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Prologue

			An obsession with vengeance only strengthens with time. It was a truth that Oanni Rin had learned firsthand while suffering through ten long years in the maximum security Bastalt Prison. For long periods he had endured the company of petty criminals and imbeciles, the kind of men who deserved nothing but contempt. His latest cell mate was no different. The worthless lout had wasted his time assaulting lower caste prostitutes and beggars. Oanni had done his best to ignore him for the first five days they had shared a cell, but this night the thug had apparently decided he was going to force Oanni to speak.

			During Oanni’s evening systematic exercising, he had gone so far as to knock Oanni over in the middle of his second long set of pushups. Without even thinking, Oanni had leapt to his feet, grabbed the man by his hair and slammed his face into the concrete floor of their tiny cell. Then he had returned to his next set of exercises, leaving his cellmate to slink back onto his cot while wiping blood from his nose. Oanni might look like a weak old man, easy prey to these thugs, but Oanni knew that it would only take one or two lessons and his cellmate would leave him alone. They always learned at least that much.

			These vermin were despicable. They had had the chance to serve a greater cause than themselves and what had they done with it? Thrown it away trying to satisfy their greed or violent desires. Oanni had learned to channel and focus such emotions long ago and as a result, had become far more powerful in the service of his master than these pathetic excuses for men could even dream about.

			For a moment he remembered fondly the great authority he had wielded as the steward of the King of Urok. No one had dared stand against him in anything. Then without warning everything he had achieved had been destroyed. The great empire he had labored so hard to build for his master had been leveled in one short day. Oanni had inadvertently betrayed his master by bringing an enemy into his presence. The king had been murdered and his army crippled by the actions of a slave, an insignificant girl not even half Oanni’s age. The memory still enraged him, but he cooled his anger reminding himself that eventually his time would come. Someday he would have his chance to redeem his failure.

			He was still imagining his eventual triumph over that cursed girl when a distant roar caught his ear. A commotion was coming from outside this corridor of cells, driving all thoughts of revenge from his mind. He wondered why no guard was rushing down the corridor in response and then realized that he hadn’t actually seen a guard on rounds for several hours. Instantly, he was on his feet with his face pressed to the bars, peering down the row of cells.

			Suddenly the large steel door at the end of the corridor swung open and several men wearing black jumpsuits and masks strode into the corridor. They took up post at the far end of the corridor a few feet apart from each other. Then another tall, black clad man with a swatch of red at his neck entered the room. He was not masked; his dark, appraising eyes swept the cells lining each side of the corridor. Oanni could hear the murmurs from other prisoners at the sight of the strangers.

			“Who in the name of the blue planet are they?” his cellmate whispered. Oanni didn’t bother to respond.

			The red-decked man spoke loudly to the corridor. “Prisoners of Bastalt. I command your silence. The Brotherhood has chosen to take control of this prison for the time being. We will be questioning each of you in turn, and we demand that you answer truthfully.” He said nothing more but instead proceeded to the first cell on the left side. Oanni watched the men silently, calculating how he could turn this to his advantage. A long time ago he had known several members of the Brotherhood. It had once been a smuggling organization, one that Oanni had frequently used to get off-planet luxuries for his master’s household. Now they seemed to be involved more and more in terrorist attacks and assassinations. The rumors of their new brutality had even impressed the prisoners buried in this pit. Obviously the Brotherhood had grown very powerful indeed if it was able to take control of the Bastalt Prison.

			When the man with the red badge reached their cell, his cellmate scrambled quickly back to his feet. The man pointed at him. “You, state your name and the reason for your incarceration.”

			“Incar—what?” Oanni’s ignorant cellmate stuttered, his eyes darting around like a terrified rodent.

			“Why are you here?” the man clarified shortly.

			“Oh, uh, Praul Vik. I’m in for assault.”

			“Sit,” the man commanded peremptorily. “You?” he asked, pointing at Oanni.

			“Oanni Rin,” he croaked, his voice hoarse from disuse. There was no sign of recognition from the man. How far Oanni had come down in the world! Once any smuggler with any clout would have known his name.

			“And your crime was?”

			Instead of answering Oanni chuckled hoarsely. “Do you want a list?”

			The man stared icily at him. Praul flinched, but Oanni didn’t as much as blink. What did this man think he could threaten Oanni with? He had nothing left to lose. He left the man waiting for a moment while choosing his answer. Finally he spoke, his eyes intently studying the face of his interrogator for his reaction.

			“I think the official conviction was for kidnapping and treason against the people of Corizen. But I think it was really for serving my master too well.” The man’s eyes narrowed, and he seemed to be considering Oanni thoughtfully.

			“Who was your master?”

			“Jaory Kruunde.” Oanni watched the comprehension dawn in the man’s eyes. Of course he knew who Jaory Kruunde was. Everyone knew the name of the last Denicorizen king.

			“Indeed.” He crooked a finger at the man standing guard to his right. The guard pulled out a key ring and unlocked the door. “Please step out, Rin. We would like to discuss this further with you.”

			Oanni followed the smugglers out of his prison cell eagerly. It hardly mattered to him what the Brotherhood would want from him in return. At last he would be free to retaliate against the woman who had stolen everything from him.

			



		

1. The Ambassador’s Wife

			Andrea Morten sprawled on her bed with an abandon that she didn’t often feel anymore. Sometimes living such a public life took its toll. She had made yet another appearance at a big charity event. Roma, as the capital city of Corizen, was filled with such things, and most of them nowadays wanted someone connected to the Planetary Union to be there. Her husband Casey was the ambassador to the planet from the Union but he just didn’t have time to attend all of these functions. So instead, she often made appearances and speeches about goodwill between Citizens of the Planetary Union and Denicorizens, the people of Corizen. It wasn’t boring exactly, but it was tiring.

			“Mom, there’s something on the terminal you might want to see.”

			She looked up to see her daughter Tiran standing in the doorway. “Come on in, Tiran. I was just crashing for a few minutes.”

			Tiran came in and flopped on the bed next to her mother. “It’s from that history site—the ‘Modern Myths’ show.”

			Andie sighed and flicked the remote at her terminal. A holographic image sprung to life in front of the screen.

			“And so we return to today’s modern myth question: Is Sirra Bruche real or just a legend?” queried the show’s host, a willowy brunette with her trademark look of disbelief. Tiran giggled at her side. Andie was faintly amused herself. The view switched to old videos of public demonstrations and fighting in the streets of Roma.

			“Ten years ago, revolution swept our beloved Corizen,” explained the narrator dramatically. “The staunch seeker for justice, Morek-Li Damato, had ignited a wildfire which raged through Roma. The King had exerted his terrifying power to strike out and kill even the most heroic members of Damato’s Resistance Movement, like Laeren Bruche and Forsyth Rane. Yet the Revolution furor continued unabated, finally toppling the tyrant from his throne. However, just when Corizen seemed to have achieved freedom at last, a new tyrant arose. Jaory Kruunde from the Blue Plains declared himself king over the continent of Urok.”

			The pictures switched to scenes of devastation from Kruundin City. Andie shuddered. The pictures must have been taken in the last days before the siege on the city ended. All the people looked emaciated and haunted.

			“At this time, the widow of Laeren Bruche, who was supposedly a Union Citizen, just happened to be in Kruundin City.” Andie could hear the heavy skepticism in the woman’s tone. “We are told she alone was resourceful and brave enough to sneak a homing device into the command center of Kruunde’s own fortress. This beacon allowed the Union military might, the dreaded Armada, to send a shock blast directed exactly at Kruunde’s location, killing him and all around him. So the last threat to freedom was destroyed.”

			“But did it really happen?”

			Andie watched in amusement as the program went on to explore the theory that “Sirra Bruche” was really a code name for a secret espionage program of the Armada.

			They explained that after the revolution, the woman they were told was Sirra Bruche disappeared and was never heard from again.

			“And what of the former Resistance members who supposedly worked directly with Sirra Bruche?” the host posed. “Modern Myths has tried repeatedly to confirm the existence of Sirra Bruche with Planetary Congress members Bret Ka and Thane Navaro. Both Representatives were high-ranking members of Damato’s Resistance and supposedly had personal interaction with Sirra Bruche. Representative Navaro simply insisted that Sirra Bruche had indeed left the planet after the revolution and that he knows nothing further. Representative Ka refused to speak with us at all.”

			Andie shook her head. “Good old Bret,” she laughed. “He was never one to put up with this kind of stuff.”

			The program went on to note the suspicious lack of any photographic evidence that Sirra Bruche was a real person, and the questionable nature of any witnesses who stated they knew her. It wrapped up with a sinister insinuation that the Armada had continued the secret espionage and was even now perhaps preparing to take over Corizen.

			“Well, that wasn’t propaganda against the Armada was it?” Andie asked sarcastically as she switched off the terminal.

			“I think it’s just too funny, Mom,” laughed Tiran. “You’re not even dead yet and you’re a myth. What does that make me?”

			“Well, at least they didn’t go the route of finding out who Sirra Bruche really is. Those are the ones that make me nervous. They can pretend I don’t exist all they want.” Andie rolled onto her back and closed her eyes. The pictures of Kruundin City were etched in her mind. She could almost feel her stomach cramping in response, just as if she were starving once again in the days during the siege. She had spent months sick with fear and hunger in the war zone of Kruundin City. Ten years, she told herself, It’s been ten years. Let it go.

			“It would be fun to see that lady’s face if she knew that Sirra Bruche has been in front of her the whole time,” Tiran commented with relish. “After all you did, Mom, they pretend it didn’t even happen. You saved all those lives.” She sounded a little bitter.

			Andie sat up. “Oh, honey, you know I don’t care about that stuff. It’s far more important to me that we stay anonymous. Your father has enough pressure on him as it is.” She put her arm around Tiran’s shoulder.

			The terminal chimed a priority code with a special tone.

			“Speaking of your father . . .” Andie picked up the remote and answered the terminal from the bed. “Hi, sweetheart. How are you?” Her husband Casey’s face appeared in the terminal.

			“Hi, Tiran,” he greeted quickly. “Andie, the Bastalt Prison has been taken over by the Brotherhood. I want you and Tiran to stay at home until the security troops get the situation under control. I have a feeling it’s going to be a long night for me. Don’t wait up,” he directed.

			“Sure, honey. I love you.”

			“Love you both. Tiran, go to bed!” He smiled and switched off.

			Tiran turned to Andie with a pout. “Mom, you can’t possibly expect me to go to bed right now!” Andie was lost in thought. The Brotherhood had taken over the Bastalt Prison! What could they possibly want with the prison? Was their latest terrorist act going to be involving the criminals? It would hardly have the effect they were looking for. Most people weren’t likely to worry about the safety of maximum security felons.

			“Mom!” Tiran’s voice recalled her to the present.

			“No, climb up on the bed with me. We’ll see if we can find a news report.”

			They spent the next couple of hours sifting through news sites, trying to find out something new. The news crews were all stationed around the prison but the security forces didn’t let them get too close. They only had video footage of the outside of the fortress, and there simply wasn’t much to see. Tiran was already asleep when Andie finally drifted off.

			She woke to sunlight peeking in through the slats in the window blinds. Tiran was snoring softly, one arm hanging off the bed. Andie blinked to clear her bleary eyes and looked at the terminal, which was still on. A reporter was speaking in front of the gray hulking mass of the prison.

			“Fourteen casualties have been reported so far from last night’s prison takeover by an unknown group. The mass majority are believed to be prison security officers but at least two were inmates.” Andie turned up the volume a bit. Tiran stirred in her sleep.

			“The Brotherhood has not officially claimed responsibility for the prison takeover, and we have no idea what was the motive. However, we repeat, the Roma riot troops were dispatched and now have full control of the prison. We will keep you updated as more information becomes available.”

			Andie lowered the volume again and pulled herself out of bed and stretched. No point in trying to find out more from the news. At some point Casey would return and he was likely to have the most accurate information.

			She had showered and was sitting down to breakfast when Casey finally came in. His hair was tousled, and his eyes were red. He kissed the top of her head and slumped into a chair.

			“Want something to eat?” she asked, getting up from the table.

			Casey shook his head. “No, I just need to get some rest. Give me six hours at least. Then I’ll tell you all about it. What we know anyway.”

			♦

			Eight hours later, Casey and Andie sat at the kitchen table together. The kitchen table was where they always had their serious discussions. It worried her that he wanted to discuss this here at the table without Tiran present. Usually Casey wasn’t much involved in security issues on Corizen. Yet when Casey had given her all the details he knew from the prison attack last night, Andie could find nothing in the news that was so important the Ambassador needed to be involved. It seemed to be just another incomprehensible move by the Brotherhood. Andie traced her finger on the wood grain of the table and thought of what Casey had just told her.

			“So, the Brotherhood broke into the prison to recruit members, most likely. Why the prison? Can’t they just get people off the street?”

			Casey ran his fingers through his hair. It was a nervous habit of his, and obviously he had been doing it a lot lately. His hair practically stood straight up. “I know, it sounds crazy. We can’t even be sure which prisoners are missing or how many. They destroyed the prison’s paperwork on the inmates. Not like it was up-to-date anyway. Why can’t these people just go digital?”

			Andie sighed. “You know there’s no money for that sort of thing on Corizen, Casey. Nobody cares about the prisons when they are trying to feed their families.”

			“Oh, I know the lecture on Corizen poverty, Andie. Spare me,” he grumbled. Andie refused to let his tone irritate her. She could tell he was very tired and also very worried.

			“We did have one stroke of luck. The Brotherhood got in because they had an inside man—a member who was a guard. The CPF managed to catch him, and they passed him to the Armada. The Armada is still questioning him of course, but before I left, we had gotten far more information from him than we could have hoped for. I guess he was a long-time member back from the smuggling days. He agreed to tell us everything he knew if we would quietly ship him off-planet. My office is seeing to the details.”

			The hope dawning on Andie’s face lit up her eyes. “So do you think we’ll be able to catch up with the Brotherhood then? End all of this violence?”

			“Well, we have a chance anyway. It depends on what else he tells them.”

