seen the Triotian way of writing before, and it looks like this.”

				“But if the rest is done in that ancient script,” he began.

				“As I said, little,” Grim said.

				“We once had documents that would be the key to a translation.”

				The new voice came from behind them, and Eirlys realized that while she had been ever aware of Brander’s approach, she hadn’t even noticed the Spirit’s.

				“We once had many things,” she answered stiffly. “None of it is left.”

				“Except perhaps our illusions,” Iolana said. Eirlys would have thought it a rebuke of some kind, had the woman’s voice not been so steady, emotionless. And had she not committed to memory her father’s warnings about the illusion of peace once the Coalition had arrived.

				“Illusions,” Brander said, in the tone of one trying to broker peace, “can sometimes keep you going until you can make them real.”

				Iolana smiled suddenly, looking at him. “You have become a philosopher, Brander Kalon.”

				To her surprise, Eirlys saw him flush slightly. “I’m not a philosopher. I’m merely a gambler. Which in a way also deals with illusion.”

				“Illusions do have their purposes,” Iolana said. “However, I do wish we had those very real Triotian texts from the repository that would help us with this. Many of them had segments quoted in the old script, with translations beside.”

				They were all silent for a moment, for they all knew that the first thing the Coalition had destroyed after they had quashed what resistance was there was the building that had held all the texts. A building designed by Brander’s own great-grandfather, with soaring columns of nearly indestructible Ziemite stone.

				But the Coalition destroyed it without hesitation and with ease. Eirlys nearly shuddered at the memory of the smoking ruin that had once been the heart of Zelos, indeed of Ziem itself.

				Eirlys remembered her brother’s fiery speech to the crowd who had gathered to gape at the destruction. It had been as if their father still lived, inspiring all who heard him to fight on despite the impossible odds. And Ziem had rallied, even as the Coalition arrived to quell the disturbance. They had nearly killed Drake that day, too, and she remembered them arguing that night, their mother insisting he must take more care, and Drake arguing back that the time for thinking only of themselves was past.

				And just a few months later, their mother had made that journey up Halfhead Scarp and ended both her life—they had thought—and Drake’s rebellion in one horrific stroke.

				Suddenly, it was too much to be even this close to her. All Iolana Davorin’s grand reasons for staying away as she had were well and good, but when weighed just now against what those she’d left behind had endured, Eirlys could not find a way to balance them out. Without a word, she turned and headed for the ladder.

				BRANDER CAUGHT up with her on the roof, which had once been the floor of the expansive mining headquarters. There were only certain spots that were safe from view, masked by the huge piles of rubble, and she stuck to one of them as she stood there, shivering as if it were much colder than it was.

				“Eirlys,” he began, but she waved him to silence.

				“Please. I’m grateful you are healed, but I cannot speak of her.” She turned to face him. “I would speak to you, though, if you will listen.”

				“I will always listen to you.” Always.

				She took a deep breath. “I wish to apologize to you.”

				He blinked, startled. “For?”

				“My anger. I had no right to vent it on you. You saved my life—”

				He cut her off with a sharp shake of his head. “Drake saved your life. I was merely the transportation.”

				“And the one who did not, would not stop him.”

				He let out a breath. He had realized she had probably guessed by now, she was too smart not to, but this was the first time she’d put it into words, at least to him. 

				“I understand,” she continued. “It is why he chose you to come with him that day, and not Kye.”

				He sensed he should not deny it. This had to have been difficult enough when she had realized the truth, that her brother had picked Brander to back him on that day because he would let Drake do what he had to do, even unto death, as it had almost been.

				“Your brother could not bear to lose another of his family,” Brander said quietly. “He, in truth, would rather have died.”

				“I know that now.”

				“But that does not ease your anger?”

				“It changed it. I cannot be angry with Drake. But I am still angry that he will not allow me to fight.”

				“He is only trying to—”

				“Keep me safe. I understand that.” He could sense the tension growing in her, as if even talking about it was renewing the anger in her. “He asked if I wanted special allowances for being his sister. You heard him. But tell me, why do I deserve safety when others risk their lives every day? Including you? What are you fighting for that I cannot?”

				Our illusions.

				For a moment, he didn’t speak as he thought about the destruction of the repository and what it had symbolized. For him, the end of those illusions, and the first realization that the Coalition meant not only to take, but to crush Ziem until not even her history remained.

				“What do we fight for, Eirlys?”

				She drew back, clearly startled by the question. “Ziem, of course.”

				“All of her?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“I mean not just this physical planet of rock and mist, but her people, her history, her customs?”

				“All of it, yes.”

				“Yet you rebel against one of her most stringent customs.”

				Eirlys blinked. Then looked wary, and he knew he had her.

				“Our young are to be protected by all until they are of age. It is part of Ziem’s bedrock, Eirlys. We cannot fight for everything else, but ignore that one.”

				She was staring at him now. “She was right. You have become a philosopher.”

				She sounded more amazed than anything. He was a little amazed himself; he was hardly given to deep thought unless it was about a puzzle he was confronted with, and his own words had surprised him even as they had come tumbling out.

				“I’m no philosopher,” he said. “I just know that if we betray everything we supposedly fight for, then we’ve already lost.”

				“Perhaps then,” Eirlys said, “I should argue for a change in the age of adulthood.”

				He smiled at that. “Perhaps.” And I would be very happy if you did and won.

				“This is war, after all.”

				“Yes. It is.” He couldn’t help the undertone of sadness in his voice when he added, “But soon you will be officially of age, and it will no longer be Drake’s decision.”

				Her mouth quirked. That sweet mouth that these days too often held a frown or was tight-lipped with that anger. “So all I must do is get through that time without taking anyone’s head off.”

				“Yes.” His mouth quirked in turn. “Mine in particular, please.”

				She drew in a long breath. “And we are back to my apology. For too long I have vented my anger on you, who least deserves it.”

				Oh, I deserve it. For more reasons than you know. “You need not—”

				“But I do. I should direct it where it belongs, but somehow I feel I cannot.”

				He thought he understood now. “Your mother.”

				“She has done everything to deserve it, and yet . . .”

				“She has also saved Drake’s life. And others.”

				“Yes.”

				“And she had big, undeniable reasons for what she did.”

				“Yes. If her vision was true, as we know it was, she truly had no choice.”

				“That makes it no easier. The equation of saving the world versus abandoning a child looks much different from the child’s point of view.”

				She stared at him. “When did you get so wise?”

				He laughed, short, sharp, and more than a little embarrassed. “I have been accused of many things, but never that.”

				“Nevertheless,” Eirlys said.

				“I would not have you truly loathe your mother,” he said. “It would eat at you, make you less than you are, less than you can be, for it is unnatural.”

				Almost wonderingly, she said, “All this time, I have been turning my anger on someone who truly understands.”

				For the first time, he dared to reach out to her. She didn’t pull away, and he rested his hands on her shoulders.

				“It’s all right, Lys. I can take it.”

				“I never doubted that you could, only why you would.”

				Do you truly not know?

				He bit back the words he could not ask, not now. But if they both survived until she became of age, he was going to have to deal with this once and for all. For if she thought of him only as her brother’s friend and the Raider’s second, if her teasing flirtations with him had been only a young girl’s learning, if she would never feel more for him, he needed to know.

				His entire being rebelled at the idea. She might not feel it now, but someday she would. She had to.

				Which led him to the hardest, yet simplest fact. She might never feel what he felt simply because she had grown up in an entirely different world than he had. There were only nine years between them, but they were nine years of Coalition oppression, and sometimes it felt like a generation.

				Maybe, he thought ruefully as they stood there looking out over Ziem, that was where all this stupid wisdom was coming from. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 15

				PALEDAN LOOKED AT the card that lay dead center on his desk. It was no different than the others he had seen, the same as the collection in a drawer behind him. Most were left over from Major Frall, but an annoying few had been acquired since his arrival.

				The signature card of the Raider. A simple drawing and the words “Without Warning.” Fitting and true as a motto, no matter which side you were on.

				He traced the curve of the familiar saber with a finger. He’d learned more of it since he’d first seen it, that it was now a mostly ceremonial weapon, a throwback to the early days on Ziem. Ceremonial, that was, except when put to wickedly good use by those damned Sentinels.

				He glanced up at the set of them that hung on his wall, crossed.

				Take one away and write “Without Warning” on the wall, and you’ll have your very own calling card from the Raider. . . .

				The words, spoken in too-sweet tones by a child, echoed in his head, and made him nearly smile with amusement despite his mood. He wondered, as he had several times since Drake Davorin had been unmasked—quite literally—as the Raider, where the twins had gone. They had been seen in town, he’d been told, but they were no longer as omnipresent as they had once seemed. And they always vanished quickly, he suspected because they knew every byway and hiding place in Zelos.

				He’d spoken truth to Jakel; twins were not allowed where he came from, and thus these two had sparked his curiosity upon first contact. And he would have thought they would have gone into hiding with their brother. He didn’t envy the man; in some ways, keeping those two contained would be as difficult as some of the battles he’d fought.

				Such as intercepting and taking out a Coalition fusion cannon.

				The lights in his office flickered. He glanced upward, annoyed. It had been happening a lot in the last two days. Inexplicably, since not having to keep the fusion cannon at the ready should have left them an abundance of power. And yet it continued. He’d doubled the guard on the perimeter, suspecting Sentinels up to sabotage, or perhaps the townsfolk who had grown bolder in their defiance since the Raider’s spectacular victory. But the guards had found nothing, not a trace, not even a footprint. In fact, it was almost as if the people were staying clear of the compound intentionally.

				He pondered that idea, wondering if it signified something. Were he the type overloaded with Coalition confidence which seemed abundant in the upper echelon, he would assume the wide berth the people gave the compound was because they had finally learned the folly of opposing Coalition might. In most places, on most of the worlds they’d captured, it might even be true. But Ziem was a different place in many ways. They—

				“Sir?”

				He looked up to see his aide, Brakely, in the doorway. That he’d ignored the comlink in favor of a personal interruption did not bode well, nor did his grim expression.

				“Inside,” he commanded.

				Brakely stepped in, closing the door behind him without awaiting the command. The situation was looking even worse.

				“Let me guess,” he said dryly. “Another card from our too-frequent visitor?”

				“Afraid so, sir. This time he hit the warehouse at the landing zone. Total destruction.”

				Paledan’s brows rose. “Had the transfer been completed?”

				Brakely grimaced. “Yes, sir.”

				Paledan went very still. The relocation of the cargo haulers to the storage warehouse had seemed a reasonable request, given they needed the room in the compound for new barracks for the extra troopers that would be arriving shortly, to help put an end to the unexpected success of Ziem’s homegrown warrior.

				“Which gives rise to the question,” he murmured, “how did the Raider know the building was no longer empty?”

				Brakely looked about to speak, then stopped.

				“Say what you will,” Paledan ordered.

				“Word has been going around that the citizens have taken to . . . spying, sir. Passing along information to the Raider.”

				“How? Have we not destroyed their communications? Do the troops not guard every path up that bedamned mountain of theirs?”

				“Yes, sir. We do not know how they are in contact. But it appears they are inspired since learning that the Raider is Drake Davorin. And they have found a way.”

				“Perhaps they write messages in this foul mist,” he muttered. “What they have done with just those five air rovers is nearly beyond belief.”

				“There’s more.”

				“Continue,” Paledan said, starting to feel a bit foul himself.

				Brakely cleared his throat. “Apparently as that was happening, and all troopers present ran to defend against the attack, the other warehouse was being emptied.”

				Paledan came as close as he ever did to swearing an oath. “The supplies?”

				His aide nodded, his expression still grim. “Yes. All food and drink just delivered for the next week.”

				“Half rations for all,” Paledan snapped. “With notice to all that their commander gets irritable when hungry. And get me the names of those who deserted their guard posts. They will do without. Perhaps that will pound the lesson home.”

				“Yes, sir.” Brakely turned to go, but hesitated in the doorway.

				“If you have more bad news, out with it.”

				“Not bad, at least not in the same way. If you still wish it, I have received the recording of the attack on the convoy.”

				“Send it to my terminal.”

				“Yes, sir. Right away.”

				Paledan tapped his fingers on the desk as he waited for Brakely to get back to his own desk. Wondered what he’d meant by not bad in the same way. When the recording popped up on his screen, he immediately selected it. He could hardly be in a worse mood, no matter what it showed.

				The recording began after the attack had already begun, as if the person responsible for it had been too stunned to turn it on at first. He could almost understand that; the two air rovers had come over the ridge and then down at a ridiculous angle, so swiftly he found himself checking to see if the recording was playing at normal speed.

				It was done in a single run. Only two of them, one after the other, moving at impossible speeds, somehow dumping targeting signal and explosives—how had they done that?—without pause. He watched in amazement as the flames rose from the destroyed convoy. And then he froze, staring, as the second rover skidded through the air, seemed to float for an instant, then dug into a turn that should have been impossible. And followed that by shooting upward at an angle that also should have been impossible.

				It was impossible. The way that rover had moved, turned, its speed, it was all impossible. An air rover simply could not do what that one had just done. And he knew it.

				Because he’d designed it.

				“FEELING A BIT . . . captive?”

				Brander heard the amusement in Drake’s voice, and for the first time it didn’t make him want to smile. Which, he supposed, made the man right. He reached the far wall in his pacing and turned back. Again.

				“I hate this.”

				“I know.”

				“How did you stand it?” Drake had been caged here in this very room for much longer than two days, recovering his strength after the Spirit’s miraculous healing had pulled him from the very jaws of death.

				“I had little choice,” Drake said, looking up from the map he’d been studying. His voice changed perceptibly, softened. “And I had Kye.”

				Brander stopped in his tracks, and did smile then. “Yes.”

				“And for that time, we had at least the illusion of peace.”

				“I wish it was truth.”

				“As do we,” Drake agreed. “But when the alternative is nothing, sometimes, illusion is enough.”

				“I suppose it can be, when it’s all you have. If it—”

				A thought slammed into his brain.

				“Brander?”

				He threw up a hand to stop Drake from speaking, desperate to grab the idea before it fled. Drake, thankfully, wasn’t one to take offense at what some would see as disrespect. Instead he waited, silently.

				“Sometimes things aren’t what they seem . . .”

				Brander was barely speaking aloud as he turned it over in his mind. Could it be? Was it even possible? Pieces were tumbling madly in his mind as the possibility went from vague glimmering to an actual maybe.

				“Maybe, maybe,” he muttered.

				He turned on his heel and headed for the door nearly at a run.

				“Brander?”

				“Not leaving,” he promised as he yanked the door open. “I just need to look again.”

				Drake didn’t try to stop him, or ask what he needed to look at. Brander was glad, because he wasn’t sure he could explain. It was quite possible, even likely, that he was wrong. But if he was right . . .

				If he was right, there was only a small chance he’d be able to pull it off. A very small chance.

				But that’s what he was. A gambler. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 16

				BRANDER FOUND Grim poring over Kye’s rendering of what they were assuming were the instructions that went with the diagrams. Beside him was Iolana, her mass of red hair a bit tangled. They were talking, very quietly, although the gathering room was nearly empty. Mahko was preparing a meal, but the Harkin brothers were out . . . somewhere, likely liberating Coalition supplies, Mara had risked journeying to the flats to visit her family, and he knew Pryl was down in Zelos, taking advantage of the fact that the Coalition apparently thought a man his age too old to do any harm. Little did they know the canny old tracker and woodsman was the reason so little trace and trail was left behind after one of the Raider’s strikes.

				“If I could only remember,” Iolana was saying, clearly frustrated.

				“Remember?” Brander asked as he came up on them.

				She looked at him and smiled, and Brander thought if only she’d had the nerve back then, she could have stepped into her husband’s place and Ziem’s people would have followed her without question. Would she have gotten the same results as the Raider? He wasn’t sure anyone else could have.

				“You look rather uncomfortable,” she said to him.

				He gave her a wry smile. “Just thinking of a promise I am very, very glad not to have to keep.”

				For a moment, he had the feeling she knew exactly what he meant. She couldn’t; he and the dying Drake had been alone in his quarters when he’d wrung it from him. But then he almost laughed at himself; this was the Spirit, she of the vision that surpassed them all, in ways that could not be explained by the natural laws.

				She smiled as if she understood, which perhaps she did. “I myself am wishing my vaunted vision extended to recalling the Triotian references I once read.”

				“With the translations?”

				She nodded. “There was enough there to help Grim work on the rest, but I’ve only been able to recall a word or two.”

				Her hands went to her head, and as she pressed her thumbs to her temples, as if that helped her See; her fingers slid into her hair, explaining the tousled look he’d noticed. Brander glanced at Grim, who was bent over the table which had to be uncomfortably low for his height. But then, most things must be; the man was a good half foot taller than even Drake.

				The man seemed to feel his gaze, for he turned his head to look at him. Brander felt oddly caught out, then shrugged. “Just wondering how you found a bed long enough to sleep in.”

				Unexpectedly, Grim smiled. It changed the expression that usually matched his shortened name into something much warmer. “Floor,” he said succinctly.

				“Ouch.” He backed up a step, looked Grim up and down. “I could build you something more comfortable.”

				For the first time since he’d come upon the man in his desperate climb up to the Edge in search of the one person who could save Drake’s life, the man looked surprised.

				“I can, really,” Brander said. “It would take some scrounging of materials, but these days, we have much more to chose from.” Thanks to the Raider, they not only had wreckage to pick through, but the people of Zelos were much more ardent in their support of the rebellion.

				“I do not doubt that you could; I have seen your skill. I am surprised only that you offer.”

				Brander gave the taller man, who was becoming practically talkative, a crooked grin. “My wastrel reputation must have preceded me.”

				“I suspect,” Grim said neutrally, “it is a reputation as carefully constructed as that bed would be.”

				Brander’s eyes widened. He heard Iolana laugh, and looked at her.

				“Grim says little, but sees all,” she said.

				“Right,” Brander muttered. Could think of nothing else to say to the man’s stab in the dark that had driven so close to home. Hastily returned to his reason for being here in the first place. “I need to see those diagrams again.”

				Without another word, Grim reached out and pulled aside the lines of text he’d been studying; the diagrams lay beneath. At that moment, the Harkins returned, with them several other Sentinels, all carrying armfuls of various items, indicating their foray had been successful. The noise level in the room rose immediately, and he reached for the diagrams, rolled them up, and tucked them under his arm.

				“I’ll need quiet for this,” he said by way of explanation.

				Grim, back to normal, said nothing. But Iolana watched him for a moment before saying, “Eirlys is with her animals. It is quiet there.”

				He doubted the impassive expression that served him so well in games of chaser would do him much good with the Spirit, but he tried anyway. “Finding her there is a safe gamble at any given time.”

				“Yes. She has quite an affinity for them.”

				“And they for her. They adore her on sight.”

				“There is much to love about my daughter.”

				“There is,” he said flatly. “Excuse me.”

				He turned to go before he could betray anything else to her. Eirlys might be his in his own mind, but he wasn’t ready to declare that to her mother.

				“WHAT DOES ‘SON of a whore’ mean?”

				Eirlys stared at the twins—Nyx who had spoken, and Lux who stood beside him, both looking up at her and waiting for an answer. Clearly, neither had any idea what they were asking.

				“And who,” she asked carefully, “did you hear say such a thing?”

				“Not who,” Lux said.

				“Lots of whos,” Nyx said, apparently by way of explanation.

				Dear Eos, she had never fully appreciated Drake’s patience before. “Where?”

				The two exchanged glances. Then Lux began it.

				“We didn’t—”

				“Break Drake’s rules but—”

				“They were shouting and—”

				“Cursing and it was—”

				“Hard not to hear.”

				Eirlys bit back an exclamation of her own. “Who was shouting?”

				Nyx glanced at his sister, then said, “The troopers.”

				“When the lights went out,” Lux clarified.

				“Again.”

				“And they were running—”

				“All around, looking—”

				“For what was wrong but—”

				“They never, ever looked—”

				“Down.”

				They were both grinning now, and Eirlys couldn’t help grinning back. It had worked. It was a small enough thing, but it had worked. The tiny creature with the fearsome chewing capability was wreaking havoc on the mighty Coalition, often leaving them in the dark. She could only imagine what damage they might be doing to sensitive equipment that kept losing power unexpectedly.

				The twins apparently took her reaction as encouragement, because after another glance at each other, Nyx spoke again.

				“We heard some—”

				“Other things while—”

				“We were there.”

				“Other things?” Eirlys asked.

				“Some people,” Lux said.

				“Yelling at—”

				“The troopers—”

				“Calling them names and—”

				“Saying they would never—”

				“Own us as long as—”

				“The Raider—”

				“Walked Ziem.”

				“People?” Eirlys asked. “People of Zelos?”

				They both nodded. Eirlys was torn; it was wonderful to hear of Ziemites standing up, inspired by the raids and Drake’s incredible success. But at the same time, she knew the Coalition would not tolerate such disrespect for long; those people were risking much to simply speak their approval of the Raider and his band.

				It was what she had wanted for so long, the people of Ziem to stand. But now that they were, she was afraid for them.

				Dear Eos, is this how Drake felt all this time, only for us? And it must be so much stronger, when it is those you love rather than simply those you know.

				She sent the twins off for a meal, but she herself turned back for the comfort of her animals, in the shelter Brander had constructed for her. Checking on each, assuring herself they were well, soothed her.

				She came to the now-empty cage that had housed the hedgebeast who was now healed and running free. Thanks to the Spirit.

				Her mother.

				And finally, belatedly, she faced fully the unpleasant truth.

				She was not still angry at Drake’s edict. That was old ground, not welcome but accepted long ago. She had come too close to losing her brother forever to be truly heated about anything he’d done to keep her safe.

				Nor did she remain angry with Brander for allowing Drake to trade himself for her. It had been Drake’s decision, his order, and Brander had followed it. As he should. How could she be angry at him anyway, she thought with a glance around the small shelter, when he had done this for her? When he was ever and always there for her?

				It’s all right, Lys. I can take it.

				And he had. For so long.

				She felt the odd kick in her pulse, a speeding up of her heartbeat that happened only when she thought of Brander, which was often. Yet he seemed to be reluctant to acknowledge whatever this was between them. It had to go both ways, did it not, for it to be so strong?

				She sighed. She reached into the next cage and picked up the graybird with the broken wing. The bird did not fear her, but nestled into her hands with a soft coo. Eirlys checked her wing, found it nearly right. Soon she would be healed, and would take to the sky once more, making her way through the Ziem mist with that unerring sense of direction her kind were born with. Gentle, quiet, and somewhat shy, the messenger birds had become an integral part of the Sentinels’ structure, always overlooked by the Coalition as beneath their notice. As was the nibbler who was causing such chaos in the Coalition compound.

				The thought made her smile as she nuzzled the bird and set it back in the soft nest of rags in the cage.

				“She looks well.”

				She whirled, startled. Sometimes she forgot how quietly Brander could move. He was hardly a small man, yet he made no more noise than her graybirds did in flight.

				“She is,” Eirlys said with a smile. “She will be able to fly soon.”

				“For you, I think she would fly now.”

				“She would try,” Eirlys admitted. “So I must see to it that she does not.”

				“Sounds familiar.”

				His tone was carefully neutral. Too carefully. She knew the parallel he was drawing. And reminded of the truth she had just admitted, she met his gaze as she answered. “Yes. As Drake saw to me.”

				She saw it register, saw approval flash in his eyes, and it warmed her. No one else could do that for her with a mere glance. Just as he was the only who could make her pulse race whenever she saw him.

				“I am no helpless graybird,” she said, “but I said I will not fight him anymore. She smiled ruefully. “I have belatedly realized that apologies are worthless if they are not followed up with change.”

				His smile matched that look in his eyes as he glanced around at the various cages and accommodations for her ailing friends. Most of which he had also built for her.

				“You learn much from them,” he said.

				“I have much to learn.” She reached out, touched his arm. His gaze snapped back to her face. “And much to be thankful for”—she waved at the shelter and the cages—“when you could have been doing other things.”

				Something changed in his eyes, in that steady gaze, something that made her heart give an inexplicable little jump. But then it was gone, and he answered with his usual nonchalance.

				“You have such a gift with them.” He smiled. “They merely tolerate me.”

				“And yet you do it.”

				“For you, I don’t mind helping your creatures.”

				Sensing he was starting to feel awkward with her thanks, she shifted her gaze to what he carried. “And what is that?”

				“The diagrams from Trios. I had an idea about them, but it’s going to take some study.” His mouth quirked. “If I can find a place quiet enough to concentrate. The Harkins are back and distributing their spoils.”

				She laughed; the brothers were far from quiet any time, unless under orders from the Raider. “You could stay here,” she suggested. “There is a table clear over there, and I promise the patients won’t disturb you.”

				He gave her a look she couldn’t interpret. But he only shook his head. “I don’t want to interrupt your care of them.”

				“I am finished, for now. And most of the Sentinels avoid coming here.”

				“They think of it as your domain, and a healing place. They value your creatures, too. They have helped us too much to be taken lightly.”

				His words warmed her, and she smiled. “That is good to hear.”

				Brander reached out and tucked a strand of hair that had escaped her braid behind her ear. His fingers brushed the sensitive skin there, and she had to suppress a shiver. He froze, as if he’d felt her response. For a long, silent moment he stared at her, and she saw something there, in his vividly turquoise eyes, that sent a ripple of sensation through her that she could not put a name to.

				“Brander,” she breathed.

				“Lys . . .” He gave a slight shake of his head, as if he were fighting something inside him, something painful.

				“I will leave you to it,” she said, suddenly needing to escape that look in his eyes. “I know how you are when you have an idea you must pursue.”

				And she did. It was those occasions that filled her with awe at the way his clever mind worked. He made connections she could never have seen. Her own process was fairly straightforward, whereas Brander’s lively brain was, as Drake had often said in the days before, more like a hive of stingers, always buzzing and always in different directions.

				And so she left him there, among the other creatures she cared for most.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 17

				“GOOD RAID?”

				Drake slipped off his longcoat, hung it on the rack before turning to Brander. “Good enough. We hit the landing zone, liberated a crate of . . . something weapons-related. You’ll have to look. And all made it back safely.”

				Brander smiled widely. “Sounds like a great raid.”

				Drake lifted a brow at him, visible only because he’d begun to lift off his helmet, that notorious, polished planium helmet that marked him as the Raider, made him stand out among the Sentinels, not for ego, but so the focus of the enemy would be on him and not his fighters.

				“You seem . . . enthused, for someone who was fuming over being ordered to stay behind.”

				“Because I know what it does,” Brander said, unable to keep the excitement out of his voice. Drake stopped in the act of setting the helmet on the table. Then he finished lowering it and turned to give his second his full attention.

				“The Triotian diagrams?”

				“Yes. I think. I can’t be positive, not without the bedamned instructtions.”

				“I’ll take your best guess against others’ certainty any day.”

				The quiet faith Drake had in him never failed to move him, and always made him determined that faith not be misplaced. Few would have such faith in a scapegrace gambler. “I told you at first glance I thought it was to transmit a signal of some sort.”

				Drake nodded. “But not a comm signal, you thought.”

				“Yes. And I was right. “

				“Of course.” Drake said it so matter-of-factly, it was a compliment in itself.

				“I just couldn’t tell what kind of signal, or what purpose it was meant to serve. But then you spoke of illusions. Right after your mother had spoken of them, in another context.”

				“It must be quite something if you’re so determined to draw this out and build my curiosity.”

				“It’s not that, it’s just . . . if I’m right about the kind of signal . . .”

				“Tell me.” The tiniest hint of command had entered Drake’s voice.

				Brander took a breath and, feeling as if once he committed this to words, it would change everything, he finally said what he’d said to no one.

				“I think it mimics the signature of a fusion cannon.”

				Drake went very still. When he spoke, his voice was sharp, and he was every inch the Raider. “Explain.”

				“As it powers up, the nature of the fusion process emits a unique power signature. It’s what causes your hair to rise when you’re close to it. It is unlike any other weapon. Instantly recognizable . . . to those who know.”

				“The hum,” Drake said slowly.

				“Exactly,” Brander said, speaking quickly now. “But that low hum we hear when they power the thing up is just the audible part of it. There’s also an energy vibration, at a particular pitch and resonance, that we can’t hear, but that Coalition instruments pick up.”

				“And you’re saying this device, if built, would mimic that?”

				“That’s what I think it does. Remember what Dax said? That it bought them time until they could build the real thing?”

				“Dear Eos,” Drake said almost reverently. “They built this transmitter, and the Coalition thought they had an actual fusion cannon?”

				“I could be wrong,” Brander admitted, “but it’s the only thing that makes sense to me, of what they said and the diagrams.”

				“That,” Drake said, in a tone of awe Brander rarely heard from the Raider, “was one hades of a bluff.”

				“I would not want to sit across a chaser table from them,” Brander agreed.

				Drake was pacing again. Brander understood; he felt the same urge, anything to burn off this high pitch of excitement at the potential of this. But there was only room for one pacer in these quarters, and he was still under orders to rest anyway, so he ceded the room to its owner.

				“I won’t ask if you can build it, for I know you can,” Drake said as he walked.

				“I can,” Brander confirmed, then added the obvious. “If I can scrounge or make the parts, and if we can decipher the instructions. I could try it with just the diagrams, but those parts aren’t going to be easy to come up with, and a misfire could waste a lot of time.”

				“And it’s already going to take a long time,” Drake said.

				“Yes,” Brander agreed. “But this may not be a bad thing.”

				Drake had come to a halt in the center of the room. “Because?”

				“If I could make this work tomorrow, we would still have to proceed slowly.”

				“Yes. We’ll need time to decide when and how to use it.”

				“More than that. It has to seem possible.”

				“Possible?” Drake got there quickly. “You mean it has to seem believable to the Coalition.”

				“Exactly. They—especially Paledan—won’t believe we just built a fusion cannon out of the mist.” Brander’s mind was racing now. “The wreckage. Have they cleared it?”

				“I believe,” the Raider said with a smile, “they are having trouble reaching it.”

				Brander grinned. “Leave it to my cousin to smash it into the side of a mountain. But I need to know if there’s anything left.”

				“I will send Pryl,” Drake said. “If there is a way to get to the wreckage, he will find it.”

				Brander nodded. “I will go with him. I will also need to see what I can of how the thing was constructed.” Drake began pacing again, but he was nodding in understanding so Brander went on. “If there is a way to get to it, we must scavenge everything that is moveable. Even if we only bury it farther up the mountain.”

				Drake stopped again. “Bury it?”

				“Yes. Even if it’s not usable. Because they won’t know for sure it wasn’t usable.”

				Drake drew back slightly. And then he was smiling, and Brander knew he understood. “And this, my friend, is why you are so good at what you do. You must give me an estimate of how long it will take you to build this device.”

				“From looking at the diagrams, if I had every part available, it would likely take me nearly a moon simply to build it. Unless there are shortcuts hidden in the instructions. But I likely won’t have all the parts, so I will have to make or adapt. I’d guess it will be nearly twice that, and that only if I’m lucky.”

				“We will wait at least three,” Drake said.

				Brander’s brow furrowed. “Three?”

				“The Coalition will never believe a band of rustics could produce a working cannon within weeks of scavenging obviously damaged parts. You are too clever for them to grasp, my friend. You are the asset we have kept carefully hidden.”

				The praise of this man meant more to him than he could comfortably admit. And for one of the few times in his life, he had no ready quip to voice. And before he could think of one, there was a knock on the door.

				Drake called out permission to enter, and the door swung open to reveal Slake, the Sentinel who had most recently been in Zelos. He practically bowed to Drake, and anyone who knew the man’s rather coarse personality would understand the amount of respect it conveyed. When he straightened, he nodded at Brander. Brander grinned back; Slake still hadn’t forgiven him for teaching the twins to play chaser, for not long ago they had ended up winning most of his money and the pouch he kept it in.

				“Reporting, sir,” he said to Drake.

				Drake nodded. “What’s the mood?”

				“They’re still in a fume about the landing zone, especially the supplies. Paledan cut them to half rations. Except those who were stationed at the food warehouse. They’re doing without until the next supply ship arrives.”

				“That should drive the lesson home,” Drake said, the corners of his mouth twitching.

				Brander smiled inwardly, and again gave thanks to his cousin for restoring humor to her mate.

				“There’s some bad news, sir.”

				“Always is,” Drake said easily.

				“This is only hearsay, mind, but . . . rumor has it they’re about to mount a search-and-destroy mission.”

				For us. Brander felt a qualm as the only possibility hit. They wanted, of course they wanted, to wipe the Sentinels out.

				But Drake only nodded again. “I’ve been expecting it since we hit the cannon. They can’t let that, let alone what we’ve done in the days since, go without answer.”

				“They know we’re on the mountain, somewhere,” Brander said. “They wouldn’t be so zealous about guarding the paths otherwise.”

				“Agreed,” Drake said.

				“Paledan is not a man to overlook any possibility,” Brander warned. “He will look where others might not. And he won’t assume anything.”

				“Such as that this ruin is indeed a total ruin?”

				Brander saw Slake swallow hard. “You think he’ll find us, sir?” the man asked.

				“I think it would be foolish to assume he will not,” Drake said. “It’s not your worry, Slake. Is there more?”

				“No, that’s—well, maybe,” Slake said. “It’s nothing big, just something I overheard two troopers grumbling about.”

				“What?”

				“They’re having power problems at the compound. Flickers, outages, and the like. Been going on for two days now, and they can’t find the problem.” Slake smiled. “Hard to feel bad about it.”

				“Very hard,” Drake said. “Thank you, Slake. You’re relieved.”

				Slake threw a salute Brander knew was a sign of that high respect, coming from the rough-edged man. He turned to go, but before he reached the door, there was a crash and shouting from the gathering room outside.

				Drake and Brander both tensed, but Slake merely groaned. “Those two imps,” he muttered, then glanced guiltily at Drake. Brander realized Slake’d been referring to the twins, and that he’d belatedly realized he’d said it in front of their brother.

				“What,” Drake said in the long-suffering tones Brander had only heard from him when discussing his youngest siblings, “are they up to now?”

				Slake shifted his gaze to Brander. “They were playing with that flyover of yours. Probably crashed it into something. Or someone.”

				Brander felt Drake’s gaze on him. “I told them it wasn’t a toy,” he protested. “And to be careful, because we would likely need it again, for images.”

				Looking weary, Drake silently shook his head. “Sometimes they are too much. And you urge them on too much.”

				He couldn’t deny that. He did enjoy their tricks, and sometimes helped them in their shenanigans. And occasionally covered for them. “I will go talk to them. And confiscate the flyover. Perhaps if I can pretend well enough I’m mad at them, it will make an impression.”

				“They would be loathe to lose one of their prime fellow schemers,” Slake agreed.

				“Who, me?” Brander asked, widening his eyes.

				“If you pretend anger as well as you pretend innocence, you will never convince them,” Drake said dryly.

				Brander laughed, but made sure his expression was schooled to seriousness when he went into the gathering room in search of the troublemakers.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 18

				EXCEPT FOR A SCRAPE where it had careened off the mantel of the hearth, the flyover seemed none the worse for the brief misadventure. Which was minor, compared to what would have happened had it been two feet lower; it would have ended up in the fire.

				“We’re sorry,” Lux began.

				“We didn’t mean—”

				“For it to crash, we just—”

				“Wanted to see if—”

				“It could carry a burner.”

				He realized then what the makeshift sling they had rigged beneath the small craft was for. And the rock that until then inexplicably lay on the hearth.

				“I see,” he said neutrally.

				“It did it,” Nyx began this time, cautiously.

				“At least it carried that rock—”

				“Which is the same weight—”

				“And nearly the same size, but—”

				“We couldn’t get it to—”

				“Stay still. It—”

				“Kept swinging.”

				“And threw the flyover off course?” Brander asked.

				They nodded. As he stood looking down at them, it hit him suddenly and rather solidly that where once he’d had to crouch down to look them in the eye, doing so now would put him a foot below their gaze. They were growing up. And doing it in the worst of circumstances, aware of war all around them, when they should be doing nothing but playing with childish toys and getting into harmless mischief.

				But instead, they were trying to build weapons, and their mischief had more than once been a weapon in itself. He wondered what they would be like in a year, in five years. If they—and all of Ziem—survived that long.

				He brushed off the uncharacteristic thoughts; he wasn’t normally given to such mental wanderings.

				You have become a philosopher, Brander Kalon.

				The words echoed in his head, and he brushed them aside. Because he hadn’t. For all her visionary prowess, Iolana Davorin was wrong about that. The only philosophy he studied was that of winning strategies at a chaser table.

				Or ways to beat the Coalition. In that, he and these two before him were in tune.

				“Tell me, my two young friends, do you think me stupid?”

				if there wasn’t some sort of direct connection between them, some sort of synchronization a non-twin could never have or understand.

				“What,” Lux began.

				“Do you mean?” Nyx finished.

				“Do you think I had not thought of this, having this flyover deliver a burner right through Barkhound’s window?”

				The twins looked at each other. And for one of the few times in their lives, looked chagrinned.

				“We should—”

				“Have known.”

				“Yes,” Brander said with all the sternness he could muster. “You should have. For using this as a bomber might serve a single purpose, but it would be the end of it, and we have need of it to serve its original purpose.”

				They lowered their eyes, and he thought they might actually mean it when they said humbly, “Yes, Brander.”

				“Besides,” he added, “I had the same problem. It just wasn’t designed to carry that weight. It kept going off course. Next time, come to me before starting an experiment.”

				The twins looked up then, seeming pleased that he hadn’t been able to solve the problem either. He suppressed a smile. And felt a twinge of longing for the days when toys had kept them occupied and their life hadn’t been filled with the kind of events that made them wonder how to adapt what had once been a novelty into something deadly.

				“Give your brother some respite, will you? He worries about you constantly.”

				“But he is—”

				“Why we—”

				“Do it!”

				That made his brow furrow. “Explain.”

				The two exchanged glances, apparently decided to trust him. And as usual, Lux began it.

				“We thought he—”

				“Was going to die—”

				“And then when—”

				“He didn’t, we—”

				“Wanted to do something—”

				“Anything—”

				“To make it stop—”

				“So it could never—”

				“Happen again because—”

				“The next time—”

				“He might really die.”

				They were looking up at him so earnestly and so steadily, he could practically read their love for Drake in the two matching sets of Ziem blue eyes. He thought for a moment about perhaps trying to ease Iolana’s way with them a bit by reminding them why Drake hadn’t died, but decided it wasn’t worth ruining this moment and likely wouldn’t work anyway; their mother was on her own with these two.

				“Just be careful,” he said quietly. “More careful than you want to be. For it truly would kill him to lose you two.” At their suddenly puzzled expressions, he added, “However you think you would feel if you lost him, double it to understand how he would feel about losing you, for not only does he love you dearly, he is responsible for keeping you safe. Do not,” he added in the tone of an order, “put him through that.”

				“Yes, Brander,” they said again.

				And as he watched them scamper off, he knew they meant it, at least for now. He just suspected their idea of them being careful and his or Drake’s were vastly different.

				He carried the flyover to his worktable in the far corner to do a closer inspection. He found a bent pin on one of the arms and thought for a moment about what to replace it with. Walked over to his bin of broken things, the things he’d pulled from the pile outside. He’d had to train everyone not to throw broken things away; they could not afford such luxury, and everything—or at least its parts—had the potential to be used for something else.

				He dug around, found an old set of grabbers with a broken hinge. But the pin that held that joint was intact, and almost the right size. As he pulled them out, one of the twin’s old broken toys, a motorized replica of a mining hauler, slid to one side.

				Now there would be a toy to adapt. As he recalled, it was actually fairly agile, able to clamber over small obstacles. If you could get it to move more than ten feet on a winding, give it slightly more useful tracks, and enlarge the mock cargo hold, you could put anything in there. Even a burner.

				A sudden image of that toy repurposed, meandering out into a roadway in front of a Coalition convoy. They would laugh, or ignore it altogether. And likely keep right on going.

				Looking thoughtful, he picked up the discarded toy. And carried it with him back to his worktable. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 19

				“BRANDER! YOU must come!”

				His head snapped up at the tone of the voice calling him. Or, rather, voices; it was the twins, in unison. And they were clearly upset. And running full tilt through the gathering room.

				His first thought was that it hadn’t taken them long to get into trouble again; his second was a realization, as he glanced at the timer on the shelf above his worktable, that it hadn’t been that fast after all; he’d been here a couple of hours since he’d repaired the flyover and handed it off to Pryl, who was off to survey the location of the cannon’s crash. He’d been completely lost in the idea that had come to him.

				He set down the toy and turned around just as the twins skidded to a halt before him. Braced, but not too much. They did sometimes come to him when it was something they didn’t want to face Drake with.

				“Now what?” he asked.

				“You must come,” they repeated.

				And then Lux added, staring up at him, “It’s Eirlys.”

				He dropped the toy and the tool he held. “Is she hurt?”

				“Not the bleeding kind,” Nyx said.

				“Where?”

				“The shelter.”

				He took off at a run, his longer stride leaving the twins hurrying in his wake.

				He found her on the ground, leaning against one of the cages. She was weeping; he could hear her the moment he stepped into the clearing. Cradled in her arms was a bloody cloth.

				He knelt beside her. She didn’t look at him, had eyes only for the little bundle she held. Gently, he reached across her arm, took the edge of the cloth, and pulled it back. It was wrapped around the small, singed body of a nibbler, fur bloody and matted, its normally bright-eyed, quizzical face frozen forever in a grimace of death.

				For a moment, he didn’t move or speak, because his mind was racing. This was hardly an unusual occurrence on Ziem these days. If it were not, she would have had no need of this very place. But she often found those who were beyond saving, and while she always shed a tear for them, it did not usually bring on this heart-deep sobbing. There had to be more to this.

				“Eirlys,” he began, then stopped. Without knowing what happened, he truly had no idea what to say.

				“It’s my fault,” she whispered.

				Well, that made no sense. “Hardly. You didn’t fire a blaster at it.”

				“Him.”

				“Sorry, him.”

				“It is my fault. I sent him.”

				He sat back on his heels, completely puzzled now. “Sent him?”

				“It’s really our fault.” Lux spoke quietly, and he’d never heard more repentance in the child’s voice.

				“It was our idea,” Nyx added.

				They were both staring at Eirlys, and he couldn’t begin to describe the expressions on their young faces. As if they feared this sister they adored would now hate them for . . . whatever it was they’d done.

				Eirlys looked up at them, tears still trickling down her cheeks. “But I agreed. And chose this one to go to his death. Because he was clever, quick . . . I as much as killed him.”

				He wanted nothing more than to reach out to her, to pull her into his arms and comfort her, but Eirlys had never been one for platitudes. Besides, he could hardly even pick a platitude if he didn’t know what was going on.

				He shifted, sat on the ground beside her, close enough to reach her. He ordered the twins to sit as well; he’d learned, over years of watching Drake deal with them, that they were calmer—or slower, at least—when they were seated and it would take them that extra second to dart away.

				“You two, start. What idea?”

				“We saw him,” Lux said, looking truly sad as she nodded toward the limp body Eirlys held.

				“Chewing—”

				“On a wire—”

				“By the compound—”

				“And the—”

				“Lights went out,” Brander finished before Nyx could. They both nodded. He looked from them to Eirlys, her head still bent over the tiny body. And it hit him.

				“You’ve been behind it all, haven’t you?” he asked in amazement. “All the power problems they’ve been having?”

				Again they nodded. “But we didn’t want him to die,” they said together.

				“Please don’t hate us, Eirlys,” Nyx said, sounding more distraught than Brander could ever remember the boy sounding.

				Their sister raised her head to look at them. The tears had slowed, but her tender hold of the small, lifeless creature didn’t change. “I could not hate you,” she said softly. “Ever. And it was not your fault.”

				Both of them looked relieved. But Brander was still worried about what he heard in her voice.

				“It was not yours, either,” he said.

				“But it was. I taught him, led him to this, he did it because I coaxed him to, and now he is dead.”

				“He could have just as easily been blasted simply for crossing the path of a trooper at the wrong moment.”

				“But he was not. He was killed by the very thing I sent him to do. Do you not see, Brander? He had no choice. He was not part of this because he wished to be, but because one he trusted asked him to be.”

				He had always known how the wild things trusted her, but until this moment, he had never quite realized that it was more than just a knack—it was a responsibility, and one she took very seriously.

				“I think I’m beginning to understand,” he said quietly.

				For a moment, she simply looked at him with those eyes, still damp. It was as if she were searching for something, something in him, and he held his breath, not knowing what it was she sought but afraid if she did not find it, she would be forever lost to him. At last he could not stand it any longer and broke.

				“If you will give him to me, I will see to him.”

				“And what?” she asked, her tone broken as she shifted her gaze back to the broken creature. “Consign him to the refuse pile?”

				He reached out and lifted her chin with a gentle finger.

				“Do you really believe that of me?”

				He felt her draw in a deep breath. “No. No, Brander, I am sorry. You would not. For my sake, if nothing else.”

				“For his sake, too. He deserves nothing less.”

				She smiled. It was tiny, the barest curving of her mouth for only a fraction of a second, but it was there. Carefully, he took the tiny creature from her, wrapped him anew in the cloth. Then he stood, cradling the bundle much as she had. So tiny, barely needing both his hands, to have brought such chaos.

				“Well done, my little friend,” he whispered.

				Eirlys drew in an audible breath and stood. He hadn’t really meant for her to hear it, but she had. And this time, the smile was real and whole, even if through renewed tears. And as she looked at him, silently thanking him for the small tribute, a realization struck. Something he should have realized long ago. As long as her creatures, as long as those of fur and feather could get to her heart, it was still there. And working. She could still love.

				It gave him hope. In possibilities. That it was only a matter of time before she realized they were meant to be. He believed it so deeply it was part of him—muscle, blood, and bone. But she had to believe it, too. And he was going to make bedamned sure she did.

				If he didn’t expire from this tightly wound tension inside first.

				“Why do you not find . . . a place for him?” he said to her when he could trust his voice.

				“A place?”

				“Not too close, for there is always the chance the Coalition may find us and strike.” He’d chosen the words carefully, although he knew full well about Slake’s report that finding their hideout had moved to the top of the Coalition’s list.

				Slowly, she nodded.

				“Lux,” he said, “you will help her choose a spot. Nyx, with me.”

				He supposed it was a sign of their true contrition that they didn’t fight the separation as they usually would. But then, he wasn’t certain they couldn’t communicate even separated.

				Carrying the tiny body, he headed back toward the ruin, stopping by the spot near where the walls of the mining headquarters had once stood where the Sentinels left the things he’d convinced them to save for him. Broken things, scraps, pieces of this and that.

				“Wood, I think,” he told Nyx. “Find what you can of small pieces.”

				The boy dug in eagerly, clearly glad to be doing something. Soon, he had a small pile gathered at the side of the larger pile. Brander looked it over, selected several pieces, and nodded at Nyx. Together, they walked toward the hidden entrance to the ruin. Something on the way caught Brander’s eye, and at a sudden thought, he bent to pick it up and bring it along.

				A few steps further on, he spoke to the boy. “Why did you come for me? Why not Drake?”

				The boy glanced around as if not sure he could—or should—speak without his twin. But then, with a shrug, he said, “You said to give him respite. And besides,” he added, “we knew it was you she would want.”

				And that simply, a young boy melted his heart.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 20

				“WE CAN GET TO IT.” Pryl said it with the assurance of one who knew his job and knew it well. “It will take time, and the best climbers of us, but it can be done.”

				Drake didn’t question the man; he never did when it came to matters of searching and navigating Ziem. He merely leaned against the map table in his quarters and waited. Brander was edgy, but he knew this took priority over anything else just now.

				“But there is little left,” Pryl added. “I know nothing of what is needed, but I am not sure there is anything salvageable.”

				Pryl had sent the repaired flyover up for what images it could gather, but the lighting was poor and the mist thick, and Brander knew it was going to require a personal visit to determine what was left. He had no objection, as long as he had time to attend to something else first; there was a small, still creature wrapped up carefully in his workspace that needed and deserved his attention.

				Drake smiled at Pryl. “It does not matter if there is, only that the Coalition thinks there could have been. Was there any sign they had been there?”

				“No.” The grizzled Sentinel glanced at Kye and winked in salute. “It lies as it ended.”

				Kye smiled with satisfaction—well-deserved, Brander thought—as she spoke. “It is visible from the upper flats, and no one has reported seeing them in the area.”

				Then, with a questioning glance at Brander, “Your thoughts?”

				Brander shifted uncomfortably. There was a reason Drake led, and reason he had feared he might have to step into the Raider’s boots. Finally, with a grimace, he answered. “I think we should prepare, but not risk it until I’m certain I can build this thing. Without the instructions, it’s chancy.”

				“But,” Kye put in, “even if you can’t do it now, you’ll likely be able to eventually, and we can’t risk the Coalition reaching and clearing away that wreckage before we get to it.”

				Brander’s mouth quirked. “I don’t know whether to thank you for your faith, or goad you again about driving that transport into the side of one of the steepest mountains on Ziem.”

				“I found it much preferable to the alternative,” Kye said, grinning at him.

				“As did I,” Drake agreed fervently, and Brander knew it would be a long time before the image of Kye’s rover heading into certain destructtion left his mind, if it ever did. And he had the sudden thought that, on a smaller scale, Eirlys must have felt the same way when the twins had brought the body of the tiny warrior back to her; she had, in essence, given the order just as Drake had.

				“Much as I hate to admit it, she does have a point,” Brander said.

				“She often does,” Drake said, with the grin his mate had given back to him.

				“Then we proceed?” Pryl asked.

				“Yes,” Drake answered. “Pick your climbers, and, when you can, give me your best estimate on how long it will take. And if the Harkins are in the gathering room, have Teal start working on a diversion. Probably several. We don’t want the Coalition realizing we’re there until it’s too late and you’re clear.”

				“I think I can help with the diversion,” Brander put in, thinking of the child’s toy he’d been tinkering with.

				Pryl nodded at Drake. “Are we not to try to actually recover anything?”

				“I will go with you,” Brander said. “In case there truly is anything usable.”

				The old woodsman looked him up and down. “I suppose if you climbed the Brother, you can handle this.”

				“Thanks,” Brander said wryly; his part in the cannon raid had been unglamorous but critical, and he’d done it. As he could and he would do this, but that didn’t mean he liked clambering over rock and rubble at high altitude. He could only hope Iolana was right when she said he should feel no lingering effect from his encounter with superheated glowmist.

				“No matter what we find, the goal is to make it look like we recovered much,” Drake said.

				Pryl grinned. He might not know exactly what was up, but he knew the Raider. “I can do that.”

				“I know,” Drake said. “We would be lost without you, Garnon Pryl.”

				The man looked embarrassed but pleased. Brander wondered when he’d last heard his full name. They all thought of him simply as Pryl, and he seemed to prefer it that way. But from his commander, it was a sort of salute, and the man clearly knew it.

				“I’ll get started,” Pryl said, heading for the door of Drake’s quarters.

				“And what would you have me do, Raider?” Kye asked.

				Drake looked at her, and the smallest of smiles played about the corners of his mouth.

				“Must it always be so laden with you two?” Brander complained, rolling his eyes. Just because he didn’t begrudge them what they’d found didn’t mean he didn’t envy it as well.

				“Quiet, cousin,” Kye said, but she was looking at her mate.

				“I’m sure you have something you can do until Pryl is ready?” Drake suggested pointedly.

				Still muttering under his breath, more for effect than in genuine feeling, for he did love them both, Brander left the room. Pulling the door firmly shut behind him.

				And he did have something to do. Something miniscule in the larger scheme of things, and even less so compared to what they faced. But it was large to someone, and that someone was a person he could not let down.

				He hurried to his worktable and picked up his chisel and small hammer and finished the task he had been working on when Drake had called for the meeting with Pryl. Then he slid everything into a large rucksack and slung it over his shoulder.

				When he turned back to the gathering room, he saw the twins by the fire, toasting slices of the loaf Mahko had made this morning. He strode over to them.

				“Finish,” he said. They looked at him curiously, but quickly began gobbling down the bread. “It is time to lay our little friend to rest. And you will come, because your sister needs you.”

				“We would come—”

				“Anyway. He died—”

				“For Ziem.”

				For a moment, he wondered if there was truth in the idea there was something in the Davorin bloodline, something that bound this first family of Ziem to this world more than any other of its citizens. For it seemed as strong in these two children as it was in their brother and sister.

				They found Eirlys where he had expected she would be, seeking solace in her other creatures for the loss of one of them. The twins ran to her, and she hugged them.

				“Brander has—”

				“Everything ready—”

				“We only have—”

				“To go to the place.”

				Eirlys lifted her gaze to his face. “Lead on,” he said.

				It was farther than he’d expected, but when he looked around at the thick grove of trees, the rock, the low-hanging mist, he smiled. “I should have known you would pick among the wildest of places for this wild thing to lie.”

				“I took him away from this, and sent him to his death. The very least I can do is bring him back to his home.”

				She was clearly still blaming herself, and he knew there was no use in trying to talk her out of it. He could only say softly, “I never understood before, that your gift with animals came at such a price.”

				Something flashed in her dark-blue eyes then, so different from his own yet still Ziem, and he knew he’d somehow found the right words. The simple, sunny child he’d known had become a complicated woman, and it was not only the arrival of the Coalition that had made her so. He should have known this, too; none of the Davorins were easy to unravel.

				He knelt beside the spot she had chosen, beneath a large mistbreaker tree, where the low-growing branches would shelter the small grave. He took out the small box he had built from the wood Nyx had chosen from the pile.

				Eirlys looked from the box to his face. “He is in there?”

				He nodded. “It is not yet fastened. I thought you might wish a final goodbye.”

				Gratitude softened her grim expression. “Thank you.” She lifted the lid, then went still. “You . . . wrapped him in this?”

				He gave a half shrug. “He died for Ziem as any Sentinel has.”

				She stared up at him, lips parted.

				“We will—” Lux began.

				“Dig it.” Nyx said with finality.

				“Since you are the digging experts of the family, you might as well,” Brander said. After all, the two had dug the shaft and small tunnel that had allowed Kye to rescue their brother.

				The twins solemnly began the task of making a hole in the soft dirt. Nyx, eying the box, insisted it must be deeper and longer than they’d begun, and for once, Lux did not speak, merely went about doing so.

				And so a tiny creature, wrapped in a flag of Ziem and placed gently in a box made from the debris of rebellion, was laid to rest beneath a towering tree and the mist. They each placed a hand atop the box before in turns gently laying the sheltering soil over it. When it was done, Brander reached into the rucksack and brought out one last thing: the flat stone he had taken from the rubble. He placed it gently atop the small grave.

				Eirlys followed his move, brow furrowed. And then she sucked in an audible breath as she realized.

				“‘And even the smallest can become heroes,’” she read in a whisper.

				The words, from one of her father’s most famous speeches, had been difficult to carve into the unyielding stone, but for the look she gave him then, Brander would have given much more than a few blisters and a slice across his palm. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 21

				“SIR?”

				Caze Paledan reached for the comlink on his desk and tapped it. “Go.”

				“Daily report is ready.”

				“Come in.”

				His office door opened a moment later, and his aide stepped in. He took his usual seat across the desk. Brakely’s reports were thorough, and Paledan could simply read them, but he liked having Brakely handy for any questions, and for someone he trusted to give him his thoughts on things. Not that he truly liked anything about this formalities-burdened job. He had not had time to work on anything else since he’d arrived. No new ideas had been investigated, even the ones that could be of immediate help, such as a way to augment their instruments to see through this blasted mist, or goggles to do the same. The mist had also slowed the process of him learning the terrain, any part of which could one day become a battlefield.

				Brakely sat down.

				“First?” Paledan asked.

				“Some good news, for a change. They seem to have solved the main power problem.”

				“I notice the lack of an outage this morning. Still some flickering, however.”

				“Yes, sir. They believe that is caused by . . . animals.”

				Paledan blinked. “What?”

				“Apparently, some of the main conduits into the compound had been . . . chewed, sir.”

				“I see.”

				“The sergeant says one of the men saw some sort of groundfeeder gnawing on one of them.” Brakely looked as if he were trying to suppress a smile. “He also seemed quite relieved that it wasn’t some new rebel trick.”

				“I’m glad he is so certain,” Paledan said dryly. In his short tenure here, he’d already had too much experience with the Sentinels. And with the clever, innovative mind that led them.

				“I wondered about that, sir.”

				Paledan lifted a brow at his aide. “Wondered?”

				“I heard one of the other men speaking of it. He said the damage he found looked as if . . . well, as if something had been smeared on the cable.”

				“Something?”

				“Something edible, sir. At least, perhaps edible to these creatures.”

				Paledan stared. And then, despite himself, he laughed. “Now that I would believe.”

				Brakely stared at him. “You think he’s right, sir?”

				“I think,” Paledan said, recovering himself, “that half the problem on this planet is that we underestimate these rebels. Because they live a simple life, because they have never warred among themselves, we assumed they had neither the will nor the brains to fight.”

				“I’d say we were wrong about that,” Brakely said, adapting quickly to his commander’s mood and relaxing. “And I’d have the wreckage of a Coalition fusion cannon to back me.”

				“Indeed.”

				“Which brings me to another item on the list. Captain Shummer is disputing the need to inspect the crash site. He says the location is inaccessible, and since the witnessing survivors of the transport crew all agree about what happened, it is not necessary.”

				Paledan’s gaze narrowed. “Does he,” he murmured, and since it wasn’t a question, Brakely didn’t answer. He tapped his fingers on the desk, once, twice, then nodded. “Fine. Write up a form for Shummer to sign, using all appropriate Coalition terminology.”

				“A form, sir?”

				“Yes. Indicating he agrees that should he be killed in the performance of his duty, the Coalition is at liberty to leave his remains as maggot food, wherever they may lie.”

				Brakely blinked. Gulped, no doubt at the imagery. “Yes, sir.”

				“And find me someone with a spine to lead a detail to the crash site. Surely we have someone capable, or must I do it myself?”

				“I will find someone, sir.”

				“Next?”

				“Kerrold still wishes a meeting.”

				“And I do not. Next?”

				With a smile he couldn’t quite hide, Brakely went on. “The replacement rations will arrive tomorrow, earlier than promised.”

				“So they would say.”

				Personally, he thought the quartermasters simply built in a large margin of error to make themselves look good when they beat a predicted time element. One day, he would like to analyze that, compare the stated dates to the actuality and see if there was a consistency there. But that day would have to wait.

				“The half rations—and no rations—will run until the originally scheduled delivery. The efficiency of one division does not make up for the laxness of another.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Next?”

				“Last but most important, sir. And sadly, no change.”

				“Which means they have no idea where these bedamned rebels are holed up.”

				“Exactly.”

				“Well, that will change. Soon.”

				“Sir?”

				“I’ve ordered a thermal scanner satellite. It should arrive on the cargo transport within two weeks.”

				Brakely smiled. “Well, that should do it. There won’t be a building they can hide in.”

				“Yes. They will bring technicians to install the command console, and then will launch it into orbit as they leave. We will have those rebels within the month.” His voice echoed with a grim satisfaction. He was not used to taking this long to do something as simple as put a small band of rebels out of action. Were he here only as a fighter, it would have been done long ago, but the duties of administration bogged him down. He didn’t like the feeling.

				He was also not used to feeling the kind of grudging admiration he felt for the leader of this particular band. And he would give much to meet Davorin’s circle of command. In particular, the one who had turned a stable but unexciting transport craft into a lethally effective offensive weapon. He wondered how much of the Sentinels’ success could be laid at the feet of that clever mind. His instincts told him a great deal. For those adaptations would have taken the kind of brain that could meet almost any challenge.

				It was a pity the Raider could not be turned. He would be a boon to the Coalition. But Paledan knew without doubt that it would never happen. He recognized true allegiance and steadfastness when he saw it. And Drake Davorin was for Ziem, down to the marrow of his bones.

				It was indeed too bad that, eventually, the Coalition would be picking their teeth with those bones.

				BRANDER CLOSED the door to Drake’s quarters behind him, then stood running a thumb over the bandage on his palm as Drake leaned over the table, looking at the terrain map spread out there. It was one Kye had done some time ago, adding incredible detail once she’d had the images from Brander’s flyover to go by. He smiled sadly at his cousin, knowing she longed for the day when she could turn her prodigious talent back to the art she loved. But for now, she was nearly as good as a full-size holographic projection, so perfect was her rendition.

				Another tap on the door brought Drake’s head up. Sometimes Brander wondered how he got anything done with all the interruptions.

				“Enter,” Drake called out.

				The door opened and Iolana stepped in.

				“I must speak with you,” she said, her tone urgent as she crossed the room with her graceful stride. She had discarded her flowing robes while within the ruin, now wearing utilitarian clothing similar to most of the Sentinels. It mattered not; she was still and ever a beautiful woman, Brander thought as he marveled that she had been younger than Eirlys was now when, already a Davorin, she had given birth to Drake. 

				And there she is again.

				He gave an inward sigh; Eirlys was never out of his thoughts these days.

				“Shall I check on Pryl’s progress?” Kye asked neutrally.

				“No,” Iolana said quickly. “Please, stay.”

				Kye lifted a brow at her. Drake said nothing, waiting.

				“My son feels too bound by parental respect, whether I deserve it or not, to be bluntly honest with me. You will challenge me at every turn, in ways my son might not, for reasons of his own.”

				“And you wish this?” Kye said, sounding surprised.

				Iolana smiled at her. “I do. What I see, the visions, they are never wrong. There can sometimes be more than one interpretation, however, and I am not infallible in that realm. You will challenge me, and that is good.”

				Kye’s look of surprise shifted into something that Brander would have almost called appreciation. Then something sparked in his memory. “That note you sent, about the communications array.”

				She nodded. “I saw it, in my vision, being built. But I could not see and did not know where. So I could only warn you that it existed, that they would be in direct, swift contact with the Coalition at all times.”

				“Until Grim found it,” Kye said. The discovery that had been so crucial to the raid that had taken out the cannon.

				“Yes.”

				“What have you seen?” Drake asked. “I assume that is why you are here?”

				“I believe they have sent for some sort of Coalition device. Something that will search you out, here in the ruin.”

				“Device? What kind of device?”

				For a moment, she looked frustrated. “You know I have little knowledge of how such things work.” She looked at Brander. “That is your domain. But a satellite of some sort.”

				“What, exactly,” Brander asked, “did you see?”

				“I see it orbiting above us, some sort of . . . ray emanating from it, searching.”

				“A scanner, perhaps,” Brander’s brow furrowed. “Did it have antennae, round or perhaps flat, facing at different angles?”

				“Yes,” Iolana said, with obvious relief as what they said made sense of what she’d seen. “That is the image that came to me.”

				Drake looked Brander. “What do you know of the latest in their scanning devices?”

				He shook his head slowly. “Not much. The ones I know of are standard heat-based, telling them only if a building is occupied. And they were unable to penetrate stone any thicker than a normal wall.”

				“So it would not find us here, under the rubble?”

				“Not that generation of device, no. But now, I don’t know. They have had time to progress. And this kind of device would be of great value to them in many places, so I don’t doubt they’ve been working on it.” He thought for a moment, then met Drake’s gaze. “I will go see what I can find out in Zelos.”

				“Take care. Every venture there heightens your risk.”

				Brander flashed a nonchalant grin. “Me? I’m just a wastrel who’s wandering the streets, whining about losing his favorite chaser spot.”

				He was nearly at the door when Drake spoke again. “What did you come for?”

				“Oh.” Brander looked back at him. Glanced at Iolana as if not certain he should go on. Before Drake could speak, he shrugged and went on. “I thought you’d like to know who and what was behind all those power malfunctions the Coalition was having in the compound.”

				“I would, yes.”

				“A rather energetic nibbler.”

				Drake blinked. “A nibbler did all that?

				“A carefully directed nibbler.” At Drake’s look, Brander grinned. “Take a guess.”

				Drake’s eyes widened. And then he groaned. “The twins?”

				“With help from their sister.” His expression changed, the grin fading. “And her pet creature paid the ultimate price for his energetic chewing.”

				“That would hit her hard,” Kye said.

				“It did.”

				Kye moved then, reaching back for the blaster she was never without these days, as if it were now habit. “I should go to her.”

				“Are you certain her pet is dead?” Iolana asked, turning as if she were ready to go as well.

				Brander shifted his gaze. “Yes. Zapped by a main power cable. He was only the size of baby brollet.”

				The woman let out a sigh, her intent to move fading. Brander realized that, had the answer been different, she would have gone to see if she could help the small animal. Eirlys had told him about the hedgebeast she had healed, and he had sensed a softening in her toward her mother.

				Still looking at her, Brander added, “We laid him to rest on the west flank of the Sentinel. In the grove of mistbreakers.”

				“We?” Iolana asked.

				“I, the twins, and Eirlys.”

				“With respect?”

				Brander lifted a brow at her. “He was in a coffin built from the ruin of this building, and wrapped in the flag of Ziem.”

				“Respect enough for any Sentinel,” Kye said, looking at her cousin with the smile she reserved for very few.

				Iolana looked at Brander. Then she reached out and touched his arm, with only her fingertips. She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them. And smiled.

				What in hades did that mean?

				She gave him no time to ask, but turned to Drake. “And now we must talk, my son. If what I fear is true, and if Brander is right about the progress they have likely made with their instruments, you know what must happen before that device arrives.”

				“I do. I’ve been thinking of it since before the raid on the cannon.”

				Iolana smiled at him as if he’d passed some kind of test. Brander watched mother and son, brow furrowed.

				“What?” Kye asked.

				Drake looked at her, then at the room around them, the room that had become their own. “We must leave here. Scatter.”

				Brander let out a breath as Drake said what he’d been expecting.

				“Leave the ruin?” Kye asked. “You mean the Sentinels? All of us?”

				“If the vision is true, which you know it is, and—” Drake nodded at Brander “—Brander is correct, which you also know, then they will find us on the first pass of their satellite.”

				“But . . . scatter to where?” Kye asked.

				Drake grimaced. “That far, I have not yet gotten.”

				Iolana smiled, and it was a startlingly beautiful, heartwarming thing. Something odd shimmered through Brander—a warmth, a reassurance that made him believe her next words.

				“There is no need, for I have your answer.”

				“Which is?” Drake asked.

				“Do you so soon forget where you spent your pledging night?”

				“Of course not; you were kind to loan it, but it is hardly large enough—”

				“My mountain has more than one surprise.”

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 22

				BRANDER SCANNED the mist for any sign of green, indicating the presence of others.

				“Still nothing,” he said to Pryl, who nodded. He was busy knotting the heavy rope he’d made from the long, fibrous strands of crawler vine, soaked repeatedly to remove most of the sticky, rash-producing sap that made it useful for snares. Pryl was the best at the old art, and spent much of his free time assuring they had a good supply. He’d done three more on the way here; Brander wanted both a way down and a way up and out for each of them.

				The other two Sentinels were a little farther down, looking for the best approach to the crash field. Mara Clawson, as the best flyer on this mission, was waiting at the controls of the rover with the attached crate, and also watching for a warning flare from below; Tuari was stationed in a mistbreaker tree high enough to see most of the Coalition compound.

				Brander had brought the last pair of mist goggles they had with any power remaining, and made a quick scan of the side of the mountain below. The wreckage Kye had left in her wake was truly impressive. And the margin for error had been utterly nil. It gave him chills to see how close she had cut it, even knowing she’d had to, to have any chance of escaping up and over Highridge to the shelter of the other side before the blast that took out the cannon and its transport ship took her out as well. But when he compared it to what they’d assumed, that she would die in the effort, he could only send a small whisper of thanks to Eos that she had been quick-thinking enough to grab her one chance at survival.

				He doubted there would be anything salvageable left, at least anything bigger than his fist. But they would do their best to make it look as if there had been, and that they had retrieved it all. The big crate they had hauled up here with the second rover would leave a nice, recognizable imprint in the dirt; he would see to that. They would make it appear they had dug through every bit of debris, and leave some drag marks to look as if they had recovered something sizeable. And when they were clear of the site, hauling the crate, they would make sure to be spotted by a Coalition patrol down below—hopefully from out of range.

				But they’d had to take cover a few minutes ago when a cargo ship had practically buzzed them on its way to the landing zone. The cargo ship likely meant a Coalition convoy in the area to pick up whatever it had brought. He thought the mist was thick enough to conceal them to non-Ziemite eyes, but they held position anyway. The crash site itself was on the very rim of the mist, part of it strewn above the line and into the Edge.

				“Who’s got the Zone lookout?” Pryl asked as he tied the last knot neatly in the rope.

				“Eirlys,” Brander said, hoping she was being cautious.

				“So we should watch for one of her blessed birds?” Pryl said it with a grin.

				Brander smothered a sigh. As much as he worried, he could not deny her cover was as good as was possible. She’d gone with Dek, the young nephew of Sentinel Tuari. The boy, even though younger than the twins, had been Kye’s partner in the now-notorious Raider artwork that had been plastered all over Zelos and had cemented the warrior figure in the minds of all Ziemites. The boy had argued with passionate intensity to go with her today, over Drake’s concern for his safety, saying he was part of Eirlys’s disguise. For even the Coalition would have a hard time seeing a young mother with a small boy apparently playing with a pet bird as a threat.

				“It’s amazing, that talent she has,” Pryl said. “Training that bird to fly back and forth between you and her. Don’t seem possible, but . . .”

				“Yes.” Brander couldn’t deny that, either. At first, he’d merely been indulging her insistence that he participate in her experiment with the brightest of her graybirds, the dark one that had first learned to fly to the ruin with a message. But when, after just a few efforts, she indeed had seemed to convince the creature of her task, he had begun to see the usefulness of it.

				And resigned himself to carrying a pocketful of seed from then on. Which he no longer minded; the bird had more than earned it several times, by saving their limited number of signal flares if nothing else.

				“Makes you wonder if it’s not a variation of the gift her mother has.”

				For a moment, Brander stared at the older man. “I never thought of that.”

				“They say it ran in families, back in the days of the beginning.”

				“Maybe, Pryl. Maybe.”

				“Think they’ll ever make it up, all the Davorins?”

				“I don’t know.”

				“I hope so,” Pryl said. Brander looked at him curiously now; the old man was the farthest thing from sentimental. Pryl shrugged. “Take it from someone who lost everyone to the Coalition. Those you belong to, and who belong to you, are the most important thing there is.”

				“Contention valid, my friend. Very valid.”

				“Eirlys is one of a kind.”

				Brander blinked. He did not want to ask why that indubitable claim had come on the heels of the man’s earlier statement. Did not want to confront the idea that his feelings had become so obvious. But how could he hope to hide—

				He heard the faintest whisper in the mist before the flutter of wings tickled his cheek and ear. The dark gray bird Eirlys had dubbed Runner, since that inefficient means was what she had replaced, landed lightly on his shoulder.

				“Hello, my little messenger,” Brander said softly, reaching to retrieve the tightly rolled note from the small tube on her leg. Once he had it, she pecked gently at his ear, requesting her proper reward. With a smile, he gently scooped her up and set her on a stone beside him and dug out a few of the seeds he carried for her.

				He read the message. “They’ve landed and nothing looks amiss,” he told Pryl.

				“Then we’d best be on with it,” the old woodsman said.

				“Agreed.”

				He took a moment to scribble on the back of the tiny paper. Hesitated for a moment, looking at where he’d written “Be safe.” My heart, he added the traditional endearment silently, then sent the bird off. He didn’t have to do anything at all except indicate to Runner it was time to run; he knew she would arrow straight to the woman who had trained her. And if what he felt in the moment of that knowledge was envy, he didn’t admit it, even to himself.

				It was a scramble. Pryl hadn’t exaggerated when he’d said they’d need the best climbers among them, and Brander was fairly certain he himself was not included in that number. Which was likely why Pryl stuck close to him.

				“Aren’t you afraid I’ll take you with me when I fall?” he asked wryly as he paused to adjust his gloves at about the halfway point and Pryl stopped at the same level, a bare arm’s reach away.

				“More afraid I’ll have to explain to the Raider how I lost his second,” Pryl countered.

				Brander laughed, but cut it off when he heard a tumble of rocks and an oath from his right. It stopped quickly, and he heard Galeth Harkin call out softly, “Steady now.”

				He heard the other climber, Maxon, mutter something under his breath, but he followed it with an assurance he was fine.

				They made it in much less time than he’d expected. This stage would take the most time, both checking for anything that might be useful, and making it look as if they had found a great deal.

				Pryl picked his spot and then signaled to Mara, who slowly began to ease the big crate in the sling beneath the rover, down to them. Brander set about circling the wreckage field, which was even bigger than he thought. There were few pieces left that were recognizable as anything in particular, although he did pick up a few planium plates and tubes which might be useful for something. He didn’t worry about leaving tracks—in fact, made sure he did; they wanted the Coalition to know they’d been there.

				Halfway around his circuit, he found what he’d expected, the huge, heavy barrel of the cannon. The planium had held true, as always, and it was in one piece although it was half buried in the dirt of the mountain.

				It also weighed about as much as a couple of leathertrunks.

				He wished they could take it, if for no other reason than to consternate the Coalition, but he didn’t quite see how. Even if they could dig it out, they’d never get it out of here, not even with two air rovers. It would take something the size of those Coalition airlifters to move it. But then, its weight was also why they’d been able to bring it down; that load swinging wildly thanks to Drake riding the bedamned thing as he cut loose the cables, had sent the airlifter off course and close enough to the ridge that Kye was able to shoot it down and make her escape as it hit the mountainside.

				Putting the memory aside, he continued his search, stopping here and there to make a quick sketch of pieces that had held together, and how they connected, to try and glean more about how it had been built. He wished Kye were here now; she would get it right down to the last detail with her artist’s eye. But she was also their best with the long gun, and was flying high cover for them even now.

				Anything that looked significant and could be moved, he marked to be put into the crate. He kept a mental tally of the aggregate weight, knowing they could only lift so much with the rover.

				He skipped, on Drake’s orders, the part of the debris field that reached above the Edge. There, outside the protection of the mist, they would be too visible to Coalition eyes. He finished his circuit, but kept going until he stood before that half-buried cannon barrel again. In a moment, Pryl was beside him.

				“Too bad,” the old man muttered. “That’s a lot of planium.”

				Brander glanced around, saw the others testing the weight of the crate. One of them waved at him, indicating it was at the limit of the rover’s capability. And Mara had still not seen a warning flare. Brander considered.

				“You got something in mind?” Pryl asked.

				“We can’t lift it out of here,” Brander said slowly, “but . . . we might be able to make them think we did.”

				Pryl lifted an eyebrow at him. “How?”

				“Move it; we can do that much with the other rover. Then bury it.”

				Pryl lit up. “Then I can cover those tracks. They’d never find it.”

				“Only if they brought up a detector, but they’d think the worst until then.”

				“Worth it for that alone.”

				“Don’t know if we’ll have time.”

				“If it means messing with their heads more, we’ll find the time.”

				Pryl sounded so delighted, Brander couldn’t think of a reason not to at least try. And he remembered something the Raider had told him early on, that sometimes a seemingly pointless effort that sparked hope and at least felt like a blow was worth almost any risk.

				And when they were done, and he left the Raider’s calling card in a conspicuous spot, he couldn’t help throwing it a snappy salute. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 23

				“WE CAN DO NO more, sir.”

				Paledan eyed the man with the insignia of lieutenant on his shoulders who stood before him. He was a holdover from Frall’s time, and in some ways he much resembled his former commander. If this was what the Coalition was coming to, this kind of softening, whining, it was no wonder they were having trouble here. He understood that this backwater planet was beneath their notice except for the crucial supply of planium, but were he in charge, that alone would merit a higher level of concern. And a higher level of personnel. Maybe they had been before being infected by Frall’s sloppy leadership.

				Attitude filters down from the top.

				Paledan eyed the man who stood before him, looking weary, but not suitably intimidated. He spoke very softly, “And where, exactly, is the phrase ‘We can do no more’ in the Coalition vocabulary?”

				The man snapped to a new alertness. Perhaps not beyond redemption. Perhaps he had once been of true Coalition caliber, and had only slid into softness under Frall.

				“Sir, I only meant we can do no more here, in Zelos. We have searched every building in town still standing, and the rubble of those that are not.”

				“And learned?”

				“Every home still standing is occupied, by multiple related and unrelated individuals. The bell tower still stands, but it is structurally unsound and those who were sheltering there during the bombardment have fled. The shopping district is rubble. The bridge into town from the low valley is damaged. We had to shore it up to continue to the other side.”

				“And there you have found?”

				“A few people hiding, but who insist they only sought shelter. Two thieves, who were hoarding food—”

				“From the warehouse?” Paledan asked, sharply.

				“No sir. I checked that first thing.”

				Yes, this man might be salvageable, he thought.

				“It was from the rubbish bins,” the lieutenant went on. “Apparently they . . . eat it, sir.”

				“Spoken as one who has never endured true hunger,” Paledan said.

				“No, sir. The Coalition provides.”

				“Indeed. What else?”

				“Nothing. No weapons of any kind, except innumerable of those curved sabers.” The lieutenant glanced at the crossed set on Paledan’s wall. He could see curiosity in the man’s eyes, but he was not about to explain why he kept them there. He wasn’t altogether positive himself. Just as he was not about why he kept a certain painting locked away in his storeroom, fighting the urge daily to bring it out and ponder the image of a long-dead woman who had once loved a man so much she followed him into death, unable to go on.

				“And the citizen tally?” he asked, rather sharply as he ordered his mind off a track that was becoming too well worn.

				“Sent to your aide, sir.”

				“Any notable missing and not among the dead?”

				The lieutenant shifted uncomfortably. “Other than . . . the taproom keeper?”

				Paledan stifled a smile. He found it odd that he had to; there truly was little about this to find amusing. And yet . . .

				“Yes, other than he.”

				“Many, but none I would consider notable, sir. A boot maker, a mechanician, and others of that ilk.”

				And there it was again, that presumption. The Coalition will pay for that. They are paying for it.

				He dismissed the lieutenant, only to halt him with a command just as he reached the doorway.

				“Sir?” the man asked as he turned back.

				“Was there any sign of those two young Davorins? The twins?”

				“I had the troopers ask, as you directed, sir. No one would say they had seen the pair.”

				Paledan lifted a brow at him. “Interesting phrasing.” The man hesitated. “Speak,” he commanded.

				He supposed word had circulated by now that when he gave this command, there would be, unlike most of the rest of the Coalition, no penalty or punishment if he did not like what he heard. So the lieutenant answered with what Paledan guessed was as much honesty as he was able to muster.

				“Just an impression, sir. Those two are known and protected by all. The Davorins are as royalty in this place, and the regard for them even higher now that the Raider has been revealed. I have the feeling that even if the children had been seen, no one in Zelos would admit to it.”

				Paledan made note of this observation, as it corresponded to his own. He did not say so, however, since he was not clear himself on why the two youngest Davorins were of such interest to him. Yes, they were an oddity, misfires of nature, but he sensed there was more to his interest than that. And more to it than the simple fact that they were living proof that perhaps not all were misfires; both of those two were clever and adept far beyond their years.

				And highly amusing. And, for a man who felt so few genuine emotions, that was noteworthy.

				“Expand the search,” he ordered, purposely omitting the information about the scanning satellite that would arrive soon. “Upward,” he added, wishing to gauge the man’s reaction to the idea of searching on foot the towering mountains that surrounded them. If the lieutenant dreaded that next stage, he did not let it show. “What think you of this?”

				“We know the Raider is from the mountains. It only makes sense his hide would be there.”

				“And if you had to guess which?”

				“I would guess the one from which his band takes their name. Sir.”

				Paledan nodded, then said softly, “Remember who you were, lieutenant. You have potential.”

				The man’s eyes widened. “Yes, sir,” was all he said, but as he left, there was a renewed snap in his stride.

				Paledan began to run the possibilities through in his mind. The lieutenant had echoed his own thoughts, and he would order the search to begin on that towering peak they called the Sentinel. It would be a duplication of effort, since they would search again anything the satellite picked up, but the Coalition had not achieved their dominance without thoroughness.

				And it was past time even the remote outpost of Ziem was reminded of that.

				BRANDER FLIPPED the gold withal into the air, let it tumble until it dropped neatly into his palm again. He’d been doing so for the last several minutes, as he leaned against the one wall of the bell tower that appeared to still be stable enough to stand. It allowed him to appear to be totally focused on keeping the precious coin in view, while at the same time let him watch the happenings in the town center.

				Not that there were any. The devastation wrought by the Coalition in their fury at the destruction of the fusion cannon was widespread. But Drake was right—the search for him and his fighters was intensifying rapidly; when he’d arrived in town, Brander had seen several troops quartering what was left of the city, obviously searching. But he had yet to see a single citizen of Zelos.

				Not, he thought as he tossed the coin again, that a clever Ziemite couldn’t have dodged that search, the way they had gone about it, from door to door in a pattern even a child could see. It would take only one lookout and some of Eirlys’s precious birds to carry word, and he’d have a rolling evacuation going that would have people escaping the next house in the Coalition path and traveling down the back alleys through the thickest mist, to take up shelter in one that had already been searched.

				At the height of the next flip of his coin, he sensed an approach. Not stealth, although his hearing was keen enough and the mist that carried the sound thick enough that it likely wouldn’t have worked. He flipped it again. And when a hand shot out from behind him to capture the coin mid-flight, he did not flinch. Nor did he look.

				“I’ll have that back if you don’t mind Major,” he said mildly. “Most of my worldly wealth is in that one piece.”

				The man moved out of the mist, and without comment dropped the withal back into his hand.

				“I would ask how you knew it was me,” Caze Paledan asked, “but I fear I would not care for the answer.”

				Brander shrugged and answered anyway, omitting the fact that the mist itself had betrayed him; that was a secret they had managed to keep, and possibly their greatest weapon. “No one but the Coalition dares to be about in Zelos just now. And the troops appear quite occupied at the moment. Process of elimination. And a tribute to your stealth, if you like, since a trooper would have betrayed himself much earlier. And,” he added as he turned to look at the man, “only you would bother.”

				Paledan looked surprised at that assessment. And again, Brander shrugged. “I’m not worth the interest to anyone who doesn’t enjoy a good game. And no one in Zelos has the time—” he gestured around at the destruction “—or resources for that any longer.”

				“So the Raider has cost you your livelihood.”

				Brander knew it was calculated to jab at him, but he merely lifted a brow at the man. “It could be argued that it is not the Raider, but the Coalition who has cost me.”

				“It could,” Paledan agreed easily enough, confirming to Brander that the man had merely been testing to see what his response would be. “But in that case, it has cost me as well. I miss the challenge of our games.”

				Brander flashed him a wry grimace. “It was men in your suit who took out the gaming spots.”

				“Contention valid.”

				Brander could have sworn the man had almost smiled. In amusement at his jab? Or in triumph at the destruction his troops had achieved? He wasn’t sure, and that bothered him.

				“I have also missed the challenge of dealing with the youngest Davorins,” Paledan said, and for once Brander’s chaser face failed him. He stared at the man in shock.

				“You miss those miscreant twins?”

				The faintest of smiles flickered on his face, but Paledan replied as if he were merely curious. “I have never encountered such before.”

				“No one has encountered the likes of them before,” Brander said, back in control now. And he decided it was as well he’d let his emotion show, for Paledan’s demeanor seemed to indicate he had passed the man’s testing.

				“You mistake me. I meant that in literal terms. Twins are not permitted where I come from.”

				Brander blinked, drew back slightly. “Permitted?”

				“The biggest and strongest is allowed to survive, but the other is immediately destroyed.”

				Brander felt a chill he didn’t bother to try and hide, could not hide, and fought a wave of nausea. Lux. It would have been Lux, with her bright eyes and her clever mind. Lux who would be a fiery, beautiful woman one day, just like her mother.

				“Where the hades are you from?” Brander asked, his jaw clenched. “So I can never, ever go there.”

				“I was born on Lustros.”

				Lustros. The home planet of the Coalition. The place with the name that could mean light, or bloodlust. The Coalition had made it clear which. Bloodlust had spawned the monstrosity that was gorging itself on innocent worlds across the galaxy. The mire that was Lustros was the beginning of the arrogance that had resulted in a string of planets pinned under their boots, for “It takes many worlds to hold supremacy,” as their slogan went.

				He should have known.

				“The birthplace of the utter mercilessness of the Coalition,” Brander said, not caring at the moment if he made the man angry. Right now, he felt angry enough, repulsed enough, to take on every Coalition trooper in Zelos.

				Paledan didn’t rise to his anger. “So you see why I am curious. And, they amuse me.”

				Brander fought his way back to a semblance of calm. “Tell me something, Major. How has such a curious soul survived in the Coalition for so long?”

				“I know how to channel it. And to label it with . . . acceptable reasons.”

				He meant acceptable to the Coalition, Brander knew. What might be acceptable reasons to the Coalition for curiosity about the twins he didn’t want to think about.

				“They are safe?” Paledan asked.

				Was this his way of probing whether or not Brander was in contact with the Raider? “Drake would see to that,” he said neutrally. “Unto death,” he added, by way of warning.

				Paledan smiled. “I had assumed. He’s made it quite clear he is willing to die for those he loves.”

				“Yes.”

				“Is it any wonder to you that for us, such blood connections are broken at birth? One simply cannot have anything more important than the connection to the Coalition.”

				Brander stared at the man. He seemed . . . so accepting of what he was saying, and yet Brander couldn’t help wondering if he truly was, beneath the uniform. Something about the way he’d said that last sentence had made Brander wonder if there had been a touch of cynicism there.

				He countered with a question of his own. “Do you ever think of the eventual price to be paid for thwarting the laws of nature?”

				Paledan laughed. “Oh, yes. Fortunately for me, the Coalition is of such a size and breadth, I will be long, long dead before that payment comes due.”

				This was indeed the most unusual Coalition officer he’d ever encountered, and Brander couldn’t help asking, “And that is all there is to it, for you?”

				“You’re beginning to sound like a rebel.”

				“Eos forefend.”

				“So you still do not join your best friend?”

				Ah, there it is. The real reason for this little chat. He chose his words carefully. If Paledan took it in mind that he was a way to reach the Raider, he’d end up in that dungeon beneath the council building, perhaps in the loving hands of Jakel.

				“He has washed his hands of me, since I will not fight.” Paledan would understand that attitude. “I do not say I could not likely contact him, one way or another, if I wished. But I do not wish. I still am not at all fond of lost causes.” He glanced around at the wreckage of what had once been a thriving city. “And you have made clear this one is lost.”

				Paledan smiled. And somewhat to Brander’s surprise, let it go. “I do enjoy our chats, Kalon. And miss our games.”

				“As do I,” Brander replied and found, a bit to his surprise, it was nothing less than the truth.

				Major Caze Paledan was indeed an interesting man.

				And, Brander thought as he began to walk through the rubble-strewn streets, he had no doubt the man had an extra set of dice up his sleeve.

				He also thought it very likely it was the satellite Iolana Davorin had foreseen. And once it was here, there would be no place in Zelos or on the mountain for the Sentinels to hide.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 24

				“YOU DO NOT MIND?”

				Brander paused in the middle of pulling on his longcoat. The heavy folds would be awkward in the air rover, but it would be necessary as they got to the higher reaches and chillier air. He looked at Drake and shrugged.

				“It is easier for me, I think. I do not have the . . . family entanglements with her that you have.”

				Drake studied him silently, and, for a moment, Brander was afraid to speak, afraid he would say something about his greatest desire being to have those family entanglements.

				“True,” Drake admitted, his tone rueful. “But you have also been there most recently.”

				After Drake’s heartfelt thanks, they had never spoken again of Brander’s frantic journey that night Drake had been so close to death. It was not something he wanted thanks for; he simply had been desperate and it had been the only thing he could think of to do.

				Drake went on. “But I would wish you to go anyway. You are the best at judging capacities and possible adaptations.”

				It was a valid reason, and he did have the aptitude.

				“I think there is potential,” he said. “You know the place she made her home is quite comfortable, in fact.”

				Drake only nodded. But a tiny smile played about his lips, which made Brander smile in turn, knowing he was remembering the night spent there after pledging with Kye.

				Brander settled his coat, checking the pockets for the various things he always lugged about. Then he looked at Drake again.

				“You’ll keep the twins close?” He’d told Drake of Paledan’s interest.

				“As is possible,” Drake said. “You think he has malevolent intentions toward them? I was always of the mind he was more amused.”

				“I agree,” Brander said. “But they are a path to you. And they have come to stand for Ziem, for many.”

				“I know.”

				“And I cannot forget what he said, about what is done with twins on his world. If he thinks that is normal, expected, even demanded . . .”

				He could barely suppress the shudder that went through him.

				“Have I ever thanked you for caring so much for my family, my friend?”

				Drake’s quiet words caught him completely off guard. “I . . . they are as my own.”

				“Yes. Exactly.”

				“I—”

				The rapid tap on the door cut him off. Again, he wondered how Drake and Kye ever found a moment to themselves; his quarters were the center of all Sentinel activity. He knew they had claimed the secluded alcove in the back tunnel as their own private spot, and he bet it saw a lot of them. In more ways than one, he added to himself, suppressing a grin he was certain Drake would not appreciate.

				Drake called out permission to enter. The door swung open, and Brander turned to see Eirlys. She spotted him instantly, and smiled. It was a warm smile, but he found himself searching it for more than just thanks for what he’d done for her small, furry friend.

				“I was sorry to hear about your creature.” Drake’s voice was quiet. “But it was a very clever scheme.”

				“Not clever enough,” she said, “or I would have thought of a way to save him.”

				“Sometimes,” Drake said solemnly, “there is no other way than to accept a sacrifice must be made.”

				Eirlys looked up at her brother. “I do not know how you do it. And I am angry that you must.”

				“Today, however,” Brander said lightly, Eirlys’s anger not something he wanted to dwell on, “his hardest decision sends me on a wearying trek up to the Edge and beyond.”

				Eirlys turned, frowning. “To the Edge? Why?”

				“We must relocate soon. You know their search for us has become intense.”

				“Yes, but . . .” She glanced at Drake. “Is not the Edge a bit . . .”

				“Extreme?” her brother suggested, his mouth quirking. “Indeed. And it would not be my first choice; however, I have information that indicates it might be the best choice.”

				Eirlys turned back to Brander. “I will go with you.”

				Drake went still. As did Brander. “That is not necessary,” Brander said.

				Immediately, she crossed her arms and met his gaze levelly. “Who knows these mountains, even to the Edge, better than I?”

				“You will not wish to go,” Brander began.

				“Are you saying I could not be of help?”

				“Of course not. You know things, paths, no one else does. You read our mountains as easily as Kye paints their image.”

				Brander cast a desperate glance at Drake, who was studying his sister rather intently as he said, “You realize that being part of this fight sometimes means doing things you may not want to do?”

				“You mean like going, or worse, sending people—or creatures—to certain doom? All too well.”

				“That, yes. But not only that,” Drake said.

				Brander tried again. “And you will not be so determined when you learn—”

				“I am going,” she said stubbornly to Drake, “unless you directly forbid it.”

				“Thank you for granting me that much authority, at least,” Drake said dryly. Then he shifted his gaze to Brander and nodded.

				Brander groaned inwardly. Suddenly what had been a lengthy, tiring, but relatively simple mission had become strewn with deathtraps and burners. And Drake was leaving it to him to set off the explosion.

				“Wonderful,” he muttered under his breath as he turned and strode out the door, Eirlys at his heels.

				“Is my presence so odious to you?” she asked, sounded more puzzled than hurt or angry. He supposed he should be grateful for that apparent result of that small burial ceremony.

				“Of course not,” he said. “But you are going to wish you had not been so strong-willed.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“I mean you should have waited for all the details of this mission. Including who is, in essence, leading it.”

				She frowned as they came to a halt at the equipment rack and he began picking up his weapons. “I thought you were.”

				“Didn’t Drake teach you not to assume?”

				For a moment, she just looked at him. He could almost see her processing it. Did see the moment when she put together that they were headed for the Edge, and that he knew she wouldn’t like who was leading them there.

				“Her.” She said it with distaste. But not, he noted, the burning hatred he’d heard before. Interesting.

				“I told you you should have waited.”

				She drew herself up, met and held his gaze. “It does not matter.”

				“I doubt that.”

				“It does not matter enough for me to change my mind,” she amended.

				“I cannot stand a day-long trek with you sniping at her all the way.”

				“I will not. This battle is bigger than any feelings I have.”

				“And where is all this forbearance coming from?”

				“The simple fact that if I withdraw now, it will only prove what Drake believes, that I am too inexperienced to truly understand sacrifice for the good of all. My feelings are the least of what we must consider.”

				That perceptiveness stopped him in the act of slinging his long gun—something he would likely not use and would be heavy to carry, but if he did need it, he would need it badly—over his shoulder. He looked down at her. And reminded himself it would not do to underestimate Eirlys Davorin’s determination. Or her strength.

				Or her heart.

				“All right, Lys. Then let’s go.”

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 25

				“YOU NEEDN’T WORRY,” Iolana said as they reached the air rover. “I am steady enough, although my gait over rough ground is not what you would call normal.”

				Eirlys watched as Brander drew his arm back, wondered if he’d thought about helping or if it had been a natural instinct. She was guessing the latter. Although he had less reason to dislike and distrust the woman than she had, Eirlys knew Brander Kalon was nothing if not loyal, and he would not easily forgive the woman who had abandoned his best friend to an achingly difficult life. No matter what her reasons.

				Nothing if not loyal.

				Her chest tightened again at what he’d done. He’d treated her lost little creature as if he were the noblest of Sentinels, and made it clear to the twins, who had played their part in that small death, that they must play their part in this as well. It spoke to everything that was important about Brander.

				She was still unhappy with herself for venting her anger so often on him.

				It’s all right, Lys. I can take it.

				Indeed he could. And had. With, all things considered, a minimum of complaint.

				I would not have you truly loathe your mother. It would eat at you, make you less than you are, less than you can be.

				It had taken her some time to truly absorb all the meaning in those words. That he did not want her to hate her mother, not because she did not deserve it, but because of what hating her own mother would do to her. He put her above all other aspects of this situation. As he did most of the time. It made her ache for him all the more, made her wish he would set aside his reserve and tell her what he really felt.

				But for now, she had decided, for the benefit of all on this journey, that she would begin thinking of Iolana as just that, her mother. For that was the one—the only—thing she was certain of about this woman.

				“He has become a remarkable man.”

				She snapped out of her reverie and stared at her mother. Brander was at the back of the rover, loading in the supplies they were taking; it never, he had said, hurt to be prepared. Eirlys had realized they could well be above the Edge overnight, but she hoped she would have to spend no longer than that in the woman’s company.

				“He always was,” she said, her tone sharp despite her effort at, if not politeness, at least neutrality. Her mother had not at all impugned Brander, yet Eirlys felt compelled to respond as if she had. And she felt a spark of ruefulness as she realized she should feel the same defensiveness about her own jabs at him, so often undeserved.

				“I am glad that you know that.” Her mother’s tone was genuine, as if she were truly glad. Her expression was warm, but there was a sadness in her eyes even Eirlys could not deny. Whatever she had done, and whatever her reasons, Iolana Davorin had paid a high price for her actions.

				High enough? No. But imagining that someday she might have paid enough was a new idea for her eldest daughter.

				“What he did for your tiny creature says much about him.”

				She was startled as her mother echoed her own thoughts of just moments ago. But she could not deny the truth of the words, not even to this woman.

				“Yes. It does.” Deciding in that moment that being honest with her mother was as big a part of proving she had matured, she added, “He was of great comfort to me, in the days after you left us. I was only a child, and he but my age now, but he never made me feel less than important.”

				“Then I owe him more than I even realized.”

				Eirlys bit back her retort that she owed her children most of all, but it was an effort. This proving herself, she was beginning to realize, was going to mean more than simply accepting what Drake allowed her to do.

				“Yet another debt I can never repay, but only hope to someday cancel out,” Iolana said softly.

				“And how does one do that?” Eirlys asked, curious to know what she thought could possibly do that.

				“By paying debt for debt. I can only hope that someday I will have done enough that it can be not forgotten, but at least forgiven.”

				Eirlys studied her mother for a long, silent moment. “Then you have a long road before you,” she finally said, but without heat, because she knew she herself had a road nearly as long ahead of her.

				And then Brander was back, the load secured. He looked at the two of them warily.

				“Do not look so worried,” Iolana said to him, almost teasingly. “We were only discussing the remarkable man you are.”

				To Eirlys amazement, Brander blushed. He never betrayed emotion, not like that, and she supposed there had to be something to the tales of her mother’s magnetism and allure to elicit such a response from him even now.

				“Short conversation, then,” he said, recovering quickly. “Ready?”

				Smiling at his self-deprecating joke, Eirlys said, “Not at all short. Ready when you are.”

				Unmistakable pleasure flashed in his eyes for an instant before he said, “Want to fly the first leg?”

				Her eyes widened. “Really?”

				He grinned at her. “You can hardly do worse than I did, my last run.”

				“That wasn’t your fault.”

				“Tell that to Kye. She’s the one who had to fly cover for me to make sure I got out of there alive.”

				“I think you’re both grand,” Eirlys said with a grin back at him.

				“You don’t have to flatter me; I already said you could fly.”

				She laughed, and for a moment, they were as they had always been, able to tease and joke and laugh together. But it was not flattery. I meant it, Brander Kalon. You are grand. Magnificent. Brilliant.

				“Which way are we going?” Eirlys was unable to quite keep the excitement out of her voice once she was settled behind the controls.

				“Ask our guide,” Brander said, nodding toward the woman in the copilot’s seat. Eirlys would much rather have him there, but she saw the point.

				“Do you know the route along the north side of Highridge?”

				“Of course,” Eirlys said. Anyone who knew her would know they did not have to ask such a question.

				But then, her mother did not know her. At all.

				“Take it as high as this craft will go, then we will have to climb the rest of the way to the Edge.”

				“We will likely have to climb once we reach the Edge; a rover would be too visible,” Eirlys agreed, “but this craft could take us all the way.”

				She had the pleasure of seeing her mother disconcerted for the first time. “But these are low-level flyers.”

				“Were,” Eirlys said, turning to give the man behind her a wide smile. “Before Brander got hold of them.”

				Iolana turned to look at him as well. He merely shrugged, but he was smiling back at Eirlys.

				“How do you think Kye was able to make the safety of Highridge when we destroyed the cannon?” Eirlys asked her mother.

				“I suppose I thought the force of the blast pushed her, once she was clever enough to set her course that way.”

				“It did, in part,” Brander agreed. “But they will go a little higher and a lot faster now.”

				“Then you are as clever with things as I remember you were,” she said.

				“I won’t feel that way if we don’t get moving before Drake and the Sentinels start their diversions,” he said, and Eirlys turned back to the controls. And in moments, they were off the Sentinel and heading along Highridge, on their way to the Edge.

				KYE SCRAMBLED back to her position behind the boulder overlooking the road. It had only taken her moments to unroll the stencil and paint the outline on the flat side of the rock that looked directly down on the spot where the convoy would pass.

				She watched Drake reach into his pack, pull something out. She knew what it was but Pryl did not, nor did Tuari. Both stared, but it was Pryl who spoke first.

				“What is that?”

				Drake just grinned.

				“It is a toy,” Tuari said. “Dek once had one of these.”

				“Knowing your nephew,” Kye said, with a grin that matched Drake’s, “he’d like this one better.”

				And she did know Dek; he had been a small but integral part of things since he had barely escaped the explosions which had destroyed his home and killed both his parents. The Raider had sent several of the other Sentinels along with Tuari to retrieve him before he fell into Coalition hands. Later the boy, easily overlooked because he was small, had not only sent off the flare that had begun the cannon raid, but had had the idea of the silhouettes of the Raider that he and Kye had painted all over Zelos, helping build the legend that had kept up the spirits of all Ziemites. He’d been involved in many of the safer operations ever since.

				“And what does this . . . toy, do?” Pryl asked doubtfully.

				“Let us just say that my second has had it on his table,” Drake answered.

				Pryl brightened. “Brander? All right, then.”

				Drake set about prepping the small replica, and once it was ready, they hunkered behind the boulder that was big enough to screen them all from the road, even if the mist did not.

				“Who’s going first?” Pryl asked, cheerfully now; apparently knowing Brander had a hand in this device was all he needed to hear. And rightfully so. Kye knew Brander would grin at the man’s immediate acceptance and confidence. She would have to remember to tell him that simply hearing that this was one of his projects had been enough to convince the wily old woodsman.

				“The Harkins,” Drake said. “They’re below Halfhead.”

				“Oh,” Tuari sighed in exaggerated bliss, “that should echo nicely into town.”

				They all knew Teal Harkin’s propensity for blowing things up effectively. And loudly. When they needed a diversion, the younger Harkin brother was their man. And he always targeted something important, so the Coalition could never ignore an explosion as a simple diversion. Today’s target was the docks the Coalition had commandeered on the Racelock, the river that flowed rapidly below the landmark Halfhead, that huge mountain that had once, in ancient Ziem history, blown its side out in an eruption that the annals said had gone on for days.

				As they waited, Pryl edged his way over to Kye. She had always admired and respected the gruff old man, but she had a definite soft spot for him now, ever since the day the crusty old man had surprised them all with his delicate, beautiful playing of the Ziem lap harp at her pledging ceremony.

				“He is much changed,” Pryl said quietly to her, out of Drake’s hearing. She turned her head to look at the wrinkled face, the grizzled stubble of beard, and he went on. “This was ever a grim business, and it still is, but now he is much different. He is enjoying what can be enjoyed now, thanks to you.”

				From the usually taciturn Pryl, this was tantamount to a speech. And she felt a quiet, boundless joy within at his words. She did not know what to say to him, so she leaned over and hugged him. The old man looked startled, and then, amazingly, his cheeks flushed. He patted her on the back somewhat awkwardly, but more importantly, he did not pull away. This gladdened her, for he was family now, and she hoped this meant he realized it.

				The sound of heavy equipment approaching hushed them. They all barely breathed as they waited. And waited. And at last, the mist down the road swirled green, and they knew the Coalition was coming. Two air rovers—un-Brandered air rovers, Kye thought with an inward grin—emerged. The Coalition troopers at the controls edged their way slowly, carefully, as if trying to be stealthy, ignorant of the trumpet blare of glowmist that announced them to Ziemite eyes.

				And then the huge shape of a mining hauler, laden with processed planium the Coalition would use to make yet more weapons, loomed out of the mist. It lumbered along, too big to move quickly, and thanks to the armor plating the Coalition had added, too heavy to do it stealthily. The clank of the tracks that moved it were clearly audible, and the glowmist around the heat of its motor’s passage was bright. Kye knew Drake could see as clearly as she could; the glowmist was a lantern lighting their target.

				She remembered what Brander had told them about the little device’s speed, and had listened while he explained to Drake, with that quick efficiency. He spoke of trajectory and timing and triggering, things she could only understand when she saw them in physical presentation. But Drake had understood. At least, she hoped he had, because it seemed to her he was waiting a bedamned long time before releasing this little mechanical beast.

				At last he set it down, aimed at the roadway. She glanced at the transport, then back at the toy. Now she could see the angle he was sending it at and its speed combined with the pace of the huge transport, and how they would all connect.

				Drake flicked the switch on the top and the little model started off with a clanking that was a startling replication of the sounds from below, except for smaller and in a much higher pitch. He straightened, holding the palm-sized control that was the key.

				Kye found herself holding her breath as the little thing rambled down the hillside. Brander, thinking of everything, had added a small heat device that would send up a tiny swirl of glowmist so they could track it. It went steadily on, hesitating only once as it reached the lip of the road. But then it was clambering up and over, much as its fifty times taller counterpart did over much larger obstacles.

				It vanished into the larger, thicker, churning mass of glowmist that enveloped the hauler in green. Kye glanced at Drake, who now had to be running it on instinct and that incredible knack for coordination and calculation he had. She held her breath. Waiting.

				One of the troopers in the second air rover turned, as if something had caught his eye. He seemed to be staring at the ground, his head cocked as if he couldn’t quite believe or understand what he was seeing.

				Another second. Two. Three. Drake set his jaw. And pressed the button on the control in his hand.

				The blast sent a maelstrom of glowmist billowing toward the sky. It rose higher and brighter, until Kye thought even Coalition eyes must be able to see it. But they were blind to the glowmist as they were to so many other things, and seemed capable only of shouting and scrambling to get out of the way of the bits of wreckage that seemed to rain down upon them from the rising green cloud. Even the air rover escorts had been tossed upside down in the roadway, although they looked intact.

				She looked at Drake. He looked at her. And after a moment, they both grinned. Soon, the surviving troopers would recover enough to start a search. And when they did they would discover two things. First the symbol of the Raider painted here above the scene of the attack. And second, eventually, they would realize that their huge, armor-plated transport had been taken out by a blast from underneath, aimed at the unprotected underbelly of the metal beast.

				But only the Sentinels would know it had been delivered by a toy replica of itself. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 26

				“RIGHT ON SCHEDULE,” Brander said as the sound of two blasts, one right after the other, echoed up the mountain’s slope to where they were sliding along Highridge.

				“They will not know which way to jump,” Eirlys said, sounding happier than she had the entire trip so far. He had retaken the controls when they’d reached the trickier heights, and she hadn’t quibbled. She had apparently meant what she’d said, that she understood this fight was bigger than any of them, and that the best way to prove to her brother she was mature enough to join it was to act like it.

				In a few minutes, they would reach the place where the sharp ridge would connect with the rocky peak that soared upward and made the Edge, that line above which nothing grew, and where most thought no one but the Spirit herself could live.

				“Moving all the Sentinels and even what little equipment and stores we have this far up will be a fairly difficult task,” Brander said.

				“Yes,” Iolana agreed. “But I think you will find it worth it, for several reasons.”

				“Such as?” Eirlys asked.

				“I would prefer you see for yourself the possibilities.”

				“You have truly lived there, above the Edge, all this time?” Her tone had changed, and it was the first time Brander had heard Eirlys ask a question of her mother with nothing in her voice but curiosity.

				“Yes,” Iolana answered, sounding as she always did, although Brander thought from the sudden flash of something in her eyes that she’d noted the difference. “My cave, where Brander found me, is on the side facing the Sentinel.”

				“So the old stories are not true, of the mountain being alive,” Eirlys said.

				Iolana laughed, and it was a silvery sound that reminded him of the light on the rare nights when two things unexpectedly coincided—the double moons being in alignment and the even rarer and unpredictable lifting of the mist.

				“Oh, our mountains are very much alive,” she said. “That is part of the reason I believe the caves will work so well for the Sentinels’ needs.”

				“Meaning?” Brander asked.

				“You will see, soon.” At Eirlys’s small sound of disgust, Iolana said, “I truly do not mean to be mysterious. Believe it or not, it is not in my nature.”

				Brander laughed at that. “You are the Spirit who dwells above the Edge. You don’t think that’s mysterious to most?”

				“I thank Grim for that.”

				“So you’ve said. That he began the legends.”

				“Why?” Eirlys asked, and again, she sounded genuinely curious.

				Iolana sighed. “Grimbald Thrace has reasons for things that no one knows, and I long ago gave up trying to pry them out of him. You know what he wishes you to know, and no more.”

				“I would have thought the Seer of Ziem could read his reasons,” Brander said.

				“I can, frequently, read people. I cannot ever read Grim.” She smiled then. “I believe that is why we tolerate each other so well.”

				“But you must have conjectured an idea,” Eirlys said.

				“My only thought is that he feared I would go mad, with no contact with people, so he arranged for them to come to me.”