			“So what are you not telling me? There must be something or you wouldn’t be so worried,” Andie insisted.

			“The Brotherhood has declared war on the government of Corizen. The new Oman has declared himself a prophet, and he says the Brotherhood has been called to bring down the apostate government and drive out the foreign invaders.”

			“Invaders?”

			“Well, he says that the goal of the Union is to come and turn away all Denicorizens from worshipping Veshti like they are supposed to.”

			“So this is a religious crusade,” Andie said fearfully. “How did a smuggling organization mutate into a religious cult?”

			“No idea,” Casey sighed wearily. “But that’s not the worst, Andie. The Brotherhood has a list—it’s called the Red List . . .” Andie suddenly noticed that Casey was gripping the arms of his chair tightly. So this was what was bothering him. It was this Red List thing.

			“The Red List?” she repeated quietly.

			“It’s an assassination list. The Top Ten To-Do List of murders that Veshti wants committed, I guess. Mostly political targets. Morek-Li is number one.”

			“Well,” Andie returned thoughtfully, “I can’t say that is a surprise. He may be the ex-President now, but he still has a lot of influence.” But Casey was still looking haunted and Andie didn’t know quite what to say. They sat in silence for several minutes. Casey looked out the kitchen window, and Andie patiently waited for him to share what was really troubling him.

			Finally, Casey spoke again. “I’m number ten on the list.”

			They sat in silence for a few more minutes. Andie anxiously chewed at a fingernail. Her husband was on a hit list. Once again she was married to a man people were out to kill. It just wasn’t fair!

			“What does this mean for us?” Andie finally spoke, raising her gaze to Casey’s face. Casey turned from the window. “I don’t think it will affect us much. After all, I always have security wherever I go. However, I would feel much better if you stopped making public appearances. It will be much safer if you just stay in the International Complex.”

			“What, you want me to quit going with you on trips?” Andie asked incredulously.

			“Maybe it will just be for a short time. I’d feel so much better if I knew you were safe.”Andie submitted silently. She didn’t like the idea at all; it felt so confining, but she could do it for his peace of mind. Besides, there was no point in risking leaving Tiran as an orphan.

			“What about Kendra? Should I contact Jenna and tell her Kendra should stay home?” Andie brought up. Her sister’s daughter had been accepted at the International University here in Roma as part of an exchange program. She was supposed to arrive in just a few months.

			“Well, that’s really up to Kendra and her parents, I guess. She’ll be here in the International Complex with you and Tiran. She will probably be just fine. In fact, I’m sure we’re all going to be fine. Hopefully, the Armada will be able to shut the Brotherhood down quickly.”

			Andie asked Casey the one question that had been bothering her throughout all of this. “Why is the Armada hunting down the Brotherhood, Casey? Shouldn’t the CPF be handling it?” The Corizen Protection Force was Corizen’s planet-wide army and main peacekeeping force.

			Casey didn’t answer.

			“Are you just being stubborn or is it classified information?” she pressured.

			“It’s classified,” he said shortly. He rose from his chair and kissed her cheek. “I’ve got to go check in, Andie.”

			She nodded and continued to sit in her stiff kitchen chair, considering what Casey couldn’t tell her. What if “Modern Myths” was somewhat right and the Armada did indeed have a much deeper reach on Corizen than anyone expected? Surely the Union wasn’t planning to overtake Corizen? She shook the thoughts from her head. The Union always insisted that it had no desire to govern planets that wanted to be independent. No one in their wildest dreams could believe that Corizen wanted the Union in charge.

			



		

2. The Steward & the Heir

			Oanni stood in the shadows of a sheltered storefront watching the pedestrians who were leaving the International Complex. Most were nondescript Denicorizens: lots of students, a few who looked like businessmen or perhaps government lackeys. Occasionally he noted an Armada uniform. For the two months he had been free from the Bastalt he had methodically pursued his vengeance whenever he could. He had other assignments given him by his patria (his direct supervisor in the new family he had joined), but every moment of his free time he had spent in the public library here in Roma searching news archives for the details that would point to where he could find the runaway slave who had betrayed his master. At the end of three weeks he had amassed a sheaf of printouts on Sirra Bruche, but he found no hints as to where she might be now. His best guess was that she had finally returned to her home planet of Zenith. However, this time around Oanni refused to give up. Even if she had returned to Zenith he would track her down and serve her justice.

			Just when he had decided that he would have to look off-planet, the stars favored him. He came across coverage of the dedication ceremony of the memorial that some fools had erected on the site of Master Jaory’s beloved Fortress in Kruundin City. The camera panned for a moment on some of the visiting dignitaries, including the Union ambassador. Oanni froze the picture on the somber blonde woman who stood at his side. He studied it intently and then began to pull up everything he could find on Ambassador Morten. It didn’t take long for him to be sure. His quarry was here in Roma, living in the International Complex.

			Yet after nearly a month of staking out the International Complex, he was sure of one thing. The slave never seemed to leave the Complex, and he couldn’t get in. What he needed was someone who could get a job in the Complex. Someone who spoke Union Basic well and would pass the background screening. As the crowd leaving the Complex thinned, he started back to his new home, a tiny apartment shared by five men in one of the poorest sections of the city.

			He had barely entered the apartment when his patria demanded a time accounting. “The Oman is very concerned,” he told Oanni. “You seem to be obsessed with some project that could compromise us. Why are you spending hours outside the International Complex? You have no such assignment.”

			“It is personal,” Oanni answered shortly. He was not afraid of the Brotherhood. He had taken advantage of their offer; it freed him from prison and allowed him to work on his true purpose in life, but he felt no strong loyalty to them. He privately thought that the Oman was no more a prophet than Oanni himself. Then he flinched at a sharp stabbing pain behind his eyes. He closed his eyes for a moment and waited for it to pass. These headaches came frequently these days, but he had conditioned himself to pain long ago. In a moment he was fine again, and he returned his attention to his patria who was speaking in a subdued yet slightly menacing tone.

			“The Oman requests to know all of the personal business of his servants. Please, share it with me and I will send word of it to the Oman. Perhaps you will receive divine sanction for your work. If not, you should cease such activities that must be displeasing to Veshti.” Oanni heard the implied threat and decided to comply.

			“I have discovered the location of Sirra Bruche. I intend to avenge myself and my master by killing her,” he explained simply.

			That was how Oanni got to meet the Oman, the mysterious supreme leader of the Brotherhood.

			♦

			Oanni may have joined the Brotherhood, but clearly he had not earned their trust. He was required to submit to a drug that allowed them to transport him unconsciously to the Oman’s presence. This was a departure from tradition, and it surprised Oanni. In the old days it had been necessary to keep the leader of the smugglers a secret from the public to protect him from the king. However, the members of the Brotherhood had known and worked with their leader personally. (Of course, nobody who had held the title of Oman in the past had ever been considered a prophet either.) Oanni’s first instinct was to refuse the drug, but his curiosity was roused. Why did the Oman care if he killed Sirra Bruche? If it was this hard to have a personal audience with such a man, then certainly he must have a good reason for wanting to speak with Oanni personally about it. In the end Oanni gave in and drank the steaming mug that was offered him by his patria.

			He woke suddenly in a pitch black, silent room. For a moment he was disoriented, unable to remember where he was and why, but the memories quickly sorted themselves back into reality and he remembered. He was supposedly now in the presence of the Oman, the prophet directing the return of the old caste order and the expulsion of the foreign enemies. Oanni quickly sat up and found that he had been lying on a plain, concrete floor. His eyes adjusted a bit and he realized that he was sitting on the floor in front of a dark figure enshrined on a chair surrounded by two other tall, imposing figures shrouded in darkness. The only light was a thin strip of light behind the figures. It seemed to be coming from under a door. At this angle it helped Oanni see enough to orient himself, but it cast the faces of the figures before him into even darker shadow.

			“I understand that you follow another cause than the one given you by Veshti, my servant.” Oanni was surprised to find the voice gentle and slightly sad, as if he was being addressed by a loving father who was disappointed in his son. He responded instinctively to that voice by lowering his head.

			“I am only fulfilling a responsibility to my deceased master, sir. He laid this charge on me years ago, and though I failed his trust then, I cannot rest until I have avenged him. Surely that is but fulfilling Veshti’s wishes to serve one whom he placed as my lord?”

			“Perhaps. Sometimes the desires of our hearts can lead us away from the higher purposes Veshti would have us fulfill.” The voice was chiding him now, though kindly.

			“I understand that you are searching for Sirra Bruche,” he continued softly. Oanni tried to catch the tone behind these words. Was it in his advantage to be truthful? What did the Oman want? He had no doubt that this truly was the Oman now. Only the Oman could inspire such loyalty. Oanni already wanted to please the man whose voice spoke in such pleasant tones to him. It was almost hypnotic the way he spoke. Maybe this man truly was a prophet.

			“I am no longer searching, sir,” Oanni answered respectfully. “Sirra Bruche lives within the International Complex.” The tall figures standing guard over the Oman shifted slightly. The Oman leaned forward sharply.

			“Let me be sure I understand you correctly. Are you speaking of the revolutionary traitor Sirra Bruche? The Citizen who was married to Laeren Bruche?” Oanni caught the sudden eagerness in the Oman’s tone.

			“Yes, sir. She is now married to the ambassador from the enemy,” he answered. The Oman settled back into his chair.

			“Well done, my servant,” he said softly. “Veshti has been trying your faith and found you worthy. He has a mission for you to perform now.”

			♦

			With the full support of the Oman behind his revenge, Oanni had new options open to him. After careful thought he decided that the man he wanted to be his partner in this mission was Erron Kruunde, the son of his late master. Not only was Erron free of ties to the Brotherhood, he also spoke Basic (the common language of the Union) and probably could get past the background screen. It was just a matter of finding him and recruiting him to the cause.

			Money was no longer an issue and the Brotherhood supplied him with the funds to travel to Urok. In fact, they offered to forcibly pick up Erron and bring him to Roma but Oanni preferred to have Erron as a willing accomplice. He would have to go personally. By early summer, Oanni arrived in Urok ready to track down a man who had been in hiding for the last decade.

			The search for Erron didn’t take long. Even though it had been such a long time, Oanni suspected that Erron had stayed in the mining town where his father had sent him just before the end of everything. It was late in the evening when Oanni arrived in the main square of Jezne Rocktown. The mining town was at the edge of the Blue Plains in Urok. It was moderately prosperous through its ore mining operations but it was not huge, probably because it was not too far from the extremely populous Crestleport only twenty miles to the south. Crestleport was far richer, as the site of the overflowing diamond mines, and so had much more to offer someone like Erron. But Erron was no longer rich, and the government kept a tight rein on Crestleport. So Oanni was pretty sure that Erron had simply kept to the more moderate pleasures that Jezne afforded, staying reasonably distant from the prying eyes of the vindictive anarchists that had the gall to call themselves revolutionaries.

			In the first brightly lit raucous tavern, Oanni spied the tall man carelessly draped on a chair at a gaming table. He recognized Erron instantly. He had aged of course, but the years seemed to barely have touched him. Oanni smiled wryly. Unfortunately, the years had not been so kind to him. Prison had left him wan and thin and deeply wrinkled, with snow white hair. He was a mere shadow of the man he had been as Jaory Kruunde’s steward. Still, he had done what he could in prison to keep his strength up and even now he knew he could hold his own in a fight. He would be a strong asset to Erron, if Erron chose to help him. He had journeyed four thousand miles knowing that if his plan was to succeed he had to convince Erron to join him.

			Oanni approached the table silently and waited for the round to finish. A few of the players glanced at him in curiosity, but Erron was lazily playing with his cards and didn’t look up until after his nonchalantly laid hand won the round. A chorus of groans echoed around the table as Erron swept his winnings to his side.

			“Ah, no one has such luck as you,” one of the men grumbled. “You practically sleep through the game and still come out ahead.”

			“The stars are in the perfect alignment tonight, my friends. It was my fate to win,” Erron parried.

			The men laughed good-naturedly. It was obvious that he was popular with the group. Just then Erron glanced up at Oanni and stopped halfway through scooping up his winnings. His eyes widened at the sight of his father’s former steward.

			“May I trouble you for a moment?” Oanni said politely. Erron recovered his poise. He finished stowing his money.

			“Certainly, stranger. Let me buy you a drink. Gentleman,” he said to the others at the table, “I am finished for the evening. The stars bid me quit while I am ahead!” More chuckling, and with a nod at Oanni, they stepped to a booth in the back, where Erron summoned a waitress and ordered drinks. Oanni sat down and scanned the room. It was smoky and noisy and a motley group of musicians was warming up on the other side of the room. It was unlikely that they would be overheard.

			Erron spoke as soon as they were sitting. “Oanni! I thought you were dead!”

			“No, Master Erron,” Oanni said with a ghost of a smile, “though perhaps I would have enjoyed death better. I spent the last ten years in the Bastalt Prison.”

			Erron sucked in his breath. “The Bastalt?” A wariness appeared in his eyes. “However did you escape? Or did your term expire?”

			“The Brotherhood paroled me when they briefly had control over the prison,” Oanni explained tersely.

			“Well, that was quite kind of them.” The words sounded flippant, but when Oanni sharply glanced at Erron he was simply gazing at Oanni sadly. “I’m sorry that you had to suffer so for only serving your master.”

			“It was my duty. I would do it again for the honor of House Kruunde,” Oanni replied humbly. “That is why I sought you, Master Erron. You are my master now that your father is dead, and I have come to fulfill my duty.”

			Erron chuckled drily. “I don’t think a poor gambler living week to week in a backwater mining town has need of a steward, Oanni. I can barely feed myself, let alone a servant.”

			“Ah, but what if the steward has a plan to bring a bit of comfort to his master?”

			Oanni noticed with satisfaction the hungry look that immediately leapt into Erron’s eyes. His apathy gone, he sat up straighter in the booth. It was certain that a man of Noble caste who had been raised in easy affluence would wish for its return. However, Erron controlled himself quickly with admirable restraint. “What exactly does this plan require?” he asked with a frown. “I am not going to do anything on behalf of the Brotherhood no matter how much money is involved,” he added shrewdly. Oanni admired the quickness of mind that Erron had certainly inherited from his father. He was able to see through subtleties quite quickly.

			“Can you deny that you have joined them?” Erron continued.

			“I cannot answer that question as you well know. But,” he lowered his voice, “my loyalty is to House Kruunde no matter what I may have had to do to escape imprisonment. Above all, I must avenge your father!” he whispered intensely.

			Erron was taken aback. He sat speechless for a moment. The band had finished warming up and started to play some loud, rhythmic local tune. Looking around to make sure no one was listening, Erron leaned forward to continue the conversation.

			“However will you do that?” he demanded. “Sirra Bruche left long ago, Oanni. Everyone knows that. What, are you planning to track her down on Zenith or Terra or Frigeta or whatever planet she went back to?”

			“No,” Oanni said simply. “Did you know her real name is not Sirra?” he said conversationally.

			Erron frowned in confusion. “No, but that is a bit irrelevant is it not?”

			Oanni merely smiled wickedly.

			“Well,” Erron thought for a moment, “my father never referred to her by name. The other servants called her Dia but I’m sure that wasn’t her real name.”

			“It is Andrea actually. Or Andie, as she preferred. We learned that long ago from the smugglers who originally sold her to us.”

			Erron waited patiently for Oanni to explain the point of all this.

			“What if she left and then came back to Corizen?” Oanni asked.

			“You mean she is here? Using her real name?”

			“Suppose our murdering, truant Citizen remarried while she was off-planet and then returned as the wife of the Union ambassador.”

			“Andrea Morten,” Erron gasped.

			It was easy after that.

			♦

			Oanni spent the night at one of the local inns and met Erron after breakfast in the town square. They walked briskly away from town on one of the less-used roads to the mines while they discussed Oanni’s plan.

			“You’ll need people here in Jezne that can vouch for your identity. A few who are willing to tell the Armada that they have known you all your life,” Oanni detailed. “It’s best if we limit it as much as possible. Certainly they’ll come and interview people here in the village, so nothing you tell them should conflict with what people know of you here.”

			Erron nodded, deep in thought. After a moment he spoke. “I think it can be managed. I am just not sure I think it is worth it to go through all of this trouble. In all honesty, I am not so much interested in revenge that I am willing to kill the wife of the Ambassador on Armada protected soil.”

			Oanni appraised Erron shrewdly. He was not quite as much a Kruunde as Oanni had thought. “No stomach for blood, Master Erron?”

			“I am not interested in spending the rest of my days in prison, Oanni.”

			“Fine. If you can just manage to get the woman out of the Complex I will take care of the rest. When Dia is dead, the Brotherhood will pay you one million joyas as agreed.”

			“I want half of that up front in an account here in Urok.”

			“Agreed,” Oanni consented. He didn’t care. It was the Brotherhood’s money.

			“One thing though. I am sure that the Brotherhood has more than enough of their own resources to do this assassination without paying me to do it. Why recruit me?”

			Oanni considered this for a moment. It was a fair question.

			“I was the one who chose you, Master Erron. I believe you have the best chance of actually getting hired inside the International Complex. Yet I agree with you. The Brotherhood who can penetrate the Bastalt should surely be able to get at someone in the Complex. I will tell what I think, though you must never mention it to any living soul.”

			Erron waited expectantly.

			“The Oman did not know until I told him that Sirra Bruche and Andrea Morten were the same person. Here is the key: they have never successfully infiltrated the Complex. But I think that the Oman wants Sirra Bruche dead so badly he is willing to let me do it my way. It is even worth a million joyas to him.”

			“So why not pay one of his own followers? Why pay me?”

			“I am not sure if the Oman is a prophet like they say, Master Erron, but I have never listened to anyone speak like him.” Oanni stopped for a moment, searching for the words to describe the spellbinding pull of the Oman. Erron patiently waited for him to continue.

			“I cannot describe it but it was powerful. He truly believes he speaks for Veshti I am sure, and he believes Veshti has commanded that Sirra Bruche be killed. He says that I am the tool Veshti will use.”

			“You believe that? I was not aware you were a mystic, Oanni,” commented Erron skeptically.

			“No, it is what the Oman believes that matters. He believes I am the one chosen by Veshti to kill Sirra Bruche. So he will let me do things the way I wish. Don’t worry, Master Erron. I am your steward and I will take care of your future.”

			They continued to walk and plan for an hour more before returning to the town. Satisfied that all was in motion, Oanni left Jezne Rocktown and traveled back to Roma. It will not be long now, he told himself in satisfaction. Not long before I finally have my revenge.

			



		

3. Lunch with Jerrapo

			Andie carefully swathed her scarf around her face and pulled her hooded cloak tight before she reached the security gate at the far end of the Complex. She really wasn’t too worried about her safety. In fact, the blood was racing through her veins now in pure excitement. She had always had a liking for a bit of risk. It was one of the main reasons she had become a pilot all those years ago. She had lost a lot of it—as a mother, she supposed it was only natural that she should want to play it safe more—but the adrenaline addicted part of her wasn’t dead yet. She felt alive in a way that she hadn’t felt in years.

			For a moment she felt a twinge of guilt at sneaking off the Complex without planning to let Casey know. She had never kept secrets from her husband before. However, sometimes she just needed to get away, and it had been eight long months since she had stepped out of the Complex. Eight months since they had learned about the now notorious Red List. These last eight months had been filled with increasing violence and almost daily there were reports of bombings or fires or people who fled Roma in fear. Casey would be furious if he knew but her itch to leave had become unbearable. So she had made a date for lunch with her friend Jerrapo in a busy café in a nice middle class neighborhood on the other side of the city. It was exactly the kind of place the Brotherhood never bothered. She was going to be fine.

			Even still, she shivered slightly as she pressed her thumb to the scanner and left the Complex.

			She hired a local transport taxi to take her to the café, and the trip was uneventful. Gazing out the window she noticed how in most areas of the city, people seemed to be going about their normal business. Everyone seemed to be in a hurry but that was pretty normal on such a cold winter’s day. Only occasionally did she see a boarded up storefront or blackened ruins of a transport or house, sites of the Brotherhood’s recent destruction.

			The small cafe was bustling and nearly full when Andie arrived. A server showed her to the small square table in the corner where Jerrapo already waited. Andie sat down and ordered a lemon ice. Then she turned to find Jerrapo staring at her intensely.

			“Let’s speak in your language today,” she said abruptly in Union Basic.

			“Why?” asked an astonished Andie. “Normally you like to pretend you don’t know a word of Basic.”

			“True. However, I have decided that I need the practice and few people in this cafe probably speak it.”

			“Meaning?”

			“I don’t want anyone getting the wrong idea,” Jerrapo said cryptically. “Have you decided what to order?” she asked, changing the subject.

			“A salad, of course.”

			“Oh, you are always the adventurous one.”

			They ordered their lunches and then chatted about inconsequential things for a few minutes while waiting for the food to arrive. They had been friends for nearly twenty years now, and other than Casey there was probably no one on Corizen that Andie knew better. They had met shortly after Andie had joined the Resistance, during her very first year on Corizen. Jerrapo had been one of the local leaders, a niece of the King who had thrown her lot in with the revolutionaries. After the Revolution, Jerrapo had reclaimed some of her family’s property and quietly settled down in a stylish townhouse in an upscale area of Roma, content to leave politics behind her. The two women had stayed close to each other through the years, but it had been awhile since they had met together. Jerrapo had spent most of the last year away traveling.

			While they caught up, Andie noticed that Jerrapo seemed unusually grave, but she waited until after the food arrived at the table before observing lightly to Jerrapo, “I think the last time I saw you so tense was when that one guy—you know, Liem something or other—proposed to you.”

			Jerrapo flashed a dark look at Andie. “Please don’t mention that annoying individual, Andie.”

			“Come on, Jerrapo, he was only annoying because he was persistent in wanting you for a wife.” Age had not diminished Jerrapo’s stately beauty in the slightest, and no doubt she still had plenty of unwanted suitors. Jerrapo only scowled, her dark brows drawn together ominously.

			“So if no eager suitors are back on the scene, what possibly could account for your tension?”

			“Don’t be so flippant,” Jerrapo countered flatly. Andie waited, but still Jerrapo didn’t explain. She just continued to gaze somberly at Andie.

			“So, what’s the bad news?” Andie finally prompted, more subdued.

			“Othar Eshude is back.”

			Andie dropped her fork with a clatter.

			“You’re not serious?” she said in shock. Years ago, Othar Eshude had sworn a blood feud against her first husband Laeren. Othar’s feud had eventually (though indirectly) led to Laeren’s death.

			“I wish I were not. He is not back exactly. Rather I figured out where he has been all this time,” Jerrapo replied gloomily. Andie recovered from her shock quickly.

			“We hadn’t heard anything about him for so long I was certain that he had died or ended up in a mental institution or something,” Andie replied, a bit carelessly. Jerrapo eyed her incredulously.

			“You are taking this calmly,” she remarked, tapping her fingers on her drink.

			“Oh, Jerrapo, I know the man’s a psychopath, but he has no idea that Laeren has any living relatives on Corizen. Otherwise, he would have come after us a long time ago.”

			“That may be true, but do you really want a psychopath as Oman of the Brotherhood?”

			Andie choked on her mouthful of Urokian salad.

			“Oman of the Brotherhood?” she spluttered, bits of cabbage spraying the table. Jerrapo wiped off her arm, grimacing in disgust.

			“Sorry,” Andie apologized and took a gulp of her water. Othar Eshude had been one of the early members of the Resistance movement against the king that Morek-Li Damato had formed. He had been a close associate of Laeren, but Laeren had been troubled by Eshude’s obvious drive for power. He had watched Eshude closely and discovered his strange habit of killing stray animals in rather gruesome ways. At Laeren’s request, Morek-Li had basically evicted Eshude from the Resistance. Fortunately, Eshude had known little of the inner workings of the organization. But in retaliation, Eshude had openly fought against the Resistance and had vowed revenge in the ghastly, formal way of the Denicorizen blood feud. Suddenly, she understood what had happened to the Brotherhood.

			“So that’s why the terrorist attacks started,” she realized. “Eshude must be taking the organization in a whole new direction.”

			Jerrapo inclined her head. “Former smugglers are now violent terrorists.” She lowered her voice. “I had not heard from my contact in the Brotherhood for over a year, but two days ago he contacted me and told me who the Oman was. The Roma police found his body only two hours later, Andie. They have become brutal.”

			Andie listened with horror. A man with no conscience and a vindictive passion against everything the Resistance had achieved leading an organization like the Brotherhood. It was terrible; no wonder he wanted to kill Morek-Li.

			Jerrapo seemed to be thinking along the same lines. “Now we know why Morek-Li is number one on the Red List even though he is not the current President.”

			“Does the Red List often change?” Andie swallowed nervously. Maybe it was more dangerous than she thought. “I guess I’m really asking if names are often eliminated from the list,” she clarified, dreading the answer.

			“Well, no one knows much for sure. The Brotherhood is a tricky organization to infiltrate. My only contact is dead now and I only had him because we had worked together for years, even before the Revolution.”

			Andie absently stirred her lemon ice until it was no more than yellow liquid. “Casey is number ten on the List, at least the Armada’s Intelligence agents think so,” she remarked a bit fearfully. “Do you think maybe Eshude finally made the connection between us?”

			Jerrapo shook her head. “No, I am sure it is just because your husband is the ambassador for the Great Evil Empire.” She smiled faintly. “To be honest, Andie, if Eshude knew about your family, Tiran’s name would be the one on the list, and yours as well. Not Casey. It is blood vengeance he swore against Laeren.”

			“I’m not blood related to Laeren.”

			“In the case of a traditional Denicorizen blood feud, the spouse of the original target is not only fair game, but a necessary death to satisfy the vow. Not to mention that you were part of the Resistance leadership. Oh, and there is that Kruunde Fortress incident. In fact, I think it likely that you would top the list over some of the political names.”

			“Well,” sighed Andie, “at least the official story says that Sirra Bruche left Corizen for good after the Revolution. Tiran never leaves the International Complex, and we are safe enough while we are there.”

			“What makes you so confident about the International Complex?” Jerrapo asked skeptically.

			Andie hesitated. “Well, there are all the normal security precautions—weapons scans and retina checks to enter, the nuclear shielding, the constant security imaging. No transports allowed within the grounds.”

			“That is quite impressive but it may not be enough. What if one of your professors or students is recruited into the Brotherhood?”

			“It’s already happened,” Andie confirmed quietly. “We knew it right away.”

			For the first time ever, Andie had succeeded in surprising Jerrapo speechless. Jerrapo simply sat stunned for several minutes. Andie started to eat her lunch again.

			“You knew?” Jerrapo finally regained the power of speech. “Yet nothing has happened?”

			“I can’t give you details, Jerrapo. Not even you. I don’t have many myself. Let’s just say that every true member of the Brotherhood has something the Armada calls ‘the mark,’ and they have learned to identify it.”

			Jerrapo was struck by this and frowned in concentration. However, Andie’s thoughts were already off in another direction.

			“How come Jaory never swore a blood feud against me, or Oanni even? It seems right in line with them. They were both bloodthirsty crazies who wanted revenge.”

			Jerrapo shook her head and smiled a bit ruefully. “You have lived here so long and yet you still have so much to learn.” Jerrapo tore a piece off her black bread and spread some butter on it. “You can only swear a blood feud against someone in your own caste, Andie,” she explained patiently, though a bit condescendingly. “To choose someone above your caste would be presumptuous and ridiculous, rather like a four-year-old swearing to get back at his parents when they put him to bed. To swear a blood feud against a lower caste would be demeaning and equally absurd. A blood feud implies by nature that you consider the person to be your equal. Jaory would have no sooner sworn a blood feud against you than against one of his dogs.”

			Andie felt mildly annoyed and insulted by this. “I wasn’t part of the Denicorizen caste system at all. So I was neither above nor below Jaory—wouldn’t that make me his equal?”