				“Imagine my surprise had I ever been ill enough to seek the Spirit’s help,” Eirlys said. There was more wryness than anger in her voice. At least, he thought so. Then she glanced at him, gave him a smile that matched the tone of her voice and added, “I promised you not to get angry.”

				“Yes, you did,” he said.

				“And I never was that ill. Drake took too good care of me, of all of us.”

				“I knew that he would,” Iolana said softly.

				“So you’ve said.” Eirlys’s voice was calm. Too calm? But then she added something he hadn’t expected, at least not this soon. “And I understand that that was part of your reason, to rein him in, to keep him from dying young in a useless fight. Which he might well have done, had he not had us to care for.”

				For the second time, Iolana looked startled. “Yes. Being responsible for you and the twins was a restraint, to keep him alive until he was the man he needed to be to make that fight real, with hope.”

				Eirlys was still calm enough that Brander dared speak. “You and he are much alike. You both are ever seeing the whole of things, where others—like myself—see only the next thing to be done.”

				Eirlys protested so quickly he felt a rush of warmth. “Do not belittle what you do. You see how those things fit together, better than anyone. And you adapt, in such amazing ways.”

				“She is right,” Iolana said. “All skills are necessary, Brander.”

				He was so flummoxed at the compliment—and that the two of them had united to deliver it—that he couldn’t think of a thing to say, not even a witty retort.

				“We’re nearing the point where we will have to proceed on foot,” he finally said.

				“Excellent,” Iolana said, as if she were not facing a rather strenuous climb. Brander was very aware of how exposed they were up here on the bare rock of the Edge. But he told himself the odds of the Coalition watching this particular distant spot in a place they likely generally assumed to be barren, were slim. He felt a bit as he had climbing the Brother to take out the communications array, signaling the start of the raid to take out the cannon. Except he had two others to worry about now, and one of them was Eirlys.

				“This way first, I think,” Iolana said. “For if this particular place will not work, the rest may be pointless.”

				“Lead on,” Brander said.

				He was ready to assist her if necessary, but it soon became clear it would not be. She had obviously learned to adapt, and moved with surprising grace and ease over the tumbled rocks. Rocks they would have to rearrange, should Drake decide this was to be the Sentinels’ new refuge. But he thought it could be done, and, in fact, could prove an effective screen, blocking lookouts from below.

				“I believe a path could be cleared,” Iolana said, pausing to wave a hand at their surroundings, and apparently not even breathing hard. “And the stones cleared would provide concealment.”

				Brander blinked as he halted beside her. “Reading my mind?”

				Iolana smiled, widely. “No, but I am gratified to know you thought it as well. And they do not fly above the Edge often, so I think, with caution, discovery of the path from above would not be likely as long as care is taken.”

				“Hadn’t gotten there, yet, but you’re right, they don’t. I think they assume no one could possibly survive up here.”

				“Because they couldn’t,” Eirlys scoffed, the first words she’d spoken since they’d begun to proceed on foot.

				“Most of them seem used to their comforts,” Brander agreed.

				“Most?” Iolana asked.

				“I wouldn’t be so quick to dismiss their new commander as the same.”

				Eirlys grimaced. “He scares me.”

				“As well he should,” Brander said. “He’s smart, tough, perceptive, and a thinker. Which makes him different than most of them.”

				“You sound,” Iolana said with obvious interest, “impressed.”

				“I am,” Brander admitted easily. “He’s an impressive man.”

				“You say that because he’s the only one on Ziem who can beat you at chaser,” Eirlys said.

				Brander felt relief at her teasing tone. Perhaps the mention of Paledan had reminded her of what the true focus of this trek was. “Not true,” he declared.

				“And who else has beaten you other than by dumb luck?” she asked.

				“The twins,” he said with a grin.

				Eirlys laughed, and Brander wished he had a way to hold onto the sound of it forever. “That doesn’t count; you taught them.”

				Brander caught a glimpse of Iolana’s face then, saw the sadness shadowing her eyes. And wondered if she was thinking of all she had missed because of the path she had chosen. He felt a twinge of sorrow for her, but then remembered that she had left Drake with no choice at all, and it faded.

				“We are close,” was all Iolana said as she turned and began the climb again.

				“You looked for a moment as if you felt badly for her,” Eirlys said as her mother went ahead.

				“I did,” he admitted. “But it died the instant I remembered the burden her choice had left on Drake.”

				“And that is why you are Drake’s dearest friend. For when it comes to any crisis, you are ever and always loyal.”

				He looked at her then, willing her to understand what he could not yet say, not when she was still in such inner turmoil. “And I always will be, to Drake and his.”

				Including you. Most especially you.

				Iolana had stopped. They were at a bare cliff face, and he frowned. Then he wondered if perhaps this was another of her illusions; he hadn’t forgotten the day he had sought her out in her mountain cave and ended up having to walk through what had appeared to be solid stone.

				“This,” she said, “is the largest cavern I have ever found above the Edge. It is solid; there is no sign of crumbling even in the oldest sections. I leave the rest of the judgment to you.”

				She walked to her right, and as soon as he followed, Brander saw the bend in the rock, yet another trick of the mountain that could shield them from below. And then he saw the shadowy entrance that he thought would take even an air rover. It was tall, symmetrically arched, as if it had been carved rather than natural, although he could see no markings to indicate it had been formed by other than nature.

				He stepped inside after her, already looking around. There was only the dimmest of light coming in from the entrance, so he dug into his pack for the lantern he’d brought for just this purpose. He set it on the stony floor a few feet inside the entrance. There, at least, that floor seemed level enough, no worse than the uneven surface of the ruin’s cellar floor, pockmarked as it was from rubble and the initial bombardment that had destroyed the building above. He turned the lantern on.

				He heard Eirlys gasp behind him. He knew he was gaping. For even the powerful lantern could not light the full extent of the huge cavern in which they now stood. It was easily twice the size of the gathering room at the ruin, if not more. He could not see where it ended. And also twice as high, the roof of the cavern soaring in places like the arched roof of the bell tower.

				“It’s warm,” Eirlys exclaimed in surprise.

				Brander looked at Iolana. “For the same reason your home is warm?”

				She nodded, smiling. “The mountain provides.”

				“Does that not mean someday it will come fully to life, as Halfhead once did?” Eirlys asked. Brander noted she mentioned the place without a trace of extra inflection. He dared to hope this meant she was truly coming to terms with—or at least learning to control—her feelings about her mother and what had happened at Halfhead.

				“Yes,” Iolana answered, just as evenly. “But it will not be for eons yet. And it will give Ziemites fair warning, if we are wise enough to heed.”

				Brander didn’t comment on her assumption that there would still be Ziemites around by then.

				Iolana gestured upward. “If not for the height, allowing the heat to rise, I believe it would be too warm.”

				He walked about the huge cavern, noting size, shape. There was a corner there that could be made into the cooking and eating station, more than enough room in the center for five times the contingent they now had, even with all the new arrivals. There were smaller alcoves along the sides that could easily serve as sleeping quarters. A large space with a lower ceiling there, perfect for storage. And here, more isolated from the rest, a spacious cave that could serve as Drake’s quarters, and give him—and Kye—both privacy and twice the room they had now.

				“I hear . . . water?” Eirlys asked.

				Iolana smiled widely. “And that is one of the best features of all here,” she said, and led them to the farthest back corner. And there, now in the light only from his cellight since the glow of the lantern could not reach so far, he saw a large pool of water in a hollow of the stone floor. He swung the light upward, following the small stream that trailed down the rock face from a crack near the roof of the cavern, lower here. He stuck a finger into the pool, surprised to find it nearly icy cold even in the warmth of the cavern.

				“It flows and drains at exactly the pace to keep that pool full, and refills within an hour if emptied,” Iolana said.

				Brander studied her for a moment. “You have tested this?”

				“Yes.”

				“Do you know . . . is the temperature of the water consistent?”

				“I believe so. It is always near-numbing. Even in sun-season.”

				That sparked an idea. Brander’s mind was racing now, but he didn’t speak.

				“You knew that this day would come,” Eirlys said, almost wonderingly.

				“That the Sentinels would need to move, would need a new shelter and center of operations? Yes. It seemed inevitable.” Iolana studied her daughter. “And can you think why this place has yet another advantage, perhaps the greatest of all?”

				Eirlys frowned. Looked around. Brander kept silent; this was the most calm, not-quite-pleasant-but-close exchange he had witnessed between the two since he’d brought the Spirit to the ruin.

				When Eirlys didn’t answer, Iolana added, “What do you know of the Coalition scanning satellite they have sent for?”

				Eirlys’s brow furrowed. “Just that it is put into orbit, and searches for . . .” Her voice trailed off, her eyes widened. She glanced upward, toward the vast reaches of the cavern’s roof, and Brander knew she had understood. “The heat,” she whispered.

				“Exactly,” Iolana said, sounding very pleased.

				She had right to be. For if she was right, she had found the perfect hide, a place where Coalition technology would be useless, and they would be protected by Ziem itself. For the satellite scanner searched for thermal images.

				And all it would see as it passed over this place was a heat signature that was expected and already known to exist. The massive heat signature of a mountain that still lived.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 27

				EIRLYS LOOKED AT Brander. “Will it work?” she demanded.

				He spared a split second to appreciate that she turned to him for the answer, and had such faith that he would know, but his mind was racing too quickly for him to linger on it.

				“I think so,” he said. “That, and many other things, will work.”

				One in particular had him almost as excited as the masking of their presence. He had to tamp down his impatience to know everything, right now.

				“You have obviously scrutinized this place in detail,” he said to Iolana. “There must be drawbacks, somewhere.”

				“The water will not be enough to keep everyone on full quotas daily,” she said. “The source is accessible, but hidden, above the cavern, and it is unending, even in sun-season.”

				“This would be enough to hold all on minimal ration for a siege,” Brander said as he studied the small but steady stream. “If I can manage a way to store it in quantity, we could hold this place even longer.”

				“You will.” Eirlys’s confidence in him was calm, unshakeable. “But if they can’t find us, there won’t be a siege,” she pointed out.

				Brander glanced at her. “You know your brother. He will plan as if they will find us the day we move in.”

				“Yes,” Eirlys said after a moment. “He will.”

				“It is why you are still alive to fight,” Iolana said. And yet again, Eirlys did not react, at least not angrily as she once would have. She had given her word and clearly, she meant to keep to it.

				“What else?” Brander asked.

				“The way the entrance is situated allows for no view down the mountain from inside. Guards would have to be posted outside, which would make them more likely to be seen.”

				For a woman who he had assumed had no direct battle experience, she was certainly thinking like a warrior.

				“Without the mist to obscure us up here, we are vulnerable,” he said. “I wonder if there’s a way to shift enough rock outside to make hides for the watch without it being noticed below,” he mused out loud.

				“Kye,” Eirlys said suddenly. They both turned to look at her. “Remember, Brander, she . . . liberated that big length of canvas she came across in case Drake needed another map someday?”

				He frowned. “I remember, but—”

				“She could paint it. In the colors of the Edge. The sentries could use the cloth to conceal themselves.”

				Brander blinked. Thought. Pictured.

				“It could work,” he said. “Eos bless you and all your creatures, my heart, it could work.”

				Eirlys smiled at him, and he forgot to breathe. It was a different kind of smile—not her quiet one, or the happy one that was too rare of late, or even her teasing one. No, this was something warm and vibrant and alive and it was aimed directly at him in a way he’d never seen before. And only after a moment of staring at that smile did he realize the endearment he’d used.

				A bit rattled, he began to move around quickly, scanning, estimating, making notes. Eirlys went to scout outside, and he didn’t bother to warn her to stay hidden; she knew that well enough. He was already anxious to get back to Drake. He paused in the part of the cavern that had the highest roof, using the lantern to light it, thinking the expenditure of the precious charge worth it, considering.

				It could work. It truly could, if he could get up there, if he could design a fastening, if . . . if, if, if.

				Too long a string of ifs to deal with right now. Right now, they needed to plan the move, before the Coalition decided to blow up everyone and everything but the mines, and take their chances on being able to extract the planium without the expertise of the Ziemites.

				The three of them made the reverse climb without incident, and climbed back into the hidden air rover.

				“You fly,” he said to Eirlys, “I need to work on something on the way.” She looked startled. “You were paying attention on the way up, were you not?”

				“Yes.”

				“Then you know what route not to take.” One of Drake’s most stringent rules was to never take the same path twice, for the Coalition could be lying in wait.

				“Yes,” Eirlys said again, having finally realized he meant it. She kept it out of her voice, but he knew her well and saw the delight sparkle in her eyes. And realized with a hot burst of longing how much he would give to keep it there.

				“WHAT, EXACTLY,” Paledan said, “did you find?”

				Lieutenant Runk, the man who had reported to him after the fruitless search of every building remaining in Zelos for the Raider’s hide, stood nervously before him. Paledan had given the man a chance to prove that he was not as soft and stupid as he had first seemed, and sent him on the mission to inspect the cannon’s crash site.

				With his last ounce of patience, Paledan snapped out an order. “You’ve been taught to give a report, have you not?”

				The man drew in a deep breath. “They were there before us. Sir.”

				Paledan went very still. “What?”

				“We saw two air rovers, on our way up the mountain, one lifting a large crate.”

				“A crate?”

				“There was a large, square impression in the dirt beside the largest section of the wreckage, sir.”

				“Continue,” Paledan said icily.

				It took the man a moment, but then the words came rapidly. “We arrived at exactly midday, sir. And searched the entire field of debris. The mist was thick, but we took what images we could.”

				“I will look,” Paledan said, “but tell me what you found.”

				“There were signs. A few footprints, around the edges. And places where something heavy appeared to have been dragged away to the crate.”

				“From the wreckage of the lifter, or the cannon itself?”

				The lieutenant swallowed visibly. “Both, sir.”

				Paledan felt his jaw tighten, and consciously relaxed it. “They have proven themselves more than capable of hiding their actions completely,” he said. “Yet they left these signs for you to find?”

				“We think they had to hurry. That they somehow saw us coming, even with the bedamned mist. We attempted to deduce what had been taken, but without knowing what condition the wreckage was in before, it’s impossible.”

				Normally, Paledan didn’t hold with the word impossible, especially on a Coalition task, but in this case, he had to cede the point.

				“And what of the cannon itself?”

				“There was little left, sir. Anything that had broken loose was gone.”

				The lieutenant stopped. He didn’t look worried now; he looked downright frightened. Paledan knew he was not going to like the next words out of his mouth.

				“Get it said, lieutenant.”

				“The barrel was gone, sir.”

				Paledan wasn’t often startled, but this succeeded. “What?”

				“The cannon barrel, sir.”

				Paledan slowly rose from his chair. “That barrel alone,” he said slowly, “weighs more than all five of those air rovers they stole. There is no physical way they could lift it out with just two.”

				“We thought perhaps the other three were used for that.”

				“Still not enough lifting power.”

				“Then perhaps what we saw was their second trip? And they used all five to move the barrel first, then came back for whatever else they could steal?”

				It was possible. Barely. And it would take some brilliant flying. But hadn’t the Raider and his band of rebels proved they were more than capable of that, and more than once?

				“So you’re saying that they may now have in their possession the barrel of a fusion cannon and quite possibly parts for it, and parts they may have salvaged from the airlifter itself, but we have no idea what or how much or in what condition?” Fear jumped in the man’s eyes. Paledan held his gaze, but said evenly enough, “I do not make a habit of killing the messenger, Runk.”

				The man let out a breath. “Then yes, sir. That is the essence of it.”

				Paledan nodded. “You are dismissed, lieutenant.”

				The man saluted and turned sharply on his heel. He didn’t run toward the door, but Paledan guessed it was a near thing. And when he called out to stop him in the doorway, he could almost feel the dread.

				“One more thing, Runk. Take two guards and find Captain Shummer for me.”

				The man swallowed again. His voice was tight when he answered, “Yes, sir.”

				“Bring him straight to me. In shackles if necessary. And when you do, remove his captain’s insignia.”

				“Sir?”

				“We’ll be transferring them to your uniform.”

				The man looked stunned. But he managed a perfect salute before he left.

				Paledan sat back down at his desk. He pondered what to do with the errant former captain, who’d thought there was no need to search the site. The Coalition rulings would call for his immediate execution for failure to do his duty. And he would let the man think that rule would be followed. At least until he decided if a reprieve would be of any use.

				He leaned back, scanned the images that had been sent to his work station. Including the ones showing how difficult it had to have been to just get to the crash site, let alone airlift a crate full of salvaged items with an air rover.

				Or a full-size fusion cannon barrel with five of them.

				He shook his head in slow amazement. And smiled.

				“Well done, my reckless friend.”

				And he meant it. The Raider was more than a worthy adversary; he was among the very best Paledan had ever encountered.

				He would almost hate to take him down.

				Almost.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 28

				“IT SOUNDS,” DRAKE said warily as he paced his quarters, “too good to be true. When Kye and I were in her personal cave, I wondered if there might be others, but I doubted there would be enough or any of that size.”

				“There are other, smaller caves that would work for many purposes, including one with a wide enough entrance to fly the rovers into,” Brander said. “And your mother even showed us another cave, a small, well-lit and private one that she suggested as a memorial to those lost, where people could go and be still with their memories. I think she has had this in mind a long time.”

				Drake glanced toward the door leading out into the gathering room. “Speaking of her,” he began.

				“If you mean where is she for this discussion, she said the decision is yours.”

				“And she trusts you to relay all the information required to make that decision.”

				Brander drew back slightly; he hadn’t thought of it in quite that way. “I think she just thinks . . . I would know what’s needed.”

				Drake’s mouth quirked upward at one corner. “You are forever surprised at the faith others have in you.” Brander shrugged. “And that wasn’t what I was going to ask about her anyway.”

				“Oh?” It hit him then. “Oh.”

				“How did they do, together?”

				“They did well.” At Drake’s glance of disbelief, he went on. “No, I mean it. Eirlys kept to her promise. She allowed nothing to provoke her. Whether it will hold now that the mission is complete, I don’t know.”

				Drake let out a breath. “Then I have hope.”

				“And you? Has your view of your . . . of the past changed?”

				“One of the things there is no time for,” Drake said. “It’s truly that large, the cavern? And has the adjacent alcoves and caves, with room for everything?”

				He nodded. “And more. Plus the heat.”

				“So no trying to get fuel for fires above the Edge.”

				“Only for cooking, perhaps. For now, anyway.”

				“For now?”

				Brander hesitated. The more he’d thought about the idea that had struck him when Iolana had made her comment about the high roof of the cavern being the only thing that kept it from being too warm below, and the consistent icy temperature of the water, the more he thought it might work. But he needed time, and as Drake said, there was none now. If they were going to move—and they had to—they were going to have to start soon. Drake had already broken the news to the Sentinels, who had packed what little they had in the way of personal belongings and had already turned to the equipment, weapons, and other gear. It was not going to be a small undertaking. Especially to accomplish without being seen. And he needed to focus on that for the moment.

				“Later,” he said. “Just an idea.”

				Drake grinned. “Ah.”

				Before Brander could come up with an answer to that, there was a rather staccato knocking at the door. A moment later, it swung open, without waiting for permission to enter. Which told Brander who it was before he even had to look.

				The twins scampered in, practically bubbling over with excitement. And, Brander noticed, they were both looking a bit worried. Anything that worried these two was worth attention.

				“Tomorrow,” they chorused as they came to a halt in front of Drake, Nyx dropping the small pack he’d been carrying on the floor.

				Their brother lifted an eyebrow at them. As usual, Lux began it.

				“We heard—”

				“Some troopers—”

				“Complaining that—”

				“Tomorrow—”

				“They had to—”

				“Start searching—”

				“The mountain.”

				Brander found himself gaping at them. How did they do it, these two? How did they always manage to be in the right place to hear these things, or find these things?

				Drake looked as if he wanted to know, yet was afraid to know how and where they’d learned this, but before he could ask, Lux added something critical.

				“They mentioned here.”

				Drake went still. “They mentioned the ruin? Specifically?”

				The twins nodded. And that explained the worried look. This news had earned it.

				“Then we must move even faster,” Drake said rather grimly.

				“You’ve decided on the cavern, then?”

				“Now there is no other choice.”

				“We’re moving above the Edge?” the twins chorused, looking wide-eyed at their brother.

				“Yes. You are packed?”

				“All but—”

				“A few—”

				“Little things we—”

				“Can do in a hurry.”

				They spun around as if ready to run to do it right now. But then Nyx stopped. In almost the same instant, so did Lux.

				“The text!”

				Nyx bent to pick up the pack he had dropped. He held it while his sister dug inside. She came out with a battered text with a ripped cover and the back pages blackened and half gone. She held it out not to Drake but to Brander, to his surprise.

				“It’s hurt—” she said.

				“But the important part—”

				“You can still read. The part—”

				“About Trios,” they ended together.

				He stared at the text for a moment before taking it, somewhat gingerly.

				“Packing now,” Lux said, and the two were gone before either Brander or their brother could blink.

				Brander stared at the thing in his hands. Hesitantly, he ran a thumb down the thick sheaf of pages. Stopped, backed up. Turned a few one at a time. And then he had it, what he’d glimpsed as he went by.

				“It’s there,” he whispered. “The image of the ancient Triotian tablet, with the translation beside.”

				Drake sucked in an audible breath. Brander lifted his head to meet the gaze of the Raider. And he couldn’t help but shake his head in wonder.

				“If not for those two,” he said slowly, wonderingly, “we wouldn’t know the search was starting in earnest, we’d never have known when to try for the cannon, we wouldn’t have proof that we aren’t alone in this rebellion; hades, we wouldn’t even know Trios was real and that they won.” He stopped, took in a breath, and added, “And you would be dead.”

				“Yes,” Drake said. And shook his head in turn. “It gives new weight to what they so often say. ‘We are Ziem.’”

				Brander studied him for a moment before saying quietly, “Perhaps, my friend, you should forever abandon the idea that you failed somehow in raising them.”

				Drake looked startled, then wondering. “Was I so obvious?”

				“At times,” Brander said.

				“They are so . . . fearless, they terrify me sometimes.”

				“And who gave them that?” Kye’s voice came from the doorway, where she had just come in without knocking, as Drake’s pledged mate, the only one of the Sentinels with that freedom.

				Drake shook his head. “They must have been born with it, for I surely showed them no great example as the taproom keeper.”

				Brander snorted. “Did you forget that they knew all along you were more?”

				“The blind faith of childhood.”

				“The twins are many things,” Kye said as she came to Drake and slipped an arm around him, “but blind is not among them.”

				“Unlike their sister, who is all too easily fooled.”

				Eirlys’s voice came from the doorway, which Kye had left open. He should have realized, Brander thought, that she would not do so carelessly; she must have known Eirlys would be on her heels. To his relief, she did not sound as she once had when speaking of her own failure to realize the dangerous double life her brother was leading. That, at least, she had gotten past.

				She pulled the door closed behind her as she spoke. “So what have they done now? They told me as they dashed past that we have to move now, and that they’d found it, whatever it is.”

				Brander held up the battered, half-burned text they had given him. “They found this.”

				Eirlys frowned. “An old text?”

				Then her breath caught, as did Kye’s.

				“The text?” Kye asked. “The one your mother spoke of, with the ancient Triotian?”

				Brander nodded. Since she would be dealing with it, he held it out to her, his finger marking the page they’d found with the ancient markings and the translation. She scanned it quickly, then looked up.

				“I recognize some of these, from the smuggled documents,” she said, excitement fairly humming in her voice.

				“Enough?” Drake asked, a bit of an edge creeping into even his voice.

				“Maybe,” Kye said. “Dear Eos, maybe, if I can have our best thinker work on it with me.”

				“She means you,” Eirlys said with a jab in Brander’s ribs when his brow furrowed.

				“Oh.” He didn’t think of himself as that. A puzzle-solver, perhaps, but nothing grander than that.

				“So,” Eirlys said, sounding a bit reverent, “we will have the key to whatever miracle saved Trios.”

				“You have much faith in our translation abilities,” Brander said dryly.

				“I have the greatest of faith in Kye’s art and your brain,” she said simply.

				He was pleased at those words beyond reasonableness.

				“As do I,” Drake agreed. “But it must wait.”

				“Wait?” Kye said, clearly ready to leap to work right now.

				“Yes.” And he passed along to both women what else the twins had learned today. “They are coming for us.”

				“Then we cannot be here, for they may well destroy first and look for bodies as proof after,” Eirlys said briskly.

				Drake looked startled at her concise and too-accurate assessment.

				“Yes,” Brander said. “Now we just need a plan to get everyone and everything there, without being seen, before tomorrow.” And for all Eirlys’s faith in his brain, he couldn’t think of a way to accomplish that in the short time they had, especially now with their expanded numbers. “I don’t know,” he muttered, thinking aloud. “How do we do it and not be seen? Getting up there, and then crossing that last stretch across the Edge once, with three of us, was one thing. Getting all the Sentinels and all the gear up there in five rovers, and then across the Edge on foot without being spotted is something else entirely.”

				“What if we didn’t go that way?” Eirlys asked. All eyes swiveled to her, but she was looking at Brander. “When I was outside, while you were measuring and such, I looked around. For a second way out, as you always say,” she said with a glance at her brother.

				“And?” Drake prompted when she hesitated.

				“I do not know the other side of Highridge as well as this side, I admit, but there may be a way.”

				Drake’s brow furrowed. “I know your knowledge of our terrain is unsurpassed, but . . .”

				It hit Brander then, what she was proposing. He raced through it in his mind, speaking as he worked it out. “You mean to go over the top of Highridge here, drop down, head west on the other side, and come up over the top near the cavern?”

				She was looking at him, not speaking, only nodding. Waiting, as if for his approval. He turned it over in his mind, thought about everything he could remember of the place. Then he looked at Drake.

				“It could work,” he breathed. “Dear Eos, it could work.”

				“Call for Pryl,” Eirlys suggested. “Between us, we might know enough.”

				Brander saw the moment when Drake decided. “Either way, we must be ready to go the moment the mist thickens tonight. Kye—”

				“I will see the Sentinels are ready and the gear ready to be loaded, in order of priority,” she said before he had to finish, and a smile flashed across Drake’s face.

				So they had learned to read each other so well already, but that interesting observation had to be filed away when the Raider, for that’s who spoke to them now, turned to him.

				“You and Eirlys find Pryl, work out if there is indeed a possible route, but you must be back by—”

				He broke off when a knock on the door startled them all, for it was Pryl’s knock. Kye was close, ready to head out to her task, so she pulled it open. The canny old woodsman stepped into the room. He glanced at all present, then focused on Drake.

				“The Spirit said you had need of me?”

				Brander blinked. Eirlys looked startled. Only Drake maintained his equanimity. But then he had been dealing with the Spirit and her accurate information much longer than they, even though he had not yet known who she was.

				“Of course she did,” Drake said with barely a trace of a grimace. “And of course she is right. Brander will explain,” he finished.

				“And while we are all doing what we are doing,” Kye said lightly, “what will the Raider be doing?”

				He glanced around their quarters, at all the accumulated things that had found their way there. This time the grimace was complete.

				“I,” he said sourly, “will be packing what cannot be left behind.”

				Kye’s light expression faded to one of utter seriousness. “The only thing in that category for me is you.”

				Brander’s chest tightened at the pure love that echoed in his cousin’s voice, and at the expression of wonder on his best friend’s face. At the same time, he felt a stab of longing deep within. He glanced at Eirlys, and saw that her eyes were brimming. Pryl, on the other hand, simply looked inordinately pleased.

				“Time for us to get about that task.” Brander ushered them out of the room.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 29

				SHE NEEDED TO concentrate, Eirlys told herself, and she could not do that if she was spending so much effort on trying to figure out that expression she had seen on Brander’s face when Kye had made that quietly emotional declaration in Drake’s quarters. And yet she couldn’t quite get it out of her mind. It hadn’t been envy; that wasn’t in Brander’s nature. Nor had it been resentment, for she knew as well as she knew anything that Brander would never begrudge his best friend any joy he found amid this insanity.

				The only word she could think of to put to it was longing, and that was entirely too unsettling for the task they had to accomplish. She had always thought Brander uninterested in the kind of attachment her brother and his cousin had. He had always flirted easily and used that practiced charm of his without second thoughts, and it was part of what kept her wary around him, despite what she felt for him deep inside. Despite the longing to be the one who changed his mind about that kind of attachment for himself.

				With an effort, she let it go, and focused on their job at hand. They had found a way over the top of Highridge that was fairly well masked from Coalition observation posts. Then they could drop back into the mist that would shelter them, and all they had to do was find a way west through the thick trees. If they could find path enough for the rovers, they could do the entire trip under cover of their mist and the trees.

				It took them, judging by the faint angle of the light coming through the mist, about an hour to come half the distance to where Highridge met the shoulder of the mountain known as the Brother. They were at a difficult spot now, a rocky stretch of rubble that was mostly vertical, looking as if a small chunk of the mountain had given way, as Halfhead had on a much more massive scale. The top jutted up out of the mist, as if it were a ridge of its own rising at a right angle to Highridge, and at a height almost equal to the Edge itself. In the rovers, they could pass around it, of course, and it seemed narrow enough that there would be but small risk of being seen, especially on this far side of Highridge. But they could not commit to this path without knowing what lay on the other side of this outcropping, without knowing they could regain the cover of the trees.

				Nor did Brander want to risk open flight across this spot in the rover yet, not when keeping their path hidden was so crucial. Her mother was right; the Coalition almost never flew over the ridge, but almost was not good enough, not until they were all safely in their new quarters.

				Brander and Pryl were, predictably, arguing over which of them should venture on foot across the treacherous spot to the other side.

				“Leaving me to report both your deaths when you fall, I suppose?” she said.

				They both turned to look at her, appearing rather startled. Pryl shifted his gaze to Brander, clearly leaving it to him to answer.

				“I am ever open to any clever ideas you might have,” Brander said.

				That much was true, she had to grant him. He ever and always listened to her.

				“Did neither of you notice the white-tails we passed?”

				“Of course,” Pryl said. “Several of them.”

				“And?” Brander asked.

				Eirlys sighed. Even these two whom she respected failed to learn from those creatures around them. Although Brander was beginning to, she had to grant him that, as well.

				“When they are frightened, they take to familiar paths, so they can flee at top speed. Now, what do you see on the other side of this escarpment, in the trees?”

				“Have you ever thought of becoming a teacher?” Brander said sourly. “You have the tone.” But he turned to look. “White-tails,” he muttered when he spotted them.

				“And herd animals stick together,” Pryl said slowly.

				“You think they have a path around this,” Brander said, giving her the same sort of look he had the first time one of her graybirds had successfully delivered a message. It warmed her far more than it should for such a simple thing.

				“I think it was not coincidence that they all fled up rather than down, which would logically be easier,” she said.

				Brander turned back to study the rubble-strewn field of rock once more. “Then this is perhaps not a landslide after all,” he murmured.

				Eirlys frowned. “What?”

				“If it was a slide, there likely would be no safe passage above; we are too close to the top of Highridge.”

				She looked at the rocky patch with new eyes. “Then . . . you think it rose from beneath?”

				“Your mother said the mountains were still alive.”

				She made no comment to that. She had found it, to her surprise, easier than she’d expected to keep her word about maintaining her calm with her mother. Perhaps because she had given it to Brander, and she never wished to let him down. He might irritate her, tease her, and fill her with longings for things she couldn’t yet name, but he had ever and always been there for her.

				She watched Brander as he studied the area. So familiar as he stood there with that easy grace, the dark silk of his hair stirring slightly in the faint swirl of the mist. So familiar, that look of utter concentration, speaking of the agile mind behind those vivid Kalon eyes.

				That he was so familiar and yet was still able to surprise her was something she had come to expect. And she was beginning to realize that was a mistake, that something so wonderful should not be taken for granted. That nothing should be taken for granted anymore. Because they truly could lose it all at any moment.

				Drake’s comment and Kye’s response played through her mind.

				I will be packing what cannot be left behind.

				The only thing in that category for me is you.

				She tried to imagine a life without Brander in it. It was impossible. The coming of the Coalition had upended life on Ziem, but never again seeing those eyes, never again hearing his laugh, or watching him as his incredible brain worked out some intricate problem, would be a life without purpose, without reason. She would fight on, for Ziem, but without Brander, she would just as soon die in the process.

				“Eirlys?”

				She had not even heard Brander approach, and his quiet inquiry told her much about what must be showing in her face.

				“Promise me you will ever take care,” she said urgently.

				He looked startled. But then, slowly, he reached out and cupped her cheek with his hand. “If you will do the same. I could not do without you, Eirlys Davorin.”

				In that moment, she wished they were alone, so she could pour out what had been bottled up inside her for so long. But they were not. They had a task to do, and it was a crucial one.

				They backtracked to where she had last noted a pair of white-tails scampering up the ridge. The graceful animals left no trace of broken branches or trod-upon leaves, but there were enough of them here to have worn faint trails in the undergrowth. After a moment’s study, she found one, and they started along it. It was steep, and in a couple of places, she envied the white-tails their four strong legs.

				But they continued, with her in the lead, Brander behind her, and Pryl watching the rear for any indication they’d been noticed or any sign of a Coalition presence. And when they reached the top of the rocky area, it was clear Brander had been right; it had not slipped from above, but risen from below. And the path over the crag was wide and almost level until it dropped back down to a lower elevation, where they had seen the white-tails from the other side.

				“We could almost take that path entirely undercover,” Pryl said. “If we trimmed the trees a bit in that one narrow spot.”

				Brander nodded. “I’m also thinking it might be wise to use this path in reverse for raids,” he said. “Make them think we’re still on the Sentinel somewhere, if we always come from that direction.”

				Eirlys smiled inwardly at the ruse. That was Brander, always with a clever bit of misdirection. It was what made him such a good chaser player. And she smothered the qualm she always felt when she thought of what his life had become. He’d had no choice, and he used it to benefit the Sentinels and Ziem, but it was hard not to remember the potential he had, when even as a boy everyone had marveled at the things he came up with, and speculated on the wondrous things he would one day accomplish.

				Well, he had accomplished wondrous things, had he not? Not what had been expected, but what was necessary. And his inventions, even cobbled together as they were, were likely the reason—along with her brother’s brilliance and Kye’s insane courage—the rebellion had not failed in the face of Coalition might.

				“You are distracted,” Brander said; again, he had caught her off guard and she snapped out of her thoughts.

				“I was thinking about how much Ziem and the rebellion owes you.”

				He blinked, clearly startled in turn.

				“And realizing,” she said softly, “I would have given up long ago if not for you.”

				She left Brander staring after her, and as she started up the last leg of their journey, she heard Pryl laugh. It was a pleased sound she’d rarely heard from the man.

				“WE HAVE THE PATH,” the Raider said to the gathered Sentinels. “It will be unfamiliar to most of you, so I can only say have faith in those who found it, traveled it themselves.”

				No one questioned this, Brander noted.

				I hope your faith is not misplaced.

				“We will begin immediately at nightfall, when the mist thickens, so you have only until then to make your final preparations. Anyone who finishes, help my second gather his things, for as you all know, he can make much out of nothing, and it has saved us all more than once. Be ready—”

				Drake stopped as there was a sound from the back of the room, of someone scrambling down the ladder from the hidden entrance. From where he stood, Brander could see it was Kade, the new recruit who had been assigned to tending the air rovers. The young man was in a rush, and Brander felt a qualm. If something had gone wrong with the rovers, they were in deep trouble. They would never get everybody out of here in time, or without being spotted.

				Kade skidded to a halt in front of Drake. Still in more than a little awe of the Raider, it took a word of encouragement from him to get the boy to speak.

				Kade swallowed. “Outside,” he said, still breathless.

				“What is it?” Drake asked, rather more gently than Brander thought warranted.

				“The mist is lifting.”

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 30

				DRAKE WAS PACING his quarters again, and Brander could not blame him. An unexpected, unpredicted clear night threw more than a twist into the works. He had called the best of them into this meeting, hoping someone would have an idea of how to deal with this blow.

				“Whatever gods the Coalition prays to must have been listening today,” Pryl muttered.

				“Or they knew,” Brander said.

				“I did not,” Iolana said from where she stood at Kye’s side. “For that would be far too clear and useful,” she added wryly, earning her a chuckle and smiles from many. She was on her way to being accepted by most of the Sentinels.

				“But they destroyed the weather center, and all the instruments,” Kye said. “All the things that used to tell us when the mist might lift.”

				“Not to mention they likely wouldn’t know how to use them,” Eirlys added. She had insisted on being here for this, and after her sizeable contribution to this morning’s mission, Drake didn’t refuse her.

				“I suppose even the Coalition gets lucky now and then,” Galeth Harkin said.

				“Well it couldn’t be worse,” his brother said.

				“Unless they found a way to clear the mist themselves,” Kade said.

				The room went silent. Brander stared at the newcomer. This was something that had never occurred even to his agile mind. Just the thought of losing their one main advantage in this fight was shattering. And he doubted it had ever occurred to any Ziemite that the mist that shrouded their world could be artificially eliminated. He doubted, in fact, that many of them would want it done had it occurred, for it would change the very essence of their lives, perhaps even more than the Coalition had. Perhaps they would not even survive, if they had to live in the heat and light of sun-season all year round.

				Brander felt an odd sort of pressure, and yanked his gaze away from Kade to find most of the Sentinels present looking at him. Including Drake.

				“Is that possible?” Drake asked.

				Brander’s mind was racing, but he knew instinctively he was looking for answers he did not have. “I cannot think of anything that would accomplish it, but nor can I say that the Coalition hasn’t come across something on some distant world they’ve conquered.”

				“I hope to Eos they have not.” Drake drew in a deep breath. Then he gave a slow shake of his head. “We cannot worry about that now. We will learn soon enough if they have found a way. Now we must deal with the immediate situation.”

				“Getting from here up to the cavern under a clear double moon?” Kye asked.

				“We have no choice. We must be gone from here before the night is done.”

				“A diversion?” Teal Harkin said. “Although I’m not sure there’s any diversion that could be big enough.”

				“True,” agreed his brother. “You’d have to blow up their entire compound.”

				“Not that I wouldn’t like to,” Teal said, “but it would take that fusion cannon we don’t really have to do that.”

				Brander winced inwardly. If he’d been able to figure that out sooner, they might have been able to fake that. A signal indicating an active fusion cannon would slow even the Coalition down.

				“Don’t,” Eirlys said, so quietly only he could hear. He blinked, looked at her. “There’s no way to have gotten that done by now. The twins only found the translation this morning, and we don’t have all the necessary parts yet anyway.”

				He wasn’t sure what startled him more—that she had so accurately guessed his feelings, or that she cut straight to the only things that would ameliorate them. He had the sudden thought that in his—well, to be honest their—insistence that she stay out of this fight until she was of age, Drake just might have been denying them a very valuable asset. She had accomplished so much just from the sidelines, with her creatures, and her knowledge of the terrain, who knew what she might do if turned loose.

				But the thought of Eirlys actually in a fight, a weapons-blazing fight with a death toll, still churned his insides like the deepest maelstrom on the Racelock.

				He glanced at Drake, who was discussing something intently with the Harkin brothers, likely the possibility of blowing up something so huge all Coalition resources would be demanded to deal with it. How did he deal with it? How could he? Kye was his third, and more often than not in the deepest thick of the fighting, forever wanting to take on the most dangerous missions. And she was also the woman Drake loved more than his own life, Brander was certain of that. And yet he let her do what she must.

				I cannot hold her back. I cannot ask her to be less than she is.

				The full portent and weight of words Drake had once spoken to him had caused him to marvel then. Now they were crushing him. Because he knew Eirlys would require the same. The Eirlys he’d once known was gone, turned into a woman full of the fire to fight. And that was the Eirlys he had to deal with now.

				He couldn’t bear to think about it any longer. He forced his brain back to the matter at hand, searching for what he feared didn’t exist; a diversion big enough to pull the Coalition’s full attention, enough so that the Sentinels, the rovers, and essential equipment could escape to safety under the too-bright glow of a full double moon. For while they did not spend much time searching the heights with their equipment, they did not ignore it, and would be unlikely to miss an operation hours long.

				He could think of nothing. They had no explosive, no device big enough, to draw the attention they would need.

				You’d have to blow up their entire compound . . .

				Yes, and they certainly didn’t have a big enough explosive to do that. No, they were reduced to things like the burners, and a crate of exploders barely bigger than his fist, little things that could take out a rover, or a piece of wall, but nothing larger. They were useless against bigger targets, and—

				A piece of wall. His mind slammed to a halt on the thought.

				A piece of wall. A crate of exploders. Nothing, separately. But add them together . . .

				“Kye!” he called out. She looked at him. He didn’t know what his expression looked like, but Drake hushed the group and his cousin headed for him immediately. Kye reached him and he turned to quickly lead her to his worktable. The others followed, but, at Drake’s command, gave him space.

				“When you pulled Drake out of there, how did you leave it?”

				“Leave it?”

				“The twins’ tunnel.”

				“As it was,” she said. “I was thinking only of getting him out.”

				“Of course. But the panel that concealed their tunnel from the room it emerges into . . .”

				“I’m afraid I did not put it back,” Kye said, “so it’s likely been discovered.”

				“I did,” Eirlys said.

				Brander, along with Kye, Drake, and several others including her mother, turned their heads to stare at her.

				“You did what?” Brander asked, his voice tight.

				“Later, when we knew Drake would live,” she said, with a glance at Iolana. “I was . . . I needed to do something, anything. And I wanted to see how Kye had done it.” She looked at her brother’s mate with a smile. “I was in awe, my sister.”

				Kye smiled back, but it was concerned. “But they had to be searching by then, for how it had happened, the way of our escape.”

				“They were. But you know the Coalition, everything in order. And they started above, so by the time they reached that storeroom, I had swept the floor clear of tracks, replaced the panel, and was gone.” She shifted her gaze to Brander. “I thought it might come in useful again sometime.”

				He wanted to shake her. He wanted to hug her.

				He wanted to kiss her most of all. Were they alone, he might have taken the chance. But he could not, and so all the fierce energy and worry he was feeling ended up in his voice.

				“You shouldn’t have risked it,” he said.

				“Agreed,” Drake said sternly.

				“It was very dangerous,” Kye agreed, her tone more mild.

				“It was very brave and daring,” Iolana said. “And I have a feeling that before this is through, we shall all be very glad that she did.”

				Eirlys looked startled at the support from that unexpected quarter. And for the first time that he had seen, she gave her mother a tentative smile. Brander saw that Drake had noticed that as well. But he said nothing; in this, it seemed, Eirlys was free to chose her own path as far as her brother was concerned. But he did turn to study Iolana.

				After a moment, he asked, “You believe it is safe to use the tunnel?”

				“Nothing is safe with the Coalition on Ziem,” she said. “But I sense the tunnel is as yet undiscovered, thanks to Eirlys.”

				Drake’s gaze shifted to Brander. “You have an idea?”

				“A piece of one. I must think a bit more. I know,” he said at Drake’s slight shift in expression, “we have no time to waste.”

				“What do you need?” Drake asked.

				“Kye and Eirlys, everything you remember about the twins’ access tunnel, and the older, inner tunnel it connected to.” He shifted his gaze to Drake. “And your memories of the council building. You spent more time in there than I ever did.”

				Drake nodded, then stopped. And again, his gaze shifted to his mother. “There is someone else who spent more time inside the council building than any of us.”

				“Of course,” Brander said softly, feeling foolish.

				Iolana seemed surprised. “It has been many years since I set foot in that building.”

				“Yes,” Brander said, “but they’ve only added to it, not changed the original structure. And that is what I need knowledge of.”

				“I will, of course, help if I can.”

				Brander nodded. “Kade!” he called out. The young man hurried forward, looking a bit startled. “You watched them build the wall, did you not?”

				“Yes. They forced my father to build it, and then killed him when it was done.”

				Brander thought it a measure of how inured they’d all become to Coalition brutality that none of them reacted beyond muttering under their breath. “I will need you, too, then. I need to know how they constructed it, especially the sections that meld with the council building.”

				“I remember,” Kade said eagerly.

				Brander looked at Drake. “Give me an hour to try and prove this possible.”

				Drake smiled. “Or impossible?”

				“That as well,” Brander returned.

				“We will keep preparing,” Drake said, “for we must move, diversion or not.”

				“Two diversions,” Brander said, turning to eye Teal Harkin, who brightened immediately.

				“Do I get to blow something up?”

				“In a manner of speaking,” Brander said.

				“Good,” the man said with obvious satisfaction.

				Brander turned back to his worktable as Drake went back to coordinating the escape plan so they could move on a moment’s notice. As he did, he saw Eirlys looking at him.

				“Will it truly help? What I did?”

				“Absolutely. You may have saved the lives of all of us, little one.”

				For a moment, she simply looked at him. Then she said, quietly, “I liked it better when you called me your heart.”

				That simply, she took his breath away. And he felt as if one of Teal’s explosives had gone off far too close. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 31

				“DO I NEED TO guard my daughter around you?”

				Brander, who had been watching Eirlys and Kye rejoin the Sentinels preparing to evacuate, turned back to look at Iolana. Had he stopped to think that he was addressing the icon of a world, he might have stayed his tongue.

				“Why begin now?” he said coolly. “You never have.”

				She stared at him for a moment, a moment during which caution surged in him, too late. This was not only the icon of a world, and the Spirit who had done much to help them in this lopsided fight, this was the mother of his best friend.

				And Eirlys.

				“Contention valid,” she admitted, and her voice held a note that made him even sorrier he’d said it.

				Suddenly regretting that he’d struck out, he felt compelled to say, “Eirlys is edging closer to accepting you.” His mouth quirked. “Drake, I’m not so sure. He holds his thoughts on you close.”

				“I never expected him to step down as the head of the family just because his errant mother returned,” she said. “Drake will do what he must do, as he always has. It is Eirlys who concerns me just now.”

				Brander grimaced inwardly. And me.

				She reached out to him, laid a slender hand on his arm, all the while holding his gaze. After a brief moment of contact, she withdrew her touch but continued to study him.

				“I see,” she said.

				“So I’ve heard,” he said, uneasy now.

				She did not smile at the almost joke. “Does she know?”

				He drew back, frowning. What was she talking about? He searched for something, anything to divert what he feared was coming. His usually quick mind and tongue failed him. He could think of nothing.

				“I’d heard about you, you know. The reputation of Brander Kalon as a gambler, a wastrel, and the best chaser player on Ziem reached even the Spirit’s hideaway.”

				He shrugged. Denied nothing. “A reputation hard-won.”

				“I’m sure. And useful. Hiding that you are also the mind behind some of the Sentinels’ cleverest tricks, most of their weapons, and many of their successes.”

				Again, Brander shrugged, although he couldn’t deny her words pleased him. She obviously had something on her mind, and decided, given who she was, he’d be best served by just staying silent and letting her get it out. So he merely shrugged again.

				“In your way, you lead a double life just as Drake did. Only you’re doing it on two fronts.”

				That startled him. “Two?”

				“Your other reputation reached me as well. That of a charmer of women, a trifler who took nothing seriously, and left a path of wounded hearts behind him.”

				Do I need to guard my daughter around you?

				He realized his jaw had tightened, and consciously relaxed it before saying, “I was never anything less than honest.”

				“That you promised them nothing, that you made it clear you would never love them, doesn’t stop some women from hoping.”

				“That,” he said flatly, “is not my fault.”

				“I know.” That surprised him, as did the smile she gave him then. “They might have better understood if you had told them you loved someone else. Someone you felt you could not have.”

				He blinked. Looked at his arm where she had touched him, then back at her face, more than a little stunned.

				“You could never love them, for you already loved Eirlys.”

				He muttered an oath under his breath. She had gotten all this from a few seconds’ touch? “You are—”

				“Her mother, for all my failings.” He winced, wishing he could simply turn his back on her, use the valid argument that there was no time for this now. But again, his vaunted wit failed him. “Do not let the image you have built, the role you must play for the rebellion, become the reality in your mind, Brander. Don’t lose who you really are. You must be the man who will be her future.”

				His breath slammed to a stop in his chest as he stared at her.

				“You have seen this?” he finally managed to get out.

				She smiled slightly, but shook her head. “Not in the way you mean. But I have seen the way she looks at you.”

				“She is not yet of age.”

				Iolana smiled, rather ruefully. “I am hardly one to preach on this, given my own failings in that area.” Brander knew what she meant; everyone on Ziem knew how young she had been when she’d pledged to Torstan Davorin; it had required an exception from the council.

				“She has never had the chance a normal life would give her, to meet others she might . . . care for.” He grimaced. “I do not wish to be the one she chooses simply because there are no other options.”

				“This is what holds you back?” she asked, and he thought he might have heard a bit of approval in her voice.

				“That, and this small matter of a war. Which is what we should all be focused on at this moment.”

				For a long moment, Iolana only looked at him. “You are right, that war is what we must focus on now.” She turned to go and he let out a breath of relief. Then sucked it sharply back in when she turned back to look at him and added, “But I remind you, I knew exactly what I wanted when I was younger than she is.”

				And then she was gone, leaving him to flounder for a moment before, with one of the most prodigious efforts of his life, he went back to simultaneously planning his diversion and packing up everything he could.

				EIRLYS WASN’T certain how much time had passed before she realized the twins were missing. Long finished with her own scant packing, she had gone to the shelter, working hard not to weep as she looked at the creatures she cared so deeply for, realizing that some of them were not well enough to be released into the wild, where they would surely die. Yet they would likely die if they were left here, for once the Coalition began their sweep they would destroy everything in their path.

				She released those who had a chance of survival, sending each on its way with gentle encouragement and heartfelt hopes. She was down to staring at the cages of the many she knew would never survive, and losing her fight not to cry, when she’d realized the pair of troublemakers had been conspicuously absent throughout the preparations for the evacuation.

				She was standing still, wondering where they might have dared go—and there wasn’t much beyond that fearless duo—when she heard Kye speak quietly from behind her.

				“I’m sorry we cannot take them.”

				Eirlys turned. “I understand. We must have the weapons, and what the Sentinels need, and there is no room to spare.”

				“That makes it no easier to accept.”

				“No.”

				“I wish—”

				Eirlys stopped her with a wave of her hand. “Wishing does no good. If it did, the Coalition would have been gone long ago, from all my wishing for it.”

				“All of us spent much time wishing, for all the good it did,” Kye agreed. “But now we fight, and that is something.”

				“It is everything,” Eirlys said fervently. Then her thoughts returned to the pair who had, rather incredibly, accomplished as much as anything in that fight. “Have you seen the twins?”

				“Lately?”

				“Since the preparations to move began.”

				Kye thought for a moment. “I saw them when Drake was announcing we must depart by nightfall, and then when I was helping gather Brander’s bits and pieces while he worked on his plan. But not after that, I don’t think.”

				“That’s what I was afraid of,” Eirlys said.

				Kye frowned. “You don’t think . . . what do you think?”

				“That sometimes they don’t think,” Eirlys said worriedly.

				“SIR?”

				Paledan didn’t turn when Brakely spoke from the doorway. He kept on with his task, which was sliding the painting from the taproom back into the storage room. He wasn’t sure why he’d succumbed to the urge to bring it out and look at it today. It was an urge he’d worked to deny ever since he’d realized it was happening more and more often. His agenda was too full to waste any time staring at a portrait of a dead woman he’d never known. But this morning, he’d needed something else from this small room, and the glimpse of the corner of the canvas was all it had taken. He would have to work harder on that.

				Of course, he could simply destroy the urge by destroying the thing itself. But that was the easy path, the path that said he was unable to control this urge, and that he could not accept. And so he kept the painting, and every day that he got successfully through without looking at that vivid portrait he counted as a victory.

				The fact that he didn’t need to look at it for a perfect image of what he was avoiding to form in his mind he would deal with later.

				He closed the closet door before turning to look at his aide. And was startled. Not because Brakely wasn’t alone, but because he’d just realized who was with him.

				The Davorin twins. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 32

				FOR THE FIRST time since Paledan had begun dealing with these two, they looked wary. Or surprised, he wasn’t certain. Although how they could have expected they could be caught and not brought to him he did not understand. Nor did he understand why they were here at all; surely their brother knew they would be at risk. To be used against him, if nothing else. Yet they were allowed to run free, in their old way? Even after the Raider’s true identity had become known to all?

				His gaze flicked to Brakely in inquiry. “A trooper found them in that tree again. Watching the compound.”

				Paledan pondered that for a moment, then nodded at his aide, who took the cue quickly and left the room, closing the door behind him. And so he was alone with the two oddities who fascinated him almost as much as that bedamned painting. He had not seen them since their brother had pulled off that masterful strike. He was surprised to see them now, surprised they dared.

				“So you are watching us still. And who is watching you?” he asked. “And why does your brother allow you to roam, when he must know we are searching every fragment of this planet for him?”

				The twins glanced at each other. Paledan’s brow furrowed as he wondered yet again if these two had some strange, unknown way of communicating without words. If perhaps there was some link formed in their gestation that remained even after they were born as separate beings.

				“Enish Eck,” the girl said. Lux, he remembered.

				“Is watching us,” the boy finished. Nyx.

				“But he—”

				“Is busy and—”

				“We didn’t want to—”

				“Bother him so—”

				“We left to look—”

				“For his two—”

				“Headed snake.”

				“I see,” Paledan said, inwardly thinking, to his own surprise, that he had truly missed these occasional encounters. His recent thoughts on what would have happened to these two on his world had mostly centered on the fact that the girl, who had likely been the smaller of the two, would have been destroyed upon birth. But now he found himself wondering what the boy would have done, what he would have become without her. It seemed to him, with these two at least, that destroying her would have destroyed part of him as well.

				He wondered if the survivors on Lustros ever felt as if a part of them were missing. They were never told, so it would be an . . . interesting question. Pointless, but interesting.

				“And your brother?”

				“Drake is gone,” Lux said with a wave as if it meant nothing.

				“With the Sentinels,” Nyx added.

				“But you are here,” Paledan pointed out.

				“That is,” Lux began it again.