			Jerrapo actually laughed out loud, and the couple at the nearby table turned their way for a minute. “Oh, my dear Andie,” she snorted, “have you forgotten that you were once Jaory’s slave? Even Oanni would have been higher caste than you.”

			“Well, thank goodness the caste system was abolished,” Andie sighed in relief. “Though by marrying Laeren I worked my way up to Gallant caste. I outranked Oanni then!” she said in mock seriousness. “He should never have dared to lay hands on me.”

			“Whatever happened to Oanni anyway?” asked Jerrapo. “Did he die when the Armada attacked Kruunde Fortress?”

			“No,” Andie said more soberly. She stared across the table without seeing as the memories rushed back. “No, he survived that. He was in the same lift as me. But he was tried by a revolutionary tribunal and given a life sentence. He’s probably still wasting away in some prison cell.” Andie shuddered. “Thank goodness I’ll never have to see him again.” She said no more but her thoughts stayed in the past. Oanni had haunted Andie’s nightmares for two decades now, ever since she had been first captured and sold as a slave to Jaory Kruunde. Laeren’s mother Randa had helped Andie escape, but Jaory and Oanni had hunted her for years. She shook the thoughts away. Jaory was long dead, and she had nothing to fear from Oanni anymore.

			When they finished their lunches they decided to walk outside for a while. It was chilly but there was no wind. Both women simply pulled their cloaks tighter and walked quickly.

			“All right, Andie, now tell me why you wanted to meet me for lunch on the other end of the city from the safest place in Roma,” Jerrapo began. “You said you would explain later.”

			“I have been anxious to get out more. You know that.”

			“Oh, I do. I know you well enough for that, but you have managed to curb that instinct more than once in the past when your survival demanded it. You have something to tell me that you did not want any Citizens to overhear, I assume. Your International Complex may be safe but nearly all of it is under surveillance.”

			Andie laughed ruefully. “Who would have guessed that one day I would be wary of my own people?” She stopped. “Or of my own husband?” she continued bleakly.

			“Is it something the Union is doing? Or the Armada?” Jerrapo observed.

			“The Armada, probably on behalf of the Union. Or someone in that mess of the Interplanetary Security Council. I don’t really know.” The tears welled up in Andie’s eyes. She hastily brushed them away.

			“Tell me,” Jerrapo asked simply.

			So Andie began to tell her of Casey’s involvement in responding to things that didn’t seem to pertain much to being an ambassador. “It’s always the same though,” she explained. “He is always working with the Armada and it always involves the Brotherhood. He was directly involved with the questioning of the man they captured the night of the Bastalt Prison break, Jerrapo. He’s not an Armada officer anymore. It doesn’t make any sense.”

			“I will have to trust you on that, Andie,” replied Jerrapo with a shrug. “I do not know anything about how the Armada works. What do you think is going on?”

			“Casey knows too much about the Brotherhood, Jerrapo. The Armada knows too much. How exactly did they find out about this mark, for example? How come the Oman hasn’t figured out what we track and sent somebody without this mark into the Complex?”

			“Maybe Eshude just is not that smart,” offered Jerrapo.

			“Maybe. I thought I was just imagining things, that there were good answers to all of these questions. Last week something changed my mind.”

			“When the CPF’s armory was destroyed by the Brotherhood? That was horrible! The CPF is supposed to have the best security on the planet, excepting the Armada.”

			“That’s it exactly. Casey was part of the investigation once again. He told me something when he got home that had not been made public. The security had been compromised by a focused gamma burst before the building was bombed. All the electronics had been useless.” She watched Jerrapo’s eyes for any sign of comprehension but Jerrapo was frowning at the sidewalk. She obviously hadn’t made the connection. Hardly anybody probably would. She stopped walking and turned to face Jerrapo directly. “There is a weapon using a focused gamma burst. It’s nicknamed The Ripper by the Armada soldiers, Jerrapo. It’s what we used to destroy Kruunde Fortress.”

			Jerrapo’s eyes widened. “Nobody on Corizen has that technology, Andie. Only the Armada does.”

			“Exactly. As I see it, either someone in the Brotherhood has developed the technology all on their own, or they were given it by the Armada.” She swallowed hard. “I can’t believe Casey is involved in this, Jerrapo. Casey would never hand power to terrorists. But surely he has to have made the same connections I have. What is the Armada doing? Or does the Brotherhood have someone inside the Armada, and that is what Casey is really investigating?”

			Jerrapo considered all of this silently. “So are you telling me this because I am your friend or because you want me to do something about it? If the Armada is supporting the Brotherhood I need to act, Andie.”

			“I don’t want you to do anything yet, Jerrapo! We could really wreck something important Casey is working on just because of my own imagination.” Andie suddenly regretted having confided in Jerrapo. She should have known that a woman who had given up her Royal caste and life for Corizen’s new government could hardly listen to this and not do something.

			“But this is something that could bring down our whole government. Perhaps there are Citizens who are engineering it for just that reason. Maybe the Union wants to swallow up Corizen,” Jerrapo responded coldly. The two women stared at each other for a moment in silence. Then Jerrapo thawed suddenly and hugged Andie. “See how easy it is for all of those old prejudices to return? I only have to think of the Union as trying to control my planet and I get suspicious of one of my closest friends. I am sorry.”

			Andie hugged her back. “I’m just worried, Jerrapo. I don’t know what to do. I can’t talk to Casey about it. He refuses to discuss it at all since it’s classified information. But I’m so worried about him that I just don’t know what to do.”

			“Well, let’s not do anything yet. Just keep your eyes and ears open, and I will do a little careful searching with my own contacts. Perhaps we can figure out if the Armada is really supporting the Brotherhood,” Jerrapo suggested. “Though if they are, there will be hell to pay,” she added fiercely.

			“Thank you, Jerrapo.” Andie glanced at her watch and gasped in surprise. “I’ve got to go. I’m supposed to help Kendra with a project tonight.”

			Jerrapo smiled. “Thanks for lunch. We should do it a bit more often, Andie.” She continued a bit more seriously. “And take care of yourself, my dear friend. May Veshti preserve you from the Brotherhood.”

			“And you, Jerrapo.”

			



		

4. Tiran and Markus

			On any other day during this time of year, Tiran would have been holed up in the library, reading another novel in the warmth of her favorite building in the International Complex. Today was more like spring than winter, however, and Tiran was taking advantage of the comparatively balmy weather to walk the grounds. The sun was shining and the only snow left was a small patch here or there in the shade. Yet it was still cool enough that the grounds were almost deserted, and Tiran didn’t have to worry about running into anyone. Tiran didn’t mind being around people, but it was so much easier to dream without other people reminding her of where she really was. Life in the International Complex was utterly monotonous, and Tiran’s regular way to escape that was through daydreams.

			All her life, Tiran had been such an average person. She had done well enough in school, but she wasn’t brilliant. She had friends in the Complex growing up, but she had never been popular, or even truly close to any of the other kids. Even her looks were pretty unremarkable. She was about average height for her planet, though she was now somewhat taller than her mother. She had a smooth oval face, delicately arched eyebrows, and especially expressive eyes, but she didn’t give much weight to them. All these things helped her to blend in with the crowd. The only thing that set her apart was her skin color. All Denicorizens had blue-tinted skin, yet Tiran’s skin was a few shades lighter than most others, courtesy of having a Citizen mother.

			However, in her dreams, things were entirely different. She was brave, she was smart, she was resourceful, and most of all, she was beautiful. Her mother’s stories of her life on Zenith and her part in the Revolution fascinated Tiran. It must have been so scary yet thrilling to be kidnapped and taken to another planet. The way her parents had met had been so romantic, too. To top it all off, then her mother had reunited by chance with her old childhood friend and married him! It made Tiran sigh with envy. Her mother’s life had been so exciting, and Tiran’s life had been so simple and ordinary.

			Sometimes she wondered if she could just get away from the International Complex, things might liven up a bit. Her favorite novels were the Denicorizen adventure stories about people who escaped treacherous villains and found fabulous treasures hidden in the Blue Plains or the Ural Mountains. Even if she could just get away and travel a bit, life would be that much more interesting. Maybe she would even have a chance to have some romance of her own in her life. Tiran sighed heavily. Her mother would never let her go anywhere. Everything was always about secrets and about being safe, especially lately. Her mother was driving her crazy with the constant reminders not to leave the Complex and to never tell anyone that Laeren Bruche was her real father. Tiran kicked at a paving stone rebelliously. She wasn’t stupid, no matter what her mother thought. Yet just for once, she wished she could tell people who her parents really were. Just to see the look on their faces.

			Tiran’s gloomy thoughts were interrupted by the sight of her cousin Kendra. Tiran watched Kendra’s approach while stifling a sigh of envy. Kendra didn’t have to worry about looking average. She was a Citizen, of course, and as light as Tiran’s mother, but it was more than that. Kendra was one of the most striking girls Tiran had ever seen. She had waist-length blond hair and turquoise eyes and simply seemed to glow with happiness (the image of Aunt Jenna, her mother always said). When Kendra had come to study at the International University, at first Tiran had felt awkward around her and a little envious. However, Kendra was so friendly and considerate that any negative feelings had quickly disappeared. Despite their differences, she had quickly become Tiran’s closest friend during the last five months, and it was Kendra to whom Tiran confided everything.

			“Tiran!” Kendra exclaimed breathlessly as she finally reached her cousin. “I have been looking for you everywhere! Have you heard what happened?” Kendra nearly slid and fell on a patch of ice in front of Tiran. Tiran reached out and grabbed Kendra to steady her. Kendra gasped for breath for a minute. “Sorry,” she panted. “I’ve been racing around, trying to find you. You won’t believe it—Morek-Li Damato was assassinated!”

			“What? You can’t be serious!” Tiran looked around them in fear. Things had not been really safe in Roma for a while now, not since the Brotherhood had taken over the Bastalt Prison and let some of the prisoners go. Some parts of Roma were downright scary, and many people didn’t go anywhere at night anymore. Yet President Damato had had the top security. He had been supposedly as safe as those living in the International Complex under Armada protection. If he had been killed, anyone could be.

			“What happened?” Tiran asked in a hushed tone.

			“A bomb in his transport. He was heading from his house to a Congress session. Everyone is saying that the Brotherhood did it.”

			“The lousy Brotherhood. I don’t understand them,” muttered Tiran. “Why do they have to go around killing people?”

			“But how bad is it going to be now? Bad enough that my parents will want me to come home?” Kendra asked worriedly. Tiran thought for a moment, and as they started back home, they discussed it for awhile. The violence in Roma wasn’t all that real to them yet, and mostly they wondered how it would affect their own lives. Deep down, Tiran actually felt a flutter of excitement at all the danger. She would never admit it, and she was horridly ashamed of it when someone had just been killed, but still, it was something exciting and different. Part of her actually enjoyed her shivers of fear, probably because she really didn’t feel she was in danger personally. Still, she hoped that her father was going to be home tonight.

			When they reached the Ambassador House on the other side of the Complex, everything was dark. Tiran pressed her thumb to the pad by the door and pulled it open. The house was silent and empty. “Aunt Andie must be out,” Kendra noted.

			“I wonder if she’s heard the news. My mom knew President Damato,” Tiran remembered. “She’s not going to take this well.”

			The girls fixed themselves some dinner and then discussed their plans for the evening. It was terrible about President Damato, but still, life had to go on.

			“I have a paper to research,” Kendra told Tiran. “Do you want to head to the library with me?”

			“OK,” Tiran said brightly. “Maybe Markus will be working tonight.”

			“Ohhhh, Markus. You really sound like you like him, Tiran.”

			“I don’t! Not like that. He’s just so friendly and so much fun to talk to,” protested Tiran. In spite of her protests, she could feel the heat darkening her cheeks. Hopefully, Kendra wouldn’t notice.

			“Yeah, right,” Kendra doubted, rolling her eyes. “That’s why you always want to go to the library in the evening. Just to help me with my homework, right?”

			“Oh, come on, Kendra, he’s old enough to be my father,” Tiran defended.

			“You’re right about that! Too old for me, no matter how nice he is. Well, wait here for a sec, and I’ll go get my backpack.” Tiran waited for Kendra, and the two girls bundled up and left the house for the short walk to the campus library.

			♦

			Despite all her protesting, Tiran had butterflies in her stomach as she left Kendra at the research terminal stations and headed for the stacks of musty old books. Markus was one of the night attendants at the library, and at this hour, he was probably shelving and straightening books. There was just something about the way Markus acted that made Tiran feel so comfortable. She loved to talk to him. He was so friendly, and always so happy to see her. Tiran knew that many of the other young students at the University felt the same way. Many evenings she would find Markus engaged in lively conversation with one or two other students. One other young woman, probably a few years older than Tiran, came so frequently that Tiran was sure she had a crush on Markus. But Markus was the same friendly person to everyone. She could hardly explain what it was, but something about him just drew her to him, like a magnetic attraction. She didn’t know why, but she looked forward to seeing him every time she came into the library.

			She wasn’t disappointed tonight. He was talking to a young man Tiran vaguely recognized as he shelved books from a cart. He was cute enough for an old guy, she thought. He was very tall and had strong chiseled features that were softened by dimples that showed when he smiled. His eyes were a merry brown, crinkled at the corners. His brown hair was a bit gray at the temples, but she thought it only made him look more distinguished. If I were his age, I would think him really handsome, she decided.

			He saw her as she came up the aisle, and he grinned broadly. “Look who it is! Where have you been, Tiran? I have not seen you in ages,” he greeted her, his pleasure evident.

			“This is Jed,” he introduced. Tiran inclined her head formally, and the boy returned it, a bit shortly.

			“So, Markus, I was saying, what do you think of my plans? Should I quit the University and strike it out on my own? Maybe go to Urok?” Jed asked hopefully. Even Tiran could see how eager Jed was for Markus’ approval. Just like me, she thought with a smile. How does he do it?

			“I think that depends on what you want to do. The University is a great place to get an education. Yet if you want some practical experience, going out on your own is the best way to do it, and I would always recommend Urok. It is simply beautiful out there.”

			“Did you live near the Plains, Markus?” asked Tiran enthusiastically.

			“I used to live right in the middle of them when I was younger.”

			“Is it true that nothing grows on them—not even weeds?”

			“Oh, yes. Nothing grows there at all, but when you have stood on them under the moonlit sky, you see the beauty of the vast Plains. They are silent and empty, true, but it is the perfect place to meditate and get a glimpse of the greatness of the universe.”

			Tiran sighed in envy at Markus’ description. “It does sound perfect—a great place to get away and have some peace,” she agreed.

			“I wish I could take you there. You would love it,” Markus told her, a bit wistfully.

			“Well, I think I will go to Urok,” broke in Jed, a bit sullenly. “Markus? Where should I go in Urok?”

			Just then, the night librarian came around the corner. “There you are, Markus. I’ve been looking everywhere for you. I need your help with something,” he said, a bit impatiently.

			Markus waved good-bye at Jed and then beckoned to Tiran. “I’m off early tonight. Do you want to have a drink with me?”

			Tiran laughed, a bit nervously. “I can’t exactly go into a bar, Markus. I’m not old enough yet.”

			“Well, a chocolate then. We can meet in the University Cafe at eight,” he coaxed.

			“Oh, OK. As long as I don’t stay too long, it should be fine.”

			♦

			Tiran sipped her hot chocolate cautiously. “I didn’t realize that the Cafe had such good chocolate,” she mentioned a little lamely. She was a bit uncomfortable in this situation. It was too much like a date.

			“Haven’t you been to the café before now?” he asked in surprise.

			“Actually, I haven’t,” she confessed.

			“Where else do you eat? Just in the cafeteria all the time?”

			“Oh, no, I eat at home. Every once in a while I grab a snack in the lounge, but that’s it, really.” Slowly she started to relax in her chair. It was just as easy to talk to Markus here as in the library.

			“I did not realize the dormitories had kitchens. You must like cooking.”

			“Oh . . . well,” she hesitated, “I don’t live in the dorms. I’m not actually a student at the University.”

			“Really? I had no idea! I thought for sure you were one of the more mature first year students.”

			“No.” Tiran blushed at the compliment. “I have a private tutor right now. I haven’t taken the entrance exams yet. I still live at home. My parents have a house here in the Complex.”

			“Well, that must be nice. You live in a very safe place then. How long have you lived here?”

			“Ever since it was built. I was really young then, so the Complex is pretty much all I know,” she explained, a bit embarrassed at her lack of experience.

			“I think that is wonderful!” said Markus warmly. “What a nice place to grow up! I love working here in the Complex. It has such a sense of complete detachment from the rest of Roma.” Tiran thought about that for a moment. Of course, he thought that she was sheltered. She really didn’t know anything at all about Roma outside her small protected world, and to someone as experienced as Markus, she must often seem so naive. She would have given the world at that moment to be a sophisticated woman who had traveled, just like in her daydreams. However, Markus soon reassured her.

			“It is so refreshing to meet someone like you, Tiran. You are so quiet, it was hard to get to know you, but truly you are an extraordinary girl. I enjoy our time together so much,” he flattered.

			Tiran could feel the heat burning her cheeks. “I’m just a normal girl, Markus,” she protested.

			Markus quickly changed the subject, and Tiran soon found herself chatting unreservedly with him. She told him about her early childhood in the brand new Complex and the only half-remembered visit off-planet to Zenith in her childhood. The time flew by so quickly that when the cafe started to close, she was startled. “We’ve been here for three hours! I can’t believe it!”

			“The time has simply streamed by. You have so many interesting things to talk about,” observed Markus gallantly. Tiran felt something leap within her. She could hardly understand it, but she knew she liked the attention. It made her feel so alive.

			“I have to get home. It’s late,” Tiran apologized as she stood. “But thank you, I really enjoyed it.”

			“Any time, Tiran,” Markus replied, as he helped her into her coat.

			“Bye, then,” Tiran called a bit awkwardly, as she hurried to the door. She could feel his eyes following her out into the cold.

			♦

			Her breath was rising before her eyes as she stopped in the light of the porch to open the front door of her home. She hurried into the house, stamping her feet on the mat in the hall.

			“Tiran?” called a nearly hysterical voice. Her mother rushed into the hall. “Oh, Tiran! Where have you been? I’ve been worried sick. Kendra just went to alert security that you were missing!”

			“No, no, I’m just fine. I just lost track of time, that’s all.”

			“Where have you been?” her mother demanded.

			“I was in the café with a friend,” Tiran said a bit hesitantly. She was embarrassed that she had forgotten the time. She noticed that her mother’s eyes were red and puffy.

			“When Kendra came back from the library and said you had left before her, I just about went frantic. Don’t you know how dangerous it is? Don’t you?” her mother reprimanded, her voice high-pitched and strained. “No one is safe anymore! Morek-Li himself was killed today.”

			“Mom! I think you’re totally overreacting! I am just fine! I was under the eyes of security cameras the whole time. Don’t worry so much!” Tiran broke around her mother and stormed up the stairs. As she reached the top, she heard the front door open and Kendra’s voice call to her mother. She stomped into her room and slammed the door. Why did her mother have to get so jumpy? Nothing was going to happen to her in the middle of the International Complex. It had the strictest, most advanced security on the whole planet. She flung herself down on the bed, tears filling her eyes. Her mother just had to go and ruin one of the best nights of her life.

			Tiran was just starting to drift off to sleep when a soft knock came at the door. “Come in,” she called sleepily.

			Kendra slipped in the door and came to sit on Andie’s bed. “You okay, Tiran?” she asked gently.

			“Yeah, I’m fine. I just don’t understand my mom. I’m just a couple of hours late and she goes berserk! You come home that late all the time, and no one has a meltdown over it,” fumed Tiran.

			“Yeah, that’s not fair,” Kendra responded sympathetically. Both girls were silent for a moment. “I think her nerves were just already stretched to the breaking point. I convinced her to go get some rest.”

			“Where’s my dad, anyway?” Tiran asked, calmer now.

			“When Mr. Damato was killed, the Union recalled him. He had to leave for Tyre this evening, I guess.”

			Tiran heard the news silently. She hated when her father was gone. Likely he would be gone for months to that planet where the Council met, and she didn’t even get to tell him goodbye. Sometimes she wished her parents were something normal, like teachers or librarians.

			“So, Tiran . . .” Kendra hesitated, “where were you tonight, anyway?”

			“Didn’t you get my note?” Tiran frowned.

			“Note?”

			“You were busy at the research station, and I didn’t want to interrupt you. I left a note for you at the checkout desk,” Tiran explained.

			“Oh. It must have gotten lost. Wish I had gotten it—would have saved you some trouble tonight.”

			“No kidding! Anyway, I went to the café with Markus.”

			“On a date?!” Kendra squealed, and then clapped her hands over her mouth.

			“It wasn’t a date! It was just, you know, drinking chocolate with a friend.”

			“If you say so,” Kendra returned skeptically. “So how was it? What in the world did you have to talk about with someone so old?”

			Tiran frowned in concentration. “I can’t really remember what we talked about. I just remember that I felt so comfortable with him, and the time just flew by. That’s why I was so late. I didn’t even realize it had been so long.”

			Kendra was silent for a moment as she twisted her hair around her finger, like she always did when she was thinking.

			“Did you tell Aunt Andie who you were with?” she asked finally.

			“No way! There are some things my mom just wouldn’t understand. I know she would just freak out again. You know how she can get.” Tiran felt a bit guilty as she said it. It was a little bit like deceiving her mother. But it’s not really, she told herself, I’m not lying to her. She doesn’t need to know every detail of my life anyway. After all, I’m nearly an adult. So the next day when she wrung permission from her mother to go with Kendra to the library, she explained to her mother that she just wanted to do some extra studying for an assignment that her tutor had given her. Her mother was still upset about the night before, but she gave Tiran permission anyway. Tiran left with Kendra with only a slight twinge of guilt.

			At the library, she spent ten whole minutes flipping through the pages of a book detailing the economies of the different Union planets before going in search of Markus. She reasoned that since she had studied something her tutor wanted her to learn, she hadn’t really lied to her mother. But when her ten minutes were up, she hastily left the book on the table in the study lounge and went searching among the stacks for Markus. She spent a delightful ten minutes with him, and when he asked her to go for a walk with him the next day, she gladly accepted.

			♦

			As the days passed, she gradually began spending more and more time with Markus. The time galloped by and soon the winter was just a memory. The grass sparkled with dew and birds twittered madly, hidden in the newly unfurled green leaves of the trees lining the campus walks. It was a beautiful time of year, Tiran’s favorite. And in the middle of the day, right after lunch, she had a cherished, secret ritual. Markus would meet her at the bench near the botany pond and they would walk in the Biodiversity Park for an hour or two before Markus had to go to work. These stolen hours were the highlight of Tiran’s life. Tiran and Markus would amble a bit aimlessly through the paths leading through the plants gathered from all over the galaxy. They would talk and talk and the time would fly past nearly as quickly as it did that first night. Tiran came to know quite a bit about Markus: the kind of clothes he liked to wear, his favorite music, how he longed to return to Urok. Markus was not a huge reader, but Tiran would chatter to him for hours about books she had read and loved. Tiran basked in the attention that Markus lavished on her. He always seemed extremely interested in what she had to say, and that alone was a novelty to Tiran. Hardly anyone ever seemed to be interested in what she thought about things.

			This particular afternoon she had managed to come a bit earlier than normal. Her tutor had been ill and so lessons had been cancelled in the morning. Tiran’s mother was gone, off with her old friend Jerrapo. Kendra had class, and her father had not yet returned from Tyre. A few weeks ago she had started sending text comms by terminal to Markus. This morning she had sent him a note letting him know she could come earlier today, but she didn’t know if he had gotten the note. As she eagerly walked toward the bio park, she hoped that he had gotten the message. She tingled with the anticipation that she might get to spend even more time with Markus today.

			He was waiting for her on the park bench. She saw him as soon as she rounded the corner into the park. Her eyes sparkled with pleasure, and she hurried toward him.

			Markus rose as she reached the bench. “Tiran, you are simply glowing today! It truly made my day to get your message this morning!” He smiled broadly.

			“Mine too. I’m so glad you could come! I hoped you would get the message in time. I love the time we get to spend together, and usually it is so short.” Tiran sat down on the opposite end of the bench, a bit demurely. Markus slid over to close the gap, and she was terribly aware of how close he was. It excited her and scared her a little, at the same time.

			“Since we have more time today, I have a suggestion,” Markus began smoothly. Tiran looked at him questioningly. “Let’s go off campus today. I know a great restaurant not too far away that serves some Urokian dishes. I will treat you to lunch!” he proposed. Tiran bit her lip. Off campus meant out of the International Complex. It meant leaving the safety of the security net of the Armada, and things had just been so scary lately. Plus, she had promised her parents she would never leave the Complex.

			“I’m sorry, Markus. I would love to go, but I just can’t leave campus. I wish I could,” she apologized, a bit hesitantly. What if he was angry? However, she fretted for no reason. Markus was silent for a moment but recovered quickly and took it all in stride.

			“Of course! It is dangerous out there, and I do not want to risk your safety. I forget sometimes, since I do not live in the Complex myself.” Tiran relaxed in relief. She didn’t want to admit it, even to herself, but she really was afraid of venturing out into the city.

			“Where do you live?” she asked, trying to change the subject.

			“Oh, nowhere really exciting. It is a tiny flat about four blocks from here or so. It is close enough for me to walk, fortunately. Only in the winter it feels about ten times as long.”

			“If only you could live here too. Then you wouldn’t have to walk so far. Still, it must be nice to have your own place. I wouldn’t mind having my own place,” Tiran sighed, a bit wistfully. “No one telling you what to do. It must be peaceful.”

			“And a bit lonely,” Markus added.

			“Lonely?” Tiran repeated. “But you have so many friends! I can’t imagine you are lonely that often.”

			“Friends are all good in their place, yet sometimes I just wish for something a bit more,” Markus explained softly. “A family would be nice.” Tiran glanced sideways at Markus. Most men his age already had a wife and kids, if they wanted them. She wondered why he had never married. She wanted to ask him, but she didn’t quite dare.

			“I am all alone, you know,” Markus continued. “My mother died when I was born, and I did not have any siblings. My father died during the revolution, as did most of my relations.” He gazed out over the park, as if he was looking at something in the distance. Markus seemed unusually pensive, and a bit vulnerable. Tiran had never seen him look quite like that. It made her want to comfort him. She slipped her hand into his. “You’re not completely alone,” she ventured. “You have me.”

			Markus turned to face Tiran, his brown eyes piercing hers. Tiran blushed and dropped her eyes. She was afraid he would think she was a silly little girl. Instead, he gently lifted her chin to face him again. Then, without a word, he kissed her. It was a short kiss, but Tiran felt electrified by chills. She suddenly felt like her world had turned upside down.

			“I have never felt like this before, Tiran,” Markus confessed. “You are in my thoughts night and day. I know there is a big difference in our ages, but when we are together, those years just seem to disappear. You make me so happy I am almost afraid.”

			“Afraid of what?” Tiran questioned gently.

			“I hardly know. Perhaps I am afraid it cannot last,” Markus sighed and wrapped his arms around Tiran. She had never felt so warm and safe. She pressed closer to him, as if she could reassure him if she could just get close enough. Tiran was not afraid at all. For once she felt completely secure. Markus loved her, and that was all that mattered.

			



		

5. Miscommunication

			The change in Tiran came about so gradually Andie almost missed it. Tiran had always spent a great deal of time at home. Though she had a few friends, she had not been very involved with them. They were mostly acquaintances she met at the University or the children of other Complex employees. She would casually join the activities she was invited to once in awhile. Mostly she was a loner, preferring to read in the privacy of their home. In fact, until Kendra came, it seemed Tiran had never really had a close friend. When Kendra had come to stay it was as if Tiran suddenly had a sister and a best friend. Tiran started going out with Kendra all the time, and Andie approved. She liked to see Tiran going out and doing something, instead of hiding in the house all day. Yet then Tiran had started to go out more and more often by herself. She seemed to be flying in the clouds she was so happy most days, but she seemed to be living in another world when she was at home.