				“Why we—”

				“Are here. Because—”

				“Drake left—”

				“For the badlands and—”

				“We could not go—”

				“So the others—”

				“In town—”

				“Watch us—”

				“For him.”

				The badlands. He knew it was the term used for the rugged lands beyond the ridge that surrounded Zelos. The Coalition had no use for it; there were few people and nothing of worth. They had early on deemed the badlands impassable except by air, but he was beginning to realize that things the Coalition thought impossible about this world the Ziemites took as a matter of course.

				He stared at the two, who were looking around his office as if to see if anything had changed. He thought about the time he had had their brother brought in about them. The man had been a consummate performer, seeming nothing more than the cowed, servile taproom keeper whose most difficult chore was keeping these two from getting into trouble.

				And despite the fact that it was probably true that anyone in this forsaken place would look after them for him, so highly regarded was he as both Davorin and Raider, Paledan was having trouble believing that man would just leave these two to their own devices.

				And within reach of the Coalition, not to mention such as Jakel.

				“Do you not feel . . . abandoned?” He hoped that was the right emotion. This way of other worlds who kept children with their parents unto adulthood was foreign to him, but he had read enough to extrapolate what it must be like.

				“The Raider,” Nyx said with a shrug.

				“Must do—”

				“What he must.”

				He tried to think of how to phrase the potential threat to them without scaring them into silence; if they knew their brother’s plan, he needed to get it from them.

				“Did you not think,” he began carefully.

				“We do not—” Lux said, cutting him off with her blithe answer.

				“Often. Or so—”

				“Drake says.”

				“I would not dispute that with him,” Paledan muttered.

				“He thinks—” Nyx this time.

				“You are—”

				“Different than—”

				“The usual—”

				“Coalition—”

				“Blowpig,” they finished together.

				He stared at them for a moment, working to keep his expression stern. “You realize that if you said that in front of . . . the wrong person, you could be annihilated where you stood?”

				“Of course, but—”

				“Drake says—”

				“You are above—”

				“Taking anger out on—”

				“Mere children.”

				He nearly did laugh then. “There is nothing ‘mere’ about the two of you.”

				They smiled as if he’d complimented them. As perhaps he had.

				“So I am to believe,” he said, “that your brother decamped to the badlands and left you behind?”

				They shrugged in unison.

				“And did he not think that you might be used against him?”

				“You could not.” Lux’s tone was that of a patient teacher.

				He was beyond amused now; this was the most entertainment he’d had since he’d arrived here; even his games of chaser with Kalon weren’t this engaging. He wondered if part of his fascination with these two, in fact with this world, was that he had too long been above it all, ordering troops during an invasion, coordinating the battle if there was resistance, and then moving on, leaving the conquered people and place to others. He had not dealt directly with people outside the Coalition command structure in a very long time.

				“And why is that?” he asked.

				“First you would have to find him—” she began.

				“And tell him you had us and—”

				“You cannot, so—”

				“You cannot use us.”

				He crossed his arms and leaned against the edge of his desk. “What makes you so certain I could not find him?”

				“The badlands are—”

				“A very big—”

				“And rough place and—”

				“Drake knows them—”

				“And he has—”

				“Been ready for this—”

				“For a long time,” they finished.

				“That, at least, does not surprise me,” he murmured to himself. Then, to the pair, bluntly in the hopes of rattling their uncanny calm, “And what is to stop me from forcing you to tell me exactly where he is?”

				Again the mutual shrugs.

				“You could not—” Nyx began.

				“Because we—”

				“Don’t know—”

				“Exactly where.”

				“Besides, that would mean—”

				“Drake was wrong—”

				“About you, and—”

				“He’s never wrong.”

				Paledan understood their blind faith in their brother. What he did not understand was the Raider’s even blinder faith in an enemy, even if the enemy was markedly better than Frall had been. And yet the thought of betraying that faith was repugnant.

				And, not for the first time, he wondered about this place, this mist-shrouded, damp world that had brought him so quickly to this pass, where he was reluctant to betray the faith of his enemy. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 33

				“EVEN YOU MUST eat,” Kye said.

				Drake shook his head. “No time. We must be ready.”

				“We will be. And food will be quick; it is only some of the last loaf and a bit of brollet.”

				When Drake merely continued on his chart of when each group would leave, Brander looked at his cousin. He knew she had something on her mind, was worried about something, but did not wish to bother Drake with it just now. So he pitched in on her current quest.

				“I suggest you just leave it,” he said. “Then when he passes out from hunger we can just sling him in the back of a rover and be done with it.”

				“Tempting,” Kye said.

				“Amusing,” Drake muttered.

				“I will bring it to you,” Kye said. “And,” she added with a touch of warning in her voice, “you will eat it.”

				She didn’t wait for an answer. Brander lifted a brow at Drake. “I’d listen, were I you. I’ve heard that tone before.”

				“You think I haven’t?” Drake asked, giving him a wry glance.

				“I would hope under more . . . interesting circumstances.”

				Drake looked startled, but then a slight smile curved his mouth. Brander grinned at him. Thinking that now Drake would be in a little less harassed mood when she came back, he let it be and started off toward his own meal—the last meal to be served here in the ruin.

				He encountered Kye on his way, her hands full of as much as she could carry of the bread and stew.

				“What is it?” he asked as she paused beside him.

				“The twins.”

				He grimaced. “I thought they’d been too tame for too long. What now?”

				“No idea. Eirlys lost track of them during the packing, and I haven’t seen them since I was packing up your crate of parts.”

				He winced inwardly at how long that had been. Plenty of time for them to get into serious trouble. Not that it ever took them long. “I will see what I can find,” he said. He glanced back toward Drake’s quarters. “And I agree, do not bother him with this.”

				“Yet,” Kye said ominously.

				“I’ll find them. Somehow,” he said, waving her on.

				He settled for only a few quick bites of the brollet stew and grabbed a chunk of the loaf to take with him. “If this goes well, Mahko,” he said to the man who served as cook and healer, although the latter load on him had lightened since the arrival of the Spirit, “you will have a grand place to expand your range of dishes.”

				The gentle soul gave him a mocking but amused look. “Excellent. I need but three more ways to fix brollet, and I will have ten.”

				Brander laughed, glad the man could be so light-hearted. He would have to be sure the man had enough help when this meal was done and he had to clean and pack up. No one wanted to go hungry once they arrived at their new quarters, so it wouldn’t be difficult.

				And he firmly refused to contemplate that this would go sour on them. The mist might have contrarily lifted, but the diversions would work, and they would make the move in time.

				He headed for the ladder, stuffing the chunk of loaf in his pocket. He had his foot on the bottom rung when the boulder above shifted and he heard a voice from above. Eirlys.

				“—lock you in my trunk and keep you there until we have moved,” she was saying. “You two are more trouble than any dozen wild things.”

				He couldn’t help grinning; it had to be the twins. And indeed, they scrambled through the opening and down the first few rungs of the ladder. Eirlys was right behind them.

				And speaking of behinds . . .

				He allowed himself a moment to watch her descend. She moved with grace, a very feminine sort of sway, and it heated his blood until it surged in hot, heavy pulses.

				Then a quick crouching movement by Nyx caught his eye. Brander stepped back, guessing what would happen next. It did; the boy simply jumped the rest of the way. Brander caught him, earning a laugh. Lux, not to be outdone, did the same, and he caught her as well and set her down beside her brother.

				He turned back to the ladder, hoping to watch Eirlys move again in that achingly tempting way. But unexpectedly, she also skipped the last few rungs and dropped toward the ground. He moved instinctively, as he had with the twins, and a split second later she was in his arms.

				He heard her breath catch. His own breath had stopped dead in his throat the moment he felt the full length of her draped against him. He should set her down, but he couldn’t. And in the moment when he realized her arms had come up around his neck, he didn’t ever want to put her down.

				He thought it was forgetting to breathe that was making him a bit light-headed, but then she moved, her soft, feminine curves pressing against him, and he knew it was her. So close, so warm, he wanted nothing more than to kiss her senseless, to take what his body had been clamoring for. Her head tilted back, and her lips parted. And, in that moment, he very nearly said to hades with being in full view of everyone. He lowered his head, his lips already hot with need.

				She was staring at him, and he could only imagine what his expression must have been. And then she lifted her head slightly, stretching toward him, her lips parted. He saw something in her eyes, her own answering heat. Dear Eos, she wanted this too. Wanted him. Joy surged through him and—

				A sudden yank on his sleeve snapped him out of it. And he realized the twins were clamoring loudly for his attention, and had been.

				“—talk to Drake!”

				Reluctantly—beyond reluctantly—he tore his gaze away from Eirlys and looked at them. “What is this, now?”

				“We need to talk to Drake,” the two chorused.

				Brander heard Eirlys take in a deep breath. As if she needed to steady herself. He hoped so. When she spoke, she managed a stern tone.

				“These two,” she said, “have been to Zelos.”

				His head snapped around. “What?”

				“We only—”

				“Wanted to—”

				“Stop,” he snapped. “I do not care what you wanted. “

				He was rarely so sharp with them—in fact, he usually egged them on in their escapades—that he gained their instant attention and they went silent. Even when he had lectured them about the flyover, he had not been this harsh.

				“Everything,” he said slowly, severely, “Everything depends on what happens this night. And we cannot be worried about you while trying to accomplish what we must. What you did was give your sisters and brother one more thing to worry about when they can ill afford it.”

				Lux looked as if she wanted to speak; no doubt her clever mind had several justifications at the ready. He stared down at her. In some part of his mind, he was aware it should not be this hard to face down a child, yet it was.

				“And the fact that you made it back here unscathed does not excuse your recklessness,” Eirlys added, and her voice sounded much the same. “Not now. Any other time, but not now.”

				The twins looked up at the two of them. Finally, Lux sighed. “We cannot stand against—”

				“The two of you together,” Nyx finished.

				“We are sorry,” they said together.

				The two of you together.

				Brander gave himself an inward shake. Any other time, but not now. Indeed.

				“May we speak one thing?” Lux asked, the hesitancy in her voice telling Brander they had meant that apology.

				“One only,” he said.

				“We told the major that—”

				“Drake went to the badlands.”

				Brander heard Eirlys gasp. He knew he was gaping at them. For an instant, the first part was all that registered; they had not only gone to Zelos but they had spoken to Paledan? And he had let them go? He was afraid to ask how they had managed that. And then the second part of it hit him.

				“The badlands?”

				Taking the question as permission to speak further, they did.

				“We did as you do—”

				“Put it in—”

				“The middle—”

				“Of other things that—”

				“Are true and—”

				“We think he—”

				“Believed us.”

				He heard a strangled sort of sound from Eirlys. He flicked her a glance, saw she was looking at him with a glint of humor in her eyes.

				“Well, you do,” she said.

				He couldn’t stop his smile; it was so good to have her teasing him again.

				The twins’ story came pouring out then, and when the duo had finished, Brander didn’t know whether to hug them or do as Eirlys had threatened and lock them in a trunk until the move was done.

				“You could be dead right now,” Eirlys said.

				They both shook their heads. Nyx began this time.

				“He has told—”

				“The troopers that—”

				“They should bring us—”

				“To him if they—”

				“Find us. We heard—”

				“Them complaining—”

				“It would be easier—”

				“Just to kill us but—”

				“Then Major Paledan would—”

				“Punish them.”

				Never thought I’d empathize with Coalition troopers.

				“Why do you suppose?” Eirlys asked.

				“I don’t know,” Brander admitted. “But Drake has said he doesn’t believe the major would hurt them unless forced.”

				“Which,” she returned dryly, “leaves open the question of what it would take to force him.”

				Brander looked back at the chastened twins. “They will not be finding out. Will they.”

				It wasn’t a question, but the twins shook their heads anyway.

				“Should we say the last thing?” Lux asked her brother.

				Nyx looked at Eirlys this time. Something that was of more concern to her?

				“Say it,” Eirlys commanded resignedly.

				“He has—”

				“The picture.”

				She frowned. “What picture?”

				“The painting,” Lux said.

				“From the taproom,” Nyx added.

				Eirlys drew back in obvious surprise. “The painting of . . .”

				“The Spirit,” they chimed. Still, Brander noted, not calling her their mother.

				She glanced at Brander again. And then frowned. “You are not surprised.”

				He sighed. “I . . . suspected. When I encountered him there, before they leveled it, he stood studying the portrait for a long time.”

				“But why?”

				He shrugged. “I do not know. He knew she was your—and Drake’s—mother, and therefore that she was Iolana Davorin. Perhaps that was his interest. He is not ignorant of our history.”

				“Another reason he frightens me,” she said with a shiver. “I know he kept Jakel from murdering Drake—”

				“Barely,” Brander said with a bitter edge.

				“Yes, but he did.”

				“And that makes me even more wary. I don’t like an opponent I don’t understand, and I don’t understand that man.”

				“Is that why you played so much chaser with him?”

				“I was trying to figure him out.”

				“We thought—”

				“You just liked—”

				“Chaser.”

				He looked at the twins. They had on their most innocent expressions, and he couldn’t help but laugh. “I do.”

				Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Eirlys stifle a smile. She managed a stern tone when she said to them, “Now I suggest you go eat while there is still food left, then go to your spot and stay there until you are called to leave. Is that understood?”

				“Yes,” they said dutifully.

				“And you will obey her instructions, won’t you,” Brander said, again not a question.

				“Yes, Brander,” they chorused. And scampered off to do so.

				Eirlys sighed. “That should hold them.”

				“Until tomorrow,” Brander said dryly.

				For a moment, she looked up at him, an expression he didn’t recognize on her lovely face. “You care deeply for them.”

				“As if they were mine,” he agreed easily.

				“As you do me.”

				“Yes.” Because you are mine.

				A tiny smile played at the corners of her mouth. Almost as if she’d heard what he hadn’t said. He hadn’t said it, had he? The image of what she’d looked like as she stretched up toward him, as if she’d wanted that kiss as much as he had, slammed through him, and just the thought that she wanted him nearly seared him to ash right here.

				But after a moment, she said only, “We should go tell Drake what they said.”

				He nodded and followed as she turned to go, all the while wondering if she truly realized what he’d meant when he’d agreed that he cared for her as if she were his.

				Because in his heart and blood and bone, she was. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 34

				“THEY WILL INDEED be the end of me,” Drake said with a slow shake of his head.

				Eirlys felt a flash of her old worry; even though his exhausting double life was over, her brother’s life was just as dangerous as ever. More so, now that the Coalition knew who he was. He did not need this extra strain. She would simply have to keep an even closer eye on the twins. She had vowed the night she had discovered Drake’s terrifying masquerade she would make up to him for thinking him broken and calling him coward for so long. She still had a long way to go.

				“This was a perilous escapade,” Kye agreed. “I’m trying to just be grateful they weren’t caught, but . . .”

				“I think Brander put the fear of Eos into them,” Eirlys said. “He is rarely harsh with them, and he was. “

				Drake look at his second, who shrugged. “The flyover incident was nothing compared to this one. It scared me, too. I think they know they risked too much this time.”

				“They do,” Eirlys said. “I’ve never seen them so chastened as when you spoke so to them.”

				“Maybe that will take. They would be loathe to lose one of their most willing collaborators,” Kye said with a grin at her cousin.

				Brander’s mouth quirked in that way that made Eirlys feel a strange warmth inside. “I admit, I was a little proud of what they accomplished.”

				“You think Paledan believed them? That we’ve fled to the badlands?”

				“I think it’s another option he’ll have to consider,” Brander said.

				Drake pondered for a moment. “Agreed. I think he will have to search there.”

				“In addition to the mountains,” Kye said.

				“They will be spread thinner then,” Eirlys put in.

				Drake smiled at her. “Yes.”

				Eirlys’s breath caught at the easy approval in that smile. She had had herself half convinced she was imagining that Drake was taking her more seriously of late. Or perhaps he’s just realized that it is but a few weeks before I am of age, an adult, and that then he can no longer deter me.

				“There’s one more thing,” Brander said. “He has the painting from the taproom. The twins saw it as he was putting it out of sight in his office.”

				Drake blinked, drew back.

				“The portrait?” Kye asked, appearing just as startled. “Why in Eos would he take that?”

				“Because it’s a beautiful piece of art?” Drake suggested.

				Eirlys smiled at the way he said it. And the way Kye blushed.

				“It is,” Brander agreed. “And while I don’t discount that Paledan might be the type of man to have an appreciation for art—if such is even allowed in the Coalition—I’m not certain that’s all it is.”

				Eirlys’s brow furrowed as she looked at him, noting that both Kye and Drake had shifted their gazes to him in much the same manner.

				Brander shrugged at the puzzled stares fixed upon him. “I’m just saying that it’s a beautiful picture of a beautiful woman.”

				Eirlys’s eyebrows shot upward. “Are you saying . . . what are you saying?”

				“What I just said.” His tone was dry, as perhaps she deserved for her phrasing.

				“You think . . . he took the portrait because he thought her beautiful?”

				She saw Brander’s gaze flick to Drake as he spoke. She looked at her brother in turn, and to her shock, he was looking thoughtful.

				“That’s crazy,” Kye said. “He’s Coalition. We are to be conquered, not admired.”

				“I just know that, many times in the taproom, I saw him staring at it,” Brander said.

				Eirlys looked back at him. “Kye is right. That’s crazy.”

				He gave a one-shouldered shrug. “Kye is the artist, hardly detached. And she is your mother, so neither are you. Maybe you don’t realize what Kye captured in that painting. I am a half step back. And I saw his expression as he gazed at that portrait.”

				“As did I,” Drake admitted.

				Eirlys whirled on him. “You, too? You’re crediting this?”

				“I am only saying I’ve seen what Brander saw.” His mouth twisted ruefully. “And admitting that I would likely be slow to see it, given who she is.”

				Kye looked at her mate. “I always thought you had, in your mind, separated your mother from the icon rendered in that portrait.”

				“I had,” Drake said. “Until she . . . reappeared.”

				“Throw in that Spirit thing,” Brander said, “and it’s no wonder you’re all a little . . . confounded. It’s—”

				He broke off as a knock came on the door. Drake called out permission to enter. Tuari came in, glanced at them all, but her gaze settled on her commander.

				“We are ready, sir.”

				Drake nodded. He glanced at Brander.

				“Ready as I can be,” he said. “As is Teal.”

				Eirlys suppressed a shiver at what Brander must do tonight. She did not know his exact mission, but knew he, of them all, was taking the greatest risk, venturing right under Coalition noses to give the rest of them the chance to escape unnoticed. And it struck her anew how often this task fell to him. And how proud she was of this man who had been her childhood support, and now so much more.

				When he glanced at her, she let everything she was feeling show in her gaze. He stared back at her, looking rather stunned.

				“We await only full night, then,” Drake said. “Eirlys?” She drew her attention back to him. “You will keep them . . . harnessed?”

				“I will,” she promised. “The twins will not be your worry tonight.”

				He smiled at her again, and she fairly swelled with pride in this brother of hers.

				Tuari shifted on her feet as if uneasy, and Drake turned back to her. “More?” he asked.

				“It does not affect tonight,” she said. “So perhaps it should wait.”

				“And perhaps it should not,” Drake said. “Speak.”

				“I have brought Dek up from Zelos, to escape with us, as you allowed,” she said.

				Drake nodded. “He has done his part, more than once, and you are all he has of family. You should be together.”

				Eirlys hadn’t realized that, that others from Zelos might be joining in the evacuation. He already carried so much responsibility, yet it seemed Drake was ever taking on more.

				“And we thank you for that,” Tuari said. “But I wanted to tell you, before he left, he heard something.”

				Drake lifted a brow, waiting. Tuari took a breath, then it came out in a rush. “He heard Alcana, Carag’s mate, speaking of Jakel. That he had confronted the Coalition commander, demanding to be allowed to round people up for torture, to try and obtain your whereabouts.”

				Eirlys felt a chill, and fought down a shiver. Alcana might be Zelos’s biggest tale carrier, but she was also known to be accurate, at least at the core, much of the time.

				“And what,” Drake said, his tone deadly serious, “was the result?”

				“That, she did not know. Dek says she only said Jakel seemed placated, but not happy.”

				“Eos spare us from a happy Jakel,” Brander muttered.

				“In this case, apparently Paledan spared us,” Drake said. “He obviously did not give Jakel what he wanted.”

				“At least not yet,” Eirlys said.

				Drake looked at her consideringly. “Contention valid. I believe Paledan does what he wishes, and does it in his own time.”

				“Blood connections are broken at birth,” Brander recited. “One simply cannot have anything more important than the connection to the Coalition.”

				Eirlys stared at Brander as he spoke the words. His gaze seemed directed inward, and it took a moment before he refocused on the present. When he realized they were all looking at him rather oddly, he shrugged in that very Brander-like way.

				“Something he told me, once,” he said.

				“Blood connections are broken at birth?” Kye said, looking slightly horrified.

				“So he said.”

				“No wonder they are heartless,” Tuari said. “If I may go, sir, I believe I wish to give Dek a hug before we begin.”

				“Give him my thanks,” Drake said.

				Tuari smiled widely. “That will mean the world to him, sir.”

				“And I,” Brander said, “must find Teal so we can synchronize. Timing will be crucial on this one.”

				Drake nodded. “Good luck, my friend.”

				For once, Brander had no witty response; he merely nodded. “And to you, my friend. Cousin,” he added, with a nod at Kye.

				“Take great care, Brander,” she answered.

				Something about the exchanges was nudging at Eirlys, something about Drake and Kye’s solemnity and Brander’s lack of his usual insouciance. And then Tuari’s words, and Drake’s answer played back in her head.

				. . . perhaps it should wait.

				And perhaps it should not.

				It wasn’t until Brander turned to go that it struck her that they had all been speaking as people not certain they would ever see each other again. She already knew Drake and Kye would be flying high cover for the evacuation, making themselves the most likely to be seen and draw fire, and it made her want to tremble with fear for them.

				But she sensed there was more to this than being spotted flying cover, which was worrisome, but not that unlike other missions. And when Brander walked out, she ran after him.

				She caught up with him outside the door. “What, exactly, is your mission?”

				He frowned. “You know. Diversion.” He grimaced as he continued across the gathering room. “It seems I am better at that than actual fighting.”

				“You do well enough at that,” she said as he stopped at his worktable, where his pack lay, clearly already prepared. “But no one else can do what you do.”

				His brows rose as he gave her a sideways look. “Take caution, that’s barely a hound hair away from a compliment.”

				She ignored the teasing. “Tell me. What exactly is your diversion to be?”

				“Eirlys—”

				“Tell me, Brander Kalon, or I shall follow you to see for myself, and you know I can do it.” He let out a long breath. Simply looked at her silently, until she whispered, “I am Ziem, too. Do not try to protect me. I need to know.”

				He sighed. She saw his jaw tighten for a moment. He busied his hands securing the flap on his pack. But in the end, he answered. “I’m going to destroy the council building.”

				She frowned. “But . . . we have nothing to blow up that large a target, even Drake said so.”

				He slung the pack over one shoulder. “Yes.”

				“Then how?”

				“Eirlys,” he began, then stopped. He reached out and cupped her face, tilting her head up. He just looked at her, as if he were trying to memorize her.

				As if he were looking at her for the last time.

				Her breath piled up against her suddenly constricted throat. She darted sideways, yanked on the strap he had just fastened. Pulled open the flap. She had a bare second to look before he reacted and pulled away from her, but it was enough. She’d seen the mass of fist-sized exploders, and the pack of fuses and prepared resin they used to apply the small devices to specific locations.

				This made no sense. There was no way even that many exploders could take down such a huge building, even if you put one on every wall in the place. They were just too small. They might take out a chunk of wall or a support beam, but . . .

				A support beam.

				The images that flashed through her mind were inescapable, that day not so long ago that she had gone to explore the tunnel the twins had dug, the small miracle that had allowed Kye to accomplish the bigger one, that of getting the nearly dead Drake out of Jakel’s hideous torture room in the cellar of the council building. At the time, her intent had been merely to secure it, and she’d been more curious than anything. And she’d left there so amazed—and thankful—at what Kye had done that little else remained in her thoughts.

				But now it played back in her head and she thought she could almost count the vertical columns she had passed, and the ones she’d seen as she’d risked a peek down the long corridor where Kye had pulled her heavy, precious burden.

				Not support beams. But support columns. The columns that held the entire rather grand building above the utilitarian floor below.

				“Dear Eos,” she breathed, staring. “You’re going to blow it from underneath.”

				She read the truth of it in his silence. And knew that by not speaking, he was giving her the answer to the question she could not bear to ask.

				Yes, he was going to blow those support columns. It would likely cause that entire wing of the building to collapse.

				And if he made a second’s error in timing, or if he was held up for even a fraction of that, it would collapse while he was still inside.

				Right on top of him.

				“No,” Eirlys whispered.

				“It will work,” Brander said, with the oddest expression on his face as she stared at him. “Teal is taking every burner we have left and will set them at their ordnance building. That will give me cover and time.”

				“Burners cannot take down a building of metal and rock.”

				“But they will not be sure they are only burners until they arrive. And they will arrive in force, since that is where the bulk of their shells and bombs are stored and they cannot risk it.”

				“And you think no one will be left to find you as you sneak into their own headquarters?”

				“It was ours long before it was theirs,” he said softly. “I only regret having to destroy it.”

				“Leaving me . . . us to regret your death in the process?”

				“Don’t consign me to the death field yet.”

				“Don’t even say that!” She couldn’t help the tears that were suddenly welling from her eyes.

				“All right,” he said, even more softly. And when she looked up at him then, she saw something in those rare, turquoise eyes that she had never seen before. “Then don’t give up on me so easily, my heart.”

				Her breath caught as his voice, his words, sparked something inside her that made her heart pound and her skin tingle.

				And then his mouth came down on hers and she could think no more. Except to realize she had so much yet to learn. And she only wanted the lessons from this man.

				She felt she had been waiting a lifetime for this moment, felt her heart open up as if it were a mistflower blossoming. She had been a fool to let anything—the Coalition, the war, his hesitation—get in the way of this. She should have torn down those barriers long ago, not waited until now, until this moment, when she could be on the verge of losing him forever.

				She wanted more, wanted the deepest taste of him. This was Brander, her Brander. She had been right, even as a child; he was hers and she was his, and thus it had always been. Meant to be.

				Fire licked along her every nerve. She felt the power of him, heard the low, rumbling sound he made as her tongue probed tentatively. It was true she knew little of this, for she had wanted it with no one else. But she was learning in these few, precious moments all there was to know. This was not something that had been born just now; it had always been here, growing, expanding, until this explosion seemed not only right but inevitable.

				And she knew from his response, from the heat that seemed to pour from him into her, that it was the same for him, for only two equal fires could combine into such a conflagration as this.

				And dear Eos, if he had known, had known this was what it would be like, his restraint all this time was beyond amazing.

				A whistle from across the room shattered the moment. Brander pulled back. She did not, could not, look around to see who had chosen this of all moments to intrude on. Instead, she buried her face against his chest.

				“I have to go,” he whispered.

				It took everything she had of Davorin in her to say, with near calm, “I know.”

				His fingers tightened on her arms. “Eirlys—”

				“Keep yourself safe, my heart. For we have much to talk about when you come back.”

				“Yes,” he said, but he said it in the tone of one making a vow.

				And then he was gone.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 35

				ECHOES OF THE SEARING heat of that kiss lingered as Brander made his way down the Sentinel. He couldn’t wish he hadn’t done it, even though he’d vowed he wouldn’t. He had turned his back on his feelings for a long time. He had taken refuge in idle flirtations, careless liaisons that meant less than nothing to him.

				You could never love them, for you already loved Eirlys.

				He supposed he shouldn’t be surprised that Iolana knew. Perhaps she had foreseen it, or perhaps she merely knew it was inevitable. Eirlys had ever and always been there, and the more womanly she became, the harder it had been to ignore his own changing feelings.

				And when she’d come after him today, her eyes filled with the realization of the possible outcome of what he was undertaking, he’d been unable to resist. For if that possibility came to pass, he did not want to leave this life without ever having tasted what he had yearned for since he’d first realized Eirlys Davorin had become a woman. Nor did he regret having stolen that taste, even as it threw his thoughts into chaos.

				And he could still taste the sweetness of her now, still feel the heat of her lips, searing him far more deeply than seemed possible from such a brief connection. He wanted so much more, and yet that single kiss had touched him so deeply he thought he would feel it forever.

				However long—or short—his forever might be.

				He didn’t usually question a mission. If it had to be done, it had to be done, and so he would do it. Perhaps he had grown overconfident, but he generally had faith in his ability to get out of tight spots. And he’d managed many escapes, with nothing worse than being singed by the heated glowmist. Which he had counted as a plus, since he had learned something he hadn’t known. For a man who took parts, pieces, and ideas from far afield, any new knowledge was a potential tool.

				But today, he had doubts; today, he thought of the irony of fate teasing him with what he would be leaving behind, he who had thought his wishes out of reach and so had never let them interfere with the job at hand.

				And yet he would not take it back. Not for anything would he surrender the reality of that sweet, too-brief kiss that had proven all his dreams too small, too limited. It had been so much more than he’d imagined. Once he would have laughed at the idea of a single, first kiss changing a man on an elemental level, but no more. For this one had. Even knowing how he felt about her, it had. For he had realized in those fleeting moments that what he felt for Eirlys was so much bigger than even he had thought. He’d long known his body wanted her, and for even longer he had loved her mind and heart. What he hadn’t known was how the whole of it together would blast him to pieces, and that he would reform in a different way. He was used to building with bits and fragments, taking things and giving them new usefulness in different ways, but he’d never expected such a thing could apply to himself. But now he was a new man, a different man, who no longer thought only of the fight or of what had been lost, but of what could become.

				All from a kiss.

				He nearly went past the small outcropping where he’d intended to wait for Teal’s signal.

				Now that’s a way to make sure you never see her again; get yourself killed before you even get there. And you promised her you would take care.

				He’d worked out the timing carefully, knew it should take him exactly the one minute Teal would give him from the moment he sent up the flare indicating he was beginning. And then Teal would launch the device, a big brother to the toy they’d used to take out the mining caravan, loaded with as much explosive as it could carry. As much as they had, in fact. It would leave them with nothing, but if it did not succeed, it would all be over anyway.

				It would also be a sacrificial journey, for Teal would guide the small craft to the Coalition landing zone, where he would situate it as close to the attendant buildings as possible before detonating. They would obviously lose the machine, but as with the explosives, the same applied; if it did not work, it would be the end of the rebellion anyway. If it did what Brander hoped, it would draw all available troops to both hunt for the source and put out the blaze he hoped would engulf the buildings.

				Which would, in turn, give him time to complete his own mission.

				He settled in behind the outcropping, using the top of the tumble of rubble as a prop for the scope he’d brought. The distance was so great, and without the mist tonight, and therefore no glowmist to make the flare easily visible, he was going to have to watch closely for what would now be simply a signal flare. If the flare was seen by a Coalition trooper, it would have them on alert, but they had no choice. And it might well convince them even more that the landing zone was the target. He only hoped Teal could get out of there safely; he could detonate the device from a short distance, but if he waited too long and some alert trooper found it first, he could be in trouble.

				He ran through the plan in his mind again, not trusting himself at the moment to be as clear-headed as he had to be. See the flare, get to the hatch, drop into the tunnel, get past the panel, wait for the sound—he doubted he’d feel the explosion of burners down in the bowels of the building, then into the cellar. Set the exploders on every third pillar, stringing the timer cord between them as he went. Back to the storeroom, set the timer and . . . run. Like hades.

				“HOW DO YOU do it?” Eirlys asked.

				Kye looked at her, and thankfully didn’t pretend not to understand.

				“By focusing on my next step. If I ever thought about what Drake risked, I would be immobilized.”

				“But you, at least, are allowed to fight by his side.”

				“And do you still truly believe what you do, what you and your creatures have already done, is not as crucial a part of the fight as anything anyone else does?”

				She sighed. “I know this. Brander has made certain of that. And it’s not that I don’t understand, or appreciate that he and others acknowledge me, but it seems so little.”

				“It is not,” Kye said firmly. “In some cases, much of what we have succeeded at can be traced back to you and your creatures.”

				“The creatures who will now die for us?” she asked bleakly.

				And again, she was thankful Kye did not try to sweeten that for her. “They may. As we may. The Coalition will be very angry, for the destruction done, if not for us slipping through their fingers.”

				“I know,” Eirlys whispered, trying not to think of Brander at this very moment awaiting the signal to begin the mission that could very well end in his death.

				“You left the cages open, did you not?”

				“Yes. But some of them are too injured to flee. And I could only carry so many.”

				“Because?”

				Her brow furrowed at the question. “Because it would not be fair to take more room than the others are allotted. Others who had to leave family behind in Zelos.”

				Kye leaned over and pressed a kiss on her forehead. “And that is why we love you, my sister.”

				Eirlys grabbed the hands of the woman she thought of in the same way. “See to yourself as well as my brother,” she said urgently. “I cannot lose either of you.”

				“We—and Brander—will do our utmost to see that you don’t have to lose any of us.”

				She wasn’t really surprised to see the knowledge in her dear friend’s expression. She suspected Kye had long known what feelings Eirlys harbored for her cousin. But in the way of female friends, she also understood what so irritated her about him.

				It was strange, Eirlys thought after Kye had gone and she herself had finished the loading of what few belongings she had room for, how two kisses could be so different. Kye’s peck on the forehead had made her feel loved, warmed, part of a family that went on despite the Coalition’s best efforts.

				Brander’s had set her soul on fire.

				She could not think about that now. Kye was right. Focus on the next step. That was all she could do.

				She had been, as they all had, waiting anxiously, yet when the explosion finally came she jumped. Teal’s small, remote-controlled carrier had gone out in a burst of fire and fury that surprised her with its size. But she recovered quickly and leapt into one of the three rovers left to them after Kye and Drake had taken to the sky overhead to cover their departure. They were more vulnerable than ever without the mist to protect them, and Eirlys silently muttered an imprecation to Eos, wondering why on this, of all nights, the mist had vanished. It happened perhaps a half-dozen times outside of sun-season, and it seemed a twist of an evil fate that it should happen tonight, when they had no choice but to move, mist or no.

				It had fallen to her to be the first, to lead the first contingent. Riding with her were the first of the children—the youngest, those too small to make the trek on foot. There were many now, as more and more people had joined the Raider and were loathe to leave the little ones behind as Coalition anger mounted. And there would be room for them now, in the great cavern, plus her mother had told them there were many smaller caves suitable for habitation.

				But there was no time for that now. She must get these children to the cavern, quickly, so she could return for a load of supplies. Grim, surprisingly, had turned out to be an adequate pilot, and he was flying the rover to follow her, despite the fact that it was a tight fit for his tall frame. With him was her mother, and the rest of the smaller children. And behind them, in the third rover, was young Kade, proud beyond measure that Drake had trusted him with the task of getting as much as he could of Brander’s tools and supplies transferred.

				Dear Eos, let him need them. . . .

				Along the chosen trail, the best fighters among the Sentinels were posted to stand guard, to cover the evacuation, and, should they be discovered, should the dual diversions not work, to hold off the Coalition as long as they could, giving more the chance to escape.

				She tried to take pleasure in imagining the Coalition troops scurrying to the scene of Teal’s explosion, little knowing what was about to happen. She flew on, upward, thankful for the time both Drake and Kye had spent teaching her.

				Focus, she ordered herself when thoughts of Brander tried to steal in and take over her mind. She and her precious cargo reached the top of Highridge, and in the instant before they dropped down to the other side where they would be hidden from Coalition watchers, she heard—and she thought even felt—the second rumbling. Not of bombs—the exploders were too small to actually hear from this distance—but something else. As they went over the top, she risked a glance back. And even from here she could see the oddity—the entire east section of the council building that formed the wall of the Coalition compound was listing. A huge cloud of dust was already rising, as if to take the place of the mist that had deserted them.

				He’d done it. Brander had done it.

				She’d had no doubts, really. He would do what he’d set out to do because he was Brander, and he always found a way, even if that way was often unorthodox.

				No, her only doubts came now, and, as she dropped down the other side of Highridge, she fought her fear. Tried not to play back in her head the image of what she’d just seen.

				Tried to believe it was possible that he’d gotten out of the collapsing building.

				Focus, she ordered herself again. The next step, nothing else. It was likely some would be hurt, or worse, to make sure they had this chance. It truly could be Drake or Kye . . . or Brander. She could not let that be in vain because she was distracted by thoughts that meant little in the larger scheme of things.

				She flew on, trying to hide her fear from the children, lest they think it was for them.

				And she realized she had never, ever fully understood until now what being a Sentinel meant.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 36

				EIRLYS KNEW BY THE break in the conversation that they had been talking about her. She looked from her brother to his mate, waiting. She had seen no messengers arrive, and the birds had yet to be trained to come here to the cavern, so as far as she knew, there had been no communication from Zelos. The evacuation had taken most of the night, although the pace had picked up once the blessed mist had returned in the hours just before dawning. They had moved all the people, and they were already settling into the new quarters, once they had gotten over their awe at its size and mere existence. And she’d heard some of them whispering that the Spirit must have created the place, so perfectly did it suit their needs.

				“You did well,” Drake said to her.

				She merely thanked him; he did not need to know of her difficulty concentrating, now that her part was over.

				It felt odd to be at this elevation yet still be warm, and she could not deny the advantages to this place. No matter how she felt about her mother, she had chosen well.

				“The children are already settling in,” Kye said.

				“Our mother is charming them,” Drake said, and Eirlys didn’t think she was imagining the rather dry note in his voice.

				“She has the knack when she wishes to use it,” she said neutrally, sticking to her resolution.

				It was Kye who gave in. “There is no word yet, Eirlys.”

				Her gaze flicked from Kye to her brother. “You would tell me right away? Even if it is . . . bad news?”

				“Do not write him off so easily,” Drake said. “My second has come through many tight spots unscathed.”

				“This tight?” Eirlys asked quietly, knowing the answer.

				“He will be all right,” Kye said. “My cousin has ever had the uncanniest luck.”

				She did not point out to either of them that if he were all right, he would be back by now. Should have been back a while ago. Even Teal had returned over an hour ago, gleeful with the success of his mission until he’d heard Brander had not returned.

				“And your idea worked well,” Drake said. “The painted cloth has made the sentries invisible even from mere footsteps away.”

				“Because Kye’s talent is matchless,” she said, meaning it.

				“But you had the idea,” Kye said.

				“I—”

				She broke off as Pryl, the last of the Sentinels who’d been left to watch the trail, came in and hastened over to them. The older man did not look happy, but he rarely did. But there seemed something especially severe about his expression now.

				“They are on the move,” he said without preamble when he halted before Drake. “They are headed for—”

				A barrage of distant noise and the faintest of tremors rippled under their feet. All chatter in the cavern stopped, and for one long moment, there was utter silence.

				“—the ruin.” Pryl finished it flatly.

				Eirlys’s breath caught. Drake ran to the cavern entrance, the others after him. “Slake!”

				There was a scrabble of slipping pebbles as it seemed a piece of the Edge itself slid downward, to resolve into the man wrapped in Kye’s work of art.

				“Direct hit, sir,” he said breathlessly. “Two Coalition fighters in a straight run.”

				A chill swept her. So they were gone. All the sweet creatures who had trusted her, wiped out by the huge machine that was the Coalition.

				Drake spun back to Pryl. “Was everyone clear?”

				The man shook his head, his expression grim. “When I left, young Kade was still there, gathering more of Brander’s gear. He could have gotten clear, but I didn’t see him.”

				Eirlys felt the chill inside her expanding, overtaking her. Not just her animals. Kade, gathering Brander’s things. They’d all liked the young newcomer, who had been energetic and eager to learn. He had a clever mind, and seemed quick to understand Brander’s sometimes wild ideas. If they’d lost the boy that was bad enough, but in her current state of mind, she couldn’t seem to stop her mind from making the leap that Brander, too, was lost.

				Slake swore under his breath. “I didn’t see anyone fleeing the ruin, after the attack. I’d shifted my focus to the compound. But the east end of the council building—” Drake’s head snapped back around, “—collapsed.”

				Eirlys couldn’t breathe. “Brander did his job,” Kye whispered.

				“Of course,” Eirlys said, barely aware of the bitter note in her voice.

				Galeth Harkin, the second sentry wrapped in the camouflage Kye had created, dropped down from above.

				“They’re scrambling,” he reported. “Running around like beheaded muckrats.”

				“But not so distracted they did not think to destroy the ruin,” Drake said.

				“I’m not sure of that,” Slake said. Drake lifted a brow at him. “They were already in the air. And they were headed for the badlands when the compound started to go.”

				Drake frowned. “They would have had to reverse course, then, to get to the ruin.”

				“Perhaps they were recalled, when the compound started to go,” Kye said.

				“But then why hit the ruin?” Pryl asked.

				“They may have seen Kade,” Slake said. “And his rover.”

				That would surely be enough to draw a strike. Eirlys’s stomach churned at the thought of that sweet, clever boy vaporized. He was barely older than the twins. Instinctively, she looked around, seeking the roguish duo she had promised to keep under control. Knowing the way they thought, she was fairly certain their promise to stay close would hold them only until they arrived at their new haven.

				She saw them across the cavern, near the water source. To her surprise, they were with Iolana, who seemed to be explaining it to them. And they seemed to be listening. But then, the twins had a practical streak; they would listen to anyone who could tell them something they wanted to know.

				“Orders, sir?”

				Her head snapped back around; she hadn’t even heard Mara approach. Drake looked at the woman, then shifted his gaze to Pryl. Before he could even speak, the crusty old woodsman nodded.

				“I’m good for a while yet. I’ll go.”

				It took her a moment to realize he meant to check what was left of the ruin . . . and look for what might be left of Kade. Her stomach nearly turned over.

				“Not alone. I will accompany you,” Drake said, not surprising Eirlys in the least; Drake never left anyone behind, even in death, if he had any choice.

				“You cannot,” Kye said. Drake’s gaze shifted to his mate. Her words had been flat, unemotional, not the appeal of a loving mate, but a fighter. “They will be more determined than ever to have your head now, and we cannot lose you.”

				“She is right,” Mara said, and even Pryl nodded. With clear reluctance, Drake accepted it.

				“I’ll go,” Slake said quickly.

				Drake smiled at the big man. “You are a good man to have in a fight, Slake, but you are as stealthy as a ringtail.”

				The man looked unhappy, but nodded. As he had to, since they all knew the truth of Drake’s assessment.

				“I will go,” Eirlys said.

				“Eirlys,” Drake began, and she saw in his eyes that he knew her distress.

				“I must do something,” she said quietly. Anything to keep from imagining Brander buried under tons of rubble—the life, the brilliant intelligence, and the unfailing spirit crushed out of him at last.

				That her search could well end with finding young Kade just as dead did not escape her, and she had never hated the Coalition more than in that moment.

				As if he’d heard everything she didn’t say, Drake’s jaw tightened.

				“She’ll do,” Pryl said unexpectedly. “Nobody better in the wild.” The old man cracked a smile. “Except me, of course.”

				A loud whistle came from above. A warning.

				“Incoming,” shouted Maxon, the last of the three concealed sentries, from his post above them all, where he watched with the goggles Brander had cobbled together from his vast crate of bits and pieces. The crate Kade had likely died trying to save. “Can’t see what; it’s just below the tree line. Small.”

				“Not a fighter then,” Kye said.

				“No.” Drake snapped out orders then. “Mara, Kye, with me. We’ll take the rovers. Slake, hold here, keep everyone inside. But be ready.” He glanced at Pryl. “Your mission will have to wait—”

				“It’s a rover! One of ours,” Maxon yelled.

				“You sure?” Slake called out.

				“Saw it and the flare, thank the mist!”

				Kade? Eirlys heart leapt. Could the boy have survived after all?

				Drake snapped an order to Slake to keep everyone in the cavern until they were sure. The rest of them ran for the rover cave, the one Brander had chosen for the wide entrance that made it easy to get the craft in and out. Although he wouldn’t admit it, she knew he also liked the fast start it gave them, allowing them to be nearly at full speed by the time they hit open air.

				She fought down the pain, concentrated much more than necessary on keeping her feet as she ran over ground not yet familiar. They darted inside, where she saw Drake’s rover sitting beside Kye’s, then the one she had flown, and on the far side the one Grim had flown with surprising skill during the evacuation.

				“Clear the entrance,” Drake ordered sharply in the same instant that Eirlys heard the low whistling sound of a rover approaching. It was coming fast, she could tell from the sound. Too fast? And then she saw it, the glowmist swirling around it as it angled upward out of the trees and toward the Edge.

				It seemed impossible it could make the cave and stop in time. Surely even if it cleared the entrance, it would crash into the back wall? Had it been damaged too badly to control? Had Kade been so badly injured he had lost consciousness and now hurtled toward the death he had somehow managed to avoid down below? She held her breath.

				The whistling sound changed pitch, dropped slightly. The rover flared. Too much. Then corrected. It blasted through the entrance. The whistle dropped again. Just before smashing into the back wall of the cave, the rover turned. It practically spun on its axis. Sparks shot from the back corner as it didn’t quite clear. The sound of the engine cut off abruptly. Momentum carried it back to the center of the cave. It settled neatly to rest barely five strides from them. Even Drake and Kye were staring in shock.

				“That boy,” Mara said, “should be flying with us.”

				“Indeed,” Drake muttered, starting toward the now-quiet craft.

				The hatch popped open. Kade popped out, looking none the worse for wear physically, but clearly all was not well.

				“Hurry,” he called out. “He needs help.”

				They broke into a run. Eirlys got there just as the boy jumped down from the rover. She put up a hand to steady him, then hugged him because she couldn’t stop herself. He looked up at her.

				“He came just as I was leaving,” Kade said breathlessly. “And he said we had to get them for you.”

				She frowned. “What?”

				“Kye!” Drake’s voice, from inside the rover, sharp, harsh. “Get my mother. Quickly.”

				Without a word, Kye spun on her heel and ran. Eirlys stepped up to the open hatch. Peered inside.

				Brander. Dear Eos, Brander. Limp. Head lolling. Blood soaking his clothing, pooling beneath him.

				“Drake?” Her voice was shaking, pleading, and she didn’t care.

				“He’s alive,” he said as he undid the flight harness that held the bloodied, too-still body in the seat.

				She knew what he hadn’t said, but had made clear by sending not for Mahko, but for the Spirit. Shivers rippled through her, and for a moment, the cave around her started to spin. She fought it down; she would do Brander no good by collapsing at the sight of him.

				And then Drake moved, to lift the limp body of his second out of the rover. And for the first time, Eirlys saw what was beyond him, in the back of the rover.

				. . . he said we had to get them for you.

				Her animals.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 37

				EIRLYS COULD NOT speak, but only stare down at the man who lay on the makeshift bed of blankets. They had not had time to concoct any furnishings; they were still unpacking what they’d managed to carry.

				He was too still, Brander who was never still. His face too slack, too pale, that face that was as familiar to her as her own. And there was too much blood, far too much, seeping now out of the huge gash in his side.

				“Some space, please.”

				The others hastened to obey the Spirit’s command, even Drake, but Eirlys stayed where she was, kneeling at Brander’s head. And there was no doubt this was not merely Iolana Davorin, but the Spirit; whatever her power was, it seemed to electrify the air around her.

				She did not demand that Eirlys, too, move back. She moved her hands over Brander without actually touching him, as if she were sensing things beneath the surface. It was familiar to Eirlys; she had seen the same thing when it had been Drake lying near death.

				Those questing hands stilled, and, for a moment, those far-seeing eyes closed. Fear stabbed through Eirlys as surely as if the jagged piece of metal that had torn Brander’s flesh had caught her, too. She sucked in a breath. Remembered the small cages, the frightened but safe creatures he had risked, and perhaps lost his life for. For her.

				Even as she thought it, she saw a shadow flit along the edge of her vision. A glance told her it was Runner. She hadn’t seen the bird amongst the other creatures, but here she was, as if she’d hunted until she found her usual flight’s end. Brander.

				I know how you feel, my girl.

				She looked back at him, heard him take a harsh, struggling breath. She looked at the woman who knelt beside him. “Does my regard matter to you?” Eirlys said, her voice low and harsh.

				Those visionary eyes snapped open. “More than you could ever know.”

				“Then save him, and you shall have it eternally.”

				Iolana Davorin smiled sadly at her eldest daughter. “Do you really believe you must bargain with me for that?”

				“I know only that he must live.”

				“Brander is unique. He, perhaps more than anyone, is why we are still alive to fight. For that alone, I would save him. For Ziem. But even without that, the fact that you love him is impetus enough.”

				Eirlys stared as her mother so easily voiced what she had not yet voiced to herself in those words. That she loved this man, not as her brother’s best friend, or her own childhood support, or as the reckless spirit who too often stole her breath, but as a woman loves a man. The man. The one who had, with one kiss, explained everything to her about being meant to be.

				Although she knew there was no time, she wanted to ask if her mother, as everyone else including Brander seemed to, thought her too inexperienced to know what she wanted. And then she didn’t have to ask, for the answer was plain; this was the woman who had known her heart at sixteen and followed it to glory and then into hades.

				The moment passed, and Iolana spoke briskly. “You must help me fight for him. Find Grim, he will know what I need. And then I will need quiet, for this will take great concentration.”

				Eirlys nodded and although she hated to leave his side, she went. Tuari said she had seen the tall, gaunt man with Kade, heading back toward the cave with the rovers. It was higher up the Edge, past the string of smaller caves that dotted the steep trail. She ran, hoping that having to pay attention to the unfamiliar ground would take her mind off her tumbling, chaotic thoughts.

				She skidded to a halt inside the cave. It was empty except for the rovers, and a large, familiar crate that sat in an alcove at the back, where Brander had planned to set up his worktable. She knew the crate was full of cast-off things no one thought useful any longer, but somehow, Brander kept turning them into things that both made their lives easier, and often saved them.

				He will do so again. He will.

				She ran back to the entrance to the cave. She looked around, but there was no sign of anyone moving this far up. The string of small caves below was rapidly being claimed by the Sentinels, families first by Drake’s orders. Separate living quarters were a luxury they had gone without for a very long time.

				And then she heard something from above. Odd, she thought. Graybirds usually didn’t fly as far as the Edge, and she knew exactly where Runner was. Belatedly, a sign of her gnawing worry, she realized what it must be. She darted that way, found an entrance to a small, rounded cave that was even warmer than the rest. And there was Kade, and Grim, placing the cages with her creatures carefully on the various ledges the natural form of the cave provided.

				She thought her heart would rip, so tightly did it twist in her chest.

				“I wish to thank you both later, but now, Grim, you must come.” There was the barest second’s hesitation before she added, “My mother needs your assistance.”

				There was the barest flicker of a change in his gaze, and she knew he’d registered what she’d said. But he merely nodded, and left without a word. She turned to follow, but Kade reached out and touched her arm. She turned back to see the boy’s troubled expression.

				“It is . . . bad, isn’t it?”

				She knew the boy idolized Brander. And there had been a time when she would have avoided the truth, for one so young. And it had not been so long ago that others would have lied to her, but the Coalition had blasted all such niceties out of their lives, even for the young. She wasn’t certain it was a kindness anyway, not anymore.

				Besides, this boy had earned the right to be treated as a Sentinel.

				“It is.”

				“I’m sorry.”

				He sounded on the verge of breaking, and she took his shoulders in her hands. “You did what had to be done, Kade. You got him here. It is up to him, and the Spirit now.”

				“And you.”

				She drew back slightly. She could do nothing but be there for him. Help in some small, probably useless ways, perhaps. “Me?”

				Kade looked surprised at her puzzlement. “Of course. You are what he lives for.”

				“What . . . makes you say that?”

				Now Kade looked puzzled. “He told me.”

				She sucked in a breath. Couldn’t speak.

				“When we went for your animals. We could see the Coalition ships coming.” He lowered his eyes. “I was afraid. I wanted to get away. But he said he couldn’t leave them to die, it would hurt you too much.”

				She nearly moaned aloud.

				“He told me someday I’d understand, that I’d find someone not only worth dying for, but worth living for, even in the face of the Coalition.”

				It was so like Brander, to put them in that order of importance, that she nearly broke down.

				“Thank you, Kade.” It was all she could get out, but the boy seemed to understand. “You should eat, rest.”

				“I’ll finish making them safe first,” he said.

				“Thank you. This is a good place for them,” she said, noting again the warmth.

				“Brander picked it.” With a shrug and what sounded suspiciously like a sniff, the boy turned back to the task.

				When she got back to the cavern, Drake had seen to it that everyone was gathered at the far side, away from where Brander lay in the alcove he had selected for his quarters.

				“—believe it. Not him.”

				“—always more alive than anyone.”

				“—we do without him?”

				For an instant, she froze in the entrance. It could not be. He could not be gone. She heard the murmur as she was spotted in the moment before she ran. Kye stopped her a few feet from the alcove. She could see past Kye’s shoulder her mother still kneeling beside Brander, Grim hovering over them both.

				“Tell me he is not—”

				“No. He is not.” Kye hugged her tightly. “He is holding on, but I will not lie; it is not looking good, Eirlys.”

				“My mother?”

				“I have never seen anything like it. Even with Drake. Twice, he has slipped away, and she has brought him back.”

				“I don’t understand. If she saved Drake—”

				She stopped when she saw Grim straighten, look at her. The tall man put a hand on her mother’s shoulder for a moment, then turned and came toward them.

				“This is . . . different,” he said. “She can mend bone and repair muscle. But she cannot make blood for him, and that is what he most needs.”

				Eirlys nearly groaned. There had been a time when it would have been a simple matter; the medical facility in Zelos would have had what he needed, already identified and ready. But now, thanks to the Coalition, they had no way of knowing whose blood might help.

				“Mine might match his since we are related,” Kye said, “but we cannot be sure. It will be a last resort.”

				Because it might kill him. And yet again, her world teetered on the brink of devastation. She felt a burning low and deep, and knew that if unleashed, it would become a hatred of the Coalition and what they had done to her world that would eclipse anything she’d felt up until now.