			It finally dawned on Andie that her daughter was acting like she might be in the middle of her first major crush. When Tiran continued to talk of some guy named Markus, Andie was sure of it. At first she was amused listening to Tiran’s frequent references to things she had learned from Markus, and then a bit worried. Why did Tiran never bring this Markus to meet her? Andie asked Tiran about him but Tiran suddenly got wary and practically refused to tell her anything.

			Kendra would tell her little more but she did learn one vital thing from her niece. Markus was a night librarian at the University library.

			Finally, one evening when she knew Tiran was at home reading, she made the short walk over to the library and asked the desk clerk if she could speak with Markus. The desk clerk pointed her to a man shelving books in the sorting area. She thanked the clerk and walked over to the man. He was bent over retrieving books from the bottom shelf of a rolling cart.

			“Excuse me,” she interrupted quietly. “Are you Markus?” The man looked up and straightened. She was immediately taken aback. She had expected a young man, perhaps college-aged. This man was probably older than her, though not by much.

			“I am. May I help you?” he asked politely. Andie could feel his eyes appraising her. He was dressed nicely, though conservatively, and he had a pleasant look, but for some reason she didn’t quite trust him. Maybe it had something to do with the protective way she felt about her daughter.

			“My name is Andrea Morten. I don’t think we’ve ever met, but I believe you might be a friend of my daughter Tiran.”

			“Of course, Tiran Morten. She is a great girl. We talk a lot when she is in here. She is very charming and very mature for her age,” he explained smoothly.

			“I’m glad you think so,” Andie answered, with complete hypocrisy. She didn’t want this slick older man thinking her daughter “charming”! “I understand you have been spending time with her even outside the library,” Andie continued.

			“Of course. We met once for chocolate, and once or twice we have walked around campus together,” he answered quickly. A little too quickly, in her opinion. Just who was this man? What did he want with Tiran?

			“Did you know that my daughter is still a minor? She is not even a University student yet,” Andie stated flatly.

			“I cannot believe it! She does not seem that young,” Markus protested.

			“So,” Andie continued as if she hadn’t heard him, “I have come to ask you to please leave my daughter alone. I don’t know what you see in her, but I don’t think a friendship between the two of you is in her best interest.” Andie had the pleasure of seeing the man’s composure finally rattled. He stammered for a bit about how he never meant to offend anyone, and of course he wouldn’t meet with Tiran if it was against the wishes of her parents. Andie thanked him and returned home, grateful that she had been able to handle it without going to security. Yet all the same she felt sorry for her daughter. Of all the handsome young men running around the University, Tiran had to fall for someone older than her father! Why couldn’t she just choose some nice young student who was mature and considerate and patient and—Andie suddenly laughed at herself. She did expect too much in a boyfriend for her daughter, but she still felt she had done the right thing. It would be much better in the end. Hopefully Tiran would understand that.

			She watched Tiran carefully after that. She was sorry to spoil her daughter’s crush, but in her experience, older men like Markus were after younger girls for all the wrong reasons. She didn’t want to see Tiran’s life ruined. She even tried to talk about Markus to Tiran, trying to find out what she felt about it, but it did no good. Tiran withdrew into herself, and Andie was left wondering what had happened to her daughter. They had had an easy enough relationship before and Tiran had always seemed to confide in her. Now she was lucky to get monosyllablic replies. It was maddening but Andie tried not to fret too much. She had always heard raising teenagers could be like this. In fact, remembering her own teenage years, she thought that perhaps she was getting off lucky.

			Casey finally returned home from his latest trip to Tyre shortly after the University term had ended and summer had begun. She told him all about Tiran and Markus and how frustrated she was, but she could barely get Casey’s attention. He seemed preoccupied every waking moment. Finally, he agreed to have someone do a little checking up on Markus just so she could find out more about him. Andie tried to be satisfied with that.

			However, everything took a turn for the worse the next morning. Andie stood silently and watched as Casey packed his bags for yet another trip to the Assembly Station on Tyre. She folded her arms and summoned all her self-control to not shout at her husband. He had only been home two days, and he was leaving again. Inside she seethed with anger. Why couldn’t Casey just tell them no for once? He did have a family after all; wasn’t he ever going to get to stay at home for a week straight? Probably the Security Council didn’t care whether he did or not, but surely even they had to see that the point of an ambassador was to actually be involved on the planet he was assigned to? How could he do that if he was forever away having stupid meetings with stupid people who didn’t understand Corizen at all?

			Casey didn’t even seem aware that she was waging a furious battle with herself. Well, that didn’t surprise her. He had hardly noticed her at all since he had been home. Not that it had actually been that long. Only two days.

			Her restraint finally cracked. “Why can’t someone else go to this meeting? Send one of the aides or something,” she burst forth, trying in vain to sound like she was only making a suggestion and not complaining.

			Casey heaved a huge sigh and dropped a pair of pants he had been packing. “Do we have to have this conversation every time I have to go meet with the Council?”

			“Oh, don’t give me that. You’re not actually meeting the Council. They adjourned for six months, you told me that yourself when you got home,” she accused.

			“Okay, I have to meet with Councilor Meecham, are you satisfied?” Casey turned so that they were now both facing each other.

			“No. Why can’t his wonderful honor the Councilor condescend to come to Corizen for once?” she asked crossing her arms.

			Casey turned away again. “Meecham thinks it’s too dangerous for him to come to Corizen with the presidential election coming up.”

			“Not too dangerous for the Ambassador to leave his family alone here during the elections.”

			“Oh, come on, Andie,” Casey replied wearily. “You are practically a Denicorizen yourself; you know you don’t need me here. You speak the language more fluently than anyone in the whole International Complex, you’ve been all over the planet in one way or another, you married one of the most idolized revolutionaries, and if I asked any random person on the street what they thought about you, they’d probably praise you to the skies.”

			“No,” Andie refuted quietly. “They’d praise Sirra Bruche to the skies.”

			“Well, they love Andrea Morten, too,” he replied, a bit more subdued.

			“You are talking about a world that doesn’t exist anymore, Casey,” Andie reminded heatedly. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not the wife of Laeren Bruche anymore, I haven’t left the Complex in more than a year, and the random person on the street hasn’t seen the wife of the Ambassador in public for even longer. The days of visiting hospitals and villages and orphanages are in the past.” Casey said nothing to this. “You don’t want me to go anywhere on Corizen with you, fine. I’ll respect that. You don’t want me to go off-planet with you. Fine, I’ll respect your wishes there too. Just don’t expect me to like it.”

			“You make it sound like I don’t want you with me, but it’s for your own safety that I don’t want you coming! You know I’m a Red List target,” justified Casey, his voice rising.

			“It’s just as well, because if I left home as much as you do, when would I ever see Tiran? We would be gone all the time,” she muttered bitterly.

			“Andie, I . . .”

			“But,” Andie interrupted him loudly, “since I don’t travel with you, then when do I spend time with you, Casey? For a few brief moments before you dash off to yet another meeting or appearance or event required by your job? I’m supposed to be satisfied with that? What is your idea of marriage? Just two people sharing the same terminal address?”

			“Sometimes it has to be that way,” Casey retorted angrily.

			“If you feel that way, no wonder your marriage to Jo lasted only a couple years.” Andie was shocked to hear the words come out of her mouth. Casey looked like she had slapped him. Immediately she wanted to take it back.

			“That was low,” he said, his voice icy.

			“Casey, I’m sorry . . .” Andie began.

			“No, don’t apologize. You’ve made it clear for years that I don’t measure up as a husband. Not next to your precious Laeren.”

			Andie felt as if Casey were twisting a knife in her heart. “Casey, please, I didn’t . . . wait . . .” But Casey had shouldered his way past her and out of the room.

			Tears blurred her eyes and she stumbled to the chair by the window. She sank into the chair and pressed her forehead to the glass. She wished she could take her words back. It was cruel to taunt Casey about his failed first marriage.

			Looking out the window she sighed heavily. She was so tired of the arguments. She didn’t want to fight anymore. Yet she couldn’t understand what was wrong with Casey. She had known for years that Casey felt inadequate compared to Laeren, and she tried very carefully not to compare the two men, out loud or even in her own thoughts. Why in the world was he bringing it up now? The argument had somehow wound its way pretty far off track. She had been angry that he was leaving so soon, but mostly she was disappointed that she wouldn’t get to spend more time with him. But somehow it was only the anger that Casey heard, not the disappointment.

			Andie raised her head and stared at the swaying tree branches outside her window. Why couldn’t she just tell him how she really felt? That she was afraid all she had sacrificed in the Revolution was in vain. That she feared that the Brotherhood would take control of Roma. That she worried day and night about Tiran who was steadily growing more distant. That she truly was afraid that some nameless, faceless hand of the Brotherhood would succeed in killing Casey, and she would be left a widow once again. How she ached with loneliness when he was gone. And deep down, a secret fear that the Union really was working to take over Corizen. However, none of these thoughts would surface as words. Every time she tried she ended up accusing him or antagonizing him, or like tonight, wounding him deeply.

			Footsteps in the hall recalled Andie from her melancholy reverie. She rose from her chair and hurried to the door to see Tiran disappearing into her room.

			“Tiran?” she called.

			“Yeah, Mom,” came the muffled response.

			“Where have you been?” Andie asked, heading toward Tiran’s room.

			“Oh, just walking around,” Tiran said vaguely. Andie took a deep breath and tried to figure out what she could say without driving her daughter even farther away. She pushed open the door to find Tiran taking off her jacket and hanging it up.

			“I talked to Master Otto today. He said that you are ready to sit the entrance exam for the University anytime. That’s pretty exciting!”

			“Mm-hmm,” Tiran murmured as she sat on her bed.

			“So what do you think you want to do? You can apply to go to the University here, or if you want we can see about an exchange program on Terra or Zenith.”

			“Oh, I don’t want to go off-planet. The University here will be fine, Mom,” Tiran respond quickly. Andie was disappointed. She had been hoping that Tiran would jump at the chance to go off-planet. Getting away from home might do her some good.

			“Where’s Dad?” Tiran asked, changing the subject.

			“He has to leave off-planet tonight. He’s getting ready for the trip,” Andie answered, her voice carefully neutral.

			“Again? Aren’t they ever going to let him stay home?” Tiran sounded crestfallen.

			“Well, you know when things are so unsettled here on Corizen they are going to need to see him more often.”

			“I guess so,” Tiran grumbled as she lay down on her bed. Andie tried to think of what else she could say to prolong the conversation, but Tiran forestalled her. “I’m a bit tired, Mom. Do you mind if I rest for a bit?”

			“No, of course not. I’ll let you know when Dad’s ready to leave,” Andie replied, a bit disappointed.

			“Thanks, Mom.”

			Andie closed Tiran’s door and started back down the hall, puzzling over Tiran’s behavior. She ran into Casey at the head of the stairs. “Can I talk to you about something?” Casey asked stiffly.

			“Okay,” Andie agreed, a bit guardedly. She felt herself getting defensive already and struggled to fight it. She wanted to hear Casey out with an open mind. But why did he have to sound so cold? In the room, Casey shut the door and turned to face her. “I don’t think our marriage is going like we thought it would, Andie. Maybe it’s time we made some changes.”

			Andie nodded in relief. “I’d really like to work . . .”

			“So maybe we should consider a separation,” Casey continued as if he didn’t hear her.

			“A separation?” Andie repeated hollowly. She suddenly felt like she might be sick.

			“Yeah, just to give us some time to work on ourselves, to try and get things in perspective. Then maybe we can give our marriage one last try,” Casey said hurriedly.

			“One last try? Are you planning to divorce me?” Andie asked weakly. What in the world had come over Casey? He couldn’t possibly be talking like this. Divorce! Her head spun.

			“I just need some time, Andie. You demand so much. I need to take a break and see if I can actually meet those needs.”

			Andie’s temper flared and the words were out before she knew what she was saying. “Maybe you could meet some of those needs if you were around more! It’s not a question of needing a separation, Casey! We’re already separated! That’s the problem, don’t you see that?”

			“It’s just too hard, balancing what you want and what the Union wants,” Casey muttered.

			That was exactly what Andie didn’t want to hear. What did the Union want? Did they want Casey to work with the Brotherhood? Or was Casey just voicing the normal frustration of the job versus family balancing act? She tried to make her voice carefully neutral.

			“What does the Union want, Casey?”

			“My life, I guess. They want to come first before everything,” he said dejectedly. The answer hardly reassured her.

			“Laeren put the Resistance first before everything, Casey. He died and left me and Tiran alone. Is that what you want?” Andie asked in a low voice.

			“Don’t you understand, Andie? I am doing all of this to make sure that you and Tiran are safe! I have to put the Union first; it’s the only way to bring peace back to Corizen.”

			“Helping the Brotherhood will not bring peace back to Corizen, Casey!” Andie blurted out.

			Casey froze. “Is that what you think I’m doing? Helping the Brotherhood? You honestly think that I would help Othar Eshude? A man who would kill my own wife and child if he knew who they really were? What kind of monster do you think I am?”

			“I didn’t mean that, Casey, it just came out wrong,” Andie apologized hastily, but she knew at once it was too late. Casey’s mouth was rigid and his eyes were shuttered. The wall had been thrown up and Casey turned away from her and went back to packing his flight bag.

			“Fine. We can talk about our options when you get back,” she offered softly. “Just remember while you are gone that I love you and I want things to work.” Then she turned and left him alone in the room.

			



		

6. Waiting

			The next few months passed slowly. Andie hardly noticed the spring days lengthen into summer. Normally summer was her favorite time of year. It was so nice to have long days and the warm breezes at night. Instead she spent much of the summer restlessly awaiting Casey’s return and worrying over what she could do to save her marriage. Her relationship with Tiran did not improve and she finally resolved to just let Tiran alone for awhile. Instead she encouraged Tiran’s close relationship with Kendra hoping that Kendra might be a good influence.