				If Brander died, she would never stop. She would fight them to her last breath, wreaking as much destruction as she possibly could before she drew that breath.

				“He needs you,” Grim said to her. “But not your anger. Come when you have calmed it.”

				Eirlys nearly gaped at his stern tone.

				“He says it as if there is a switch one can simply turn off,” Kye said with a wry twist of her mouth. It so expressed her feelings that Eirlys wanted to hug her. And then she did. Kye hugged her back, murmuring softly. “He is right, though. Drake said he could sense the despair of those he loved around him, and thus thought his death was inevitable. He had surrendered to it.”

				Eirlys stared at this sister she had gained because death had not won that time. “It is hard to imagine Drake so brought down.”

				“And even harder, in some ways, to imagine it of Brander. He has ever been so cracklingly alive.”

				“Yes.” She swallowed, fighting down the anger that wanted to surface.

				“It is interesting,” Kye said as if this were a normal conversation. “Grim seems to actually help her.”

				She nodded toward them, where Eirlys could see the tall man again touching her mother’s shoulder as she bent close to Brander, her hands over his wound, her head bent. She was naturally fair—it came with the flame of hair—but she seemed even paler than usual.

				She looked back to Kye when she went on. “He said when she is deeply drawn in, the touch helps to ground her, or she herself might slip too far away to come back.”

				Eirlys’s gaze shot back to her mother. Too far away? Was Grim saying the effort to save Brander could kill her, too?

				“I wonder,” Kye said slowly.

				“What?” Eirlys asked, still staring at the trio.

				“Something Brander said Pryl thought. With your knack for healing the animals, perhaps you inherited some form of her gift.”

				Eirlys shook her head. “I have nothing like the power she has.”

				“But you may have some. Enough to help, perhaps.” Her gaze snapped back to Kye’s face. She seemed quite serious. “If nothing else,” Kye added, “your presence, of all of us, could not hurt. If you can keep your love for him foremost.”

				She said it so naturally, as if it were as obvious as the mist. Perhaps it was, to everyone else. Perhaps she had only hidden from herself that, long ago, her uncomplicated love for this friend of her brother, this bright spirit who had cheered her darkest childhood days, this clever genius who had done so much for her—and had too often borne the brunt of her own anger and frustration—had become something more, something different, something much, much bigger.

				And in that moment, she realized there was something that could hold her anger at bay. With a whisper of thanks to Kye, she walked the last few steps to the alcove. Grim straightened, looked her up and down assessingly, then nodded.

				Kye’s words in her mind, she stepped forward. She dared not look at Brander; seeing him so pale and waxen, his beloved faced carved as if already in death, would destroy her calm. Instead, she reached out to gently touch her mother’s shoulder, as Grim had been doing.

				Iolana sucked in an audible breath. For a moment, her eyes closed, and she turned her head. When she opened them again, Eirlys got their full force, and realized just how powerful a presence her mother had been, and still was.

				“Yes.” It was the Spirit speaking now, Eirlys had no doubt of that. “Yes, that will help. It is there.”

				Eirlys didn’t ask what, was afraid to speak at all as the woman with those piercing blue eyes and the flame-colored hair turned back to the man lying so still.

				“Keep the flow coming,” Iolana said.

				Eirlys wasn’t sure what that meant either, but kept the contact between them. When her mother reached out and again put her hands over Brander’s wound, she felt an odd sort of tingling. It began in her fingers, but quickly enveloped her. And suddenly, Eirlys knew what she had meant by the flow; she could fairly feel it, the entire connection, from her to her mother and to Brander. She had no idea what she was doing, but instinctively she turned inward, trying to mentally picture all of her love and strength flowing to him through the conduit that was the Spirit.

				Eirlys had no idea how much time had passed when she felt her mother’s hand come to rest atop her fingers.

				“Well done, my daughter. Well done.”

				Snapped out of a haze thicker than Ziem’s mist, Eirlys became aware of her surroundings again with a jolt. Her mother was smiling at her.

				“It seems, my girl, that we have much to speak of. Later. But for now, he needs you much more than me.”

				Eirlys’s breath caught. And for the first time, she dared to look at Brander. He lay still yet, but it seemed to her his breathing was steadier, deeper. And his face had lost that waxen, death-mask look.

				“He must stay very calm, and still, for some time while his body replaces the blood he lost,” her mother said. “So some things are better kept to yourself for a while.”

				She gave her mother a sideways glance. The understanding she saw there comforted her in a way she never would have expected with this woman she had hated for so long. But she could hate her no more. Because, next to what she had done for the two men she loved most, nothing else mattered.

				She dropped to her knees beside Brander, reaching out to brush his cheek with the back of her fingers, hesitantly, afraid of even that much. His skin was warm, alive.

				She felt the track of wetness down her cheeks, only then realized her tears had overflowed.

				“You brave, reckless, wonderful man,” she whispered. “Come back to me.”

				It was as close as she could come to speaking what she was feeling inside. Any more, and it would all come pouring out, and she needed to pay heed to the Spirit’s warning.

				And then all words, all fears, all anger left her in a rush. There was room for nothing but joy as she saw what she feared she might never see again.

				Brander opened his eyes. Those beautiful, turquoise-blue Kalon eyes. They were dazed, and he looked weak, but he smiled.

				“My heart,” he whispered.

				And in that moment, she knew, however angry or fearful she might ever get, it could never overpower what she felt right now.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 38

				“I CANNOT,” BRANDER said.

				“Hush.”

				“I can’t just . . . lie here any longer. I will go insane.”

				“And how,” Eirlys asked sweetly as she looked up from the leather she was stitching on, “will we know?”

				He gave her a sour look. While he much preferred this happy, smiling Eirlys to the angry one, he wasn’t quite sure how to deal with her. And she did not mention the kiss—that fiery, shattering kiss that had nearly put him on his knees. He would like to believe that was what had changed her so, but it seemed a bit optimistic. And optimism was in short supply on Ziem these days.

				He was in an actual bed now, lifted from the stone floor by a wooden frame Grim and Kade had built. Kade. He smiled inwardly. The boy had turned out to be everything he’d suspected he might be; clever with things and a fine pilot. He’d regretted having to hand the responsibility for getting them here over to him, but he’d known from the moment he’d lifted the last cage into the rover that he was done for. That piece of metal that had been sent shooting out of the council building as it went down had sliced through him as deeply as a Ziem saber, and it had taken nearly all his strength to make it to the ruin, and the rest to get Eirlys’s animals loaded.

				He’d slipped into unconsciousness, certain he would never emerge, for he’d seen the Coalition ships in the distance, headed their way. His last thought had been regret that her creatures would likely die as well, taking a huge piece of her already battered heart with them. And that Kade would never become what he could have, simply because he’d known how much Brander’s crate of loose ends meant and wanted to save it for him.

				Which brought him back to his point.

				“I have much to do. There are things we need here, things I should be working on. Too much to be lying here for weeks.”

				“As it was the last time I corrected you, it has been,” Eirlys said blandly, “a mere two days. Hardly weeks.”

				“It seems longer, with nothing to do.”

				“If you do too much too soon, you will merely wind up back here for longer.” She studied the piece in her hands with every evidence of unconcern.

				He scowled at her. “When did you become so reasonable? And what is that you’re working on?”

				She put whatever it was down in her lap then and looked at him. “I became reasonable when I feared you would die. There was no room for anger beside that.”

				That easily, she undermined the anger he himself had been building. He greatly wanted to read into her quiet words what he hoped was there, but while she had been practically within his reach every moment since he’d come fully back to his senses, she was acting differently, and he didn’t know how to read her in this new, calm mood.

				“And,” she added, “you now know how I felt, being able to do nothing while everyone else was sacrificing for Ziem.”

				He opened his mouth to protest once more that she had done much, but stopped himself when he realized that was not her point. Odd, how this Eirlys, calm and pleasant, made him more nervous than the angry one. Perhaps he’d learned to deal with the anger, while this he wasn’t sure what to do with or think of.

				“How did you not go mad?” he asked instead.

				She smiled, and he knew for once he’d done the right thing. “Some would say I did. I would think you’d agree wholeheartedly, since you bore the brunt of it simply by being the one person I could lash out at with impunity.”

				“I understood.”

				“I know,” she said. And her voice had gone so soft, taken on a note that sent a little shiver through him.

				The cloth they had draped over the entrance to this alcove moved, and Drake was there. “How’s the ailing one?”

				“Ill-tempered,” Brander said before Eirlys could say something worse. “And tired of doing nothing.”

				“There is nothing to be done just now,” Drake said mildly. “Except settling in.”

				“No raids?”

				Drake shook his head. “I thought about that for some time, but I think it best we do not for a while. For they will wonder what we are doing, and thus their uncertainty will make the device, when you finish it, more believable.”

				Eirlys spoke quietly. “They’ll think we’ve been too busy building the cannon.”

				“Let us hope I am right,” Brander muttered.

				“Of course you are,” Eirlys said with supreme confidence.

				Brander glanced at her, then asked Drake what he’d been wary of asking her. “How is your mother?”

				“She is weary, but well.”

				Another glance at Eirlys told him she was not upset at the subject, so he risked saying, “It was . . . very strange.”

				“It is a strange feeling,” Drake agreed.

				Brander could not find words that did not sound ridiculous to his logical mind, so his voice trailed away. But Drake was smiling. And Eirlys suddenly was not looking at him.

				Then Drake said briskly, “A healing on that scale takes a great deal out of her, as I know too well. It is good that she had help, this time.”

				“Help?” he asked.

				“She did not tell you?” Drake shifted his gaze to his sister, one brow raised questioningly. She shrugged.

				“Tell me what?”

				“Her gift with creatures extends beyond the animal realm, it seems.”

				Drake was smiling now, and Eirlys was, of all things, blushing, her eyes lowered. He stared at her, then Drake. “Are you saying she . . . ?”

				“Helped heal you, yes. She added her touch to the Spirit’s. Her skill and our mother’s together were enough.

				. . . makes you wonder if it’s not a variation of the gift her mother has.

				So Pryl had been right, that day that seemed like an age ago.

				“But you,” Drake said with a grin, “were a tougher case than I.”

				Brander grimaced. Eirlys had explained about the blood, but she had neglected to mention that she had had a part in it all. He shifted his gaze back to her.

				“You worked . . . with your mother?”

				Her eyes came up then. “I would have worked with Jakel himself to save you.”

				“And there you are, my brother,” Drake said softly.

				Before Brander could process that—his mind apparently wasn’t quite up to speed yet—the cloth rustled, moved again. Young Kade stepped in, the first time Brander had seen him since he’d collapsed, leaving the boy to get them home. He had a piece of cloth draped oddly from one shoulder like a sling, and he wondered if he had been injured and no one had told him. Eirlys had said he had lurked outside until he’d been allowed to peek in and see that Brander was indeed still alive.

				The boy’s gaze locked on Brander, and he smiled. “You’re awake.”

				“I’m alive,” Brander countered. “Thanks to you.”

				The boy looked startled. “It was the Spirit, and Eirlys.”

				“And they could have done nothing, had you not gotten me here.”

				“Oh.” Kade looked pleased then.

				“And a fine job he did of it,” Drake said. “Mara will be training him for full flight duty.” Kade looked beyond proud at that.

				“Good,” Brander said. “You’ll need someone while I’m laid up. And maybe beyond,” he added glumly. “Maybe I should stick to just working on them.”

				“In that way,” Eirlys said, “you saved your own skin. Had you not given those craft a speed boost, you might not have made it either.”

				“So you sort of saved your own life,” Kade said with a grin.

				Brander laughed in spite of himself, glad to see the boy’s usual good nature emerge, and to see that he was not, apparently hurt.

				“Now, what’s with your pretty shawl?” he asked teasingly. “And what do you have in it that’s wiggling around?”

				“Oh!” Kade glanced at Eirlys. “I brought her, as you said.”

				She smiled. “Good. Let’s see.”

				Brander frowned at the exchange, but his brow cleared when Kade reached into the folds of cloth and gently brought out a bird. A dark gray bird with a tiny capsule strapped to one leg.

				“Runner!” Brander exclaimed.

				The bird stretched, shook her head once, and then, with a flutter of wings, went from Kade’s hand to land on Brander’s chest.

				“She followed us, from the ruin,” Kade said. “I saw her, but she was frightened by all the commotion, I think. But when you got here, she came in.”

				“I was going to get her into a cage, to bring her,” Brander said, “but then the ships were coming at us, so I thought she’d be safer flying free.”

				“So instead,” Eirlys said with a loving smile at them both, “she flew all the way to the Edge to get to you.”

				“To you, you mean,” he said.

				“No. She flew right in here, just after they carried you in here,” Eirlys said.

				Brander blinked, stared at the bird.

				“And,” Drake added, “she refused to leave or eat or even drink until we knew you would survive.”

				“I . . .”

				He didn’t know what to say, so only lifted his hand to gently stroke the bird’s sleek feathers. She cooed softly, rubbing her head against his palm.

				“She has given her heart,” Eirlys said quietly. “And for that, you are ever responsible for her.”

				Brander didn’t know what to think. He only knew that everything, even the pain and thinking he was a dead man, was worth it for the look she gave him then.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 39

				“PEOPLE SEEM QUITE happy here,” Kye said.

				“It’s a good place.” Brander shifted restlessly, beyond weary of lying on this cot.

				“It is. Warm, spacious, water more easily accessible. And with the other caves, options for privacy we did not have in the ruin.”

				Brander grinned at his cousin. “And you’re glad of that, are you?”

				Her cheeks went slightly pink, but she didn’t deny it. “Where is Eirlys? She is usually sitting with you.”

				For a second, Brander pondered that Kye had gone from his teasing about her mate to mentioning Eirlys, but he was still uncertain about her newfound calm, and still not sure what to make of it. And the memory of that kiss still glowed in his mind. He wanted more than anything to talk to her about it, but people dropping in at any moment to check on him made that difficult. And she seemed in no hurry to bring it up herself, so much so that he was wondering if perhaps it had not been so . . . shattering to her. 

				“She can only take so much stillness, when she is not forced to it,” he said grumpily. “She went to check on her creatures.”

				Kye smiled. “That was a good thing you did, to save them and bring them to her.”

				“Nearly got Kade killed in the process,” he muttered.

				“And yourself,” she said mildly.

				“I thought I was already dead.”

				There was a rustle of cloth as Iolana stepped in. She crossed to Brander’s bedside and laid a hand on his forehead. Then over the wound that was already almost healed. She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them and nodded.

				“You are doing well.”

				Brander let out a relieved sigh. “So I can get out of this bedamned bed and get to work?”

				“Slowly, slowly,” Iolana said. “But I will give you leave, if you promise you will not push too far. You must sit to work. No walking farther than from here to there. And rest periods here every hour.”

				He frowned. “Every hour? How can I get anything done—”

				“—lying unconscious on the floor?” Iolana finished for him.

				Brander stared at her. That had been the exact tone and voice Eirlys had used when she’d asked him how they would tell when he’d finally cracked and gone insane.

				But Kye was chuckling. “We will assign Kade to watch him, since he’ll want to be working with him anyway. He’ll be a stern taskmaster, that boy.”

				“That might work,” Brander ceded. “He is quick, and of good help.”

				That settled, Iolana said, “You will ever have the scar, I am afraid. I could not repair that.”

				“I’m just glad I’m alive to carry it,” he said. “Thank you.”

				The woman who had so many guises smiled at him. “I think you have thanked me enough. Besides, without Eirlys, I’m not sure I could have done it.”

				“Drake told me of this, but not how . . . that worked.”

				“With a touch, simply. Her hand on my shoulder. It was just enough extra to turn the tide.”

				“I . . . she didn’t know she had this ability.”

				“She never had occasion to try, except for her creatures,” Iolana said. “It is something one must learn to channel, and it is different for people than for animals.”

				“And yet she was able to?” Kye asked.

				“I had set up the flow, so all she had to do was add her strength to it. Grim can do the same, although her power is greater than his.”

				“Because you are her mother,” Brander said.

				“I do not know if it is passed down,” Iolana said. “But I would like to think so.”

				“She is . . . not angry with you now,” he said tentatively.

				“Yes. It is a measure of how much she values your life.”

				Brander started to speak, then stopped, not sure what to say. He, ever so glib with words and laughter, was at a loss just now.

				“She has taken a huge step, Brander,” Iolana said softly. “It will take her time to adjust, to settle, but she will.” She rose then, looking at him sternly. “Mind my instructions, or you will end with guards at your door assuring you stay here and rest.”

				“Yes, Spirit,” he said meekly.

				Kye laughed at that. “I’ll send Kade in to make sure you get there upright.”

				When she had gone, Iolana turned to go as well. Then, one hand on the cloth, she looked back. But now she was smiling. “Do not underestimate what that bird’s approval means to her.”

				“Runner,” he said solemnly, “is a very clever girl.”

				She laughed then, and Brander was a little stunned at what a lovely, musical sound it was. “You could not have done anything better to secure my girl’s heart than what you did. Well done, Brander Kalon.”

				He stared at her, saw in those deep blue Ziem eyes knowledge that went far beyond what he had thus far admitted.

				“You do not . . . mind?”

				“I have not yet re-earned that place with her, to have a voice in that. But had I to choose for her, you would be my first thought. You ever were.”

				She left him there, staring after her.

				You ever were.

				BRANDER LEANED back, looking toward the roof of the cavern some fifty feet overhead. He watched the small flag flutter. Then, as Kade pushed the pole higher, then higher, the flag stretched out even more. Not a full-fledged wave, but enough, if he did it right. A grin spread across his face; it would work. All he had to do was get them built and up there.

				“You’re looking exceptionally pleased.”

				He spun around. Wobbled, but caught himself with a hand on Kade’s shoulder. Drake said nothing, but frowned.

				“I’m fine,” he said. “Just not up to quick moves yet. And I have not forgotten what you asked for. I have an idea I think will work.”

				Drake smiled. “Do you not always? Even when I am not yet clear on the plan?”

				“You will be. If you say you need a moveable heat projector, you will have it.”

				“Do not push yourself too hard too soon.”

				“I’m fine. And Kade is a steady helper in more ways than one.”

				“He is,” Drake said with a nod at the boy that made him light up. Then, back to Brander, “But you have been at your work all morning. Perhaps you should rest.”

				“I sat at my worktable all morning. This is the first I’ve really been on my feet.” He grimaced. “I don’t want your mother after me.”

				“I would think,” Drake said blandly, “it would be my sister you wouldn’t want angry at you.”

				For a moment, the two men just looked at each other, before Brander said softly, “Eirlys can be whatever she wishes with me. As long as she’s with me.”

				Drake was silent for a long moment. Brander noticed the ever-alert Kade looking warily at them both.

				“Try other parts of the cavern,” Brander instructed him. “See if there is any place with more air current.” The boy nodded almost gratefully and moved off as quickly as he could holding the very long pole.

				When he was out of earshot, Drake spoke again, quietly. “When one has been so near death, it makes some things clearer. But it can make other things less so.”

				“I am as clear as I have always been about this.”

				Drake looked very thoughtful for a moment. “You told me you did not require my blessing.”

				Brander’s gaze sharpened. “I was not sure you . . . remembered that.”

				“For a while, I didn’t. Or at least, I was not sure if it was a true memory, or something my fevered brain had invented to ease my passing.”

				For an instant, Brander was back in that moment, when they had all been gathered, waiting, dreading the moment when they would no longer hear Drake’s agonized, rattling breaths. It took him a moment to steady himself.

				“Then you should also remember that I said I would treasure it.”

				Drake smiled then. “Yes. I do.”

				“I know I am older than she—” He stopped when Drake held up a hand.

				“A small gap. That has never been a concern. Are you purposely looking for reasons against it?”

				Brander gave him a rueful half smile. “Yes. It is how my mind works, to try and anticipate all the things that could go wrong and . . . adjust for them.”

				“Eirlys is not one of your inventions, my friend. You cannot . . . adjust her.”

				“Believe me, I have learned that recently.”

				He said it so sourly Drake laughed in the moment before his gaze shifted to something over Brander’s shoulder. Brander twisted—slowly, since that motion caused the most pain—to see Kade standing rather awkwardly a few feet away.

				“I believe your assistant is most anxious to make a report.”

				“But has the tact to wait,” Brander said with a grin as he waved the boy over. “Which is more than I ever had.”

				“That,” Drake said pointedly, “I could not argue with.” Then, to Kade as he approached, he said, “I heard what you were searching for, but I have no idea why.”

				Kade looked at Brander, who nodded. “You can explain it as well as I.”

				Looking excited, the boy turned back to Drake. “Power,” he said.

				Drake blinked. “What?”

				“Power,” he repeated. “For the Sentinels. Enough at least for lights, and to charge the holo projector, and maybe eventually even the rovers.”

				Drake stared at the boy, then upward to the shadowed top of the cavern, then shifted to Brander.

				“Wind power is notoriously inefficient,” he said, then waited.

				“Yes,” Brander agreed. “But we also have heat rising. If I can rig two systems, one for the slight wind, and one with the right metal wires and enough distance between them for a sufficient temperature difference, and combine them, it might be enough.”

				Drake’s mouth quirked. “This is going to be one of those things where I just have to trust you, isn’t it?”

				Brander grinned.

				Drake returned it. “It’s nice to have my second back.”

				“Nice to be back. Just lying there was driving me mad.”

				“Obviously your brain did not rest.”

				“It never does.” The voice came from behind them. Eirlys.

				Drake glanced from Brander to her. Then he turned to Kade. “Come, Kade. Let us go to the workshop. Perhaps you can explain this to me in terms I can understand.”

				And in that moment, Brander realized, he and Drake were not the Raider and his second, but merely two very old friends, one of whom was discreetly maneuvering so that the other could have time alone with someone he very much wanted time alone with.

				He turned to face Eirlys as she approached him. Again, he marveled at the way she moved, that quiet yet unmistakable grace that spoke to something deep within him. And the way her gaze was fastened on him sent his pulse up a notch.

				“You’re not pushing too hard?” she asked, with a concern that heartened him even more.

				“No. I have been chairbound most of the day.”

				“Good.” She eyed him a bit warily. “You are not usually so patient.”

				“Your mother frightens me.”

				“You?” she scoffed. “You’re never afraid.”

				“You’re wrong, Eirlys.” He held her gaze. “About some things, I’m very afraid.”

				The teasing left her expression as she looked at him. “You were at the doorway of death. What is left that could frighten you?”

				Losing you, before I ever really had you . . .

				“The Coalition has taken so much from you,” he began.

				“From us all.”

				“But you haven’t . . . you have only . . .”

				He couldn’t get the words out. Couldn’t express his fear that he was not right for her even as his mind screamed of course he was; they were right together, hadn’t going up in flames at a single kiss proven that?

				“What is it that so bothers you?” she asked, looking worried.

				“Perhaps,” he said, making his tone light, “that we are now living in a place likely to explode some day?”

				She glanced around the cavern, then back to him. And shrugged. “Have we not been ever since the Coalition arrived?”

				He sighed. “Yes,” he agreed quietly. “We have.”

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 40

				“BACK ON YOUR feet, I see.”

				Brander quashed a spurt of frustration; Pryl was the latest in a long string stopping by the cave that was serving as both hangar for the air rovers and workshop for him. Most came to express thankfulness that he was still alive, which he appreciated, but he had a finite amount of energy and he needed it all to work. He had much to do, things that they needed here in their new quarters, things that he could do here that he couldn’t in the ruin. And then all of it would come to a halt the moment the translation of the ancient Triotian was done, which Iolana, as the only one who had ever seen it in the original, would be working on again as soon as they were settled.

				But at least Pryl was unlikely to gush over him, and so would be easier to deal with.

				“Yes. Not enough, but yes.”

				“Good to see.”

				Thankfully, the man left it at that as he reached into the pack slung over his shoulder and handed Brander something wrapped carefully in thick cloth. “I came across Cuplin this morning, in the woods above the main mine.”

				Brander barely managed not to smile. Only Pryl could make that trek along Highridge, on foot, and be back before midday.

				“He said you wanted this.”

				That told him what the package was. He took it. “Yes. Thanks.”

				“Don’t tell me you’ve finally found a good use for the stuff?”

				“No. There’s just something I need to learn about it.”

				Pryl shrugged, and as Brander had hoped, asked nothing further. Most of the Sentinels were used to his ways by now.

				“They’re still searching the badlands.”

				Pryl didn’t grin, but came as close as he ever did to it. Brander, on the other hand, did. Widely. For here they were, all the Sentinels safely ensconced in their new home and command center, and the only one who had gotten close to getting killed in the operation was him.

				“Bless those two urchins.”

				“For many things,” Pryl agreed. “And those Coalition troopers who are alive and aren’t searching are still scrambling to recover what they can from the ruin you left them.”

				“Any sign of the commander?”

				“Major Paledan? No. But I overheard his name, spoken in a way that meant he survived.”

				Overheard? “Just how close did you get?” he asked, knowing the canny woodsman could remain unseen in the most unlikely way.

				“The edge of the grove at the east end.” Again, the near grin. “Or at least, where the east end used to be.”

				“Excellent.”

				“You did well,” Pryl agreed. “But a little more care next time? We could ill afford to lose you.”

				Brander drew back slightly at the unexpected and uncharacteristic words. “We all do our part,” he said, not sure what else to say.

				“True. But you are the only one who can do your part.”

				“And you yours,” Brander pointed out.

				The grin finally made it completely. “Nice to be irreplaceable. At least until I find someone teachable who isn’t otherwise occupied.”

				They both laughed, and Brander realized everyone was feeling a bit more relaxed now, whether it was because they’d made it here safely, or that this place seemed almost unassailable even by the Coalition. The Sentinels were calling it the stronghold, and he thought it might just be that.

				Or maybe it’s just because it’s a lot more comfortable than the ruin.

				He was grinning anew as he went back to work.

				“NOTHING, SIR.”

				Paledan stood atop the pile of rubble that had once been the east wing of Coalition headquarters. He turned to look at his aide. Even Brakely, who was generally imperturbable—after what he’d been through, it would take a lot—was looking a bit nervous at approaching him.

				“After three full days of searching?”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Their excuses?” For he knew there would be excuses. There always were on this planet that seemed to do its utmost to aid its natives and foil the invaders.

				“They are stretched thin, after the explosions. The badlands seem endless. The mist has come back even thicker out there. There are thousands upon thousands of places for them to hide.”

				“As expected,” Paledan muttered.

				“Sir?” Brakely said tentatively. Paledan turned back to him.

				“Be at ease,” he told him. “This is not your doing.”

				His aide took a deep breath. “I was just wondering . . . if what you were told . . . if perhaps . . .”

				“Those two young troublemakers played me?”

				Brakely fell silent, avoiding his eyes.

				“Believe me, I’ve been wondering the same.”

				Brakely’s gaze snapped back to his face. He looked relieved. “They seem . . . inordinately clever, sir.”

				“Don’t they,” he muttered, and it wasn’t a question.

				“Should we mount a search for them?”

				“We haven’t the manpower at the moment.” It was the truth, and he was glad of it, because deep down, he knew he did not want to be confronted with the possibility that the twins had pulled brollet fur over his eyes. Because if that were true, there was only one course of action open to him. And he liked even less the thought of having to execute them.

				You’re going soft. This place, this bedamned, mist-shrouded place is getting to you.

				It had to be this place. Something about it, maybe that bedamned mist, seeped into the bones. He’d even thought of the Coalition as invaders. As if there were truly such things as right and wrong, when in truth there was only the Coalition way. All else was mistaken and to be erased. He knew this, and yet . . .

				“This place,” he murmured, looking to the east, toward the mountain from which the rebels took their name.

				“It is . . . very different, sir.”

				“Yes.”

				“Most inhospitable.”

				“Unless you are born here, it seems.” He pulled his attention back to his aide. “Is the satellite still on schedule?”

				“Yes, sir. It should arrive on tomorrow’s cargo transport. They received the updated orders and will launch to your coordinates before they land.”

				“Good.” That should put an end to this farce. If they were out there in that vast stretch of jagged landscape, they would be found. They would be found wherever they were hiding.

				It was a moment before Brakely spoke again. “There is more, sir.”

				Paledan turned. Stifled a sigh. Which in itself irritated him; he had never had to wrangle with such feelings before. “I judge by your tone I’m going to like this no better?”

				“I fear so, sir. The detachment that was sent to the ruin of the old mining headquarters, the one we strafed at the beginning of the search, has sent a report.”

				Paledan frowned. “It was destroyed, utterly. I saw the aerial images.”

				“Absolutely, sir. But if you recall, one of the pilots reported a crewman thought he’d seen a rover, escaping the area just as they began. They could not find it after.”

				“Not surprising. Feel free to get to the point, Brakely.”

				“It was enough to make Captain Runk land his ship and search.” The man definitely had potential, Paledan thought as he waited for his oddly hesitant aide to indeed get to the point. “There was . . . a very large cellar, underneath the ruin. With a cleverly masked entrance, buried beneath what looked like immovable rubble.”

				Paledan went still.

				“They were there, sir,” Brakely said. “The Sentinels. They were apparently there all along.”

				He stared at the man. “Are you saying the Raider and his men have been that close, barely above the foothills, all this time?”

				“It seems so, sir.”

				“Is there more?” he asked, the leash on his temper fraying rapidly.

				“It was big enough, there were signs of long-term habitation, and while quite primitive, it seemed they adapted rather well.”

				“If there is anything I have learned about Ziemites, it is that they are adaptable,” he grated out. “We are certain it was them, and not some refugees taking shelter there?”

				Silently, Brakely took out his data device. He brought up an image and held it out. Paledan looked, and saw a large painting on a crumbling wall, a replication of the Raider’s calling card, the Ziem saber and the words “Without Warning.”

				“It could be they were just supporters,” Brakely said, but sounded as doubtful as the theory deserved. “But the paint was . . . fresh. As if it had just been done in the last day.”

				“He left it for us to find,” Paledan said.

				“That would be my guess, sir.”

				And suddenly, unexpectedly, his anger shifted. And when he exploded, it was not into fury but into full, genuine laughter. Oddly, he could not help himself. This reaction was getting to be a frequent response, and he had the thought it should trouble him more than it did.

				“I salute you, Raider,” he said, looking back at the mountain where his quarry had so successfully hidden, right under Coalition noses.

				“He seems . . . a remarkable fighter.”

				“Yes. He is.”

				He left it at that, unwilling to put into words the thought that had formed in his mind, that this had all the signs of a battle that could go on for a very long time. That this backwater planet, expected by no one in the upper echelon to present any kind of a problem other than logistical because of their remoteness and their bedamned mist, was turning out to be more than just a nuisance.

				“Copy Captain Runk’s report to me.” His mouth twisted. “At least my office is still standing.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Contact the cargo ship and advise them I want all possible speed.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“And then,” he added, reluctantly, “find Jakel and send him to me.”

				There was a split second of hesitation before Brakely’s third “Yes, sir.”

				“Brakely,” he said as his aide turned to go. The man looked back. “You may delegate that last.”

				A split-second-long smile flashed. “Perhaps to now-Lieutenant Shummer?”

				“That would do nicely,” he said, fighting a return smile but letting enough of it show that Brakely knew he approved.

				“Yes, sir.” Heartfelt this time, and accompanied by a snappy salute.

				“Brakely?”

				“Sir?”

				“Thank you.”

				For a moment, his aide was again that young man he’d pulled out of the line for execution. “My loyalty is to you, sir, more than the Coalition. And if that is heresy, so be it.”

				“May I never test it too greatly,” he said, and waved the man on his way.

				He stood for a moment longer on the pile of rubble that had once been a stately building. Ironic, he thought. They had chosen him because destruction had not been the goal here, but instead a secure supply line for the vital planium. He was, they had acknowledged, one of the few who had proven he could quash a rebellion without destroying something the Coalition wished preserved in the process. And so they had given him free rein here, and time as he had demanded. But the men at the top were also not known for their patience.

				Now, as he worked his way down to the side of the building still standing, he faced a truth he had been uncharacteristically avoiding for some time now. If he did not get things under control here, especially once this news reached the high command, eventually not even his stellar record would be enough to balance it. He was under no illusions about the mercilessness of the Coalition when they did not get what they wanted. The execution of General Corling, the most decorated officer of the Coalition, was proof of that. The only advantage he had was that, unlike Corling, who had allowed the Triotian rebellion during his command, the Raider and his band had already been in action three years before they had sent him in. That would likely buy him more time.

				But as he at last reached the remaining wing, where his office did indeed still stand, he found himself wondering again what it was about this place that had his mind careening down pathways never before taken.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 41

				BRANDER FELT AS if every time he solved one problem, two more cropped up. He was making a little progress on everything, but finishing nothing. And, he had to admit, his patience was running a bit thin just now, when he wasn’t at full strength. On the thought, he felt a wave of that annoying weakness.

				He reached out and pulled the chair Eirlys had found for him closer, and sat down. He did it reluctantly, but he did not want a replay of the earlier scene, when he had tried to push through it and wound up face down on the stone floor; his chin was still scraped and tender after that one. Not to mention that Iolana had appeared mere moments after, as if she had somehow sensed his collapse.

				“Does your healing give you some kind of connection?” he’d asked as she helped him get to the chair.

				“For a while. Once the healing is complete, it dissolves, if you are worried.”

				“I wasn’t worried, just curious.”

				She arched a brow at him. “And trying to divert me from the fact that you disobeyed my orders?”

				For an instant, he was back in childhood, when this woman above all others had seen through his and Drake’s mischief. And he couldn’t help but smile at her. “Contention valid,” he admitted.

				She laughed. And he wondered if Eirlys realized how much she truly resembled her mother, in both beauty—albeit of a different sort—wit, and charm.

				“For that, I will give you a reprieve this once. But if you push too hard again, you will be back in your quarters under guard.”

				Brander knew she had meant it. And Drake had given her that power; as a healer, she had no equal, and in such matters, he would be a fool not to admit it.

				He was back on his feet, looking at the bits and pieces strewn across his worktable, thinking, when Grim arrived. This, he did not mind; the man barely spoke anyway. And he did not now, merely looked Brander up and down and nodded. Yet were he to feel that sudden rush of weakness again, Grim would see it before even he did, and have the chair there for him to collapse into. And do it without recrimination, which he was grateful for. He would finish up that bed for the tall man as soon as he had the strength.

				“Thanks for not fussing,” he said as the man set a box full of the miscellaneous bits and pieces he was so good at scrounging down on the worktable.

				Grim paused, lifting a brow at him. “Some take the worry as a sign of how much they are loved.”

				“I do,” he protested.

				“Until it gets in your way.”

				He thought he saw the corners of the man’s mouth twitch. “Exactly,” he said.

				Grim’s smile broke through then, brief though it was. He would like to know this man’s story someday. But there was no time for such leisurely pursuits now. The design for the power-generating system was proving more difficult than he’d hoped, or perhaps his brain just wasn’t back to full speed yet. Not to mention he wasn’t sure how he’d get the fans installed high enough to take advantage of the spot Kade had found where the breeze of the heated air’s movement was strongest.

				With a sigh, he gave up on it for now. Instead, he unwrapped the package Pryl had brought. Inside were two separate smaller packages, each carefully sealed to avoid contact with the other. He set them some distance apart on the table. Felt the churn of nausea, as he always did whenever he contemplated this prospect. Wanted nothing more than to forget it. And yet . . .

				“Quisalt.” It was the first word Grim had spoken.

				“Yes.”

				The man looked from the package of the thermo-sensitive material to the carefully separate package of pure planium.

				“Someone risked much to get this to you.”

				Had he thought the man wouldn’t speak? It seemed he was becoming downright garrulous. “Yes.”

				“Such is your reputation.” Brander blinked. “If Brander Kalon wishes it, he has reason,” Grim said, as if it were an axiom.

				“I do,” he answered, “but I don’t care for that reason much.”

				Grim did not speak for a long moment, but Brander could almost feel the tall, gaunt man thinking. And suddenly, he heard a sharp intake of breath, the closest thing to an emotion expressed since he’d met the man, that day he’d come for the Spirit, not so long ago and not so far from here.

				“My lady’s son is not the only one who can see the full view.”

				He glanced up at the man’s face. Saw the knowledge there that was as dark as his name. “It’s not a view I want to examine, but . . .”

				“Does he know of this idea?”

				“Drake? No. He does not by nature ever think of defeat. And I did not want to add this to his burden, when I’m not even sure it can be done undetectably.”

				Grim was silent for a moment, then nodded. “It is as my lady says. You have a good heart to go with your clever mind, Brander Kalon.”

				Brander blinked, not sure which affected him most, that Grim had said it at all, or that apparently Iolana had. Not knowing what to say, he merely shrugged, trusting the usually taciturn man would understand.

				He looked back at the two packages, one merely an interesting material that expanded geometrically under heat, the other the lifeblood of an economy that had been as strong as the planium itself, before the Coalition arrived to take it over.

				“We should have expected this,” he murmured as he stared at the metal ore. “We should have known they would learn we had it and come for it.”

				“Some did.”

				He glanced at Grim. His expression again matched his name. “Yes. Some did.”

				Neither mentioned Iolana, who had indeed foreseen it, or her mate, the man who had tried so hard to warn them all. Torstan Davorin had indeed roused those who were wise enough to believe, but too many chose to stay in their blissful ignorance, insisting that nothing like he was predicting could possibly happen here.

				He stared down at the two packages, very different materials that were nearly always found in proximity. Two pieces of Ziem herself, with very different properties, that would react differently to—

				He broke off his own thought. Stared at those two carefully wrapped chunks of Ziem. Different. One changing under heat.

				He closed his eyes for a moment, picturing. The heat of the cavern. The icy pool of water. He whirled to his crate of materials. Dug for a moment, came up with a long coil of wire. Dug deeper, came up with another. Looked, discarded it. Dug out another. Compared the two. Right? Yes. Yes!

				He grinned. He had it. As often happened, the answer about one thing had come to him when he was focused on another.

				“Kade!”

				“The boy is not here,” Grim said.

				“I need him, blast it.”

				“I will find him.”

				It was only when Grim left that Brander realized the man had not even questioned him, merely gone. And that they had had what was nearly a normal conversation. Perhaps the reticence was merely habit, gained by isolation from people other than Iolana, with whom he seemed to communicate quite freely.

				He heard the scrape of pebbles on rock and looked up to see Kade skidding as he ran into the cave.

				“The big man said you have it!” the boy exclaimed.

				Brander grinned at him. “I do. I was on a wrong path, thinking of fans to use the rising heat.”

				“Then what—”

				“The heat,” he said. “And the cold. And two different materials.”

				Kade blinked. “I don’t understand.”

				“You will,” he said. “I need you to strip the outside protection off this wire.”

				Kade looked at the large coil he handed him doubtfully. “I will, of course, but how—”

				“Patience, my boy,” Brander said, laughing inwardly at the very idea that he, of all people, was counseling someone to patience. He turned to stripping the other coil of wire himself.

				“What will you do with it, when we are done?” Kade asked when he was unable to restrain himself any longer.

				“We will build a net, of sorts. And then you will see how it works.” His mouth quirked. “Unless I am completely wrong, of course.”

				“You are never wrong about such as this,” Kade said confidently.

				“Everyone is wrong occasionally,” Brander said, then added with a sideways glance at the boy, “although I admit most of my mistakes lie in . . . other areas.”

				It was a strange thing, this feeling he needed to guide this boy. Normally, it would fall to someone who had experience raising up children. But he realized he and Kade were of like mind when it came to puzzles and possibilities and building things that came out of those contemplations. And so it seemed he had been chosen for the job of teaching the boy in other areas as well. Best he know more about the boy.

				“What happened to your mother, Kade?”

				“She is in Zelos.”

				“She lives?” Brander asked in some surprise.

				Kade glanced up from his industrious peeling away of the wire’s coating. “Yes. At least,” he amended, “the last I heard.”

				The boy said it so matter-of-factly that it infuriated Brander that death had become so routine on Ziem as to barely register.

				“It must have been hard for her to see you come to join us.”

				Kade lifted his head to look at him steadily then. “No. She approved wholly. After what they did to my father, she said it was the duty of every Ziemite to stand in whatever way they could. She would be here herself, had she not been injured in the Coalition’s retaliation for the cannon.”

				Brander’s brow furrowed. “She has not recovered?”

				“She did,” Kade said, fingering the scarf about his neck, the one that looked as if it had been torn off a larger piece of fabric. “But it was her leg, and now she cannot move quickly. She feared she would be but a hindrance.”

				Brander smiled at his young assistant. “It is for Ziemites like her that we fight,” he said softly.

				“I know,” Kade said, and, in that moment, he seemed much older than his years. As perhaps he was.

				As they all were.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 42

				“YOU SEEM . . . MORE at peace,” Kye said.

				Eirlys looked at her friend with a raised brow. “You speak of peace amid this?”

				“I speak of inward peace,” Kye said. “And does your newfound peace extend to my cousin?”

				Eirlys sighed. “I am never peaceful around him.” What she was, was certain. That kiss had done that. But this she did not say, holding the memory close and savoring it.

				Her thoughts broke off as the subject of the conversation came in through the cavern entrance, followed by Kade, carrying what looked like a large tangle of wires. He and the boy were talking rapidly, Kade clearly excited by whatever they were up to.

				Eirlys sucked in a quick breath, and at Kye’s glance, said simply, “It is good to see him so himself again.” And soon he will be fully recovered, and we will speak of things to come.

				“Yes. He is doing well.”

				They started toward the pair, but as they got closer, Eirlys saw a familiar look on Brander’s face as he stared at the cavern wall above the water pool. She held out a hand to stop Kye, but then realized it was unnecessary, for Kye also knew this look; she’d grown up with him, after all.

				Eirlys could only imagine the speed at which his wondrous brain was running, but she could tell from his expression that he should not be interrupted at this moment. Only when he let out a rather disgusted sound did she approach.

				“Problem?” she asked quietly.

				“How to get it up there,” he muttered, still staring upward. Then he seemed to come back to himself with a jolt. His head turned and he smiled at her. For an instant, the vast cavern narrowed to just the two of them, and even its natural warmth was nothing compared to what filled her.

				“Get what up where?” Kye asked.

				“This,” he said, gesturing at the wires Kade held, that Eirlys could now see were in fact a net of sorts, “up there,” he finished, pointing up the wall.

				“I won’t ask why,” Kye said brightly, “because I likely wouldn’t understand, but how far up?”

				He reached over and lifted one of the strands of the net, and Eirlys saw that it was in fact two strands of two different kinds of wire, fastened in an odd sort of join. “This,” Brander said, “has to be at an exact point. Where the heat of the cavern and the cold of the water can meet with most effect.”

				Eirlys’s brow furrowed. “This is why you had Kade measuring the temperature up that wall this afternoon?”

				He nodded. “But the ladder he used is not enough; we need something taller, to hold this in place while it’s fastened. And I don’t have anything—”

				“Use a rover,” Eirlys said simply.

				Brander blinked. “What?”

				“You’d have to clear everybody out and secure everything that can’t be moved, but—” she glanced at Kye now “—surely you could hover long enough to get—” she gestured at the net “—whatever that is fastened up there?”

				Kye grinned. “Some couldn’t. I could.”

				Brander gave her a wry grimace. “If that was aimed at me, I ashamedly agree. I couldn’t. But . . .” He looked at the wall again. “You really could?”

				Kye nodded. “It would be like holding it in a hover for a shooting platform. And there’s plenty of room in here. As long as you don’t want it at the very top of the cavern.”

				“No. Only partway.”

				“Easy. I’ll go fire her up.”

				Kye took to her heels. Brander’s eyes were lit with the fire Eirlys recognized when he turned to her then. “You are exceptional, Eirlys Davorin.”

				“You are the mind; I just saw the way for this final step.” She frowned at the net. “I assume this is the final step, for whatever this is?”

				“Yes.” He grinned. “Let me explain to you what happens when hot and cold meet in wires made of these two materials.”

				BRANDER WATCHED Drake stare at the gauge on the large storage battery. When he had last recharged his blaster, he had noted the reading and said grimly they would be out of charging power completely soon, unless they used the rover’s remaining capacity for weapons.

				Drake turned his head to look at him. “This,” he asked indicating the gauge which clearly showed substantial renewed power, “is from that?” He gestured toward the net.

				“Yes. Where the different wires meet, where hot meets cold, is where it happens,” he said. “I could explain—”

				“Don’t. I know by now just to accept.”

				“It should be at full capacity by morning,” Brander said. “And later will recharge overnight, as long as the temperatures remain consistent within a few degrees.”

				“A full charge,” Drake said slowly, “will keep a rover going for nearly a year.”

				“Yes. And it will be able to charge one every other day when that time comes. In the meantime, before the rovers need it, it will charge every weapon we have overnight. And during the day, have enough left to power a thing or two.”

				Drake stared at him. “I am in awe, my brother.”

				Brander couldn’t deny how it made him feel, that this man who had the weight of his entire world on his shoulders, should say that. “Then you know how I have felt for three years.”

				Drake shook his head. “It is nothing less than a wonder, to think we will have such power again, after so long without.”

				“A big part of the thanks for this goes to your mate, you know. She held that rover as if it were solid rock.”

				“She is,” Drake said with a smile, “an excellent flyer.”

				At the sound of activity near the entrance to the cavern, he turned to look. Smiled when he saw the twins. “Haven’t seen them for a while.”

				“Never a good sign,” Drake muttered. “However, they were ordered to leave you alone until you recovered.”

				Brander lifted a brow. “And they obeyed? I’m either impressed or hurt.”

				“Hurt?”

				He grinned. “That I wasn’t worth breaking an order for.”

				“You’re as bad as they are, sometimes,” Drake said, rolling his eyes upward as if seeking help. But he was smiling.

				The twins spotted him then, and although he’d been joking about the hurt feelings, he couldn’t deny a certain enjoyment in how their faces lit up. They headed for him at a run.

				Drake started to speak as they appeared to be intent on colliding with him as they usually did, but Brander held up a hand and stopped him. He wanted to see if he could handle this energetic impact; it would tell him much about where his recovery stood. He took Nyx’s enthusiastic strike solidly, although Lux’s hug, which wrapped around the sight of his injury, made him wobble for an instant. But only an instant, and he was satisfied.

				Drake was once more looking up at the power net when the twins finally settled enough to speak.

				“Paledan is looking for you,” they chorused.

				Brander went still. Drake’s head snapped back to stare at them. Surely they had not made it down to Zelos from here? That seemed beyond even these two. Then again, they were notorious for showing up where they were never expected.

				“Lux,” Drake said, rather ominously.

				“We did not—”

				“Break the rules—”

				“Kade’s uncle—”

				“Is here and he—”

				“Said so.”

				Brander nearly laughed at Drake’s expression. “Be at ease, my friend, they have not yet found a way to get down from the Edge and back in a morning.”

				“Yet being the important word in that,” Drake said dryly.

				Brander lifted a brow at the pair. “What does Kade’s uncle know of this?”

				“He was still—”

				“In Zelos until—”

				“His house burned—”

				“And his mate—”

				“Was inside.”

				As with Kade speaking about his father, Brander found it almost more unsettling to hear the twins speak of this so coolly than to hear of yet another piece of Coalition brutality. But they had spent nearly their entire life under the boot of the Coalition, so for them such things were an everyday occurrence, only to be expected. And that made the anger he always carried inside him flare. He glanced at Drake, to see a similar thought in his expression.

				“Where is he now?” Brander asked.

				“With Kade—” Lux began.

				“Who is explaining—”

				“How things—”

				“Work here.”

				Brander looked at Drake. “I will go talk to Kade’s uncle.”

				Drake nodded. Brander hesitated, just long enough that Drake began to shake his head. “No.”

				“But if Paledan is looking for me—”

				“He must suspect you are not what you seem.”

				“All the more reason. Who would believe I’d be fool enough to show up now if I was really with you?”

				“And fool,” Drake said, “is the important word in that.”

				“I can still be of use, below. “

				“And much more use here.”

				“But you need to know how things stand, in Zelos.”

				“Were you not saying how many things you had to do? Besides, my mother is close to a translation on the instructions.”

				“Then I will not linger.”

				“You have not fully recovered your strength yet.”

				That he couldn’t argue.

				“You could,” Nyx began.

				“Go back—”

				“In a rover—”

				“The way—”

				“We came.”

				“Stop encouraging him!” Drake snapped, and Brander couldn’t help flashing a quick grin at the duo.

				“I could,” he said reasonably. “I could leave it hidden on the badlands side of Highridge and go down on foot from there easily enough. And,” he added with a gesture at the net, “we can afford the power now.”

				Drake was still shaking his head. Brander kept going determinedly. He was more than curious about Paledan, and not only because he was looking for him. The man was an enigma, and Brander didn’t like enigmas.

				“And if I am spotted at the ruin,” he said, “it would be no surprise that I would want to see where the infamous Raider was hiding out all this time.”

				A voice came from behind him. A so familiar, sweet voice. “Ah. So you two are what the shouting’s about.”

				The twins turned to looked at their sister earnestly.

				“We’re not—”

				“Not really, he’s—”

				“Mad at Brander—”

				“This time.”

				Eirlys looked from her brother to him, then back to the twins.

				“You might want to run and check the shelter,” she said. “I believe I found Enish Eck’s snake.” Four matching eyebrows shot upward. “With both heads,” she added.

				The duo was gone before any of them could say another word. And then Eirlys turned back to them. And Drake looked annoyingly pleased.

				“Well?” she said.

				“We’ve heard Paledan is looking for him,” Drake said, “and he has the crazy idea in his head that he should go be found.”

				Eirlys lifted one brow at Brander. He doubted it would convince her, but he ran through all the reasons again.

				“Your injury,” she began, and he added the twins’ suggestion.

				“I see.” She drew in a visible breath. And then shocked him. “When do you leave?”

				Drake nearly gaped at her. “You surely cannot agree he should do this!”

				She looked at her brother and smiled—a soft, almost sad smile. “I learned a very difficult lesson from you. But learn it I did. So what I cannot do is ask him to be less than he is.”

				Brander felt something knot up so tight inside him he was afraid his wound would split open again. He wanted to grab her, hold her, and yes, kiss her again more than he wanted his next breath. He wanted the peace and freedom to build the life he dreamed of for them, together, as they were meant to be.

				He wanted all that more than anything in the galaxy. Except the only way to get it was to beat the Coalition.

				And then she blasted all thought out of his mind by saying thoughtfully, “Perhaps I should go with you.”

				“Now that is insane,” Brander said sharply.

				“Agreed.” Drake’s tone was even sharper.

				“The Coalition—or maybe Jakel—would just love to get their hands on you again,” Brander said. “They used you to get to Drake once; wasn’t that enough?”

				“You needn’t remind me of that,” she said flatly. “Fine. Go by yourself.”

				“I intend to.”

				She left them without another word, walking toward the cavern entrance. He looked at Drake, who looked a bit as if he’d dodged a blaster shot. Brander understood completely; he felt the same.

				Drake let out a breath. “If you must,” he said grudgingly. “But take care.”

				Brander nodded and turned on his heel before his commander could change his mind. He would take the rover he’d modified, since he was most familiar with it. The windscreen and a couple of other singed parts had been repaired after his ill-fated bomb run, and it still held a good charge. He had to give the Coalition designer, whoever it was, credit; the nimble little craft was both sturdy and efficient. He would leave it—

				“You’re welcome.”

				He spun around just in time to see Eirlys step out of the shelter of the huge stone wall that masked the entrance to the cavern.

				“What?”

				“He’s letting you go, is he not?”

				“Yes, but what—” He broke off suddenly, his eyes widening. “You did that on purpose.”

				“I know my brother well.”

				“And you knew the idea of you going down to Zelos would make my going look . . .”

				“Sane?” she suggested sweetly.

				He couldn’t stop himself, he hugged her. “I love you, Eirlys Davorin.”

				He’d often expressed love for her. But ever before it had been in the brotherly way of her brother’s best friend. Now, it was not. Now it was in the way of a man who knew what had flared between them was not a fire to be put out easily. If ever it could be.

				And Eirlys was staring at him as if she knew. And then she spoke, and he was certain of it.

				“We have yet to have that talk we promised,” she said.

				Before he’d gone on the mission he’d nearly not come back from. “I know. I thought . . . perhaps you did not wish it any longer.”

				“You were hurt, weak.” He grimaced at the reminder. “And then you were busy transforming all our lives,” she added, waving a hand toward the power net.

				He smiled at that; he could admit he was pleased with how well that particular thing was working.

				“But I have not forgotten. And here we are again, with you going headlong into danger, leaving me behind. So I would have that talk now, please.”

				“Eirlys—”

				“It need not be long. But I must know if you . . . wish a future. For us.”

				You must be the man who will be her future.

				Iolana’s words rang in his head. He would have wished someplace more private for this, and more time, but in the end, was there really that much to say? It need not be long, she’d said.

				“I have wished it since the day I realized you were no longer a child but a woman.”

				The smile she gave him then was brighter than the brightest day of sun season. “And I have wished it longer.”

				Warmth flooded him, and he wished he didn’t have this task before him. But before he could speak again, Eirlys did.

				“I know you must go. That you must maintain this façade you’ve built for as long as possible. But take care to come home undamaged this time.”

				Come home.

				Home was not a word he had used even in his mind since the Coalition had destroyed his. Nor had the cellars been that in his mind. And this place was too new for him to think of them as such. And yet the word felt right, now.

				Because home was wherever Eirlys was.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 43

				“I UNDERSTAND YOU’VE been looking for me.”

				Brander had to give the man credit, he never turned a hair. And when he had turned around as Brander stepped out of the shadows of the ruin of the east side of the compound, he hadn’t shown a grain of surprise.

				“Merely curious,” Paledan said. “It seemed no one had seen you since the attack. I thought perhaps you had been injured.”

				It took every bit of his chaser skills to keep a straight face. And he reminded himself that not the slightest indication of his injury must show. “I am reckless in gambling, perhaps, but not reckless enough with my life to hang around here—” he gestured at the rubble of the council building “—if the Raider finally decided to level the place.”