			The presidential election took place at the beginning of the summer and to Andie’s relief there was no great spurt of violence. There were a couple of shootings and a fire, but no big onslaught from the Brotherhood like some people had feared. Rual Gulann was elected President by a considerable majority. Gulann had spent most of his campaign promising to stamp out the terrorist attacks of the Brotherhood. His opponent had chosen the route of promising conciliation with the Brotherhood, recognizing that many people wondered if the reports about the Oman being a prophet might be true. Apparently the majority had decided that a prophet wouldn’t spend his time killing innocent people.

			Andie wondered about the religious aura that Othar Eshude had managed to create about himself. There were whispers all over the place that he was inspired, perhaps able to predict the future. She had never learned much about the common Denicorizen religion. Randa and Laeren had never been religious. (Well, Laeren had been devout in the cause of democratic government on Corizen. That had been his religion, without doubt.) Just in general she knew that pious Denicorizens believed in one all-powerful god named Veshti who had led them to Corizen, away from the corruption on Terra. This god occasionally sent prophets to call the people of Corizen back to the true path. As for Othar Eshude, she was positive he was no spokesman for any god, whatever he was doing. Andie had not been raised in a religious home herself, but she was sure that if there was a god who oversaw everything, he would never ask people to swear blood feuds. The thought made her sick.

			As for Rual Gulann, she was interested to see how he would go about “stamping out” the terrorism. She wasn’t sure what new pressure the man thought he could bring to bear on the Brotherhood. Personally, she didn’t like him much. He was boldly overconfident and occasionally reckless. He also had a rather overinflated ego which she supposed would only increase while he was President. Or perhaps he would quickly learn he wasn’t the talented statesman that he thought he was. It might do him some good to learn a little humility.

			The weeks passed slowly with only an occasional comm from Casey letting her know he was doing fine. He didn’t tell her much, but at least he wasn’t too angry to write and for that she was grateful. Maybe they would be able to work things out after all. Andie filled her lonely summer days with mundane household tasks and watched the news obsessively. Occasionally she met with Jerrapo, and though Jerrapo had done some “poking” she hadn’t learned anything to tie the Armada to the Brotherhood.

			“I do not know where else to look,” she confessed to Andie at one of their lunches. “It really seems as if the Brotherhood must have come up with that weapon on their own, unlikely though it may be. I simply cannot find any hint of anything else.”

			Andie had to agree with her. She remembered Casey’s icy response to her accusation just before he left, and she knew that she had been completely unreasonable. She knew Casey so well, had known him since they were children, and she knew she could trust her husband. He would never risk the life of his family, no matter what the Union asked him to do.

			Near the end of summer their invitations to the Inaugural Ball arrived. It included everyone in the family plus one guest each. In spite of herself, Andie felt her spirits rise. The last Inaugural Ball had been six years ago, and though Andie wasn’t a huge fan of the formal dances required at such a ball, it was still a chance to get out of the Complex for a little while. Casey shouldn’t object—the security at the Ball would rival that at the Complex. Besides, he would certainly have to attend, meaning he would be home soon. It would be deeply offensive if the Ambassador chose not to attend the inauguration ceremonies for a new president.

			That night she asked Tiran and Kendra if they would like to attend the Inaugural Ball. Both girls squealed with delight. Kendra literally bounced in her chair, shooting questions at her one right after another about when it was, what they would wear, and if she would get to use the dances she had learned in a recent class. Tiran said nothing, but her eyes glowed brightly and she smiled widely all evening. Andie was pleased to see Tiran so excited; it raised her own spirits even more.

			By two weeks before the ball, the excitement in the Morten home was palpable. The girls had chosen dresses from a Citizen trader who catered to the Complex, and the dresses had just been returned from the local tailor who had done the alterations. Andie booked appointments with the hair stylist, and the girls spent their free time practicing the dances with each other in the living room. Best of all, Andie received word from Casey that he would be coming home in two days.

			Andie was waiting for him when he walked in the front door. She had been sitting in the living room for the last hour watching the front walk through the window. He had come trudging up the sidewalk at last, looking more tired than she had ever seen him.

			Casey opened the door and stepped into the entry hall. Then he stopped as he saw Andie across the room. For a moment they stood there just looking at each other. Andie was suddenly afraid. What if he still felt they should get divorced? What if he rejected her? He dropped his eyes to the floor, and she finally pried herself from her chair and walked to him. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed the top of her head. She relaxed into him, feeling so close to Casey. When was the last time they had been this close?

			The moment abruptly ended when Tiran came flying down the stairs. “Dad!” she cried, and Casey put an arm around Tiran. Kendra poked her head out of the kitchen where she had been making dinner. “We’ve got dinner all ready for you, Uncle Casey!”

			“It smells wonderful.” Casey sniffed appreciatively. He let go of Andie and Tiran and followed them into the kitchen. Andie moved to set the table and watched Tiran tell Casey all about her excitement for the Inaugural Ball. Casey listened for a moment and then shot a sharp look at Andie. She winced. She hadn’t told him that she had given the girls permission to go.

			“You mean you are coming to the ball?” he finally asked.

			“Of course! Kendra and I can hardly wait! We’ve never been to something so fancy, ever!”

			Casey looked at Andie. “Since when are kids invited to the Inaugural Ball?”

			“Kids!” spluttered Tiran. Kendra looked crestfallen.

			“They aren’t ‘kids,’ Casey, they are young women now. The invitation includes the whole family, and I felt they were old enough to attend,” Andie defended quietly. “It may be just another political formality to you, but to them it’s a party, a chance to have some excitement in their lives.” Casey’s face was grim, but he didn’t say anything more. The stifled mood continued until they were all seated at the table to eat. Finally the tension eased and Casey chatted lightly with the girls about his trip to the Assembly Station. However, Andie knew it wasn’t over yet. She was sure Casey was still going to put up a fight.

			It started as soon as they were alone in their room for the night.

			“I can’t believe you told the girls they could go to the ball without even consulting me,” complained Casey as he undressed. Andie had already slipped into bed.

			“You weren’t here. I made a decision on my own. What else was I going to do?”

			“You knew I wouldn’t want them leaving the Complex, Andie. We’ve talked about this. It’s just not safe for you out there. Othar Eshude is a complete lunatic who would eat you for dinner.”

			“Othar Eshude either thinks I’m dead or long gone, Casey. You are the one on the Red List, not me. Plus, I don’t think he ever knew that Laeren had a child. Tiran’s probably the safest one out of the three of us. Not to mention that going to this ball has finally gotten her doing something else besides brooding about that Markus,” Andie explained.

			“I thought you had handled that situation.”

			“Well, I spoke to him, and he agreed to leave her alone. She hasn’t been going out except with Kendra anymore, so I assume he did. But that hasn’t stopped her from moping about. She hardly spoke to me all summer,” Andie clarified. Casey sighed and flopped onto the bed.

			“I did have an aide pull his background investigation. He looked fine, Andie. He is from a small mining town in Urok. No living family but lots of acquaintances to vouch for him.”

			“How in the world did a man from a small mining town become fluent enough in Basic to get a job in the library?” Andie wondered.

			“His file says he taught himself. He was looking to make his life better. I guess back home he was just a small time gambler,” Casey grunted as he stretched out on the bed. “I don’t think he’s any harm, but if you want, I’ll ask to have him transferred to the University’s extension campus in Madrigal.” He closed his eyes.

			“It would make me feel better,” Andie admitted.

			“Sure.” Casey stifled a big yawn. Andie rolled to face him.

			“I’ve missed you, Casey. It’s been a long three months.” She waited for a response but Casey was already snoring softly. She pulled a blanket up to his chest and then turned over. She might as well let the poor man get some rest. They could talk later.

			



		

7. One Last Meeting

			Oanni’s last discussion with Erron was held in the same small flat where they had met frequently during the last year. Oanni stood and waited while Erron took a seat at the marred, wobbly table that was one of the few shabby furnishings in the one room flat. The paint was peeling, and yellow stains smeared the ceiling where water had seeped through. It was no fitting place for a Noble caste such as Erron but no matter. Erron would soon have the means to afford to live as he was entitled. Only a week more, hopefully, and all would be finished.

			Oanni sat across from Erron and waited expectantly. Protocol demanded that the master open the conversation.

			“Good afternoon, Oanni. I trust you have had a good week,” Erron began pleasantly.

			“Of course. And how have you been, Master Erron?” Oanni asked perfunctorily.

			Erron shrugged. Oanni took that as permission to get on with business.

			“So? Do you have it?” he questioned eagerly.

			Erron smiled complacently. “She went to request my invitation from the security office yesterday. This morning I was informed that I have been invited to attend the Inaugural Ball and cleared by security.”

			“Perfect! Our revenge is near at hand, Master Erron. Once the traitor is dead, the Brotherhood will deposit the rest of your reward in your account.”

			“Good. I have certainly earned it. It has been a long year. I have worked more than I intend to for the rest of my life,” Erron muttered. Oanni listened without rancor. He could hardly expect that Erron would feel any different. As for himself, he thought little about the future. The excitement swelled inside of him. After twenty years he would finally see that insolent, murdering slave suffer. His revenge would be sweet indeed.

			“Is there anything else I need to know?” Erron inquired almost lazily.

			“I will be there on the grounds to help make sure no one gets in your way.”

			“Really? I am impressed! Breaching the Palace security is supposed to be impossible.”

			“How do you think they killed Damato?” Oanni smirked nastily. “The Oman only uses this source for special projects. Those sniveling fools who run the Palace think they are so smart, but they still haven’t figured it out.”

			The two men sat in silence for a minute while Oanni mentally reviewed the timing of his main stratagem and all his contingency plans. As long as Dia was there he would manage to corner her somehow.

			“You are sure that the slave will be at the Inaugural Ball?” Oanni posed expectantly.

			“She says so. The whole family is going. You will never have a better shot than this. Believe me,” Erron snorted, “if I could have managed to get any of them out of the Complex by now, I would have done it just to save myself the tiresome business of pretending to work in that musty hole.”

			They conferred for a few minutes more, working out the final details of the plan they would soon carry out. When both men were satisfied, Oanni bowed his head nearly to the table. Erron placed his hand on Oanni’s shoulder.

			“My father would have been pleased, Oanni. You have shown true devotion to his memory. Thank you.” Oanni smiled gratefully. He could have no greater praise from Erron. This time he would deserve it. He would not fail.

			



		

8. The Inaugural Ball

			Tiran stared at the Royal Palace in awe as she stepped from the transport behind her parents. It was breathtaking! She had never seen the palace before. Nobody lived in it anymore; it was only used for big government functions. The building was lit up from within and without, and the white granite seemed to glow like a beacon in the darkness. Two ornate pillars surrounded the front doors, which were open and guarded by sentries. She looked around the grounds, and she could see at a glance dozens more soldiers standing guard. It was going to be a heavily protected celebration. She breathed a bit easier. She didn’t want anything to spoil tonight. Markus had promised to be here and she couldn’t wait to dance with him. She was pretty sure she could pull off at least that much without her parents figuring things out.

			Once through the security they passed through the great hall into the ladies’ cloakroom. Along with her mother and Kendra, Tiran checked her cloak and small bag, and they stopped to adjust their dresses one more time before entering. An efficient matron rehooked her mother’s dress while Tiran smoothed her hair. Then, her stomach churning with excitement, she and Kendra followed her mother back out to the lobby just outside the ballroom. Her father was waiting for them and her mother took his arm. In a moment she was going to enter the very first ball she had ever been to! It was too exciting!

			The array of dancers was breathtaking. Full gowns in multiple colors swirled around the room. Tiran hoped that she could quickly find Markus in all of these people. She anxiously scanned the crowds, but she didn’t see him anywhere. He was very tall, but so were many of the men. He wasn’t likely to be dancing with someone else, so that narrowed it down a little. Just be patient, she told herself. You’ll find him.

			“Are you looking for someone?” her mother asked her, sounding concerned.

			“Oh! No one in particular,” Tiran answered, trying to sound indifferent. “Just seeing if there is anyone I know.” Her mother frowned slightly and Tiran braced for further inquiries, but just then someone from the University stopped her parents. She gratefully left them to the small talk and motioned to Kendra. They tried to work their way to the south wall. Surely somewhere in this mass of people she would find Markus.

			An hour later she was still looking. Kendra was already off dancing. She had been asked by some extremely handsome young man about five minutes after they entered. Of course, Kendra was a beauty and a Citizen visitor at that. Tiran herself had not completely escaped dancing and twice had danced with complete strangers. Thanks to the practice with her tutor and Kendra, she had gracefully managed the dances, and then impatiently continued on her search for Markus. Finally, just when she was about to give up in despair, she saw him. He was standing casually near the door to the back veranda. She quickly worked her way through the crowd and came to his side as he was looking the other direction.

			“Markus,” she said and put her hand on his arm. He turned quickly and smiled. “My dearest Tiran, wherever have you been? I have been looking everywhere for you!”

			“I’ve been doing the same. My very first ball wouldn’t be the same without you!”

			He laughed softly. “Well then, let me take you for a dance. Let’s make this ball something to remember!” He took her hand and led her to the dance floor.

			They joined a traditional Denicorizen waltz, and Tiran felt as if she was floating in the stars. Markus was looking at her in admiration, the music was romantic, and she felt like she was the most beautiful girl at the ball swirling among the dancers. It was heavenly. When the song ended it was too soon. She and Markus politely applauded the musicians and she couldn’t wait for another dance. Unfortunately, the musicians then took a break and some government official began to talk, introducing the newly inaugurated president.

			Tiran didn’t really listen; instead, she snuck sidelong glances at Markus and caught him doing the same. She had to cover her mouth to stop from giggling. She was so giddy with the excitement of the evening she was almost lightheaded. The official turned the stage over to the new president, and he began to drone on. Impatiently, Tiran heaved a sigh. Markus noticed immediately. He leaned to whisper in Tiran’s ear. “Why don’t we slip out the back and avoid the formalities? We can walk in the gardens—it is beautiful out there.” Tiran nodded and Markus took her hand, leading her through the crowd and out onto the back veranda.