				“One wonders, if he had this capacity, why it was not done before now.”

				He barely managed to halt the stinging retort that sprang to his lips, and instead said quietly, “This building was once the heartbeat of Ziem. Any true Ziemite would be reluctant to destroy it.”

				Paledan studied him for a moment, and Brander had the sudden thought that the man was looking at him much as he himself looked at a puzzle he had not yet solved.

				“Then perhaps my question should have instead been, why do it now?”

				Brander shrugged. It seemed pointless—and indeed, risky—to deny the obvious. “To cover their escape to the badlands, I would guess.”

				“So you credit those tales, that that is where he and his entire band of brigands fled to?”

				He chose his next words very carefully, focusing on Paledan’s face.

				“Where else would he go, but somewhere the Coalition will never be able to find him?”

				Something flickered in the man’s eyes, too quickly for Brander to put a name to, but it had been there. It could be simply a response to his rather disrespectful assessment of Coalition search capabilities. Or it could be that Paledan was certain their scanning satellite would prove him wrong.

				“Our scouters say those lands are uninhabitable.”

				They are not Ziem. Brander managed not to say it. Instead he said with a purposeful shudder, “I surely would not want to try it.” His words rang with truth because they were true. “But I am not of the Raider’s mettle.”

				Although, if that had been the Raider’s choice, he would have made it work. Somehow. Because that was what he did.

				“Besides,” he added, wanting the man to believe where the Sentinels were hiding was of no consequence to him, “I’m more amazed by how close they were, all this time.”

				“As am I,” Paledan said, and he did not sound happy about it.

				“You and your brethren missing them I can understand,” Brander said equitably. “But I was born here, and passed that ruin countless times, and never realized there was such an expansive space beneath.”

				That was in part true; he’d known it was there, but not how big it was.

				“How do you suppose the Raider knew?”

				Brander guessed this man had, if not before certainly now, done a thorough check on the Davorins. So best to tell him something that was already likely known.

				“I would guess, his father being one of the directors of the mines, that he had been often in the building before.”

				“As he was often in this one?” Paledan asked, gesturing much as he had at the rubble around them.

				So that was it. He was looking for verification that Drake would have known enough to bring this building down.

				“Yes,” Brander said evenly. “His father’s office was here. As I’m sure you know.”

				“Yes.” He looked at Brander steadily as he added, “It is empty now.”

				Brander lifted a brow. “Our illustrious leader no longer has need of it?”

				“Or anything else.”

				So Barcon was truly dead. He had paid the ultimate—and proper—price for his treachery, for handing Zelos over to the enemy. He didn’t deny himself the spurt of satisfaction he felt.

				“Must make things more pleasant,” he said.

				“You will not miss him?”

				“I don’t miss zip bugs when they’re out of season either.”

				Paledan laughed. And to Brander’s surprise, it was a hearty, genuine laugh.

				“Tell me, Kalon, as one who is of this place, and who has the added advantage of knowing their leader well . . . why does he persist? He must know he cannot win.”

				If he took the words at face value, he could assume Paledan still did not suspect he was with the Raider. But if he’d learned anything about this man, it was that more went on than ever showed on the surface. He couldn’t assume the man didn’t suspect, and that this was not a clever attempt to draw him out into some sort of betrayal of his real role.

				In the end, he answered as he thought Drake would. “Knowing what I do of him, he would tell you that knowing you can’t win does not mean you should not try, if your cause is right.”

				“Noble. But foolish.”

				“Agreed.” It was much easier to speak the truth with this man.

				“And what of yourself? What do you think about persisting when you will surely be beaten?”

				He held Paledan’s gaze. And something in it made him continue with the truth. “We have played enough chaser for you to know I may lose a hand, but that’s not the game. I never admit I’m beaten. There is always a way.”

				Paledan gave him a nod that could almost have been a salute. “My own dictum.”

				Once more, Brander felt the reluctant tug of liking for this man. He simply could not see him as one of the hidebound Coalition elite.

				“You look puzzled,” Paledan observed.

				“I am. You are a piece that does not quite fit the Coalition pattern.”

				Again, Paledan laughed. “As I have been told many times by my superiors.”

				“Were they wrong?”

				Paledan shrugged. “My way of working tends to . . . irritate them.”

				Which was and was not an answer to what he had asked. “And yet it is likely the reason for your success thus far.”

				“Which is why they tolerate it.”

				Brander studied him for a moment before saying slowly, “I suspect, were you to both approach the same situation, your tactics and the Raider’s might be more similar than not.”

				“From what I have seen since my arrival, I will take that as a compliment. He has accomplished more with less than any rebel I have come across.” He studied Brander in turn. “And I confess, I find myself still wondering why you have not joined him, in light of his recent success.”

				“Perhaps I suspect your patience has run out.”

				“And, again, you prove yourself astute.”

				“If you mean I am clever enough to stay alive, apparently.”

				And yet again Paledan laughed.

				“Perhaps you should be the one to consider joining the Raider,” Brander suggested.

				He was not sure what reaction he had expected, but the expression he saw then, one of shock—and . . . discomfiture?—was not expected. After a moment, Paledan said, “I have fought for lesser men.”

				Quite a tribute, from this man. And Brander wondered again how he had ended up here.

				“You are feeling well?” he asked. At Paledan’s raised brow he added, “Rumors flew that you had been assigned to this backwater after an injury.”

				“I am quite well,” Paledan said. Then, with a quizzical look, “Did you expect me to admit otherwise?”

				“No,” Brander said, grinning. “That would be foolish. And above all things, I doubt you are often that.”

				“Rarely,” Paledan said. Then, unexpectedly, he added, “But I cannot say never.”

				All the way on his trek back through what still stood of Zelos, for his report to Drake, he couldn’t shake the feeling that Paledan had been referring to something very specific in his last words.

				EIRLYS SAW HIM below, but only a glimpse as he moved quickly across the narrow stretch of bare, cratered ground where the ruin had once stood. She felt a touch of sadness for the place that had served them so well, although likely less sadness than most, since she had only been there since Drake had been revealed as the Raider and it had become too dangerous for her and the twins to remain in Zelos.

				All in all, they were much better off now. Not just because, if they ever found them, the Coalition wouldn’t dare risk bombing them here for fear of bringing the mountain down on the mines, and for that matter, upon themselves. But also because the caves were naturally warm, solid, and offered much more in the way of individual quarters and dedicated rooms for specific purposes. And her shelter, she thought with a soft smile. And thanks to Brander, she needed it. It still gave her a chill, to think how much he had risked to save her animals, how close he had come to paying the highest price. If not for her mother . . .

				As a child who had lost her mother, she had found it hard to forgive her abandonment.

				As a Sentinel who fought for her world, and after what she had learned as her mother healed him, she accepted that there were more important things.

				She shifted the heavy weapon, resting it on the rover so that she could take quick aim and fire if necessary. But she saw nothing else as she gazed down the mountain from Highridge, nothing except a pair of brollets nibbling on some scent brush and an occasional bird overhead. Time spun out until she began to worry; he should have been here by now. He’d had more than enough time. Unless he was still weaker than he had let show, if his wound was not as healed as he’d said. Or perhaps he’d reinjured it, in the trek upward; he had seemed fine down below, moving with that bold grace that made her able to know it was him before she even looked through the scope.

				He could have slipped, fallen, and—

				“What are you doing here, and with a long gun?”

				Only her fiercest determination kept her from spinning around in shock. She had much yet to learn about what measure of stealth was possible, she thought ruefully. But she schooled her voice to evenness as she kept her gaze down the mountain despite the fact that she wished more than anything to look at him.

				“It occurred to me that you might need cover on your way back.”

				“You think me unable to lose a follower?”

				“I think the Coalition more on the alert than ever.”

				A moment, and then, grudgingly, “Contention valid.”

				She smiled, finally looking at him. He seemed well enough, if a little weary; he was still not to full strength, no matter what he might say.

				“But,” he added the moment she was facing him, “that still does not answer my question about that.”

				He gestured at the long gun as if it were Enish Eck’s two-headed greensnake.

				“Kye has been teaching me,” she said blithely. “She says I’m competent.”

				He raised a brow. “High praise, from the best shot of all the Sentinels.”

				“Yes.” She glanced down at the weapon she held. “I’m not sure shooting accurately downhill is my best skill, but I thought the presence as important as precision in this case.”

				An odd expression came over his face then, almost a sadness. “You have learned much, quickly.”

				“Necessarily,” she said. “It’s yours, by the way,” she added, nodding at the weapon.

				“I know.”

				“I thought it best in case you needed to use it on the way back.”

				“You’ve been thinking a lot. And like a warrior.”

				“You do not seem happy.”

				“That someone who wanted nothing more than to care for her animals is now forced to learn to fight, fly, and shoot? No, I am not happy.”

				“I am no longer that naïve innocent, Brander. You know that.”

				“Too well,” he said, and suddenly there was a note in his voice that sent a shiver of sensation through her.

				Silence spun out between them. She wanted to ask, to press, but that newly born warrior part of her knew that here, out in the open, was not the time or the place. And, for the first time, she understood why it had taken Kye and her brother so long, even after Kye had learned the truth about his dual life.

				“Perhaps sometime soon, very soon, you can prove that to me.” She thought she would carry the look on his face then, a combination of surprise, wonder, and more than a little heat, with her forever.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 44

				BRANDER WANTED to pursue what she’d said all the way across the back of Highridge. But he could not risk distracting either of them from getting back safely; it would not do to underestimate the Coalition, especially now that they were searching the badlands, and they were on the badlands side. The mist had returned in force, however, giving them cover as Eirlys dropped the rover neatly beneath it. She was flying well. He was not surprised.

				When he finally did speak, he wasn’t even sure where the question had come from. “Tell me,” he said, “what it was like for you when . . . you helped your mother heal me.”

				She glanced at him. “I didn’t notice at first. I was too frantic. But after a moment, I could feel it.”

				He stored away her comment about being frantic about him to savor later. “Feel what?”

				She turned her attention back to flying as she answered. “I could feel some sort of sensation, warmth, energy—something—flowing from me to her. But it was more than that. I could feel it flowing from her into you. I could almost feel you taking strength from it.”

				His brow furrowed. “I . . . think I remember that. I remember floating, drifting; I don’t know where. I felt lost, not knowing where to go, and then there was this bright, straight path and I knew it led back. But it . . . hurt,” he admitted, lost in the memory. “To go that way. At first. But I knew I had to, because it would take me to you.”

				Eirlys breath caught audibly. Only then did he realize he’d spoken that last part aloud.

				“My heart,” she whispered, repeating the words he’d let slip in that moment when he’d awakened from his drifting state to see her there.

				“Eirlys—”

				“Something else happened when I was . . . connected to my mother,” she said rather abruptly.

				“What?”

				“I realized, as if it were my own for those moments, the immensity of her power. Of her vision. And what it has cost her, to be who she is, who she never asked to be. And I understood.”

				“She told me once, while sitting with me then, that she could have suppressed it. That she had tried, when she wanted so much to return to her family. But when she did, her visions became horrific, as if she were sealing the fate of Ziem itself by her refusal.”

				Eirlys slowly nodded. “That makes sense of something else I felt, while we were connected. Her power truly is too great, too crucial to Ziem, to be limited.”

				“Yes.” He studied her, glad for the moment that she was focused on flying the last tricky stretch up to the caves. “Can you someday be . . . at peace with that?”

				She flashed him a quick look. “I already am.”

				She slowed the rover, sent them around the last turn with only the slightest wobble. When they slid neatly into the cave where the other rovers were parked, she went through the shutdown procedure thoroughly, although her air of concentration told him she wasn’t completely at ease with it yet. But he had no doubts soon she would reach that level where it became second nature to her.

				She freed herself of the flying harness and turned to him. “What I am not at peace with is how I took my anger—and my childishness—out on the person who deserved it least. You.”

				“I told you—”

				“Yes, you did. That eases my heart, but not my soul. I must earn that myself.”

				“You have grown very wise, Eirlys Davorin.”

				“Watching the two men I care most for in the world lying on the very edge of death taught me what is truly important. Made me ask myself what and whom I’m willing to die for.”

				He stared at her for a moment, all the words, all the things he wanted to say, to tell her, boiling up from that deep place where he’d kept them hidden, waiting for the day when he could at last speak them fully. He thought that time might finally be here. He—

				“You’re back!” Kade’s voice rang out, shattering the moment. “We’ve all been waiting.”

				Most times, Brander liked the enthusiastic young man. This was not one of those times. His jaw clenched as he fought the urge to tell him to vanish, and he didn’t care where or how. But the boy’s next words blasted all that away.

				“The Spirit did it! We have the translation!”

				BRANDER STARED at the transcription.

				“You were right,” Drake said quietly.

				Brander shook his head slowly. “Amazing. Just thinking of a bluff like that, let alone producing something that could do it . . .”

				“According to this,” Iolana said, “it bought them enough time to build the real thing.”

				“It truly mimics the signature of a fusion cannon?” Kade asked; he’d been right behind them when they left the hangar cave at a run.

				“So it seems,” Brander said, still looking at the diagrams, now so much clearer with the written explanation to accompany them. “I’d like to meet this Paraclon of theirs.”

				“I have a sense the feeling would be quite mutual,” Iolana said.

				Brander looked at her, saw her smile, and couldn’t help smiling back. And then, from the corner of his eye, he saw Eirlys looking at her mother. The approval in her expression was evident. And then Iolana’s gaze shifted to her daughter as well, as if she’d felt that regard. The warmth and love that radiated from her in that moment was almost tangible.

				Her power truly is too great, too crucial to Ziem, to be limited.

				Can you someday be at peace with that?

				I already am.

				Brander glanced at Drake who had not missed that silent exchange. His gaze shifted to Brander, as if seeking confirmation of what he had seen. Brander gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod. And thought he saw Drake let out a breath of relief in turn.

				“What is that at the end?” Kade asked, pointing at a few lines of the ancient text that were written slightly apart from the rest, clearly not a part of the instructions.

				“A message,” Iolana said. She turned to her oldest son. “One I think perhaps all Sentinels should hear.”

				It was the Raider who answered. “Very well. Kade, will you put out the word to gather in the cavern within the hour? I believe everyone should still be in reach.”

				“Yes, sir!” The boy turned and ran, apparently too excited to merely hurry.

				Drake turned to look at his sister. “Will you be able to train your birds to this new home? I know it is out of their normal range.”

				“They have gone against their nature for us before,” Eirlys said. “With time, they will again.”

				For you, you mean.

				She glanced at Brander as if she’d heard his thought. In her eyes, he saw what she hadn’t said, that some of her innocent creatures had not merely gone against their nature for them—they had died doing it. But she did not speak it, and that, as much as that moment with her mother, told him she had indeed taken that final step. She was a Sentinel now as much as any of them. And he guessed Drake had realized it as well, or soon would.

				Which meant inevitably she would soon be risking her life along with the rest of them.

				He had to turn away, suddenly full of a strange combination of feelings. Awe at the fact that Drake and Kye had dared to embark on a life together amid all this, with the threat of death hanging over them every moment. Envy that they seemed not to let it interfere with the obvious, fierce love they had for each other, even knowing that it could end in a blink. And given the choice, Brander knew they would rather die together.

				His gaze shifted to Iolana. She understood this, perhaps better than anyone, for had she not lost her mate and found herself unable to go on? As strong as she was, it had been too much, that loss of the underpinning of her entire life. Even her love for her children had not been able to replace it.

				And yet, he had a strong sense that should the worst happen, either Drake or Kye would carry on, both for Ziem and for the memory of the mate who had fought as bravely, as passionately, as they had. And that was where he quailed, for he very much feared he would take Iolana’s path, no matter how much he admired the other. He was a gambler, yes, but a loss on the scale of losing Eirlys would be more than he could bear.

				“She has come into her own, has she not?”

				Iolana had stepped off to the side with him, and her quiet words drew his gaze back to her face. “You say that as if you are sad. And proud, at once.”

				“As are you, if I don’t misread.”

				He sucked in a breath, then let it out in a slow sigh. “I am no longer sure what I am.”

				“That comes with great love,” she said. Brander searched her face, not certain which was more intimidating—Iolana Davorin, icon of Ziem, the Spirit, legend of the Edge, or simply Eirlys’s mother. “I remember a time when my girl, barely more than a toddler, slipped and fell into the bathing pool of the Racelock. And the boy who dove from a dangerous height and had her safely in his arms before she ever hit the bottom.”

				He stared at her. He’d almost forgotten; it was so long ago, in the halcyon days before the arrival of the Coalition.

				“I felt even then, that she was . . . mine, in some way. My charge. My responsibility.”

				“And you feel the same now?”

				“More,” he whispered. “So much more.”

				“As I thought.” The Sentinels were beginning to arrive, the cavern growing busier, fuller. She gave him a last look. “And in a matter of days, she will be of age and her decisions will be her own.”

				And then she was gone, toward Drake, and Brander was left reeling as he tried to place the date in his mind. And realized it was true, that by the end of this month’s passage, Eirlys would be eighteen. He’d known it on some level, but had kept from dwelling upon it by keeping that day safely in the future, clinging to “soon, but not yet” as if it were a lifeline.

				But once that day came, he knew there would be no stopping her. She would take her place among the Sentinels, where she had admiration and respect for what she had accomplished already, and more than once he’d heard speculation among the others about what she might accomplish once free of the restraints.

				He’d wanted to punch every one of them.

				What I cannot do, is ask him to be less than he is. . . .

				Her words, that momentous moment that had been one of the first signs for him that she had indeed taken that final step, had heartened him in the face of what he’d been about to do, what he knew he’d had to do.

				But now, with all this coming to a head so quickly, he was facing the distinct possibility that in the end, he was not as brave as she. For he did not know if he could do the same. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 45

				“I SEE THAT YOU are afraid to speak, and this has me already displeased with whatever you have to say.”

				The woman who had arrived with the satellite monitoring crew swallowed visibly. Hastily, she set a data device on the desk. Paledan didn’t even look at it.

				“What am I going to find when I read this?” he asked the woman in the technical support uniform sitting on the edge of the seat across from him.

				“Nothing. Sir.”

				“Nothing.”

				The swallow again. “Because the satellite found nothing.”

				Paledan leaned back in his chair, steepled his fingers in front of his chin. “Explain.”

				“All systems checked, rechecked, and triple-checked, sir. Yet in more than thirty passes, covering every sector of that . . . wasteland multiple times, there is no sign of any living thing bigger than an occasional one or two people, or a pack of those blasted brollets.”

				Frustration echoed in the woman’s voice, and for that and that alone, Paledan did not give in to the urge to vent his own.

				“You have a compilation?”

				“Yes, sir. Overlaid on the map. The first file.”

				So she had anticipated the request. Glad now he had restrained himself, Paledan took the device and plugged it into his system. The compilation of the results of all the passes of the satellite appeared, with the features of the terrain map barely visible underneath. He adjusted it slightly, so that both were clear.

				There was no mistaking the interpretation. The entire deserted, uninhabitable expanse they called the badlands, the place where the Raider and his Sentinels had reportedly fled, was barren of any heat indicator of groups larger than two, or as she had said, a pack of brollets.

				Even Zelos itself showed a much smaller heat signature. Not surprising, given how much of it had been leveled.

				“What is this?” he asked, gesturing at several large blotches to the north.

				“I’m told,” the woman said carefully, “that the mountains still live here.”

				Paledan blinked. His early studies had spoken of places where the mountains were still being formed, where the molten rock still ran, but he’d never encountered it firsthand. He recalled the scales of assessment, of the danger of explosive eruptions, but not the specifics.

				“I . . .” The woman swallowed yet again and tried again. “I looked up the interpretations.”

				Paledan nodded. “You have saved me the trouble, then. Noted. Proceed.”

				Looking happier now, she went on. “The heat levels indicated by the scans vary slightly, but are solid above what they call the Edge and show no areas that would be habitable. It would be insane to try and hide there; it is too steep, too barren, and tunnels would be useless because of the heat.”

				“We will do visual scans nevertheless,” Paledan said. “At least up there, our view will not be befouled by this mist.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				The woman stood, saluted. Paledan rose, and returned it, startling her. “You have earned it, thus far.”

				In fact, at the moment I believe you deserve it more than I. For I am not accomplishing the task I was sent here to do.

				After she had gone and closed the door behind her, Paledan merely stood there for a long moment. Then he crossed the office to the storage room. Resisted opening the door, but lost the fight. A moment later, the light from his office illuminating the dark room, he was looking once more at the portrait. The luminous eyes, the vivid hair, the charisma captured there seemed too dynamic to be a two-dimensional rendering. Or perhaps the subject was just too vibrant to be contained.

				He stood there staring at it for a long time. Too long. There was something about her, something about that almost . . . supernatural glow in those eyes, that seemed to radiate wisdom and knowledge and pure life. . . .

				She would not be allowed, in the Coalition. No one that different, that vibrant, could be tolerated, not when uniformity was the goal and conformity the means. This woman would never conform, would never fit.

				Just as you don’t?

				He tried to clamp down on his errant thoughts. There were words for how he was feeling about the job at hand, words for why he had not yet even decided upon a plan to bring about the Coalition’s will. He knew these words, but he had never thought they would apply to himself. And yet somewhere, deep inside, he knew they were true.

				His heart wasn’t in it.

				“YOU DID THE work; you earned the honor.”

				“But you are their leader.”

				Eirlys listened to her mother and brother with an inward smile. She had not realized how great the weight of anger and bitterness could be until she had released it.

				“But you,” Iolana said, “when you try, can sound just as your father did when he roused the people.”

				“Well that snares the brollet,” Brander whispered to her from where he stood on her right.

				“Indeed,” she agreed, not bothering to smother her smile. She thought she heard Brander make an odd sound, but then Drake had surrendered and stepped forward. She watched as her brother took a deep breath, then stepped onto the knee-high stone that jutted out from the side of the cavern. The action instantly drew the attention of everyone in the cavern, all of the Sentinels, and what family had decided to join them, leaving what was left of Zelos behind.

				“I have a message, to all those who fight, from the king of Trios.”

				The buzzing of voices around the cavern was immediate, and Drake waited for it to die down.

				“I know some have thought that distant world a mere fable, a fantastical tale for children.” He gave his mother a glance. “I have thought it myself.”

				When he turned back to the crowd, for an instant, an image of an older man flashed through Eirlys’s mind, a man with a indomitable stance and a determined expression. She had been but a child when her father had been assassinated, but in this moment, she knew what he had looked like, knew the power of him, the magnetism that drew and inspired others. For her brother had it as well, and he was loosing it now.

				“From King Darian of Trios,” he said, and held up the page that their mother had translated as he began to read, his voice ringing out with the intensity passed on from his father.

				To all worlds who suffer under the Coalition yoke, we of Trios send hope, and help. This device, whose purpose you now know if you are reading this, is the help. The hope is of a more ethereal nature, but we have learned it is sometimes enough to carry the day.

				If you fight, many will die. It is the nature of a battle so one-sided. But they expected no battle at all, and that alone has caused upset. You may have heard of our own fight, and wondered if it was true. If a small band of rebels, hiding in the caves of our battered world, were actually able to emerge and not simply fight the Coalition, but, in the end, prevail. I write this to tell you, it is true. Thrice over, it is true. On Trios, and twice on my bonded mate’s world Arellia, the Coalition has been driven out, and has now fled the entire sector. It can be done.

				This battle is larger than any one life. Larger than any single world. We have been infected with a plague the likes of which has never before been seen. If not eradicated, it will continue to spread until the very light of freedom is snuffed out. You have difficult decisions to make. There will be more to come. Some will seem impossible. Suicidal. And they may well be. But in the end, there is only one true decision: is it better to live under the bootheel of the Coalition, or die free?

				Only you can decide this.

				I do not say your fight will be easy. It will not. I do not say there will be no deaths. There will be. I do not even say you will win. You may not.

				I do say that it is worth it.

				Drake lowered the page. The huge cavern was filled with an awed sort of silence. Eirlys almost forgot to breathe, in more than a little awe herself.

				“Now that’s a message worthy of a king,” someone behind them murmured.

				“And he delivered it like his father,” someone else said.

				That made her come out of it a little as she began to smile at the truth of that. She looked up at Brander. And her smile stopped.

				He was stark white. As pale as when he’d nearly bled to death.

				She reached out to touch him. He didn’t even look at her. She wasn’t sure he was looking at anything, not anything physical or of this world at least.

				“Suicidal,” he whispered.

				Eirlys blinked. Of all the things to seize upon in those inspiring words. ”Brander?”

				He blinked. Gave a little start, as if coming back from some great distance. Then Drake, after allowing time for the immensity of this communication from a fabled world to sink in, was speaking again.

				“The device is something that could give us an advantage we could never have imagined. But my second is in need of some parts. He will provide a list but—” Drake looked at Brander and smiled wryly “—you all know what he can do with things that even slightly resemble what an ordinary man would say he needed.”

				A round of hoots and whistles went up, echoing off the roof of the cavern, with many of the Sentinels looking at the net of wires that now provided them with steady power they’d never dared hope for below.

				“You’re the best kind of mad, Kalon!”

				Eirlys didn’t know who called it out, but she could have hugged him for the way Brander gave a start, and then grinned.

				She would have liked anyone who could take that ghastly look off his face. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 46

				“WHATEVER HAPPENED to Howler?”

				Eirlys looked up from the graybird that was feeding on seed out of her palm. She gave her mother a sideways look at the inquiry about their long-ago pet. “Testing to see if my temper will hold?”

				Iolana smiled. “Perhaps a bit,” she admitted. “But I’m also genuinely curious.”

				Not long ago, her answer would have been a sharp, “Then you should have stayed to find out.” But that was gone now. And for the first time, she knew it was gone for good. Something had definitely happened during those moments when they were connected to help Brander.

				Plus, there was something about receiving a message from the legendary king of a planet they’d half thought a myth that pounded home the true scope of this battle. It was indeed bigger than any of them, bigger than all of them.

				“He died at a ripe old age,” she said, “in Drake’s lap, with all of us beside him.”

				She thought she saw her mother’s eyes gleam with moisture. “A fate to be wished by all, but granted to few.”

				Her mother reached out to stroke the bird, who accepted it. That alone told her much.

				“He missed you, you know. He looked around for you for a long time.” Her mother’s gaze shot back to her face. “I say that not to wound,” she added quickly, “but I was curious as well. I never thought you cared for him, particularly.”

				Iolana lowered her gaze, almost as if embarrassed. “I did not, at first. He was a wild thing, and I thought should live so. But I came to realize you were not holding him, that he chose to stay. And he adapted well enough.”

				“Brander said you used to sneak him tidbits, when no one was looking.”

				Her head came up then. And she was smiling. “Apparently someone was looking.”

				“He has a way of seeing what others overlook,” Eirlys said.

				“Yes. He does.” Her mother studied her for a moment. This new peace between them was tentative, so they were both feeling their way.

				“Say it,” Eirlys suggested. “If there is anything that will set us back, best we find it now than in the midst of urgency.”

				“You have definitely grown wise, my daughter. Are you wise enough to understand Brander’s reasons?”

				“Reasons?”

				“For his . . . reputation.”

				“I know he intentionally appears the wastrel for strategic reasons, as much as Drake appeared the coward.”

				“Yes. And I could not be prouder of either of them.”

				Eirlys looked at her mother with increased interest. “You speak as if they are both your sons.”

				“I have felt that way since his parents were killed in the initial wave. Before, in fact, as he was always with Drake. However,” her mother added, “that was not the reputation I meant.”

				“Oh. I know of that, as well. And that it is as untrue as the other.”

				“Yes. It is.” Her mother smiled, seeming relieved. “If you have things yet to resolve, I suggest you do it soon. This peace cannot last.”

				She could not dispute that. “No, it cannot. Drake is working up plans for a raid even now.”

				“I know. He is wondering if it is possible to make it appear that we rise out of the badlands. A better diversion even than appearing to still be on the Sentinel.”

				“That is Brander’s territory.”

				“Yes.”

				When her mother had gone and she had finished her care of the creatures, she decided she would at least look into the hangar where Brander’s work station now was, given it was less than a stone’s throw up the mountain track.

				For a moment, she thought the cave was empty. Then she heard a clank from the back corner and knew someone was there. She walked slowly, contemplating the rovers parked and waiting. She knew Kade, with Brander’s guidance, was using this downtime to do maintenance on the agile craft. And, she imagined, probably doing whatever further modifications that brain of his came up with. It never stopped amazing her, how many directions he could think at once. Did he ever lose a thread, forget a good idea? She would have to ask; she never had.

				There were many things she had never asked.

				. . . do it soon. This peace cannot last.

				She walked toward the back corner, where he and Kade had built a sort of screen that shielded his work area somewhat from the comings, goings, and noise of the hangar. Brander was bent over the worktable, obviously focused on something intently. She hesitated.

				“In or out,” he said after a moment, not looking up.

				“Sorry. I wasn’t certain I should interrupt.”

				His head snapped around the moment he heard her voice. “You are never an unwelcome interruption.”

				She could wish for a more private place, but she would never have a better opening. And war had taught her that you didn’t always get to choose circumstances completely to your liking.

				“May I tell you a story?”

				He said nothing, but he turned his back to his work, which was all the answer she needed.

				“When I was a child,” she began quietly, “I was madly, with all the strength of my child’s heart, in love. I just knew my love had hung both moons in the sky, for my beloved Brander could do anything.”

				She could almost feel his sudden rigid stillness as if it were her own.

				“I still believe he can do anything. But my love . . . eventually it changed. Because, as he grew up, it was clear he neither knew nor cared how I felt about him, but set about charming any female who smiled at him.”

				He made a low sound that was not even a word. She kept going.

				“I lost heart, because I feared he was not who I had always believed he was. He took to gambling, for which he had always had a knack, but it had never before ruled him. Now it seemed to, and people shook their heads in sad concern that Brander Kalon had become a wastrel, profligate with money and his affections.”

				“Eirlys,” he whispered, but stopped. Now she was beyond wanting to say this; she had to, to get it all said. “And so I closed the door on my childish love. Yet I could never quite let go, for no one else ever had the ability to so provoke me, soothe me, encourage me, and cheer me when all seemed lost. I fairly ached over it, not what I’d lost, for it seemed that had never really been, but . . . for what I wanted it to be. What I wanted my Brander to be.” She smiled then. “You were ever that to me, did you know? My Brander.”

				“Lys . . .”

				His voice was low, harsh, a sound she’d never heard from him before. He was staring down at the tool in his hand, some sort of fire torch she’d seen him use to weld things together. It somehow seemed appropriate just now. She saw his knuckles whiten as his fingers tightened around it. And then, in the same almost-broken voice he said it. “You. It’s always been you. But first, you were too young. And then came the Coalition, and you never had the chance to . . . be with others, to make a choice.”

				Her throat was suddenly too tight to force out a single word. It’s always been you.

				“And I,” he went on, “tried to give you that chance. I . . . the other women . . . they were always ones who knew not to take anything seriously. They knew I meant nothing. That I would never, could never, love them.” His head came up. He finally met her gaze. “Because I already loved someone else.”

				Something broke loose inside her. She was flooded with an overwhelming combination of joy, relief, and love, so strong that she knew that that door within her heart, where she had hidden away that childish love, had burst open under the pressure.

				“Someone,” she whispered, “who has always and ever loved you. Even when you made it so difficult.”

				“I knew you hated me for what you thought I’d become.”

				“Never hated. Merely hurt.”

				He closed his eyes for a moment. “And that is even worse.”

				“I understand now. Truly. You were, in your way, leading a dual life, presenting a false image as much as my brother did. And as well, I might add.”

				His eyes snapped open. “It was the only way I could help. Drake was carrying so much. Too much.”

				“I know. But he has ever had you at his back, and he knew it.”

				He let out a long breath. Silence spun out between them, as intricate and wire-thin as his power net.

				“So,” she said softly, “we have let it out. The question that remains is, what are we to do about it?”

				She had no words for the pained, bleak look that came into his eyes as he said one word that seemed to make all the others worthless. “Nothing.”

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 47

				IT HURT MORE THAN that metal ripping into his gut to say it to her. After what she’d told him, what she’d admitted, he wanted nothing more than to grab her and kiss her senseless. He had been waiting forever to hear those words, yet now that he had, he could not do it.

				“If you think,” she said softly, “that I am still the child who would simply accept that answer, you are mistaken from here to Ossuary.”

				Which is where I may wish myself soon.

				“My heart, nothing has changed except . . . it is out in the open now. We are still at war. It may all end tomorrow. There is nothing left of what the Kalons once were, and I can promise you nothing.”

				“My brother and his mate did not find that enough to stop them.”

				“And you don’t know what he went through before he reached that point,” he said, a bit of that harshness returning to his voice.

				“Don’t I? And Kye as well? She was my best friend before she became my sister.”

				“Eirlys—”

				“Have you not heard him say he was foolish to wait, that all those things are more reason to reach for love than not?”

				He had, in fact, heard Drake say exactly that. He opened his mouth to say again she had had too little choice. But suddenly, he didn’t care. She was his, had ever been his, and that was an end to it. No longer could he keep her at a distance.

				“Lys—”

				“Do we pledge, or not?” she demanded, clearly decided.

				Pledge. To Eirlys. A dream he had only rarely dared to take out and consider, now in his grasp.

				“Yes. Eos, yes.”

				At her radiant smile, he thought of Drake’s words. More reason to reach for love than not. But there was more he had to say. He sucked in a deep, long breath. He was going to tangle this up, he was certain, but he started anyway.

				“To be pledged to you . . . would be a gift beyond measuring. I have longed for it since I realized you were no longer the child I had ever looked upon as a sister, but a young woman who took my breath away. Even under the Coalition yoke, I would have risked it . . . but then came the Raider. And the fight for Ziem herself had to matter more than anything.”

				“Brander,” she began, but stopped when he held up a hand.

				“What bothers me is what may be coming.”

				“That they will come after us.”

				“If they find us, yes. They will stop at nothing to wipe us out.”

				“But they will never strike with full force as long as they need our planium.”

				“Yes.”

				She frowned at him then. “Then what has you so . . . troubled?”

				He let out a long, compressed breath. “What we may have to do in the end.”

				“The end,” she said slowly. “You mean . . . if we lose?”

				When, not if. But he said nothing.

				“In the end,” she quoted the dramatic, inspiring words from a faraway king who had not lost, “there is only one true decision: is it better to live under the bootheel of the Coalition, or die free?”

				“Yes.”

				“Is there any doubt about the answer?”

				“For some.” He drew in a breath as he looked at her, read her expression. “But not for you, Eirlys Davorin. Never for you.”

				“No. There is no doubt at all. I will live free or not at all.”

				Knowledge dug at him, sharp and painful. He hated it. Hated carrying the loathsome thought in his head. It was a thought, a possibility too awful to be borne.

				“What is it? What is it that weighs you down so?”

				“An idea,” he said, and instantly regretted saying even that much.

				“What idea?”

				“I cannot. I have not even told Drake, although, in the end, the decision would be his.”

				She suppressed a shudder and he knew she had realized he meant literally the end of Ziem. “Why?”

				“He carries enough already.”

				“And this idea is too much to add?”

				He said nothing, but he knew she saw the answer in his face.

				“You’ve told no one else this . . . idea?”

				He shook his head. “I think . . . Grim may have guessed it, but I do not know.”

				“It is truly so . . . awful?”

				“Yes.”

				“Then let me help you carry it,” she said softly.

				“Eirlys—”

				“It is clearly too heavy for just one to carry. It eats at you, which means it eats at me as well. At least let me know what it is.”

				He fought the shudder that wanted to take him over. It sapped the strength to hold the words in, and he let more out than he wanted. “Something that . . . would doubtless drive the Coalition to destroy us, but . . . might someday take them down with us. In the end.”

				Her breath stopped. “Suicidal,” she said, quoting from that distant king again.

				“Yes.”

				“Tell me.”

				“Eirlys.” It was all he could say, for fear the rest would come tumbling out.

				“I love you, Brander. Let me help. Besides, if it is what you say . . . someone else should know.”

				It took him a moment, so roiled were his thoughts at her first words. But then he realized she meant if something happened to him. If he died without sharing this, then even the possibility of this chance to strike a last blow would die with him.

				He had not thought of that. He had not, and he should have.

				“You are right. About everything. Someone should know.”

				“I can carry this, my heart. If it would ease you, I would carry much more.”

				He held her gaze then, all their entwined history unrolling in his mind. And for all his vast knowledge of her, he realized he had underestimated the strength and wisdom she had gained in the time since the rebellion had begun, since her beloved Drake had risen as the Raider.

				Eirlys Davorin was, in her way, as strong as her brother. She would hold true to the end, whatever it might be.

				“I love you,” he said abruptly.

				“Yes. You do. So trust me. Tell me.”

				He let out a long breath of surrender. Nodded.

				They turned to his worktable and he began to explain.

				“I FOUND IT!”

				Kade’s exuberant exclamation turned them both around. If the boy noticed anything different, anything grimmer than usual about their expressions, it didn’t penetrate his excitement. He merely held what was in his hand out to Brander.

				“It’s the last piece, is it not?”

				Eirlys watched as Brander turned the oddly shaped piece of metal over in his hand.

				“I know it is not exact, but I thought if you trimmed that bit there, and flattened the other edge—”

				Brander held up a hand, stopping the rush. And when he looked at the boy again, he was smiling.

				“It will do, Kade. It will do nicely.”

				Eirlys looked from the boy to the man. “Is this . . . the device? From Trios?”

				Brander nodded. Then, to Kade, “Gather the parts, will you, and we will start.”

				“Right away! They will think we have a fusion cannon,” Kade said excitedly as he dashed off.

				“How long do you think it will take, now that you have the parts?” Eirlys asked.

				“Two or three days. Perhaps more; some of it is small and intricate.”

				There was admiration in his voice as he studied the plans laid out now on his table, and it was such a pleasant change from the bleak subject they had been discussing that she smiled. “I am glad you will have something to enjoy.”

				His gaze shot back to her face, and at the look in his eyes her words took on an entirely different meaning. Something hot and fierce, as hot and fierce as the heart of this mountain, boiled to life within her.

				She moved quickly, before he could stop her or protest. Kissed him, as he had kissed her, long and hard and deep. And it was all it had been before—fire and pulsing sensation, roiling as the molten heart of this mountain.

				When she finally pulled back, he was gasping. “Eirlys,” he whispered, and she saw all the wanting she could ever have hoped for in those spectacular eyes.

				“Yes,” she said simply. “On my birthday, if I cannot tempt you before.”

				His jaw clenched. “You,” he ground out, “could tempt the purest of men. And I am hardly that.”

				“And you make me want to cast off all traditions and binding rules of Ziem.” Especially the one that says we cannot pledge—and love—until I am of official age.

				She heard him groan under his breath. But then he met her gaze head-on and said, “We have spoken of this.”

				His words rang in her mind. I just know that if we betray everything we supposedly fight for, then we’ve already lost.

				For a moment, she simply stared at him. This was the man others thought toyed with women, flirted, played, and took nothing seriously. While all along, in truth, his cause, his efforts, were among the noblest.

				And then, slowly, she nodded. “We fight for Ziem. For if we lose her, we lose everything.”

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 48

				BRANDER WASN’T certain when he became aware they were being watched; he was too befogged with the pleasure of Eirlys in his arms, of kissing her. It had been easier to deny when he hadn’t known just how sweet this would be, kissing her, caressing her. Of course, stealing these moments at his workbench in the middle of the day perhaps wasn’t the wisest if he’d wanted privacy.

				“Are you—”

				“Done yet?”

				With a smothered groan, he pulled back. Eirlys looked up at him, with Ziem blue eyes full of heat and a bit of the same fogginess he’d been feeling. Somehow, that made it a bit easier to turn to the twins. Who, now that he could think again, had been conspicuously absent for a while. Too conspicuously.

				“What have you—”

				“Been up to now?” Eirlys finished, and the echoing of their usual method of communication made them stare. They exchanged glances, apparently decided this was amusing, and laughed.

				“Some would say—” Lux began.

				“That we should—”

				“Ask you that.”

				“But you haven’t,” Eirlys said to her siblings, her voice soft.

				Nyx shrugged as Lux said simply, “Because we know.”

				“And how do you feel about it?” Brander asked, his curiosity genuine.

				Both twins gave them a look he could only describe as exasperated.

				“You are—”

				“Meant to be—”

				“We’ve known that—”

				“For an age.”

				For a moment, Brander couldn’t speak. Eirlys was staring at them, looking a little bemused. “I’m very glad you don’t mind,” she said.

				“Our sister and—”

				“Our best friend—”

				“There is nothing—”

				“To mind. Besides—”

				“It would make—”

				“No difference.”

				Eirlys was clearly smothering a smile as she looked back at Brander. He couldn’t stop his grin. “They are a wonder.”

				“And they are part of the covenant,” she said softly; when they pledged, her family would become his. But since, in his mind and heart they already were, it would make little difference except in the eyes of others.

				“I know.” His grin widened. “I’m looking forward to it.”

				They had finally managed to surprise the twins.

				“You’ve done it!” they yelped in obvious delight.

				“That could be taken more than one way, and answered yes and no,” Brander muttered wryly.

				“And whose fault is that?” Eirlys said as the twins grinned at them.

				“You’re going—”

				“To pledge!”

				“We are,” he said, to more glee. If I live that long. And for once, he was not thinking about the war.

				It had been more than a battle to keep to the customs of Ziem and wait—and Eirlys had been little help, for it was nearly beyond him to stop when she was as eager as he. But, as he had told her last night as they had neared the point of no return, he had her brother and her mother to deal with, and he would as soon not have either of them after his head. She had told him neither would be surprised.

				“I know. But it’s not surprise I’m thinking about,” he told her seriously. “It’s disillusionment. They trust me with you. I do not wish to lose that.”

				“Then blame me,” she said, her hands sliding over him again in that way that nearly drove him mad.

				And was nearly driving him mad again, just remembering. He’d thought of carving the days left until her birth date into his table so he could cross each one out as he survived it. But he thought he’d have to carve it into his arm to have it really work as distraction.

				He forced himself back to the present.

				“You did not answer your sister’s question. What have you two been up to?”

				“Exploring,” they chorused.

				“Where?” Eirlys asked, long used to their methods.

				“We have not—”

				“Been to Zelos.”

				“Why does that not narrow it down enough for comfort?” Brander asked of the air. But he saw Eirlys suppress a smile and that warmed him all over again.

				“We have been—”

				“Good. Truly.”

				The looked from their sister to him.

				“We did not—”

				“Want to be far—”

				“While you—”

				“Were hurt.”

				Suddenly, their calling him their best friend was much more than a diversion, for there was no denying the almost urgent sincerity in their voices. Brander felt his throat tighten and it took him a moment to be able to speak.

				“I will be very happy when you are mine by covenant as well as heart,” he said softly.

				The twins, for once, were speechless. But Eirlys was not, and her tone was dangerously sweet. “May I interpret that as someday you will actually ask me?”

				Startled, his head snapped around and he stared at her. “But . . . I . . . we . . .”

				“We agreed. But you never asked. I did.”

				“You had—” Lux began.

				“Better, before—”

				“Kade is—”

				“Old enough. He likes—”

				“Our sister.”

				Eirlys colored, but she was smiling. Brander reached out and took her hands. “They are right. For I’m sure there will be a line of better men than I the day you come of age.” He tightened his fingers around hers. Took in a deep breath. And put all he was feeling into his voice. “Will you pledge to me, Eirlys Davorin?”

				“There are no better men than you, Brander Kalon.”

				His heart seemed to skip a beat, and his eyes stung. It was a moment before he said, “May I interpret that as you saying yes?”

				Eirlys laughed, and it was a joyous thing that gave him hope and renewed determination to fight for a world they could build a future together in.

				“You may indeed,” she said.

				He wanted to kiss her, long and hard. But the twins stayed him.

				“Now that that—”

				“Is settled—”

				“Here is what—”

				“We found.”

				Nyx held out a crumpled piece of paper that looked quite weathered.

				“We don’t know—”

				“What it means but—”

				“We saw the name.”

				Brander smoothed out the paper, which appeared to be the corner of some kind of design drawing, showing only a fragment of the design itself. Below the curved line that was the only part visible below the tear, was part of a handwritten note.

				Paledan’s design is flawless. We have the go-ahead for—

				It was torn there. Brander frowned. He’d seen that curve before.

				“Where did you find it?” Eirlys asked, looking over his arm at it.

				The twins seemed to consider this for a moment.

				“Truth,” Brander said. “It might matter.”

				“Oh. Then—”

				“We found it—”

				“Caught in some rocks—”

				“Above the—”

				“Hangars.”

				Brander’s head came up sharply. “The hangars?”

				“We did not go—”

				“Close enough—”

				“To be seen and—”

				“No one did.”

				“No wonder Drake says they’re turning him gray,” Brander muttered.

				“Rethinking what you’re taking on?” Eirlys asked.

				Brander met her gaze, held it. “Worth it,” he said simply.

				The twins took this as a sign they were not in trouble—or at least no more than usual, Brander guessed—and headed to the hangar cave entrance. But once there, Lux stopped, and thus so did Nyx. She turned back to look at them.

				“Will we have cousins some day?”

				Brander was taken aback, but couldn’t help grinning. “Yes.”

				In the same instant, Eirlys said, “No.”

				He froze. The twins exchanged one of their looks.

				“We’d better go.” Nyx said.

				Lux nodded. “This will be one of those discussions.”

				And they were gone, scampering out of sight. And leaving behind a rather heavy silence.

				Brander looked at her. “No?”

				“Have you forgotten what Drake has gone through? What he sacrificed?”

				“No, but—”

				“Dear Eos, Brander, he gave himself up for me! Because I’m his child as much his sister, and he let that slimehog take him to save me. If not for our mother, he would have died for me.”

				“I know.”

				He said nothing, afraid of reminding her who else had been complicit that day. But with her next words, he knew she needed no reminder.

				“And you,” she began, then stopped. Swallowed. “That truly is why he chose you to back him that day Jakel took me in the taproom. Because he knew . . . he knows . . .”

				“That I love you and ever have? Yes, he does.” He eyed her for a moment, then told her what he’d never told anyone. “The last time I saw him, before I left to get the Spirit, we spoke of you. I thought at first he just wanted you seen to, because . . . he would not be here to do it. Because he was dying.”

				For a moment, he was back there, watching his best friend fade into nothingness, but rallying enough to say the words that had meant so much.

				My blessing. As if you’d require it.

				No. But I will treasure it.

				He didn’t realize he’d spoken the words aloud until he snapped out of the memory to see her staring at him, moisture welling in her eyes.

				“That was when I realized he’d known for some time,” he said softly.

				Eirlys came into his arms, held him tightly. And he realized that he wanted this, this quiet comfort, from her as much as he wanted the rest. His body might always rouse to her closeness, but his spirit calmed, his ever-active mind eased.

				“You truly want children?” she asked after a few minutes.

				“I want them with you,” he admitted, keeping to himself the image he had of a miniature Eirlys; somehow he never was quite able to imagine one of himself.

				“Maybe,” she said. “Someday, when . . . it’s safer.”

				He could not argue that.

				“And,” she added, “if they have your turquoise eyes.”

				“I’m not sure you can order that up,” he said, smiling now. Then, drawing back slightly, “Tell me . . . do twins happen often with the Davorins?”

				She laughed then. “Having second thoughts?”

				“I admit, the idea of two sets of them running amok is . . . frightening.”

				“But ever interesting,” she said, releasing him to gesture at the piece of paper they’d found.

				He nodded. “Odd. The Coalition doesn’t generally use paper renditions, but . . .”

				“What?”

				“If anyone would, it would not surprise me that it be Paledan.”

				“So he designed whatever was on that page?”

				“It would seem so.”

				“You do not sound surprised.”

				“I am not. He is a man of many facets.”

				“Including,” she said rather dolefully, “a fascination with my mother’s portrait.”

				“Yes.”

				He left it at that, for he had no idea and less time to think about that odd discovery the twins had made. Especially now. He stared at the torn scrap.

				Paledan’s design is flawless. . . .

				“Design of what, I wonder?” Eirlys said, echoing his own thoughts. “A weapon, perhaps?”

				“Could be anything, with him,” he said. 

				“Men,” she said with a sigh at his tone.

				He blinked. “What?”

				“I do not understand this enthrallment with the officer who leads our enemy.”

				“Your father once said one must study the enemy to defeat him.”

				“Yes, but you—and my brother—seem almost to admire the man.”

				“In some ways, that is true.” He shrugged. “He is a formidable warrior. He is also unlike anyone from the Coalition we have ever encountered. That alone is worth a bit of observation.”

				“I suppose. But beyond the basics—which is that he is here to control Ziem, and wipe the Sentinels out—I’d rather stay focused on keeping us all alive.” She tilted her head slightly as she looked at him. “However, I do not have your brain, which does not seem happy unless it has multiple difficult problems to work on at once.”

				He turned to face her then, leaning back against the worktable as he grinned at her. “It has its moments,” he admitted.

				She smiled at him, and he drew in air as if he could breathe in the way she was looking at him now.

				Something tickled at the edge of his consciousness, but he ignored it to savor that look. Yet again it rose, batting at him this time, until, almost without volition, his vision refocused on the cave behind them. The hangar. With the five stolen air rovers that had made all the difference in their fight, taken the battle from minor raids and skirmishes to actual strikes that had brought even the mighty Coalition to attention.

				The rover he flew, which was as much a platform for his experimenttation on them as anything, sat quietly, the light spilling in from the cave entrance highlighting the curve of its planium body.

				The curve.

				He whirled, dug into the sliding compartment beneath the table, pulled out the schematic he’d worked with, the drawing Kye had translated from the holoprojector onto paper, for at the time they’d not had the power for him to work directly from the image itself. Being Kye, she had been meticulous, rendering measurements and abbreviations she did not even understand perfectly.

				He laid it out on the table. And before he could even ask for it, Eirlys had put the torn corner the twins had found down on top of the full page, aligning it carefully.

				The curve was a perfect match. He stared, stunned. Major Caze Paledan had designed the air rover.

				“But . . . he is not a pilot, is he?” Eirlys whispered, clearly having gotten there as quickly as he had.

				“Not that I know of.” He gave her a sideways look. “But then, neither am I. Not in the way of Kye, or Drake.”

				“But you can fly, and you understand how flying works, that’s why your modifications are so . . .” She trailed off, staring at him. “So that’s it. Your fascination with him.” She looked back at the matched drawings. “He has a mind like yours.”

				“It would seem so.”

				“Then we,” she said ominously, “are in very serious trouble.”

				Brander couldn’t help himself; he laughed. Only Eirlys Davorin could turn a prophecy for the end of the world into a supreme compliment. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 49

				“DO YOU SEE?” KYE asked excitedly as she held up the quick sketch she had made. “What it will look like?”

				“What genius have you wrought now, cousin?” Brander asked as they came into what they’d begun to call the planning room.

				Kye laughed. “Not me. Drake. It’s his plan.”

				Eirlys looked at the group gathered in the cave that was an offshoot of the main cavern. If they had known how perfect this place would be, with various alcoves and separate caves, they likely would have come here much sooner, Eirlys thought. But they had not known; even native Ziemites did not often venture above the Edge. And yet her mother had lived here for years. Had either known or discovered this place, and seen the potential. And now it was their stronghold, and could serve them for a very long time.

				And this war could go on that very long time.

				“And that plan is?” Brander asked.

				At his question, Kye looked at Drake, who turned to look at them. The Harkin brothers, Pryl, Tuari, and many of the other Sentinels stood at the Raider’s side.

				“It is time to get back in the fight,” Drake said.

				Brander nodded. Eirlys knew this had been coming; her brother had been very restless the past couple of days.

				“What of the scanning satellite?” he asked.

				“It continues in orbit, from what we’ve been able to learn. Zill?”

				“Ready, sir, whenever you give the word.” Eirlys looked at the rugged miner who spoke. The man’s gaze had flicked to Brander in what looked to be almost a salute. “It will work.”

				Drake looked at Brander with a smile. “Of course it will.”

				“What?” Eirlys asked.

				“The heat projector,” he said.

				She remembered the project, although she hadn’t known what it was for, only that Drake wanted it and so Brander would build it. But now she suddenly remembered Zill Cuplin’s history, how his father had fled to the badlands after an accident on the Racelock had killed all his family except for his youngest son. Zill had spent much of his youth in the unwelcoming territory before returning to work in the mines. He knew it better than any Sentinel.

				And with that, and Kye’s drawing, she guessed the plan.

				“Is there a path?” she asked.

				Kye nodded. “Pryl found it.”

				Eirlys knew her brother had set the canny woodsman to investigating their new surroundings. It was strange territory to all of them, and they needed to learn it well as soon as possible.

				“There is a narrow gap between two crags,” Kye went on, “just above the hangar cave. One at a time and with stealth, we think the rovers can go through it, and drop down into the mist on the other side.”

				“Will their heat not register?” she asked.

				“At low speed and one at a time, no more than a healthy-sized white-tail,” Brander said.

				“Timing will be critical,” Drake said, speaking to all gathered now. “When the rovers are in position, Zill will activate the projector deep into the badlands, set high enough that it will look significant to the satellite. After the amount of time Brander has calculated, the rovers will move as a unit and . . .”

				He paused and nodded toward Kye’s drawing. It showed the five rovers, blasting over the top of Highridge in formation, looking as if they were coming out of the depths of the badlands.

				“So it will look as if they had begun at Zill’s position,” Eirlys said, staring at the dramatic sketch.

				“Exactly. We convince them we are indeed hiding in the badlands.”

				Eirlys stared at her brother, a little bit in awe. “That is indeed genius, my brother.”

				“And impossible without the genius of my second,” Drake said, nodding at Brander.

				Brander grinned and gave an elaborate bow. An image shot through her mind, of him in the taproom, acting the carefree soul with nothing on his mind but his next game of chaser.

				For the first time, Eirlys truly wondered what he would have become, had the Coalition not destroyed their quiet, peaceful lives. Would he have become an eccentric inventor, his days lost in some laboratory as he tried ever more fantastic creations? She wasn’t sure, now that she knew the truth, if she didn’t prefer the gambler, the man who had fulfilled his potential on so many fronts in the defense of Ziem.

				“Eirlys?”

				She gave a little start as she snapped out of her reverie. And to her inner amusement, she wasn’t certain whether she should answer her brother, or the Raider. She compromised.

				“Yes?”

				“Your birds . . . are they learning this place?”

				She had been working with them rather intensively these last few days. When not stealing precious moments with Brander, and inwardly cursing the very traditions they fought for.

				“Yes. A few are already reliable to here. And Runner would fly to Brander were he on the second moon, I think.”

				The group laughed, and several called out teasing jokes. Brander took it as always, with aplomb, but she knew she hadn’t mistaken the affection in his eyes when she had mentioned the bird who had definitely become his.

				“Then it is settled. Zill will take two of the birds, releasing one when he is in position. When it arrives here, the rovers will move into position below here as the heat projector is activated. When it reaches the level we’ve calculated, he will release Brander’s bird, and then shut down and move out of the area, to make it appear as if the rovers fired up there and left. If your bird flies at the speed she has shown before—”

				“She will,” Brander said. “She is faultless.” Eirlys wanted to hug him, but this was hardly the time or the place.

				Drake nodded. “Then when she reaches you, we go.”

				“SATELLITE MONITOR to see you sir. Says it’s urgent.”

				Paledan had already gathered that from Brakely’s lack of preamble or knock. He stood up, ignoring the twinge in his back. Brakely stood aside, and a man in a crisp Coalition uniform rushed in. Paledan recognized him as one of the satellite monitors. The man started to speak, caught himself, and saluted.

				“Consider protocol met,” Paledan said impatiently. “Report.”

				It came out in a rush. “We caught something on the last pass, sir. A sudden flare. Just moments ago.”

				“Your interpretation?”

				“It was too big and too hot to be merely animals, even a group of them. It flared like . . .”

				“Like?” he prompted, irritated at that aspect of the Coalition that made soldiers afraid to report for fear of reprisal if they were wrong.

				“Like engines firing, sir.”

				Paledan went still for an instant. Then reached out and flicked on the holo projector and the image of the entire area. “Where?” he demanded, fingers hovering over the input pad. The man gave him the location and size coordinates. A split second later, a sizeable orange glow appeared in the image, well into the badlands.

				“North by northeast,” he murmured.

				He looked up in time to see his aide shift his gaze to the window, which looked almost exactly in that direction. He turned himself, considering. “How long ago? Exactly?”

				The man checked the data pad. “One minute, forty-nine and three tenths,” he said.

				“Then at top speed,” Paledan said slowly, “one would expect—”

				He didn’t get the chance to say the rest. As the three men stared out the window toward the towering mountains in the distance, five craft in a tight, perfect vee formation blasted over the ridge.

				“He’s back,” Brakely said, sounding almost awed.

				“He is,” Paledan agreed, feeling not awed, but at the least appreciative. Enough that when the explosions began, no doubt putting craters in the landing zone that would have to be repaired yet again, he almost nodded in approval. Even as he wondered how they had managed to get that extra speed out of their stolen rovers.

				The Coalition fighters stationed at the landing zone got into the air quickly, but not quickly enough. The five rovers made a single but devastating run, and vanished back over the ridge into the badlands and that bedamned mist.

				The Raider was definitely back.

				His respect lingered, but the feeling of admiration quickly faded. If he didn’t put an end to this soon, his reputation would not be enough to save him. Had not Brakely’s uncle proven that?

				If such a decorated pilot could meet that fate, no one was safe from it. It had been touted ever after as validation for the Coalition decree to sever all blood ties at birth. They were likely to reassign him, or worse, recall him for not getting the job done soon enough. That would likely end in demotion if he was lucky, execution if he was not.

				Were you on our side, Raider, by now you would have your pick of commands.

				That much was truth. But he knew that a fighter like the Raider would never leave the field for a desk. He would feel about it as he himself did. Trapped. Shackled. Not only by this assignment, but by the invader in his body.

				He also knew the reason the man fought, the reason he risked himself and his Sentinels time and again, was his love for his world. He did not fully understand that kind of connection. In the Coalition, each world was merely a room in their vast house, and it was the house itself, the collected total, that had their allegiance.

				Their allegiance, not their love. For such a thing was ground out early on, and where it could not be, execution was the normal matter of course. And if a world resisted, and it was not of strategic or resource significance, it ended in destruction. It was the natural order of things, in the Coalition.

				Except for Trios. And Arellia.

				Paledan knew the high command was working hard to twist that story. They’d been able to hide the first rebellion, the one that had driven them from Trios. They’d managed to even cloud the story so thoroughly half the galaxy thought the storied planet itself was a myth.

				Arellia, their second loss, had been harder to hide.

				But their attempt to retake the prize of the sector by re-establishing a foothold on Arellia had been a disaster, and many good men had gone down in the aftermath, to be ground to bits under the boots they had served.

				We brook neither rebellion nor failure. There is no way but the Coalition way, all else is treason. The penalty for treason is death, be it an individual or an entire planet.

				He knew this. Knew it well. Yet he had not yet instituted it here on this remote, misty world. He had his reasons, and so far, they had passed muster with the high command. But they would run out of patience soon. The Coalition always did, and when they did, their response was quick, brutal, and final. He knew this well, too. They would decide that they had learned enough from the Ziem miners, or would come up with some other way to extract the planium without them. Or if angered enough, they would destroy the planet and recover what they could of the invaluable material from the rubble.

				What he did not know was when the Coalition had become, in his mind at least since he dare not speak it, “they” and not “we.”

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 50

				BRANDER KNEW the instant they’d been spotted. A few moments later, Pryl muttered under his breath.

				“Pair of demon eyes on us.”

				“Yes.”

				“Good thing I’m too old and feeble to be a threat.”

				Brander suppressed a grin. When in his full “old man” regalia, as he called it, consisting of ragged clothes, a carefully placed hump on his back at the shoulders, masking his straight, unbent posture, a pair of broken eye lenses, and a gnarled cane—one that hid a lethal blade—which he leaned upon to great effect, the energetic and strong Pryl looked like nothing more than a man who should have died years ago. And Brander knew that, if approached, Pryl could act and sound like an ancient who had lost his grip on reality long ago.

				“Shall we see how interested he is, uncle?” Brander suggested, using the title they’d decided on should an explanation of their connection be required. After all, the hall of records had been destroyed some time ago, so who was to say that there was no familial bond between them?

				“Absolutely, nephew,” Pryl said.

				The trooper was, it seemed, only interested enough to watch them carefully as they went by. Or perhaps, Brander thought, he’d been ordered to stay put, although what could be left to guard in the flattened rubble that had once been the most prosperous taproom in Zelos, he didn’t know.

				“Miss having a drink there,” Pryl said as they passed, in the loud tones of one whose hearing had begun to falter.

				“Me, too, uncle,” he said, loud enough for the guard to hear, since obviously Pryl could not hear at normal volume. “I hope Davorin found it worth it.”

				Pryl snorted. “That boy’s crazed.”

				“Contention valid,” Brander agreed.

				And neither having spoken a word that was not true, they passed the ruin and the guard without giving the uniformed man more than a cursory glance. When they were out of earshot, Pryl whispered “I’ll wager they just don’t want that shrine building up again.”

				“Maybe,” Brander said, turning his head just enough to see the trooper at the edge of his vision. The man was speaking quietly into a comlink. “He’s reporting us.”

				“In general, or specifically us is the question.” Pryl gave him a sideways look. “Or more specifically, you, since I’m just a senile old man who’s been deafened by their bombs.”

				“You just remember, no matter what happens, you stay that old man,” Brander warned.

				They both knew it was Brander who was taking the largest risk here, for not only was he already known to the Coalition commander, he was known to be Drake’s one-time friend, he was young and healthy—well, thanks to Iolana Davorin he was healthy—and in the Coalition view, likely fit the summation of the typical Sentinel.

				And the fact that you have no idea there is no typical Sentinel is why you haven’t beaten us.

				They were approaching the rubble of the east end of the council building when Pryl whispered a warning. “Paledan is here. In the shadow of the remaining wall.”

				Brander muttered an acknowledgment as he wrinkled his nose as if at the destruction.

				“For you?” Pryl asked.

				“Perhaps,” he whispered back as they stopped, as anyone would, to look at the damage. “He always seems to have an interest.”

				Pryl shook his head as if in disbelief of what he was looking at. As an old man might, seeing a building that had stood as long as he’d been alive half reduced to a pile of rocks and dust. “As long as he doesn’t go from wondering why you’re not with the Raider to suspecting that you are.”

				And that, Brander knew, could happen at any time. He was surprised he’d managed to pull off the deception as long as he had. Paledan was anything but a fool. He didn’t voice his other thought, that Paledan indeed suspected, but for reasons of his own had taken no action. That disturbed him even more, for he could not fathom what those reasons might be.

				He supposed this part of the foray was the riskiest. The original intent of the mission was to check on whoever was still living—or trying to—in the battered, besieged town. They’d found fewer than they’d hoped alive, and as many as they’d feared reported dead or missing. Those left alive seemed to him to fall into two categories; utterly beaten or completely defiant. He knew most of the defiant ones, for they were part of Drake’s vast network of informers now, inspired by his success and survival to do what they could, spying on their occupiers, and passing whatever they gleaned along. It spoke to Pryl’s successful disguise that they did not recognize him, the man who had recruited many of them.

				They paused in front of a large block that had apparently been thrown out from the building when it had collapsed. It lay at an angle, the lower edge buried in the dirt, the rest atop smaller rubble, pointing it up toward the sky like some half-finished roadway. Brander took it all in, managing not to smile. It had all worked better than he’d dared to hope.

				Of course, if not for the Spirit, he wouldn’t be alive to return and admire his handiwork. She had—

				His very thoughts froze. He’d caught a whiff of something on the mist. Something dark, twisted, coming from behind them. He knew from the way Pryl stiffened beside him that he’d caught it too. Brander’s hand went casually to his side as if to scratch an itch; his blaster was hidden beneath his coat. His fingers found the slit in the side that gave him access. In the same moment, Pryl shifted his weight, just enough to free his cane and the blade inside it.

				And then a harsh, ugly voice boomed out. “Put it there, for all to see!”

				Jakel.

				Brander’s stomach churned. More than once, it had taken every bit of what little restraint he had left to leave the man alive, after what he’d done to Drake. That he had used Eirlys to get to him had been the spark to the fuel of Brander’s fury. Just the thought of his cruel hands on her made him want to blast the man where he stood.

				“Steady on, boy,” Pryl whispered. “He reports directly to Paledan now, remember.”

				Tall and thin, Jakel strode out of the mist. He could be a twin to Grim, were the gentle, quiet man possessed instead of a vicious, evil nature and a pair of reddish eyes that betrayed the inner man.

				Jakel was looking behind him, gesturing with an arm to two troopers carrying something. When he turned back, he belatedly spotted them. Brander saw his tiny eyes sweep over Pryl and dismiss him, but when they settled on him, that red in their depths seemed to flash.

				“Kalon. Still loitering around, are you? I would have thought a coward like you would have gone to ground long ago. And who is this with you?”

				“My uncle.”

				There was the usual moment’s lag time while Jakel processed; language was not his strong suit. “You don’t have an uncle.”

				“He has been living in the high valley, but now has no one else to see to him, thanks to your Coalition masters.”

				Jakel snorted. Looked at Pryl again, scornfully. “A job suited to your talents, Kalon. Nursemaid to an old man. What are you doing here, waster?”

				How in hades did you do it, Drake? How did you turn that harmless, craven face to them day after day?

				It took everything in him to keep a neutral face, and a light tone. “I had to see this, for I could not believe what I’d heard.”

				“Now you know the truth about the Raider. Destroying his own to cover his escape.”

				But he did escape, you slimehog. And that building hasn’t been Ziem since the Coalition arrived. You—

				His own thoughts broke off when the two troopers moved past him to place their burden on the big, tilted stone.

				A body.

				She sprawled inelegantly, her clothes torn and bloodied, and barely an inch of visible skin unbruised or unbloodied. She looked, Brander realized, much as Drake had when Kye had brought him home. But there would be no healing for this poor woman.

				Put it there, for all to see. . . .

				It.

				Rage boiled up in his gut. His fingers moved, curled around the blaster.

				“Strip her,” Jakel ordered.

				“You will not.”

				Brander froze at the deadly quiet words that had come out of the shadows of what remained of the wall. Anger flashed in those reddish eyes, but Jakel obeyed. Even he was wary of this man.

				Paledan stepped out of the shadow.

				“She refused to talk,” Jakel said. “We know her son joined them after we leveled their home, but she would not tell us where they hide now.”

				Paledan shifted his gaze to the battered body, his expression unreadable.

				Such blood connections are broken at birth. . . .

				Paledan’s own words, spoken what seemed a lifetime ago, came back to him now. And Brander wondered if it were simply that, that he did not comprehend family, and what Ziemites would sacrifice for their own blood.

				“We know of many who have connections with the Raider,” Paledan said, his tone nothing more than curious. “What made you think this one would break?”

				“Because he is her only son, her only family. And he is but a boy.”

				Brander went very still. A boy? Only one had joined them since the retaliation for Drake’s escape and the revelation he was indeed the Raider.

				Kade.

				His gaze darted to the limp body. Her face would have been unrecognizable even had he known Kade’s mother, but her hair was the same dark shade. He looked at her legs, bare and splayed in a way that made him fear exactly what Jakel had done. On one was the twisted and still faintly red scar of an injury. Her sightless eyes, open to the mist, were that same icy blue as Kade’s, but many Ziemites had such a shade. And then he saw it—an unbloodied corner of the patterned scarf she wore around her neck, far too tight; Jakel had likely used it to strangle her.

				But he knew that scarf.

				“If the Raider has taken to recruiting children—” Paledan stopped his own words. “Of course,” he murmured then. “He must know well the useful tools children can be, for he has two of his own blood running amok.”

				The twins. Dear Eos, he is talking about the twins.

				“Some say,” Brander said, keeping warning out of his voice with an effort, “that the citizens still trapped here send their children to him, trusting he can and will protect them better than they themselves can.”

				Paledan lifted a brow at him. “Do they?”

				Pryl spoke for the first time, still in the voice of that old, gruff man. “Want them out from under Coalition boots, maybe.”

				Paledan looked at the man. Pryl did that thing with his lips that made it appear he’d lost most of his teeth. Apparently deciding rejoinder wasn’t necessary, the major looked back at Brander.

				“They feel their children safer in the midst of a doomed battle?”

				“Sad, isn’t it?” Brander said, and as so often when speaking with this man, his words were nothing less than the truth.

				He and Pryl turned to go. Brander wondered, seriously for the first time, if this would be the time Paledan gave in to suspicions Brander knew he must have, and would order him taken. But they walked on, despite Jakel’s whining complaints that he should be allowed to “question” them just because they had the nerve to be here and alive.

				“The major is about at his limit,” Pryl muttered when they were away.

				“Agreed,” Brander said.

				They turned and again walked past the spot where the taproom had once stood. There was no point in lingering; this part of the past was reduced to less than nothing. But then something caught Brander’s eye, a movement in the rubble near what had been the corner of the building in the back, where the taproom keeper and his family had once lived. A tiny movement, low to the ground, but enough to draw his curiosity. A glance at the guard told him the man was watching Jakel and Paledan warily, so he walked over and risked a look.

				“Another creature for Eirlys to tend?” Pryl asked when he came back, eyeing what he held.

				“An old friend,” Brander said softly, pulling his long coat around the trembling body.

				But at least this one was alive. He was thinking of the news he would have to convey, about Kade’s mother. And Paledan’s last words. A doomed battle . . .

				They won’t think it’s doomed, soon.

				They would wait until the heaviest mist, then retrieve the rover they’d hidden just outside of Zelos. And then they would return to the caves, and he would not leave again until the device was finished. And then they’d see about Paledan’s doomed battle.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 51

				“YOU’RE CERTAIN?” Drake asked.

				“As certain as I can be, given she was in Jakel’s clutches.”

				Eirlys saw her brother’s jaw tighten. Who knew better than he exactly what that entailed? Kye turned just slightly, but Eirlys saw her lift her hand to rest on Drake’s back. And that quickly, he drew in a breath and the tension eased. She understood, for did she not feel the same way with Brander? Did not his closeness, his touch, soothe her no matter what it was that ate at her thoughts, her nerves?

				“He must be told,” Kye said.

				Drake’s eyes closed for a moment, then opened again. “Yes.”

				“I’ll do it,” Brander said. Eirlys felt her heart squeeze in her chest at his offer, for she knew it would be no less unpleasant for him, more so in fact, given he’d grown close to the boy, but he would do it to spare Drake.

				“It is my place,” Drake said with a shake of his head.

				“Let him,” Eirlys said, drawing her brother’s gaze. “He has been working with him; they are friends.”

				“She has a point,” Kye said.

				Eirlys saw her brother waver; he took his position as leader very seriously, and would never shirk even the most unpleasant parts of it, but he had had to do this kind of thing too often.

				“Besides,” she said, “in front of you, Kade will feel compelled to be strong. In front of us, he can let it out.”

				Drake met her gaze, a strange expression on his face. “Us?”

				“Brander and me,” Eirlys she said, not certain what he was puzzled about.

				“A united front, then?”

				She got it then. They hadn’t said anything yet, keeping the alteration in their relationship to themselves for now, but Drake knew something had changed. And, judging by her expression, so did Kye. Perhaps finding each other had made them more aware.

				She glanced up at Brander. He was already looking at her, leaving her the choice. She turned back to her brother.

				“Always,” she said quietly.

				She saw him let out a long breath. Something in his eyes told her he was thinking of all the years he’d spent being father as well as brother to her. And now that job was nearly over.

				Then he nodded, accepting. Kye’s smile grew bright, warm, and undeniably happy, which made Eirlys happy in turn. But it did not last, for they were still left with the most foul of tasks.

				“I must talk with him, eventually,” Drake said, giving in.

				“Yes. But give him a chance to process a little first,” Eirlys said.

				“All right. Send him to me when you think he is ready.”

				“There is one thing I would leave for you to tell him,” Brander said.

				“Which is?”

				“She told him nothing. He was furious about it, for he thought her just a woman and weak.”

				“Proving him the fool we know he is,” Drake said.

				“YOU’RE CERTAIN? IT was . . . her?”

				Brander reached out and put a hand on Kade’s shoulder. With the other, he lifted the edge of the scarf he wore. “She had this,” he said softly.

				The boy sucked in a harsh breath. Brander saw moisture welling in his eyes. “It was her favorite. A gift from my father, long ago. When I left, she tore it in half and gave this piece to me.”

				“As any mother would give a piece of herself to her son, going off to war,” Eirlys said quietly, and Brander was proud of her for knowing that, despite her own experience.

				“Then it was her,” Kade said, his voice so tight it sounded as if it would break. “For she would never give this up.”

				Brander nodded. “I thought as much. I am sorry, Kade. Very sorry.”

				The boy shivered. And Eirlys moved to him then, put her arms around him. The boy allowed it, and he could have kissed her for knowing the right time. But then, he could always kiss her.

				After a long moment, Kade asked brokenly, “I . . . did she . . . suffer?”

				“I will not lie to you, Kade, for you are strong enough for the truth. It was not easy.”

				He saw the first spark of anger in the boy’s expression, welcomed it. Kade straightened, stepped back from Eirlys, but not without giving her a faint nod of thanks.

				“Go to the Raider,” Brander said. “He wishes to speak with you himself, and has something else you should know.”

				Kade nodded.

				“And when you are done, come back. They think our fight is doomed, Kade. Come back and help me prove them wrong.”

				The boy’s head came up. “I . . . built the reverberator, while you were gone.”

				Brander drew back, smiling. “Did you?”

				“Just as you showed me.”

				“Did you test it?”

				The boy nodded. “It worked.”

				“Then we are a big step closer to putting them on their collective asses, my friend.”

				When Kade left, he did not run, as he so often did. He walked, slowly but steadily, as a man heading for a duty he did not wish, but knew was his.

				“I feel as if we are watching the end of childhood on Ziem forever,” Eirlys whispered when he was gone.

				“He has grown up younger than I had to,” Brander agreed. Then he turned to her. “But then, so did you.”

				“It did not seem so . . . big, then. I was so young I saw only my own small world, my own pain. This is . . .”

				“Yes. It is.” He put a finger beneath her chin, lifted it so he could look into those Ziem blue eyes. “But you make it bearable, my heart.”

				“I love you.”

				He never tired of hearing it, and as she’d grown used to saying it, she did so more often.

				“And,” she added, “Kade’s grief only proves my point. I do not wish to wait.”

				“And yet we will,” he said, despite the surge of heat that swept him every time she so much as looked at him with that echoing heat in her eyes.

				This time she gave him a rather wry look. “When did you become the sensible, traditional one?”

				“One of us must be. And since you seem to have thrown it to the mist—”

				“I almost don’t recognize you with all this caution.”

				“Not caution. Respect. We are for life, Eirlys, however long that may be in this insane time. I wish to treat it properly.”

				She stared at him. “There are depths to you I don’t yet know, aren’t there?”

				“Don’t be too sure,” he said wryly. “Because I have plans for us the night after your coming-of-age day.”

				“So do I,” she said. And kissed him, so thoroughly that when she pulled back and left him to check on her creatures, he had to grasp the edge of his worktable for support.

				“YES. YES, THIS WILL do nicely.” Brander was muttering as much to himself as anything. “Kade, hand me the chip.”

				When nothing happened, he looked up, with the jab of irritation he always felt when there was a delay when he was closing in on the end of a project. He quashed it swiftly when he saw Kade was staring at nothing, his expression fierce.

				“Kade,” he said quietly, putting a hand on the boy’s arm.

				He jumped slightly. “Yes?”

				“The chip.”

				“Oh. Of course.”

				The boy reached into the small box in which the precious item, salvaged from one of the ruined houses in Zelos from a sound system—Eos, when had anyone last heard music, other than Pryl’s lap harp?—whose command center had miraculously survived. He’d thought about taking the whole thing. It was full of parts that could be reallocated, but it had been a bit bulky to be carrying down the streets, and it would only take one brighter-than-average Coalition trooper to tumble to its possible uses.

				When Kade handed him the chip, Brander held his gaze for a moment. “If this works, we will strike a blow against them that they never expected. More than simply a bombing run or a trooper picked off here and there.”

				Kade nodded. Drew himself up straighter. He would do. When it mattered, the boy would function, despite his fury and through his grief.

				While he, on the other hand, was having trouble functioning through his lust and longing, he thought with no little amount of disgust. Now that he knew for certain she felt the same, the temptation was nearly overwhelming. As he knew she meant it to be. It was doubly hard because he knew even Drake, protective big brother that he was, would likely understand. He had fought his own battle against his feelings for Kye, albeit for very different reasons. But love amidst a war was no easy proposition, no matter the circumstances.

				Love amidst a war may be sweeter than any other, for you always know each kiss could be your last.

				His cousin’s words rang in his head, and yet again he wondered why he—of all people—was clinging to traditions and mores of a world that, in fact, no longer existed. Perhaps for that very reason, that they were rapidly becoming all that was left of the world they had all taken for granted.

				“Will it work?”

				Brander snapped out of his reverie. Maybe he was the one who needed an anchor to stay in the here and now.

				“It matches the plans,” he said, as if that were all there was to it. In fact, the intricate structure and delicate construction had been the most challenging thing he’d ever built. It had taken much longer than he was used to, and had eaten away at a patience already frayed thin by waiting for Eirlys. “We will see.”

				With care, he centered the chip on the small pair of grippers, tightened them, and moved it toward the square box on the worktable. The box was about the size of a sniffhound’s head, too large to put in a pocket, but easily portable. He slid the chip into place until it locked. He released the grippers. Set them on the table. And, for a moment, stood simply looking down at the device. It seemed impossible that such a small thing could matter so much. Yet he knew it could.

				He heard quick, light steps behind him. Knew it was her long before she reached them at the back of the cave. She came to a halt, and Brander saw her brush a hand over Kade’s arm in support, although she said nothing. Which likely relieved the boy, since everyone had been piling condolences upon him since the news had gone round the stronghold.

				“It is finished?” she asked.

				He nodded.

				“Have you tested it yet?”

				When Brander didn’t answer, Kade did. “We were just about to.”

				Eirlys nodded, then looked back at Brander. “You stare at it as if you fear it will not work.”

				“More likely fear that it will. The size of this bluff is awe inspiring. Their king must be . . .”

				“As strong and wise as Drake,” she suggested.

				“Yes.”

				“I’ll bet it was Dax who carried it out, though,” Kade said. “He is a gambler, as Brander is.”

				Eirlys laughed. Then she gave Brander a sideways look. “There are parallels, aren’t there?”

				“I only hope we are successful in the end, as they were. If Drake decides to use it.”

				“You think he might not?” Kade sounded anxious.

				Brander looked at the boy. “There is much to consider. Including innocents who might pay the price for that decision, tortured for knowledge they do not have, simply because they are within Coalition reach.”

				Kade paled, and Brander was sorry that he’d make him think again of his mother’s cruel death. But he was probably thinking of it most of the time anyway, he reasoned. And he should have the truth.

				He’d half expected Eirlys to chide him for being so blunt so soon after the boy had learned what had happened, but she did not. She only said, looking at him, not Kade, “The Ziem where children were sheltered vanished the day the first Coalition ship slipped into orbit.”

				“Yes.” His resolve renewed even as he admitted he was thankful the decision was not his, he double-checked the power setting—best to start on the lowest when you weren’t positive what would happen—then reached out and flicked the toggle switch.

				Nothing.

				Brander drew in a breath, wondering what he’d done wrong. And then it began—a low hum that steadily grew stronger. And it sounded eerily similar to the powering up of the huge cannon that had loomed over Zelos and the mines.

				It settled at that low hum, and he felt oddly restless. But it was low enough that he cycled it again, this time at half power. The hum began again, now sounding exactly like that weapon being fired up when heard from a hundred paces or so. And this time, the restlessness coalesced into the same itchy, hair-raising sensation the fusion cannon caused right before it was fired, as if it were pulling every bit of power out of the very air around it. He did not have the instrument the Coalition had that registered the signature output, but he was certain deep in his gut now that if he did, it would be registering the powering up of a cannon. And he hoped to Eos he was right about the mountain masking it.

				“It works,” Eirlys breathed. “Just as they said.”

				“I will get the Raider,” Kade said, and ran.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 52

				IT WAS THREE DAYS before Drake made his decision. Brander had been going out of his mind waiting, at least until Eirlys had asked him to help her with freeing a now-healed muckrat she had taken in, to much teasing from the Sentinels. But Eirlys’s love was vast, and that this was a gutter dweller who fed on refuse made no difference to her when it was hurting.

				He even found himself changing his view a bit when he saw the pointy nose nudge her palm before the thing scampered off into the underbrush. Once clean and well-fed, the creature had a glossy coat and the nose and whiskers that poked everywhere seemed merely amusing.

				“They are different, once you get to know them, aren’t they?” she asked as they watched him go.

				“Only you, Eirlys Davorin, could find something to love in a muckrat.” She turned her head to look at him, and he added softly, “And in me.”

				“You have not made it easy, at times,” she said. “But that is how I knew it was true. No matter how thwarted I felt, no matter how angry I was, I could never, ever imagine a life without you in it.”

				“And I you, my heart.”

				“Good,” she said, her smile becoming that impish, teasing thing he considered nearly lethal. “Because you know what the day after tomorrow is.”

				“No, little one, tell me,” he said, but was unable to keep his expression even.

				Her smile shifted suddenly, became something different, softer. And he saw tears in her eyes in the moment before she threw her arms around him.

				“However much time we have, or Ziem has, I want it with you.”

				Brander felt a burning of acid in his throat that it even had to be said like that, but he only held her.

				A doomed battle . . .

				Maybe, Major. Maybe. But we will go down fighting.

				When they got back to the cavern, the Sentinels were already gathering. Brander heard the hum of low voices throughout the group. He knew Drake had sent those who had family still in Zelos out to gather the stance of what people remained in the once-bustling city; if they used this device, it indeed could very likely be they who would pay the harshest price.

				But when Drake stepped up to that rocky ledge, the room quieted instantly. He made no speech, gave no grand words, as if this was too big even for that. It was not the son of Ziem’s greatest orator who spoke to them now; it was the Raider.

				“You know what is before us. Were it only us, the decision would be simple, for I know where you all stand.”

				The hum rose again, this time accompanied by many nods.

				“But it is not only us. And yet the reports I have received from Zelos make it clear that those who are not physically here stand with us as clearly as if they were. Unanimously.”

				A cheer went up.

				“The plan is ready; you have all seen it. You know it is likely not all of us will come back.” Drake looked out over the assembled fighters. “You know I want no one who is not willing. It is the Coalition way to force, not ours. If you must withdraw, do so now. It will not be held against you, and we will fight on with what we have.”

				No one moved.

				“We stand with the Raider!” boomed out from somewhere in the crowd, and a chant began.

				Drake bowed his head for a moment in salute. Brander felt pride well up inside him for this man who was as a brother to him, and soon would be in fact. He glanced at Eirlys, who was watching her brother with tears trickling unashamedly down her cheeks.

				When his head came up again, even from over here by the fountain, Brander could see the glint in his eyes.

				“You have two days to prepare. Do what you must, see to your affairs, to your people. We go in the hour before dawn on the third day.”

				Brander wondered at the delay, but figured he would find out when Drake gestured at them to follow him into the planning room. Kye joined them just outside, and when they entered, he saw Iolana already there, quietly waiting. And to his surprise, beside her—and also quiet, which was even more surprising—were the twins.

				“Kade told us—”

				“It works!”

				“It does,” Brander said to the duo. “At least, it sounds and feels right. I do not have the instrument to—”

				“You do now,” Drake said, turning to pick up something from the map table. Brander’s eyebrows rose as he held out the small device. He took it, inspected it. It was indeed the instrument used to calibrate the actual cannons, and responded only to their unique sound and power emission.

				“Should I not ask how you came by this?”

				He glanced at the twins, since they were the usual culprits, but they shook their heads in unison. “It wasn’t us.”

				“Kade,” Drake said, and he did not sound happy about it. “He made his way down to Zelos and found this while foraging through the rubble.”

				Brander stared. “Zelos? He went all the way down to Zelos?”

				“I think he needed . . . to be sure,” Kye said.

				“About his mother,” Eirlys said softly.

				“I can understand that,” Drake said, “but he risked much.”

				Brander managed not to look at Eirlys when he said, “Some risks are worth it.”

				“Says the gambler,” Drake said wryly.

				Brander’s mouth quirked upward, and he shrugged. Then he held up the device. “So this is why the delay? So we can be certain the thing sends out the proper signature?”

				“I have faith it will, although it is good to have the assurance. But that is not the main reason for waiting.”

				“We know!” chorused the twins.

				Drake glanced at Kye, who was suddenly grinning. “Somehow,” she said, “we got the idea that there might be something else going on tomorrow.”

				Brander felt Eirlys go still beside him. Drake turned to his sister and said solemnly, “We do not have much, but we can manage a coming-of-age ceremony.”

				She ran to him, hugged him fiercely.

				“The question is,” Kye said, her voice teasing now, “should we plan on another ceremony as well?”

				Brander froze. Eirlys’s head turned sharply as she looked at him. His gaze shot to Drake, who was smiling. Approving. Brander could not speak for a moment. Had the Raider actually called a pause in this battle for . . . this?

				“My son,” Iolana said into the silence, “has taught me much since I have been with you. Including that no matter how important or ferocious the battle, it is worth little if you forget what you are fighting for. And every sign that we are determined Ziem will continue is a blow in itself to those who believe they now own us.”

				Leave it to the Spirit to put it so . . . grandly. But then she went on, surprising him. And if her expression was any indication, Eirlys too.

				“But even more, he has taught me that no matter how big the battle, how great the cause . . . it means nothing if you lose sight of yourself and those you love.”

				She walked toward them, stopped, and held out both hands to her daughter. After a moment’s hesitation, Eirlys took them. Iolana led them both back to stand before him.

				“This is what you wish, my daughter?”

				Eirlys looked up at him then, and he had the strangest feeling he’d had a glimpse of his future, expanding in the depths of her Ziem blue eyes.

				“It is not a wish,” she said softly, “it is an imperative.”

				Brander swallowed tightly, and, for a moment, he had to close his eyes against the fierce tide of emotion welling up inside him. Tomorrow. Tomorrow she would truly be his, pledged to him, tied for eternity and beyond, if such existed.

				“That,” he whispered, “is exactly what it is.”

				When he opened his eyes again, Eirlys was smiling at him with such joy that all thought of anything beyond this fled. And then Iolana released one of Eirlys’s hands and took one of his. He felt an odd sort of tingle in his fingers. Instinctively, he reached for Eirlys’s free hand with his other. It was there, too, like a circuit completed. He wondered if this is what Eirlys had felt, when she’d helped her mother heal him.

				“Do we . . . have your blessing?” he asked. He thought so, from how she had spoken with him before, but this was not something he dared assume.

				“And why would I not wish a hero for my daughter?” she asked.

				He nearly laughed at the appellation applied to him. But Eirlys squeezed his hand. “She speaks true,” she said. “Heroes come in all forms, with different skills.”

				“That they do,” Kye said.

				“We are—

				“One now—”

				“Davorin and Kalon—”

				“And all is—”

				“As it should be.”

				The twins sounded as satisfied as if they had engineered all of it themselves.

				“We are indeed,” Drake said softly. “A new dynasty for Ziem.”

				Ordinarily, were it someone else, Brander knew he’d be making a joke now about all the sentimentality, but he found nothing soft or silly in this. In fact, he found it rather miraculous that in the midst of all this insanity, here they stood, this small group of seven, connected by blood and love, a solid core that could never be shattered. They were his now, and he was theirs, and, for a moment, he had the oddest feeling that they were the very heart of Ziem.

				“I will understand if you do not wish it,” Iolana said quietly to her daughter, “but I would be honored if you would allow me to conduct the ceremony, as I did for your brother.”

				Eirlys turned to look at her mother. “My pledging ceremony performed by my mother? I would like that.”

				He saw Iolana’s eyes widen, then glisten with moisture. “Thank you,” she said, bowing her head.

				“And that lovely robe I wore is clean and ready,” Kye said, rather briskly.

				Eirlys gave her a startled look. “You brought it here?”

				“I had a feeling it might be needed.” Kye was grinning again. And, once more, he was thankful for his connection to this amazing woman he’d grown up with, now to be connected to him in yet another way. “Come, it will need some adjusting.”

				Brander was loathe to let go of her, but seeing her and Kye and Iolana so busy planning together made him do it. The twins quickly decided the exciting part was over and darted back out into the cavern.

				“Best to stay out of it,” Drake said to him dryly as the women disappeared into his and Kye’s quarters. “There will be so much female going on until tomorrow you’ll drown in it.”

				Brander wasn’t sure what compelled him to whisper, “And I have kept my word, Drake. She is . . . we haven’t . . .”

				Drake laughed. “I know.”

				Brander blinked. “You do?”

				“Do you think I haven’t noticed you’re as edgy as if a blazer were after you?”

				Brander swore. “It’s been that obvious?”

				“Only to one who was there himself, not so long ago.”

				Brander remembered those days, and if he’d been half as jumpy as Drake had been, it was a wonder all the Sentinels didn’t know. Or maybe they did. He wasn’t sure he cared either way.

				“You will be gentle with her,” Drake said, and let Brander interpret it as request or command. Either way, he meant to obey.

				But all he cared about at this moment was that Eirlys was his in heart and mind and by this time tomorrow, would be his in all ways. It was enough to drive even the realization that the morning after that they could all be dead out of his head. For if ever there was something worth dying for, this was it.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 53

				EIRLYS WAS SURPRISED, and touched by the number of people who were gathered. In the scheme of things, this was a small ceremony—merely the official marking that a Ziemite had come of age and now held their destiny in their own hands.

				She had had her own private ceremony, with Brander, when he had presented her with a beautifully crafted dagger that matched his own. In the past, it had been merely symbolic, a sign that you were adult enough now to take care of yourself, but now it was a weapon to be used if necessary. She would wear it always, both for that reason and because Brander had given it to her. Along with a kiss that had boiled her blood.

				“Now,” Drake said wryly, “you will only have to listen to me if you want to.”

				Eirlys turned to look at her brother. “I will always want to.” Then she smiled. “And I will be sworn to listen to the Raider.”

				She saw the shadow flicker across his face. “I would that it were not necessary, Eirlys. This is not the life I ever hoped for you.”

				“It is the life we all have. And I shall have Brander, so all will be well.” She lifted a hand to cup her brother’s cheek, the cheek that had been for so long hidden behind a mask of gnarled scars. “I am fortunate to know the reality behind the façades both of you had to present in this fight. I love you both.” She grinned at him. “I am the daughter of two legends, the sister of a hero, and about to pledge to another hero. There is a certain standard to maintain here.”

				Drake stared, then laughed, letting it ring out against the cavern walls. It happened so rarely that it drew all eyes, many with accompanying smiles.

				“Let us get you officially into adulthood first,” a voice said behind her. Their mother. She hadn’t said the words particularly loudly, but those in the cavern began to gather anyway, perhaps called to attention by Drake’s laughter. She scanned the group, but she could not see Brander. She frowned; she did not want to have this ceremony without him.

				Eirlys turned to face her mother, who was tugging something from around her neck, freeing it from a tangle with her vibrant hair. It struck her again how young her mother had been when she took the step she herself was going to take soon with Brander. They had that in common, for Eirlys knew she felt for Brander everything her mother had felt for her father. The ceremonial medallion freed, Iolana looked at the gathering. She seemed to be waiting. Then she looked past Eirlys and smiled. “Ah. There he is.”

				Eirlys couldn’t resist looking. And there was Brander, standing close behind her. She smiled and a sweet emotion welled up within her when she saw Runner perched happily on his shoulder, her dark gray wings gleaming in the lights that had been provided by the man she had adopted as her own. The smile he gave her then was full of both acknowledgment and promise, and she had to smother a shiver and make herself stop thinking of the night to come.

				“It is so right, you two,” her mother said.

				She turned back to her mother, and gave her a smile full of the confidence she felt that this was true. “Yes. It is. I believe it has always been meant to be; I just needed to get to here.”

				And then Iolana spoke again, her voice now lifted to reach the depths of the cavern as she held up the small golden circle embossed with the symbol of Ziem. Eirlys wondered if it was her own, given to her by her parents. She thought it must be; there were few of them left. The Coalition had seen to that.

				“You all know the presenting of the medallion of Ziem is a long-held tradition. Generation after generation, it has been the symbol of a Ziemite’s passage to adulthood. It has ever been the honor of the parent to present it, in acknowledgment of the years of care, of worry, of pride, and love.”

				The hush in the cavern was complete. And Eirlys realized just how important this simple thing was, this continuation of a tradition. Ziem might be much changed, they might be in danger of losing her altogether, but as long as they held to these things, she would never be completely lost.

				“It is just as much an acknowledgment of the parent’s role,” Iolana said then, “a marking of the dedication it takes to produce someone like Eirlys Davorin, with all her uniqueness intact, her heart so warm and giving, her courage and capacity for love. It would be so in the best of circumstances, but in the world we live in now, it is nothing short of a miracle that she is who she is.”

				Eirlys found herself swallowing tightly; she hadn’t expected this to be so emotional. She’d thought she would feel triumph, but her mother’s words were bringing tears to her eyes.

				“And therefore,” Iolana said, “there can be no one else to present this to her than the one who was truly her parent, who is truly responsible for the amazing woman she has become.”

				She held out the medallion and chain. To Drake.

				Eirlys saw her brother’s eyes widen in surprise. And then he smiled, and for a moment, his eyes closed. She knew somehow he was thinking of the long years of her growing up, of teaching her what she must learn in a Coalition-conquered world, of letting her be herself as much as he could and still keep her safe. The very rightness of it welled up in her heart, and, in that moment, she felt the stirring of something she’d never expected to feel again; love for the woman who had borne her.

				She glanced at Brander, who was smiling too, nodding at the rightness of it. Drake opened his eyes, looked steadily at their mother for a long moment. And then, with a slight nod, Drake took the golden chain and turned to face Eirlys. She looked up at her brother, and despite his exploits as the Raider, the heroic, impossible double life he had led, she had never been prouder to be his sister than in this moment.

				“With this medallion, you, Eirlys Davorin, are invested with all the rights, privileges, and freedoms of a citizen of Ziem, and held to all responsibilities that entails. Do you accept this promise and make this vow?”

				“I do, wholeheartedly.”

				Drake lifted the chain and slipped it over her head. For a moment, his hands rested on her shoulders and he held her gaze and said softly, “I am so very proud of you, little sister. And when one day you outshine us all, count me as one who will not be surprised.”

				“I would be nothing were it not for you, my beloved brother. You carried such a load, for so long.”

				“It was a beloved burden.” And then, suddenly, he winked and grinned. “And you’ll learn all about that soon.”

				She blushed, but smiled at him.

				“I pronounce it done,” Drake said to the room, “and present to you Eirlys Davorin, citizen of Ziem. “

				Applause began, then grew, echoing off the walls. Eirlys realized this was a declaration to all that Ziem still lived. And she did not mind. There were many worse things to be than a symbol for this world she loved.

				“I WISH I COULD give you more time,” Drake said.

				Brander shrugged. “I wish you could, too. But if things go well, we will have plenty of time. And if they do not, we will have at least had this.”

				“My mother will stay here tonight.”

				Brander blinked. “What?”

				Drake gave him a crooked grin. “Her personal cave is quite comfortable. Private. Apart. And, as embarrassing as it is to admit, my mother thought of many things to . . . add to our first night when we spent it there.”

				Brander’s gaze shot to Kye, who was pink-cheeked, but met his eyes. “I suggest staying to the sleeping alcove,” she said in a bland tone that belied the blush. “It echoes less.”

				He nearly staggered at the blast of heat that shot through him at the images her words sent careening through his mind.

				“Dear Eos,” he muttered.

				“Indeed,” Drake agreed wryly.

				Kye threw her arms around Brander. “I am so lucky to have you for my cousin, and now the woman who was always my sister in heart will be connected to me by law twice over.”

				“We are all bound now,” Drake said.

				Kye pulled back and looked at him for a long moment. He saw in her eyes as clearly as if they were in his own mind, the memories of their rough-and-tumble childhood together. “Be happy, my cousin, now that the inevitable is finally here.”

				Brander gave her a crooked smile. For inevitable was definitely the word.

				“I will be back to stand with you,” Kye said briskly, “but now I must get to Eirlys to help her prepare.”

				Brander blinked. “It is more than two hours until the ceremony.”

				Kye laughed. “Eirlys is not a Sentinel tonight, cousin. She is a woman preparing to pledge to the man she loves. She will need every moment of it.”

				“But I need to see her. Or rather, someone does.”

				“Someone?”

				His mouth quirked. “Someone she will be glad to see, I think.”

				“An unexpected guest for the ceremony?” Drake asked.

				“In a way,” Brander said.

				“I will see if she has not yet begun,” Kye said.

				Brander couldn’t imagine what long, complicated process women went through for such a day. But then he remembered Kye on the day of her pledging to Drake, when his tough, battle-tested cousin had taken just as long to prepare. And he remembered the moment when he’d first seen her step out to take her place at Drake’s side; she’d taken even his breath away. He doubted Drake had begrudged her one second of the time it had taken to create that vision of beauty.

				What Eirlys would do to him, he could barely imagine.

				“Ask her to meet me at the sanctuary,” he said quickly.

				Kye nodded and left them.

				“You’ve learned well, for that’s one way to be sure she comes,” Drake said with a grin.

				“Has the advantage of being real, not just an excuse as well.”

				Drake lifted a brow at him. Brander told him. And knew by the wide smile and nod that the man who would soon be his brother by law as well as choice approved.

				A few minutes later, having recovered his quarry from the enclosure he’d built slightly down the mountain, Brander was standing before the row of cages. They were gradually refilling. All the Sentinels knew if they came across a wounded creature and were able, to bring it to her, and it was no different now that they were here rather than in the ruin. A little more difficult to transport due to the climb up to the edge, but many had done so anyway.

				They are part of Ziem, a part the Coalition thinks beneath their notice. That alone makes them worthy of saving.

				Her words, spoken the day this cave had been ready, echoed in his mind. She had been a fighter long before this day.

				“And now she will become a Sentinel, and I will join Drake in that particular hades,” he murmured to the guest he’d retrieved, who wiggled with impatience at his new confinement in one of the larger cages.

				“Brander?”

				He spun around at her voice. Saw her as she always appeared, in her leather leggings and snug jacket, so whatever process had not yet begun.

				“What’s wrong? Is it the groundbird? I know he was—”

				She stopped when he held up a hand. “I brought you . . . a visitor.”

				Her brow furrowed. “What? Who?”

				“I found him near the debris that was once your home in Zelos. I think he was looking for you.”

				He turned then, reached into the cage and lifted out the creature within.

				“Ringer!”

				Eirlys’s delighted cry made Brander smile. She ran to him, and the usually ill-tempered ringtail suddenly stilled, staring. She reached for the furry creature with the striking rings down his normally fluffy tail. And suddenly, the ringtail let out a trilling sound that Brander could only describe as joyous.

				And then he was in Eirlys’s arms, fairly trembling as he pawed at her, patted her face as if he could not believe it was really her.

				And Brander smothered a smile, for he knew just how the beast felt.

				“He is so thin,” Eirlys exclaimed. “I hope he is not ill.”

				“There is not much left of food for him in his old range,” Brander said. “But don’t worry, we’ll see to him now that he’s here.”

				She lifted her gaze from the animal to Brander’s face. “Yes,” she said warmly.

				“He’s earned it. If he hadn’t distracted the Coalition troops that night, we wouldn’t have the rovers.”

				“Thank you.”

				“I love you,” he said simply.

				Her smile could power one of those rovers, he thought. “And I you, Brander Kalon. And I cannot wait to declare it to all.”

				“I understand there are . . . preparations to be made,” he said tactfully.

				Eirlys rolled her eyes. “Kye and my mother are plotting. I have only to appear and let them do whatever it is.”

				He nearly laughed. That was his Eirlys; she would much rather stay here, and pledge as she was, than go through all that. “But you will let them, for you love them.”

				“Yes.” She took a deep breath, lifted her chin. “And I will not shame you.”

				“You could not. Ever.”

				He could not stop himself; he grasped her shoulders and kissed her. Long and deep, until the clamor of his body became too much to bear. And Ringer squeaked in protest at the crush; he’d unknowingly pulled her close and tight.

				And, as she reluctantly left, Brander consoled himself with the thought that very soon, he would not have to stop.

				“Be glad you have a simpler life, my furry friend,” he said to the ringtail, who accepted his handling much more calmly now.

				Then again, he thought as he slipped the creature back into the cage and tossed him some of the vegetables he’d gathered for him, simpler was not always better. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 54

				EIRLYS THOUGHT she must have had her teeth clenched the entire time Kye was fussing with her hair and her mother with the robe.

				It felt odd, both to be in a robe and to have her hair down, flowing to her shoulders. She had grown so used to having it braided and up, it felt quite strange. But she trusted Kye, and Kye said it was going to be lovely with the mistflowers woven in, and while she cared little, she wanted Brander to be proud of his mate.

				His mate. A little shiver went through her. Kye and her mother exchanged glances.

				“I fear I have been lax yet again,” Iolana said, cupping her daughter’s face. “I assumed since you know so much of animals, you would understand what will come tonight.”

				Eirlys’s eyes widened.

				“Unless, of course, you have already sampled that particular joy?” She stared at her mother, who smiled wryly. “I would hardly be one to chasten you for that, given my age when I gave birth to your brother.”

				“I . . . no. Brander would not.”

				Iolana looked surprised, but Kye was smiling. Kye, who held her gaze steadily as she said, “Ironic, is it not? That my cousin, ever the gambler, would not gamble with this?”

				“More indicative, I think,” Iolana said, shifting her gaze back to Eirlys, “of the esteem he holds you in, my girl. You have chosen wisely.”

				Eirlys straightened, grabbed her mother’s hands. “And that is the best gift you could have given me, Mother.”

				At the appellation again freely given, Iolana’s brilliant blue eyes glistened, and she did not even swipe at the tear that escaped to trickle down her cheek.

				And then it was time.

				“Nervous?” Kye asked in a whisper after Iolana had gone and they moved to the entrance of Drake and Kye’s quarters, where they had prepared.

				“Only that I not embarrass myself in front of all,” she muttered, only now realizing the big cavern was full.

				“You will not,” Kye promised. “You look incredibly beautiful. You will drive Brander mad.”

				Eirlys blushed—she couldn’t stop it. But she held her head high, knowing that despite all the odds against it, she was about to attain the wish she’d barely dared hold.

				“And now, I must go stand with my scapegrace cousin,” Kye said. “Who is about to become the second luckiest man on Ziem.”

				Eirlys laughed, and silently blessed her friend for being able to coax such out of her at this moment.

				And then her mother began to speak, and she realized that the acoustics of the big room would carry her words to all.

				“I am here before you, in this new gathering place, not as the Spirit of this place as some have named me. I am here as a representative of Ziem. The council building is not Ziem,” Iolana said. “Nor is Zelos itself.” She raised her arm in a sweeping gesture to include everyone in the cavern. “The people are Ziem and they still stand.”

				A cheer went up.

				“She has a way,” Drake whispered in her ear, his tone that of the beloved brother who had become father out of necessity and loyalty, and who knew better than anyone what the cost was to be the children of an icon.

				“She does,” Eirlys agreed softly. “And while it was perhaps not the best for us, it is the best for Ziem.”

				Drake hugged her then. “You have truly come into your own, Eirlys Davorin.”

				She looked at her brother steadily, “I had the best of all possible teachers.”

				He lowered his gaze, but hugged her tighter in silent acknowledgment. For a moment, they simply stood there, the cheers of the Sentinels echoing outside.

				“And we,” Iolana said when it had calmed, “the now-joined family of Davorin and Kalon, will continue to stand, until our last breath, for Ziem.”

				Then Eirlys heard the sweet, quivering sound of a lap harp, and knew Pryl was playing for them just as he had for Drake and Kye. Another tradition preserved, despite Coalition efforts. She smiled as her mother recited the introduction to the pledging ceremony. When the moment came, Drake smiled at her, winked, and they stepped out into the main cavern, her hand on his arm.

				She spotted Brander instantly. Her breath caught; for all his teasing about the time needed for her preparations, he had taken some care with his own. His jaw was clean-shaven, his usually tousled hair combed, his black shirt buttoned and tied with a now-rare neckcloth in the traditional, intricate knot, his usual leather coat traded for a longcoat, also of black. He looked taller, leaner, but his beloved face was the same—always steady, rarely betraying his true emotions. A gambler’s face, but one she knew as well as her own.

				And then he saw her, and she knew every moment of the long preparation was worth it. There was nothing of his storied neutral expression left, for at this moment, Brander Kalon fairly blazed.

				Love, she thought. She’d known he loved her, he would not have said it else, but she didn’t think she’d quite realized just how much until this moment when the gambler’s mask was dropped and all restraint gone. And she realized suddenly she no longer had to hide the true extent of her own feelings. And, in that moment, she let it all show in her face as she walked at her brother’s side toward the man she had loved since childhood.

				They came to a halt before Brander, who stood in front of Iolana. Drake bowed in the time-honored indication of respect. Kye, beside her cousin, took his hand and placed it over Eirlys’s hand in the traditional way.

				“May you enjoy the challenge, my brother,” Drake said, winking at Eirlys.

				“May I rise to it as well as you have, my brother,” Brander said, in turn winking at Kye.

				And then Iolana began the actual pledging, the solemn, beautiful declaration of the choice the two before her had made, and the eternal bond they were creating. Eirlys looked into Brander’s incredible, rare turquoise eyes, thinking of everything he had done, how he had ever and always stood by her, what he had sacrificed for her and for Ziem itself, and her heart fairly ached with the love she felt for him. And when he looked at her, the insouciance gone, the carefree manner he had adopted as camouflage shed, the pure, blazing emotion in those eyes filled her heart to bursting.

				And when it was done, when the words had been said, the pledges made, Iolana looked at the gathered throng.

				“And the first family of Ziem grows stronger, as Ziem herself does. They shall not defeat us.”

				A roar went up, and Pryl broke into to the buoyant traditional pledging celebration song.

				And Brander kissed her. A deep, searching kiss full of longing and promise. Even the roaring approval of the crowd faded in her ears as she clung to him, wanting nothing more than to begin their life together immediately, nothing more than for him to claim what was now his, what she had wished to give him long before this day.

				When he at last broke the kiss, only her involuntary gasp for air told her she had forgotten something as simple as breathing. He did not pull back, but shifted his mouth to her ear and whispered, “How soon do you think we can sneak out of here?”

				Joy flooded her as he spoke exactly what she had been thinking. “Not nearly soon enough,” she whispered back.

				As it was, nearly an hour of revelry and greetings and congratulations passed before they were able to maneuver their way to the cavern’s entrance. When Brander paused just as they had a chance to dart outside and make their escape, she was startled. But then she saw why and understood.

				Kade stood just inside the entrance, in the shadow. She hadn’t expected him; the boy could be in no fit mood for joy and celebration, not with the ugly truth of his mother’s fate seared into his mind. And yet he was here.

				“I wanted . . . to wish you well,” Kade said quietly.

				“And we thank you,” Brander said softly. “For we know what it cost you to make the effort.”

				The boy’s eyes lowered, and Eirlys saw him swallow tightly.

				“You are not alone, Kade,” Brander said quietly. “You will never be alone. You have not only the Sentinels at your back; you have us. Know you can always come to us, whatever the cause.”

				Kade looked up at him, then his gaze flicked to Eirlys. She reached out, took his hands in hers. “Think of us as yours, as we think of you as ours.”

				The boy trying so hard to be a man broke then, and threw his arms around her. Brander embraced them both until the boy was steady again. Then Kade straightened, wiped at his eyes, and stepped back, steady once more. He nodded, smiled, turned and walked into the cavern.

				“I should have asked you first, before I made him ours,” Eirlys said.

				“Why? It was right.”

				She looked up at her now-pledged mate. “And that is one reason I love you, Brander Kalon.”

				“And one reason I love you is because you never leave another creature hurting if you can help. Even taking on a child when you said you wanted none.”

				“This is different. I simply did not want to be . . .”

				“Out of action?” he suggested. “For being with child would certainly do that.”

				“Yes.”

				“I understand, my heart.” And he did. She could see it in his eyes. And, in that moment, she vowed that they would see a day when it would be safe to bring their own child into the world. “So, for the moment,” he said, “we will make do with making Kade ours.”

				“Ours,” Eirlys whispered, thinking it impossible to hold in all the love she had for this man much longer. She watched the boy meld into the gathered Sentinels. “It has a nice sound.”

				“It does,” Brander agreed. “But I can think of another sound I’d rather hear right now.”

				She looked up at him questioningly.

				“You,” he whispered. “Crying out my name.”

				Her heart slammed into her throat, her body surged with heat.

				“Then why,” she asked, “do we still just stand here?”

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 55

				HER MOTHER WAS right, Eirlys thought, even as she looked around the comfortably furnished cave she had loaned them for this, their first—and perhaps their only, although she refused to believe that—night together. She knew the basics from her animals, and she had ever been grounded in a knowledge of how such things worked in a matter-of-fact way that surprised some. But now she was the one surprised, for she had never realized mating could be so . . . imperative.

				Naively, she had never truly realized that the ache she felt when she watched Brander unaware, when she thought of him in the hours of darkness, the way her heart lightened when she heard him laugh, or the pride that filled her when she’d realized he’d been a Sentinel all along, indeed was Drake’s second, were all part of it. She had never really understood how deep the ache for him went until she was on the cusp of having him, in the way one had their pledged mate.

				She had watched her brother and Kye, seen how things had changed after they had pledged. How they no longer tried to hide those glances, or the simple touches. Kye had told her she took strength from the merest brush of their hands, which at first had seemed fanciful to her, but then she thought about how she felt when Brander so casually took her hand, or brushed his fingers over her cheek.

				And suddenly she remembered something that, in her anger after the fact, she had never told him. And it seemed important to tell him now.

				“That day in the taproom, when Jakel took Drake,” she said.

				Brander frowned at what to him had to seem an odd topic to bring up just now, so she hastened to get it said. “Even as I was furious at what Drake was doing, trading himself for me, and at you for letting him, the moment I realized it was you in the storeroom, the moment I felt you take my hand, I knew I was safe. That Jakel would never lay hands on me.”

				“He would not,” Brander agreed, and she heard what he didn’t say, that he would have gutted the brute first.

				“You must have a care now, Brander. For wherever you go, whatever the fight, you carry my heart ever with you.”

				“I could ask the same of you, my heart. If only I was not so hungry for you I can barely stand.”

				She laughed, and even she could hear how joyous the sound was. “And I for you, my love.”

				They wanted to hurry, yet Eirlys could not help pausing to look avidly, and to stroke the lean, rangy body she had always admired before she even understood such things. He was indeed beautiful to her eyes, and the first sight of his broad chest sent heat arrowing to someplace deep inside her that woke only for him. She had seen him half dressed before—he had been part of her life forever—but never had she seen him when she had the right to touch, to take.

				She heard him groan, and her gaze shot to his face.

				“You look at me like that, and I feel I cannot wait another second.”

				“Then don’t.”

				He shook his head. “I must. This is our first time, Eirlys, and it must be . . . worthy of that.”

				She stared at him for a moment. Then, slowly, she smiled. “You have played your part so well, Brander Kalon, that few would believe the real, honorable man who lives behind the mask.”

				He seemed startled by the way she had taken his words. But his smile told her she had struck true. She reached out, nudged the edge of his shirt aside until she could see the scar. The memory of the bloody mess his side had been, pierced and torn by a piece of the building he had brought down, made tears well in her eyes. And yet, so grievously wounded, he had pushed himself even closer to death to save her creatures, to bring them to her.

				“It does not . . . repel you?” he asked when he saw where she was looking.

				She traced the line with her fingertips, liking the way he shivered beneath her touch. “You got it saving Ziem, and my beloved animals. How could it?”

				And then she was kissing him, fiercely, deeply, firing herself as well as him, until they were practically clawing away the last of their clothes. She would have no caution now, no careful handling, for she wanted this man with a ferocity that overwhelmed her. She wanted him to take her, claim her; she wanted them so locked together they could never be parted again, not even by death.

				They tumbled down to the large, long cushion that softened the warmed stone floor. She felt she had been waiting her entire life for this moment, and she could not touch enough, taste enough. Her blood was singing, racing along her veins as it carried the blazing heat of his touch. In turn, she traced every long, lean line of him, savoring the sleek skin over whipcord tough muscle, seeing in the amazing way he was put together how he had become the warrior he was, often in hiding but always ready at a moment’s notice to do what must be done.

				She savored his every caress, shivered with anticipation as he did the same to her, his hands smoothing over the length of her legs, lingering at her hip, then sliding up to hold her for a moment at that curve between hip and waist, which fit as though made for his hands. And that was how she felt, as if she had been made for him, and he for her.

				When his strong, long-fingered hands slid up her ribs to cup and lift her breasts, her back arched involuntarily as she ached for his touch there. And when those fingers took her nipples, gently at first and then, as they stiffened in response, harder, she cried out at the sheer, shooting pleasure of it. And then he bent to her and used his tongue and she nearly screamed. A tiny part of her mind still functioning remembered what he’d told her of Kye’s teasing comment about echoes. She hadn’t realized then what it meant, but she did now, for everything he did drove tiny cries out of her, and made her body fairly writhe with the need for more, ever more.

				He suckled her then, and she did scream.

				“Brander, please.”

				She’d never seen a smile like the one she saw when he lifted his head to look at her. And then, true to his name, he was branding her with every kiss, every touch, and she was glorying in it. But more than anything, she wanted him to take that final step that would join them completely. Belatedly, she realized through the haze of new and wonderful sensations that perhaps she could hurry that along, for surely if his touch did this to her, it must work the other way?

				She ran her hands over him hungrily, stroking as he had her, and felt a renewed shiver of delight when his breath hissed out of him. She lifted to trail her mouth over his chest as her hands stroked his flat, tight stomach. She gloried in every sound she drew from him, for she knew how well this man could hide his feelings when he wished to. That he did not now told her all she needed to know, and her certainty grew.

				Still, she hesitated as her hands slipped lower. His body shifted, closer to her tentative fingers.

				“Please,” he said in turn, and the fierce plea drove her on.

				Her fingers curled around rigid male flesh, savoring, stroking the silken heat even as her heart leapt at his gasp. She had only begun to learn him when he stopped her.

				“I’ve waited too long, my heart. If you don’t stop now, this will be over before it should be.”

				It took her a moment to understand, through the waves of heat rippling through her.

				“I’ve waited my whole life,” she whispered. “Finish it.”

				He moved then, probing into that deep, aching place that had been readying for him with every kiss, every touch. She heard him groan again, a low, throttled sound that made her say, almost beg, “Quickly.”

				He drove forward then. She felt a sharp stab, a tear of pain that made her gasp, and the shock of that place that had ever been empty now filled.

				“Dear Eos,” he breathed as his forehead dropped to rest against hers.

				“Brander,” she whispered. She had no other words, but no other words mattered, only his name.

				“I am sorry that it . . . had to hurt.”

				“It . . . I welcomed it.”

				His head came up then. “It is the last pain you will ever feel between us, like this.”

				She felt a shudder go through him, yet he did not move. He was waiting for her, she realized, to adjust. She moved, tentatively, felt the fullness of him within her, the connection between them, realized how tightly and completely they were joined, and joy surged through her, along nerves that seemed to have been only waiting for this instant.

				He began tentatively, but her body had learned. She soon was moving like one of her wild things, arching, clutching, even clawing at him as sensation built ever higher, until she thought she would truly scream with it. And then he shifted again, changing the angle, his swollen flesh caressing a new place, and, with his third stroke, she felt the building heat explode into something white-hot and consuming. Her body rippled helplessly under the waves of pleasure she’d never known possible. And then she felt Brander shudder in her arms, knew he was with her, as he had always been meant to be, and they shattered together.

				And she knew that if this was all they were to have, if this war consumed them tomorrow, it would still be enough.

				THE RAIDER HAD chosen well, Brander thought. The narrow badlands canyon was not only a reasonable place to think the Sentinels might be hiding, it was the perfect place for an ambush, easily defendable, and a logical place for them to secrete such a weapon. In fact, he guessed if their roles were reversed, this might be exactly where Paledan might choose to build and hide a fusion cannon.

				It was also far from the already sparse pockets of population, the places where those who preferred the wilder country, or those hiding from their own memories or actions, chose to be. That there would be no unintended damage or deaths could not be guaranteed, but it was the best they could do.

				They went just as the thickest of the morning mist lowered. It gave them cover, as they moved one rover at a time to the canyon, at a slow enough speed not to register in case his calculations on when the satellite would pass over this sector were off.

				They took their positions, four above, two on each side of the canyon, in locations scouted by Pryl and the Harkins. The rovers sat quietly, idling and thus emitting no significant heat signature for the satellite to pick up. Through the mist, they would look like four of the rather sizeable mountain ramhorns that populated the upper badlands.

				Kye was flying the rover he’d modified, and that she’d been practicing on until he was sure she could get the most out of it. She was a better pilot than he anyway, and it hadn’t taken her long to adapt to the changes he’d made. Because of those changes, and the fact that she was the best shot of them all, she would be flying high cover for the other four. Drake and Mara on attack, then the Harkins to cut off escape through the back end of the canyon. Other Sentinels were on the ground, for it was likely the Coalition would land a force to make certain the cannon they hunted was destroyed.

				It was the most ambitious scheme they’d ever attempted, and, if successful, would be the biggest strike ever made against their conquerors. Some, if not many of them, might well die.

				If it was not successful, all of them would be dead.

				He fought down the images of last night, of making Eirlys his at last, and, even more precious, her almost ferocious marking of him as hers. His body, his heart, his spirit wanted nothing more than for that night to have gone on forever.

				He’d always thought, since the Coalition’s arrival, that he’d likely die at their hands. But he hadn’t thought about it much, and more in a “So be it,” kind of way. But now, after binding himself to Eirlys in the age-old way, he realized what he’d really been fighting for all along. Even his vision of his own death had changed, shifted, for if it happened to save Eirlys, he would count it worth it. And Eirlys and Ziem were bound together unbreakably.

				He clung to the thought that her own part in this was apart from theirs. There had been a moment, after Drake had given his orders, that he thought she might resist, might argue to be closer to the actual fight. But Drake’s logic, that the crucial link in the chain was something she could best handle, had been unassailable.

				Kade was with him, with the device, on the canyon floor. Kade, the boy they had taken on as their own, and now he was risking death the day afterward. But he was the most familiar with the device, other than Brander himself, and if something happened to him, Kade was the most likely to be able to deal with the contraption. The boy also carried the last of their flares; that would be the signal of the start. Or the end, if something went wrong.

				And back on the ridge with Eirlys, hidden in the mist, was a tiny bird who carried the fate of them all on her fragile wings.

				EIRLYS CROUCHED IN the shelter of the rock, shaded by the lone mistbreaker tree that dared to grow at this elevation. Pryl was beside her, steady, unshakable. His glowmist vision was among the best, and with the goggles her mate had made for him, fully charged by the power net he had devised, Pryl would see the moment Coalition ships fired up at the landing zone.

				Her mate.

				She gave herself a brief moment to savor the lingering sensations, for their pledging night had been long, sweet, and a bit wild with the knowledge of what today might bring. Her body had needed no awakening, for she had been longing for his touch for longer than she could remember. And it had been all that she’d ever imagined and more. So much more. She could feel him even now, in the tingling of her skin, the faint, welcome soreness of her body, the memory of soaring higher than any of her birds had ever reached.

				Stay safe, my heart. Come back to me.

				The last words they’d whispered to each other, unexpectedly yet seemingly inevitably in unison, echoed in her head.

				“He is a good man,” Pryl said from beside her, as if he had somehow known where her thoughts had gone. “Among the best I have ever known.”

				Since Pryl had walked with Ziemites from her grandfather to her father to her brother, she knew the magnitude of that statement. She looked up from the small cage she held to meet the old man’s steady gaze.

				“And your esteem is something we value beyond measure, Pryl.”

				“Your father would be proud of you, Eirlys Davorin.”

				“I hope that he would be proud of all of us. We may have been late to rise, but now that we have, we will not fall easily.”

				“We will not,” Pryl affirmed.

				The moments ticked down. Eirlys found herself checking the timepiece even though it was set to sound at the instant Brander activated the device.

				“Thirty,” she said when the readout hit the last few seconds.

				Pryl shifted the goggles to his eyes, settled his elbows on the rock, focused. He stayed utterly still, and she knew the slightest swirl of glowmist indicating movement had started below would not escape him.

				The sharp sound of the alert seemed louder than it was to her, for she was beginning to grow tense with the waiting.

				She went through the motions in her head. Switching on the device. Increasing it to maximum. She could almost hear the hum, feel the tingling as if a real cannon were actually arming.

				When she could not bear it any longer, she opened the cage. Runner flitted into her hands easily, and she cuddled the bird against her, knowing she would feel her rising tension. The little graybird was amazingly perceptive, and she would fly all the faster for sensing the urgency.

				They waited.

				“WHAT?”

				“I know, sir, but it is what they say. And the readings are unmistakable. Distant, but clearly identifiable. “

				Paledan rose to his feet. He stared at his aide.

				“Are you telling me those rebels have actually built a fusion cannon?”

				Brakely held out the monitoring device. Paledan stared at the readout. It was indeed unmistakable. But how was it even possible? Even if they’d scavenged every part of that wrecked cannon, including somehow the monstrously heavy barrel, how could they possibly have done it? He knew the history of these people; they knew nothing of such weapons.

				They also knew nothing of fighting, and yet they bred the Raider.

				“The satellite,” Paledan snapped.

				Brakely had anticipated this, for his answer was quick. “It is over the high valley now, sir.”

				“With me,” he ordered, and headed out the door.

				They reached the satellite-monitoring station, which had been set up in a building separate from the council building. Fortunate for them, Paledan thought, given those bedamned Sentinels had destroyed half of it. When he’d gotten the report that showed how it had been done, that they had been in—or rather under—the building long enough to plant multiple explosives, he’d come as close as he had since his cadet days to erupting into utter fury. Every guard assigned to that building had paid the price.

				The lieutenant in charge of the satellite detachment turned his head as they came in. He quickly realized something was up.

				“The badlands,” Paledan ordered sharply. “Every inch of it.”

				“But sir, we’ve made multiple passes and—”

				“Now!”

				Belatedly, the man seemed to realize something had changed, and turned and snapped an order to the man at the control station.

				“It will be a few minutes; the orbit is only now approaching Zelos.”

				Paledan watched the screens, saw nothing but what they had seen every day since the Sentinels had escaped from under their very noses. The image was a flat expanse of gray, like that bedamned Ziem mist. Here and there a heat signature rose; the landing zone where many of his own troops were clustered, the small settlement of farmers in the high valley. And, as the satellite finally headed over the ridge, the heat from the heart of the mountain above the Edge glowed brightly as always. Once past, the signals dropped dramatically, a creature here and there, but no groupings of any size.

				Once over the ridge, the image settled into unrelieved ripples of gray, an echo of the rugged ground beneath the mist. Nothing, no one, could survive in that barren wasteland, not for long, that was the official Coalition conclusion. But the people who reached that conclusion had not lived with these Ziemites, had not seen how well-adapted they were to their world, how they used what most would see as negatives to their advantage.

				The people who reached that conclusion had not encountered the unexpectedly indomitable spirit of these people. And they certainly had given no credence to the power of a fighter such as the Raider and his Sentinels.

				And that arrogance would, in the end, be their downfall. Paledan knew it, as well as he knew his own capabilities. But he had always assumed that downfall would happen long after he had returned to dust.

				Now, he was not so certain.

				The man at the controls made a sound, almost like a gasp. Paledan’s attention snapped back to the screens. He saw it instantly. A sizeable patch of cool, glowing blue amid the otherwise unrelieved gray.

				He called up his memory of the topography beneath the mist, the map gained only after countless lengthy flights and explorations, made next to impossible with the mist. They only had the contours at all because of that one freakish clear day. He stared at the blue patch on the screen, oriented it over the image in his mind.

				“The canyon,” he said, almost to himself.

				It made sense. Was likely the only thing that made sense.

				It was where he would do it, if he’d had it to do. Where he would hide, both his people and such a weapon. And he’d learned to expect no less from Drake Davorin, the man behind the guise of the Raider. But who among his followers could possibly do this, could possibly know enough, be clever enough to actually build a fusion cannon, even if he were given all the parts to work with? Especially when many of those parts had to be damaged, some likely beyond repair? There was no one of that ilk, no one with that kind of expertise, on all of Ziem according to their records.

				Then the records are wrong, for here it is.

				Wondering about who was a pursuit he had no time for now. That they had done this was bad enough; if he let them get off even one blast, it would be the end of everything. His every instinct told him to question, to doubt, if only because of the sheer impossibility of what they appeared to have done. Yet what he was seeing was undeniable, and if there was even a micron of a chance that they had truly done this, he had no choice.

				He keyed his comlink.

				“Scramble the fighters and arm two heavy bombers. Stand by for attack coordinates.” That left him minimal defenses for the outpost itself, but if he didn’t take that cannon out now, it would all be moot. There was no more time for curiosity about this place and its people. No more time for analyzing why he found them so fascinating.

				This was no longer a mission to put down a small band of rebels. Because those rebels had just declared full-out war. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 56

				“THEY’RE ON THE move.”

				Eirlys drew in a deep breath as Pryl spoke. Held it until he spoke again.

				“Multiple. Headed for the fighters. And the bomber hangar.”

				This was it. She lifted Runner to her cheek, rubbed her skin over the bird’s sleek feathers. “Fly now, my love. All haste. Go to him.”

				She opened her hands and the bird lifted off. She circled once and then headed unerringly north.

				“And so it begins,” Pryl said, pushing up the goggles to watch the bird vanish into the mist. “She carries much.”

				“I have never met a creature with a more valiant spirit.”

				“It is . . . fitting, somehow.”

				Eirlys looked at him. Smiled. “It is. That this creature they do not even deign to notice is such a crucial part of this fight.”

				Pryl pulled the goggles back down, went back to his observations. And when he pushed them back again and looked at her, his expression was grave, even for him.

				“I see ten fighters and two of the bombers firing up. That’s two-thirds of their force.”

				Eirlys fought panic as she thought of Brander, trapped in that canyon. Of her brother, and Kye, and the others. Five rovers and fifty ground fighters, against all but a third of the Coalition forces on Ziem.

				“Do not underestimate them,” Pryl said.

				“I do not. But nor do I underestimate the force and cruelty of the Coalition.”

				“I’ve seen your mate get out of some very tight situations.”

				Your mate.

				Brander’s image flashed before her, in the moment before he had gone. I love you, Eirlys Davorin. I ever have and ever will, unto death and beyond.

				She’d known he’d said it that way because he knew. Knew this was a suicide mission. And that he was in perhaps the worst spot of all, on foot, in that canyon, next to the device that the Coalition would be hunting.

				But Brander had gambled and won before, countless times. He would do it again. He would survive.

				He had to survive.

				BRANDER WATCHED Kade rub at the back of his neck.

				“Feels real, doesn’t it?” he said to the boy.

				“Too real.”

				He thought about going over the plan again, but they’d been through it so often he thought it might panic the boy to do it again. He knew Kade knew his role.

				He watched the device carefully. It still seemed a bit unreal to him. Not how it worked, or even that it did; he’d built it from scratch, after all. What seemed unreal was its source. He wondered if the inventor, that man from far away Trios, ever thought of the distance his design had traveled, of the others who would replicate it, of how this creation of his mind all those years ago might turn other battles against the Coalition as it had on Trios. Wondered how that made him feel, to know he was helping battle this spreading evil on so many fronts. Did he even know? Had they simply blasted the information out and hoped rebels somewhere, anywhere, would find and be able to use it?

				Dear Eos, is this how Iolana thinks of things? Of everything? Not just the specific, but bigger, wider things?

				He caught himself thinking of her again as the Spirit, had to remind himself she was now his mother by pronouncement. But then regretted it, for it made him think of Eirlys, and he didn’t dare.

				She is safe. Far from here, and Pryl will keep her so.

				The hum of the device was going to drive him mad. Since the day when the real fusion cannon had first arrived, he had learned to fear the sound of it, the feel of the air around it. He settled himself with the memory of its destruction, of Drake’s triumphant raid that had resulted in the mighty weapon reduced to scattered parts on the floor of the high valley.

				EIRLYS WATCHED the sky. Her glowmist vision was average, but Pryl had rather ominously warned that the size of the response the Coalition would mount to the fusion cannon signal would be impossible to miss.

				In her mind, she went over the distance. Runner would be flying her swiftest, to get to her—and Eirlys’s—beloved Brander. She counted it down, each moment that passed before the ships lifted off another precious second of warning.

				“They’re likely fighting disbelief,” Pryl said. “They won’t want to believe we could have built a cannon.”

				“But Brander says Paledan is different,” she said, still counting down.

				“He is.” Pryl sounded reluctant in his admission. “He gives the Raider his due, which is more than Frall ever did. But he is still Coalition.”

				“And they know we were at the crash site, gathering parts.”

				“Yes.”

				“So, eventually, they will believe.”

				Pryl shrugged, never shifting the goggles or his gaze.

				“Drake thinks they will respond as if it is real, whether they believe it or not,” she said. “They have lost too much on Ziem to do otherwise.”

				Pryl smiled then, although he never turned his attention. “Yes, they have. It has likely taken all of Paledan’s stellar reputation to hold them off at all.”

				“And if one day he cannot? If they decide even he cannot do what they sent him to do?”

				Pryl didn’t answer that. Eirlys thought it was because the answer was too grim, for she already knew it; they would destroy Ziem, planium be damned. Or they would decide it was worth the onerous task of having to extract it from the rubble that would be left. Or perhaps they had a way to wipe out life alone. She’d heard rumors there was such a thing, but had always written it off as Coalition horror tales. But if it existed, they could wipe out every living thing and then come back and set to digging it out themselves. Perhaps they had learned enough from the miners by now to do it, perhaps—

				“They’re lifting off.”

				Pryl’s sharp words snapped her head around, and her mind out of its pointless wandering. The other part of her mind had continued her countdown of Runner’s flight. Almost. Almost there.

				Then what she saw stunned her breathless.

				She had never seen such a mass of boiling, churning glowmist. She could only imagine what it must look like to Pryl through the goggles. It rose, slowly at first, from the landing zone. And then faster, higher. She closed her eyes for a moment, let her most treasured image of Brander form in her mind. It was the last she would allow herself until it was over, for she was afraid fear for him would cripple her.

				She opened her eyes. Stared, awestruck in the worst way, as the mass seemed to pivot. And then it shot forward, and she heard a roaring in her ears as they passed overhead.

				And wondered why they had ever thought this might could be defeated.

				BRANDER HEARD A tiny sound, somehow, beneath the hum of the device. A soft call he’d come to know well.

				Runner.

				“She’s close,” he said to Kade. Then, with a frown, “But not here.”

				“Perhaps the device has frightened her.”

				“Good thought,” Brander said, and stepped a few feet away from it. In seconds, the dark gray shape flew straight out of the mist for him. She landed on his shoulder.

				“Go,” he said to Kade.

				The boy nodded and pulled the flare gun out of his belt, as Runner pecked at Brander’s ear for neglecting her.

				“Ah, yes, my sweet girl, you’ve done well,” he cooed at her in the tone he knew she liked. He pulled a plump, sweet lingberry from his pocket and gave it to her. She took it delicately before hopping down to the ground to savor her treat.

				He heard the report as Kade fired the first flare back toward the lookout stations. He could only hope they were watching carefully, for the signal would be weak even for those with the best glowmist vision at this distance. Kade turned and fired the second flare, this time straight up, where it should be visible from where all four rovers were situated on the canyon rim.

				Kade came back, shoving the now-empty signal gun back into his belt. He glanced at Runner, who, finished with her berry, had flitted back up to Brander’s shoulder and was rubbing her head against his ear. And, in that moment, he could have sworn he could scent Eirlys on her.

				“Do you suppose Eirlys sent her off with that command?” Kade asked, his eyes on the bird.

				“What command?”

				“To give you what she cannot, just now.”

				The caress. And an image of Eirlys doing just that, rubbing her cheek against the bird who would soon be with him, formed in his mind. And he somehow knew it was truth.

				“I think you may be right, my young friend.” Then he grinned at the boy, who was looking a bit shaky at this moment. “And you are far too wise to be collaborating with the likes of me.”

				It was enough to shift the boy’s mood, and Kade smiled back at him.

				And they waited, silently. Kade searched the mist to the south, as did Brander. The lookouts along the approach to the canyon had the last of the push flares, the tiny missiles that dragged the mist along with them, heating it as it went, forming the distinctive streak of glowmist. When they spotted those, the battle would nearly be upon them, for they would be fired when the lookouts had spotted the Coalition ships. At top speed, at least the top speed the Coalition pilots without the mist vision could manage, they would be at their target in less than two minutes.

				Which gave their target—he, Kade, and the device—two minutes to get ready. For when Drake used his rover’s comlink to issue the order, they would have mere seconds to shut down the device and get it, and themselves, out of the target zone.

				Just get out, Brander. Get yourself and the boy out. The device if you can manage it, but you are not to risk yourselves for it. Is that clear?

				But the device—

				I do not wish to explain to my sister why you’re dead.

				The exchange echoed in his mind vividly. It had been the Raider giving that unyielding order. But it had been Drake who had answered his protest, with words that could not be denied. The paradox hit him hard in that moment—that the person he’d be willing to die for was also the one he most wanted to live for.

				And it had been Drake who, a moment later, had smiled.

				Yes, my old friend. Before, you could gamble your life as you wished, but no longer. It is both glorious and terrifying, is it not?

				“There!” Kade shouted.

				Brander, shifting his long gun to a ready position by the sling over his shoulder, looked in time to see the streak of glowing green shooting through the mist from the south.

				They were coming. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 57

				EVEN THE SENTINELS with the weakest glowmist vision saw it; a huge, undulating storm of roiled, heated green, airborne and headed straight for them. Only the pace gave them hope, for despite their power and the massive array of weaponry, the mist crippled them. And they had no idea that that same mist announced their presence and passage to any Ziemite as clearly as if they’d fired a warning volley.

				The rovers were armed with everything they had, for if this went badly, there would be few of them left to fight. The Raider had never been more aware that he was ordering his fighters into a storm that would likely kill many if not all of them. Drake had the sour thought that if Brander was one of those, he might prefer it himself to breaking the news to his sister that he’d let her mate of one day get killed.

				He watched the approaching cloud, thinking of the inexorable, unstoppable storms he’d heard of on other worlds, wondering if this was how the denizens of those worlds felt, watching the force of nature bear down upon them.

				They could not fight back. We can. The Coalition may be unstoppable, but they are not unwoundable.

				The swirling mass of glowmist drew closer, and, within a few moments, he would have to make the call. The call, a single word on the rovers’ comlink, usable now because at that last instant it would make no difference if the Coalition heard. They were likely doomed anyway.

				Our belief that it is better to go down fighting will be sorely tested today. Our belief that Ziem and her customs are worth fighting for may well have to transform today into a belief that she is worth dying for.

				He’d said those words last night, when the Sentinels who would take the ground assault had left in teams of four, the largest they thought they could get away with and still be taken as animals by the heat-seeking satellite. The Coalition did nothing with less than a full troop, and he had often used that habit against them. They simply did not see so few as a threat, while he had learned a small, mobile force—especially one with good glowmist vision—could accomplish things the Coalition found impossible to believe.

				This morning, he’d said little, except to, as always, give everyone the last chance to turn away from the task before them.

				We are asking them to volunteer for suicide.

				His mother’s words rang in his mind. She had been there, even at the early hour when the ground forces were setting out. He’d told her it wasn’t necessary, but she had merely said that if anyone needed to not be here but be resting it was him. He had retorted that she had the responsibility of the twins and keeping them restrained on this day of all days, and that made her the most likely to need sleep.

				His mother had laughed, and despite the day, despite what lay ahead, it was fully the laugh he remembered from childhood, heartfelt and full of genuine amusement.

				But she had not been wrong when she’d spoken those words of asking for suicide.

				Yes, we are.

				Perhaps if you put it that way, some might pull back.

				Do you really think they do not know?

				She had turned to face him then. What they know is that their leader will fight as fiercely as any of them, and would die to protect them.

				As they would die to protect Ziem.

				He sat in his rover upon the rocky ledge, on the side of the canyon wall, watching that storm of green draw nearer. Timing of his order was crucial. Too soon, and they could escape the trap of the canyon and have room to maneuver and likely take down all the rovers; too late, and all the ground forces would likely be dead.

				He was down to seconds now, until they reached that point he’d set in his mind that was the moment.

				Don’t delay, my friend.

				He knew Brander would not; his second knew when there was leeway in an order, and that there was none in this one.

				The glowmist swirled, and, through it, Drake saw the nose of a Coalition fighter. He sent a swift, silent wish to fate that Kye stay safe, knowing they both would be the most visible and vulnerable of them all in the air.

				He activated the comlink. And spoke a single word.

				“Now.”

				THE RAIDER’S ORDER crackled through the pocket comlink Kade held. Neither he nor Brander spoke. They had been ready, standing one on each side of the device, and now grabbed the sling that held it for transport. That had been Drake’s order; he wanted them able to abandon it quickly and easily if necessary. Otherwise, Brander would have had it in his pack.

				It would slow you too much. The device is expendable. You are not.

				So instead, his pack held a small cage, the strongest structure of the purest planium he’d been able to devise, to protect the fragile creature within. Runner had protested at first, but once within the darkness of the pack, she had settled. There would be chaos around them, so he would set her free only if he had to, to save her. If things went badly, with his dying breath if need be, he would set her free. For she would find her way to Eirlys, even if he could not.

				They ran. They had marked out the path in the quiet hours of the night, bending a branch of badlands scrub here, leaving a pointer of stones there, so now they had only to follow, knowing the path was as clear as it could be. If they made the shelter of the mountain, they had a chance. If they did not . . .

				They ran. The first shots rang out. Kye, he thought, for it was a long gun. He sent a silent salute up to his fearless cousin. No, not so fearless anymore, for she loved Drake more than her own life. He understood that now, for only the knowledge that Eirlys should be back at the cavern and safe by now allowed him to function.

				They ran. More shots. Louder, more powerful. The rovers on the attack. He was having to judge by sound, but by sounds he knew well. Kade stumbled once. Brander yanked at the sling that held the device. The shift in weight helped the boy steady. More shots from the rovers. Explosions. Hits? He dared to hope. The distinctive whistle of the close-reach rounds he’d built. Drake had the range now. The loud whine of an engine suddenly disrupted.

				DRAKE NEARLY SHOUTED with exultation as flame erupted from the heavy bomber. It had been a lucky shot, and one of Brander’s close-reach rounds, sent right up the exhaust of the huge ship. He snapped his rover into a tight, rising roll, possible only by Brander’s modifications. He shot up out of the mist—a risky move, but he needed to see. And see, he did; Kye, his brave, glorious Kye, was picking off the fighters as if they were mere zip bugs. He saw her take two out even on his short arc, before he dove back down into the mist.

				His jubilation expanded when he saw the bomber, trailing flames, heading down, already dead. He’d never dared hope they’d take down one of the huge ships, they—

				They were headed straight for the canyon floor.

				Get clear, Brander. Drop that bedamned machine and get clear.

				He flew on because there was no other option. He simply had to trust once more that his second’s cleverness and uncanny luck would hold.

				THEY RAN. MORE shots from the long gun. Explosions. Kye’s deadly eye was true. He would have bet his Romerian withal that she’d taken out fighters. And finally, so much later than he would have dared hope, the booming fire of Coalition coil guns. Their advantage was explosive power. The disadvantage—once fired, there was no changing the target. And with the quick, agile rovers and the best of the Sentinels’ pilots, it was unlikely that target would still be there.

				The injured whine of the big engine got louder. They ran. Louder. Eos help them, it was coming down. Practically on top of them. They ran. Reached the spot where the trail began to rise, into the rough cover of the canyon wall. The pace became more difficult. For an instant, Brander considered actually following Drake’s order to dump the device. They could possibly retrieve it later. If there was a later. He looked at Kade, who read the look and shook his head. Kept running. The boy will do.

				The whine became a howl, passing overhead so close they could see the glowmist roiling just above. Brander made a last-second decision.

				“Right,” he shouted.

				Kade never hesitated, but dodged to the right. The footing was looser, unstable. They scrambled more than ran. But they kept moving. The howl became piercing. Brander saw a large crag looming up.

				“Cover!”

				They both dove to the side, behind the towering rock. A split second later, the ground beneath them jumped. At the same instant, an explosion ripped through the mist. They were enveloped in sound and concussion and power. Superheated glowmist swirled. Brander knew too well what the stuff could do. He rolled, covered Kade, putting his back to the potentially lethal stuff. His ears screamed. More explosions as the ship’s ammunition bay went.

				Even the crag itself seemed to wobble. But there was nowhere else to go. Brander heard more explosions from above. The ground beneath rumbled again, as if the land itself were protesting. He heard the crash and tumble of boulders, picking up momentum above them. He risked a glance. The size of what was headed for them left no doubt. And there was nowhere to run.

				Then he heard the crack of rock giving way overhead.

				He reached into the pack and grabbed the cage.

				EIRLYS HEARD HER mother gasp. Whirled. Even from here, they could see the searing glowmist rising from the badlands, a huge billow that could only mean one thing.

				“I’m bedamned; they did it,” Pryl shouted from the observation post above the cavern entrance. “That had to be a bomber!”

				A cheer went up as those still in the cavern threw away caution and ran outside to look. Mahko among them, which meant of course the twins he had been trying to coax to eat.

				They ran to her.

				“Is it good?” they asked in anxious unison.

				“It is,” Iolana said when Eirlys could not speak. “They have indeed struck a mighty blow.”

				But even as she spoke, she looked at Eirlys. The knowledge was there in her mother’s eyes, that that blow may well have cost her everything, for there was little doubting where that huge ship had crashed.

				DRAKE HEARD A solid thump as a round hit his rover. It wobbled. He fought the controls. It veered left. He fought harder; that way lay the canyon wall and death. In the last second, when he could see the sharp edges jutting out from the wall, the rover responded. Brander’s work held true, and he shot off to the right and clear. He saw another rover above. Kye. For an instant, he imagined them reversed, with him watching her careen toward her death. How it would feel. He shot the rover upward, then into a controlled rollover before he dove back into the fight.

				She would know now he was all right.

				Mere seconds later, another Coalition fighter plummeted past him through the mist, a distinctive hole in the engine housing. A hole from Kye’s long gun. Pride flooded him. She was one of a kind, his mate.

				A large explosion sounded from behind him. He swiveled the nimble rover on its axis. The second bomber, wounded but not down. But turning. Running. Four fighters collecting around it. Flying cover.

				And then he saw the rover that had struck the blow, tumbling, out of control and heating the mist with fire as it went. Dying. It was not Kye, he knew that—the only thing that enabled him to think at all.

				A second rover followed the destroyed craft, dangerously close. There was no hope, it was obvious, but the action told him there was a bond beyond a cause in that desperate effort. It was blood, and he ached with the loss of one of their bravest. For whichever brother it was, the Harkins had been with him from the beginning and had never faltered.

				He closed the gap enough to see the wounded bomber, now protected by the remaining fighters, heading back toward the entrance of the canyon.

				It was a vision he had never dared hope to see.

				The Coalition running. From a ragged bunch of Ziemites who fought with worn and stolen weapons, and a device built from an impossible plan sent from a legendary planet far across the galaxy.

				To you, fighters of Trios and Arellia. We’ve used it well.

				And now he needed to find the man who had made it possible, and get him safely home.

				“MARA IS BACK, WITH several of the ground fighters. They confirmed it. They brought down one of the bombers, and seriously damaged the other. It’s limping back with what Kye left them of the fighters.”

				Eirlys nodded at Pryl, but didn’t stop her pacing. She would not relax until all were back and safe. The mist had held, enabling a stealthy return, but they were sticking to the plan and coming in one at a time. Her mother was there at the hangar, along with Mahko, to attend to any injuries. So far, they seemed minor, a blaster burn here, a debris bruise or broken bone there.

				She walked to the cavern entrance and looked up at Tuari, who was in the guard position above.

				“Nothing in the air yet. I still see glowmist on the foot trail, so more are on the way back.”

				She nodded. Turned to step back inside, and join the other worriers, for she was no more than that now. But she saw her mother approaching and paused outside.

				“Mara says Drake took out the bomber with a single shot,” Iolana said as she got to her.

				Eirlys smiled at that.

				“She also said his rover took a hit, but he got back control and kept flying.”

				Her gaze narrowed. “Do you sense him injured?”

				Iolana shook her head. “I do not, but it there is much chaos. I fear there were deaths among the ground fighters. We will have to retrieve them, for it is not Ziem’s way to leave any behind. I think—”

				Eirlys didn’t hear the rest of what her mother said. A tiny, dark gray bird flew straight out of the mist and landed on her shoulder.

				“Runner,” she whispered, a chill seizing her. The little messenger did not even peck at her for a reward, merely sat there, breathing hard.

				“She did well,” Iolana said approvingly. “She—” Her words broke off suddenly. Then, “Eirlys, what is it?”

				Eirlys shook her head, unable to speak.

				“You’ve gone as pale as the mist. What’s wrong? Is she hurt?”

				She swallowed, tightly. Shook her head.

				Iolana reached out and took her hands. Eirlys felt the warmth of them, and something more, some strange tingling like she’d felt when they were healing Brander.

				Brander.

				“We agreed she would stay with him, during the battle, to be safe,” she whispered, drawing on whatever strength or power her mother was sending her. “He was only going to set her free if . . .”

				She heard an odd sound, realized it was her mother’s breath catching. “Come inside.”

				She mutely shook her head. She thought she might never move from this spot, this exact spot where she had realized her life had ended. For she and Brander had agreed he would only release Runner to get clear of the battle on her own if he could see no escape.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 58

				“EIRLYS, PLEASE,” Iolana said. “You must be with me. The distance is too great; it will take both of us.”

				That penetrated her fog. What would take both of them?

				“He is my son as if he were born to it. Trust me.”

				When her mother tugged gently at her hands, she followed. Some turned to look as they walked through the cavern, some waited, grimly, now that they’d heard there were dead to be retrieved. Others were too rapt with joyous reunions with Sentinels returned. A joy she would now likely never have.

				They went into the planning room, where Drake had laid out this daring, heroic, and probably crazy ambush. That it had apparently succeeded beyond all hopes did not surprise her, for her brother was the Raider.

				She gently lifted Runner down to the table, then stood stroking the bird, knowing Brander’s hands were the last to touch the sleek gray feathers. Were they the last thing he would ever touch?

				The agony threatened to break through the numbness, and she pulled back. She watched as her mother went to a table in the corner of the room, picked up a small leather bag. She tugged at the drawstring and opened it, then turned it until a polished, fist-sized black stone fell into her other palm.

				Eirlys stared, stirred out of her numbness. “Is that . . .?”

				“The Heart of Ziem.”

				She’d heard tales of the stone taken from the depths of this very mountain, but she had never even seen it, let alone known her mother possessed it. Now her mother held it on her palm and extended her hand.

				“Put your hand over it. He is a son of Ziem, so I think, if we both clasp it, if we focus . . .”

				Had she not seen and felt what had happened when they’d healed Brander, she might have hesitated. But now she did not, but did what her mother asked. Since she knew nothing of how the stone worked, she concentrated only on sending what power she could through the connection, as she had before.

				What she did not expect was what she got back—a low, slow, thrumming vibration that felt as old as Ziem herself. As if the planet itself was sending reassurance back to her from this small, gleaming piece of its heart.

				DRAKE HEARD THE call of a trill from the south. Kye, indicating with the simple whistle of a long-vanished bird, that she had found nothing.

				For a moment, he just stood there in the mist. He’d done his own whistling several times in this sector, hoping against hope to hear a return signal from Brander. Or even Kade, although he didn’t know if the boy could replicate the trill’s call.

				He’d gone past the wreckage of the bomber, a grimly satisfying sight. There was barely an intact piece left of the massive ship, and nothing of its Coalition crew. There had been a time when he might have looked upon the loss of life as something to have a qualm about, but that had ended the day his father had been vaporized in front of his eyes.

				But Brander would want to comb through that wreck, he was certain, pulling out anything that would be of use. And they would need anything they could find, for after this, the Coalition would be out not just for revenge but their annihilation. Before, they had been but a nuisance; now, they had embarrassed the Coalition, and they would not stand for it. Likely, plans were already on the table for how to wipe them out without taking out the planium mines as well.

				But first, he had to find his second. He refused to believe, despite the proximity of the crash and the strewn debris field to where they’d set up the device, that he was dead. Not Brander.

				But it could take days to thoroughly search the canyon floor. And the Coalition would not give them days.

				For a moment, he just stood there, wondering how far to expand the search. If Brander and Kade had done as ordered and run the moment he’d given the command to attack, they should have been able to reach the shelter of the canyon wall. But in the chaos of the huge ship coming down nearly on top of them, who knew which way they might have gone? And even if they’d escaped the impact, anything could have happened, for the shock wave had rocked even him, in the air above.

				The silence of the mist covered all, broken only by the occasional snap or crack of settling or still-cooling wreckage. He felt dread trying to rise within him, but he refused to give it sway. Not Brander. It could not be. Not only for his own loss, but the thought of having to go back and tell Eirlys the man she had loved practically her entire life, her mate of less than a full day, was dead, was too horrific to be borne. He—

				The sound that had been tickling the edges of his consciousness for a moment now pulled his thoughts from the edge of chaos. A hum, low, deep, almost as if it were coming from the ground at his feet. It was not the device, for it both felt and sounded different. He tilted his head slightly, listening. It was slightly louder from the north. Drawn as if it were some magnetic pull of Ziem herself, he started to walk that way.

				He heard another trill, but kept going. And then Kye was there, beside him.

				“Do you hear it?” she asked softly.

				“I do.”

				They kept going. Felt the ground rising as they neared the canyon wall. Dodged stones, then boulders. Old or new fall he could not tell, but the hum continued and so did they. They rounded a pile of stone and dirt that was clearly new, for the sharp edges of the source stood out, untouched by wind or rain or time. And then another.

				The hum intensified. Drake glanced at his mate, and she nodded, indicating she’d heard the change too.

				“I do not know what it is,” Drake whispered, “but . . . it is of Ziem, not the Coalition.”

				“Yes,” Kye said.

				They climbed on, up the slope at the edge of the canyon wall. Another pinnacle of rock loomed out of the mist above them. This one was broken sharply halfway up, as if it had been sheered off like the top of the bell tower. The broken part had apparently fallen straight down, for it leaned against its own base, with a pile of newly broken rock and debris atop it.

				The hum was fairly vibrating now. Driven by an instinct he didn’t quite understand, Drake once more whistled the call.

				And got an answer.

				“Up there,” Kye said quickly.

				“Agreed.”

				They scrambled up toward the broken spire. Heard the fall of small rocks as they were dislodged, dared to hope it wasn’t only from their passage. They skidded to a halt before the odd sight of the top of that stone tower, now pointing downward as it rested at an angle against the base.

				Drake risked it. “Brander!”

				He thought he heard something, something like a cough. And then, gloriously, he heard Brander’s voice. His light-hearted, insouciant voice.

				“About time.”

				Joy flooded him, and Drake laughed. Kye whooped aloud and threw her arms around her mate.

				And the hum stopped.

				“AND YOU FELT IT? Through that . . . rock?”

				“And we knew the moment they found you.”

				Brander hadn’t let go of Eirlys since he and Kade had flown back in Drake’s rover, with Kye once more flying high cover. Not that they’d needed it; there hadn’t been a sign of Coalition activity anywhere along their passage back to the Edge, not the slightest swirl of glowmist. And Eirlys hadn’t stopped smiling since the moment, after their first joyous kiss, he’d asked worriedly about Runner.

				Drake had explained on the way about the hum that had seemed to lead them to where he and Kade had been trapped—but safe—in the shelter of the toppled pinnacle. He’d been doubtful, at the least. But then, back safely to the cavern, Eirlys had explained what she and her mother had done with the stone.

				“If the stone is from the heart of Ziem, then perhaps it has a connection to her still,” Eirlys had said. Brander knew he had more difficulty than many accepting that kind of invisible, inexplicable thing, his practical mind ever looking for a logical explanation. But he had none for this. And he had grown up with tales of the stone, so it was not easy to gainsay them.

				“And you are a son of Ziem,” Iolana said simply now, as they rested around the fountain, finding the trickle of the water somehow soothing. “I thought it would find you, with enough power from those who love you.”

				Brander looked at the mother of his mate. She smiled, reading him perfectly, as she so often did.

				“Yes, I count myself among those, Brander.”

				He smiled back, glanced at Eirlys, caught her smiling as well. They had worked together with Grim to tend the injured as they came in—Maxon had a badly broken leg and blaster burns, Slake had suffered a head injury that might yet take him—and there had been countless other lesser injuries. Brander knew quite well how lucky he was to have escaped as bad or worse. The death count stood at six, an amazingly small number given what they’d done. But each would be marked, grieved, and take a place in the hallowed memorial Iolana had designed.

				And his pledged life would be much easier, with Eirlys and her mother at peace.

				“I truly was afraid we weren’t going to make it,” he said, able to talk about it now that they were together again. “When the top of that stone spire came down . . . that’s when I let Runner go.”

				“When she came to me, I thought you were dead,” Eirlys whispered.

				He hugged her tighter.

				“But, in a way,” Iolana said, “Ziem herself protected you.”

				He hadn’t thought of it like that, but as he remembered how that spire had fallen, lodging itself above them and holding off all the rest of the crumbling rock that otherwise would have crushed them, he saw the truth in it.

				And then Drake was back; he and Kye had gone to talk to Mara and the others. And Brander saw in his face, and in the tears dampening Kye’s face, the confirmation of what he’d also told them on the flight back.

				“Which one?” Brander asked, his voice tight.

				Drake closed his eyes for a moment, his lips tight. Then he drew in a breath, looked at them and said, “Galeth.”

				Brander felt his stomach knot. Eirlys made a tiny sound of protest; the oldest of the Harkin brothers had been the steady one, and had helped build her sanctuary in both places.

				Iolana rose quickly. “I must go to Teal. He will be shattered. And the others, once the names are known.”

				Eirlys started to rise as well, but her mother shook her head. “Stay.” She looked at them both. “You need to be together just now, and I have strength enough left for this.” She reached down to cup Eirlys cheek. “But thank you, my girl.”

				“She will help him,” Eirlys said as her mother left, “as much as anyone can be helped with such grief.”

				Drake sat heavily in the spot his mother had vacated, Kye beside him and watching him with concern she did not try to mask.

				Brander studied him for a quiet moment. “I could not carry your load.”

				“I would rather have died myself than deliver that news,” he said dully.

				“And that is why we would all follow you unto death,” Brander said softly.

				Drake just shook his head wearily. Kye put her arm around him, but stayed silent, no doubt having already said all she had to say. Brander knew it was the letdown, after all the planning, and the high pitch of the battle itself, but that made the exhaustion now no less real. He tried to think of something to say, couldn’t, and hoped instead that all of them, the family they had created by blood and bond, being here together and safe would be enough, eventually.

				A faint cough behind them made them all look up. Pryl stood there, back from his scouting expedition to the landing zone. Drake waved him over.

				“Second bomber crashed on landing. It won’t be going anywhere for a while. Two more fighters out of commission. We hurt them, sir. We hurt them badly.” There was satisfaction but no triumph in the woodsman’s voice, for he knew what the cost had been. While some might say seven, perhaps eight lives were a worthy trade for the damage they had done, they were Ziem and did not hold life so lightly.

				Drake sucked in an audible breath, and after a moment nodded. “Check on Teal in a while, will you? He looks up to you.”

				Pryl nodded, his expression grim. After he left, a silence fell over their little group. In the main part of the cavern, others were talking quietly, probably feeling much as Pryl had looked.

				“I am sorry we have to kill,” Kye said. “But it was not our choice.”

				Drake’s head came up to look at his mate. “No,” he agreed, “it was not.”

				“It is still horrible,” Eirlys said quietly, “but a victory greater than we dared hope for.”

				“Yes,” Brander said. “But there is one other thing I can say with certainty.”

				Drake shifted his gaze to his second. “What?”

				“Galeth would count it worth it.”

				Drake straightened. He didn’t smile, but some of the tension eased from him, as if a fraction of the burden he bore had lightened. “Yes. Yes, he would.”

				Brander was glad to see the change. And gladder still that he had kept to himself the knowledge of what could be the ultimate weapon, albeit one they would never live to see succeed. Drake carried too much already.

				Much later, Brander led Eirlys to the small but private cave off the sanctuary that they had claimed as their own. He paused long enough to greet Runner, tucked into her tiny nest for her well-deserved rest.

				Their joining this night was different, seasoned now by how close they had come to disaster, and the grief of all those who loved Galeth Harkin and the other fallen Sentinels. But it was no less hungry, no less demanding, and no less a declaration that they were alive than ever.

				And in the quiet aftermath, Brander rested with her in his arms, feeling he had put his soul back together.

				“We must treasure this, every moment,” Eirlys whispered against his chest.

				He knew what she meant, what she’d left unsaid. For we never know if this will be all we ever have.

				“In those moments when I thought I would die, the only thing that kept me from despair was the thought that at least I’d had this, with you.”

				She hugged him, fiercely. And then, into the darkness, she asked, “Do you really think Gal—” she stumbled over the name, swallowed, and went on “—Galeth would count it worth it?’

				“I do. I know it was only one fight, but we wounded them more than I’d ever hoped.”

				“I cannot tell you how it felt,” Eirlys said, “to see them come limping back over Highridge.”

				“And I must admit, it was worth almost getting buried by the impact to watch that ship come down.”

				He left it there, for he could see no good coming out of voicing what else he knew. That now, Paledan would be furious. Beyond furious. And that did not bode well for the Sentinels or Ziem. But for now, they had victory.

				She shivered in his arms. “I was so afraid for you.”

				“And then you saved us.”

				“Drake and Kye—”

				“Would never have found us, had you not sent that . . . hum.”

				It was a moment before Eirlys said, in that tone he’d come to know and love, “Perhaps I could make you hum.”

				He laughed. “My heart, you could make me do anything.”

				And, in that moment, the two most unlikely warriors for Ziem put the war aside, to be picked up again later, but only after they had drawn the strength from their bond that would enable them to keep on fighting.

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				CAZE PALEDAN SAT in the darkness at his desk. He’d been to the landing zone, inspected the badly damaged bomber, viewed the images of the wreckage left behind, had talked to everyone, read the reports and the tallies of injured and dead. It had been unbelievable, in the most literal sense. That a band of rebels with five stolen air rovers and worn-out weapons had done this was . . . incredible. In the literal sense.

				He had seen the results personally, and it was still impossible.

				He stared at the wall opposite him. In the darkness, he could not see the crossed sabers that hung there, so the image in his mind was not that, but rather the rakish silhouette that had kept appearing painted on every flat surface practically since he’d arrived.

				The Raider.

				“I bow to you, Davorin,” he murmured.

				Those words would likely get him broken to latrine trooper, were they heard by the high command. Yet the man had earned them.

				Another image formed in his mind, even more vividly. He no longer needed to look at the painting to visualize every detail, from the rich fall of red hair to the vivid blue eyes that spoke of her heritage, her tie to this remote world that was so fascinatingly different from anyplace he’d ever been, and, over all, that eerie sense of vision and knowledge that had no name in the Coalition lexicon, for it was not allowed.

				But he had no time to dwell on all the things he had wished to learn about this place. He could no longer put it off; his curiosity about this strange place could no longer be indulged. This could not be allowed to continue, or they would have another Trios on their hands. He had no desire to go down in Coalition history alongside Corling and his failed missions.

				Yet this place had reached him somehow. Changed him. Impossible as it seemed, for there was nothing about this quiet, remote, planet shrouded with that bedamned mist to recommend it. He knew the apparently inexhaustible supply of planium was the only reason they hadn’t ordered him to pull out and then blown the place off the star charts.

				But this would be the tipping point for what they would consider a lesser action. They would decide that they could retrieve the planium eventually themselves, and order the genocide without a second thought.

				The irony bit deep, seared him in a way he had thought himself incapable of feeling. He, and his reputation, were likely the only things standing between the people of Ziem and total destruction. But that would not stand for long, if he did not take quick and decisive and Coalition-brutal action.

				From this point on, there could be no mercy.

				From this point on, all Ziemites were suspect.

				From this point on, all Ziemites were expendable.

				And once High Command got the full report on this disaster, so would he be expendable. And if he was taken out in the process to come, it would likely please them not to have to do it themselves. They weren’t above killing their own heroes when necessary, but it annoyed them to have to figure out how to mask it as a heroic death on the way to yet another total victory.

				But he was certain that when this news reached them, he would either be listed for execution, or get the order he never wished to get.

				The order for the complete and utter annihilation of the people of this world.

				They had won this battle, resoundingly.

				But they would lose the war in the end.

				The End
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