			They wandered in the gardens for awhile. It was so beautiful. The weather was calm and warm, and she enjoyed walking in them hand in hand with Markus. It was only marred by a twinge of anxiety that refused to completely go away. She was terribly afraid that her parents would catch her.

			After awhile they stood by the fountain for a moment and watched the water spray in multicolored arcs from one side to the other. Markus was unusually quiet, and Tiran wondered what was bothering him. She was too afraid to ask, but suddenly he turned and took both of her hands. “My dear, sweet Tiran, I have to tell you something terrible tonight.” Tiran’s stomach plummeted. His tone warned her that whatever he was about to say might ruin her night.

			“I am leaving tomorrow for Urok,” he told her quite simply.

			“For Urok! Tomorrow?” Her lower lip trembled. “This is sudden.” She could hardly believe her ears. It was if she had suddenly plunged from soaring heights into icy water. Her beautiful first dance was starting to crumble to dust. She swallowed hard, willing herself not to cry like a baby. It would be so humiliating.

			Markus turned away from the fountain and looked out over the dark garden hedge lining the walk. “I have been, well, relieved of my duties as a librarian. It seems that they no longer need my services. I can hardly afford to stay in Roma with no employment, so I will return to my home in Urok,” Markus related soberly.

			Despite all her best efforts, the tears were starting to trickle down Tiran’s cheeks. She couldn’t live without Markus! He was the one thing she looked forward to every day. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

			“I wanted to, but I was afraid.”

			“Afraid? But why?” she choked.

			In response, Markus led her from the fountain to a gazebo not far away. She wanted to ask him for more details now, but the tears were flowing fast and she struggled to get control of herself.

			In the gazebo Markus led her to the bench and she sat heavily. Markus remained standing. Finally he spoke.

			“I was afraid because I need to ask you a question,” he said a bit nervously. Tiran looked at him searchingly, a sudden suspicion darting into her mind.

			“I have been so unhappy here in Roma, my dear Tiran. I am homesick for my native land, and Roma does not suit me at all. I would have left long ago, except that as I got to know you more and more, the light of your presence made it easier to go on. And then I did not want to leave because I had fallen in love with the sweetest, most beautiful girl in all of Corizen.”

			Tiran blushed in the dark. Her tears had stopped.

			“Tiran, I do not think I can live without you. Will you marry me?” Tiran jumped up and threw herself into his arms, nearly knocking him off balance.

			“Yes!” she answered happily.

			Markus held her tightly. “It will mean moving to Urok. Can you do that? Can you leave your family behind?”

			“Living in Urok is really important to you, Markus. I know that, and I will live wherever you need to,” she professed bravely. He kissed her in response.

			“Will you come with me tonight? Leave it all behind and run away with me?” he whispered in her ear. He kissed her passionately again. Tiran’s mind was whirling. Leave tonight? Elope? But as she kissed him back, suddenly nothing else seemed to matter. “Say yes,” he urged. “Please do not make me leave here alone!”

			“Yes,” she conceded breathlessly.

			♦

			“Where in the world is Tiran?” Andie whispered to Kendra as President Gulann spoke on and on about all the people he wanted to thank for his recent election. Kendra shrugged her shoulders. “I’m sure she’s around. We got separated during the dances,” she answered, a bit too casually. Andie studied Kendra suspiciously for a moment. Now that she thought about it, maybe there was more to Tiran’s excitement than it just being her first formal party. Perhaps she had never stopped seeing that Markus after all, but she had used Kendra as an accomplice. Tiran hadn’t mentioned him in awhile it was true, and of course Casey had discreetly asked for the man’s transfer off campus just as he had promised. However, Andie didn’t think he had left yet. Markus is so much older and we know hardly anything about him, Andie fretted. I wish I knew what was going on with my daughter.

			Casey stood at her side, seemingly engrossed in the President’s long-winded speech. He didn’t seem to notice until she touched his arm. “Tiran?” she mouthed silently. He shook his head and turned back to the speech. Was politics more important than their daughter? Andie stifled a retort and kept scouting the crowd for Tiran.

			Was it possible that Markus was here tonight? Suddenly she was sure of it. That was why Tiran had so eagerly awaited the ball. That was why she had been so flustered and absentminded. She was meeting that Markus here at the ball. Only now her daughter was nowhere to be found. Andie’s heart rose in her throat. Her daughter didn’t know anything about men! She was too naive and trusting.

			“I’m going to look for Tiran,” Andie told Casey quietly. He turned to her in surprise.

			“Now?” he whispered incredulously. “It’ll look terrible if you walk out on the President’s first speech.”

			“I don’t care.” She started to move away. Casey grabbed at her arm but she shook him off and he let her go. She knew he wouldn’t want a scene in front of all these people.

			Quickly she worked her way through the crowd and into the lobby. From the lobby she headed up the grand staircase. In a few moments she was in the gallery where she could scan the crowd in the ballroom. She tapped her foot nervously against the railing. There were so many yellow dresses! Was every young girl wearing that same shade as Tiran? Finally she was sure. Tiran was not in the ballroom. Quickly, she spun and headed back for the stairs, silently cursing the fancy high-heeled slippers she had worn in concession to this year’s fashion. It made it treacherous to try and hurry down the steps.

			In a minute she had reentered the lobby. She was on her way to get help from one of the security guards when she paused to consider. Maybe nothing really serious was going on. It was possible that she was overreacting. She didn’t want to publicly embarrass Tiran. She decided to just go and make sure that Tiran was all right. If she could be unobtrusive, Tiran would never even know she was there.

			On the grounds, Andie did stop to ask one of the guards if he had recently seen a young lady in a yellow gown.

			“Yes, madam. She passed not ten minutes ago. She was walking with an older gentleman, her father perhaps. They went toward the fountain.” Andie thanked the man and quickly walked in the direction of the fountain. I knew it, she thought grimly. She’s been seeing that man. This has got to stop. He has got to be at least twenty years older than her!

			They weren’t at the fountain. Andie spun slowly, searching the other paths for Tiran and Markus. She couldn’t see them anywhere. She debated between two paths that led from the fountain and finally chose the one that led back toward the east grounds where the gazebo was.

			Just as she started in that direction, a man stepped from behind a bush onto the path behind her. Andie whirled around, startled and tense.

			“I’m sorry if I scared you, Madam,” the man said hoarsely, “but you may not go this direction right now.” He coughed slightly. Andie noticed the Palace Guard uniform and relaxed. “I’m sorry. I’m just looking for my daughter. Have you seen a young woman in a yellow dress with an older gentleman come this way?”

			“I did, not too long ago. However, they returned toward the front of the Palace.”

			“Oh,” Andie replied disappointed. It seemed she was just missing her daughter at every turn. She looked over his shoulder toward the glowing entrance portico.

			“Well, I guess I’ll go look for her over there. Thank you,” she replied politely.

			But the man didn’t move out of her path, and Andie’s heart leapt into her throat. Something was terribly wrong here. She peered more closely at the soldier in her way and it was if her blood had suddenly frozen. She opened her mouth to scream for help but he was too quick for her. His arm snaked around her neck cutting off her windpipe.

			The man laughed harshly. “So you recognize me now, do you?”

			Andie kicked and flailed against her assailant in futility. He continued to hiss at her. “The years in prison were not kind, but you have not forgotten me I see. I have not forgotten you either, Dia. You are older now, much older, but you still have a lesson to learn from me. A lesson in true pain. Now be silent when I release you or your daughter will die.”

			He dragged her into the bushes and flung her onto the ground. Andie gasped for air, her head spinning. Her throat throbbed painfully. Oh, dear heaven, had the world gone mad? What was Oanni doing in a guard’s uniform at the Royal Palace instead of sitting in prison? What had he done with Tiran?

			“You are absolutely crazy!” Andie managed to croak. “All I have to do is scream and guards will come running from every side.”

			“You can yell if you want,” Oanni responded coldly. “But if you do, you will never find your daughter.” Andie went rigid with fear. This man could and would hurt Tiran, but she couldn’t let him see how much it terrified her. It would only make things worse. It was better to keep him talking. She needed as much information as possible.

			“This place is alive with real guards, Oanni. You could never get her off the palace grounds without someone stopping you,” she warned hoarsely.

			“Well, I am not here alone,” gloated Oanni.

			Andie groaned in pain and fear. “Not that man Markus!”

			“Yes, Markus. Although I think you would know him better by the name Erron Kruunde.”

			Andie nearly couldn’t speak from shock. “But Erron is dead! He died when . . . when his father died,” she protested weakly.

			“When you killed his father, you mean. However, Erron was not in the fortress when you so brutally attacked us. Master Jaory had Erron living elsewhere for his protection.”

			Andie tried to raise herself off the ground. There had to be some way she could get away. She had to find Tiran! Her daughter was off with the son of the man who had hunted her for ten years. The son of the man she had helped destroy would certainly show no pity on Tiran.

			“I thought perhaps I would just have Erron kill your daughter. That would have been traumatic for you. Certainly it would have been only fair. Yet in the end it did not satisfy my desires for revenge. You have lost other family members and still you go on. Yet you destroyed my world, Dia. The least I could do was destroy yours. As it turns out, things are better this way. It has a delicious irony to it that though you so ungraciously refused the role of Erron’s concubine, your daughter takes it willingly.”

			Oanni yanked Andie to her feet. “Now look as my revenge is complete,” he jeered triumphantly. From their vantage point, Andie could see Tiran walking down the path to the side entrance of the palace grounds, hand in hand with Jaory’s son Erron. Andie felt physically ill. “My daughter,” she moaned quietly, in spite of herself.

			“She is eloping with Master Erron tonight, dear Dia, and you will never see her again. She has rejected you and chosen the house of Kruunde!”

			“Tiran! No! Tiran, come back!” screamed Andie, struggling to break from Oanni’s grasp. Oanni grabbed at Andie, but she was struggling fiercely now. Just as she was about to break free, he pulled his laser from his belt and shot her in the chest. While guards began to converge from all directions, Andie collapsed on the ground.

			“Not Tiran,” she murmured softly. Then darkness took her.

			



		

9. The Longest Night

			Casey was starting to wonder if he could concentrate on the President’s lengthy speech any longer when sirens suddenly blared outside the palace. President Gulann’s speech stopped abruptly as his security guards stepped forward and quickly began to usher him from the ballroom through a small door in the back. Soldiers appeared at the main front and back entrances, and Casey could feel the panic start to ripple through the crowd. He stared around, wondering what had happened this time. He couldn’t see any signs of an explosion or any violence at all—just a lot of bewildered and nervous guests. He was just beginning to consider elbowing his way through the crowd to get some information when one of the President’s aides stepped to the podium.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, if I could have your attention please,” he announced. “Thank you for your patience. It seems we have had a breach of security and so the palace grounds have been placed on lockdown. There is nothing to worry about, and you are all perfectly safe. Please continue to enjoy the music and the refreshments until the lockdown is lifted. Thank you.”

			Casey was concerned despite the reassurance of the aide. Something must have happened to cause the lockdown. With a jolt he realized that his wife had left the ballroom, and he had no idea where his daughter was.

			“Uncle Casey?” He turned to Kendra who was staring at him with wide, frightened eyes. “What’s going on? Is it the Brotherhood? Are we in danger?”

			“I’m sure everything is fine,” he reassured. “If it were something really serious they would be evacuating us. Most likely they found a guest who wasn’t cleared to be on the grounds tonight.” Kendra nodded, and then started peering over the heads around her.

			“I bet Tiran’s not happy. She was so excited for tonight, and here all her dancing is getting interrupted.” Casey wasn’t listening. He had spotted someone he knew.

			“Kendra, follow me.” He started working his way through the murmuring crowd. The music had started again, but no one was dancing. He glanced back once or twice to make sure Kendra was following and then finally reached the queue of people standing around the soldiers at the door asking for information.

			“But I’m the Director of Finance. Surely you can tell me what is going on?”

			“I don’t care if there is a lockdown. I simply must have some air!”

			“I demand a personal escort out! I am not staying any longer!”

			Casey skirted around the side of the group and cornered a soldier from the International Complex.

			“Lieutenant Derund!” he called.

			The lieutenant glanced at Casey, and then broke through the clamoring crowd surrounding him. He strode to Casey’s side.

			“What’s going on?” Casey asked him. “What kind of security breach are we talking about?”

			“There was a shooting on the grounds.”

			Kendra gasped from behind Casey.

			“What happened? Who was shot?” Casey demanded.

			“I don’t know. It was one of the guests, I think. Some of the guards patrolling the grounds heard screaming but by the time they got there it was too late.”

			“And the assassin?” Casey continued.

			“Resisted and was killed by the guard.” Suddenly the lieutenant pressed his hand to the radio clipped in his ear and listened for a moment. He spoke quickly into his radio in return, and Casey stared around the ballroom, scanning the crowd for either Andie or Tiran. They had to be around here somewhere. If they had been locked out somewhere else, it could take hours before he tracked them down. For a moment he was unreasonably annoyed again with Andie for slipping out during the President’s speech.

			“Ambassador Morten, could you come with me, please?” Lieutenant Derund requested abruptly, breaking into Casey’s thoughts. Casey stared at the lieutenant, a nameless dread spreading through his chest.

			“What for?” he demanded, a bit too quickly. “I thought no one was allowed out of a room during a lockdown, no exceptions.”

			“The head of security needs to see you right away. They just called it over the radio, but I don’t have any details,” the lieutenant replied uneasily.

			Casey quickly assented but added, “My niece will come with us if you don’t mind.”

			The lieutenant looked at Kendra, who was pale and shaky.

			“It might be better . . .”

			“No, Lieutenant,” Casey returned simply. The soldier hesitated for a moment then nodded and gestured for them to follow. They pushed their way out of the crowd and the soldiers parted to let them through the ballroom doors.

			Casey followed the lieutenant in silence as he led them down the hallway of the east wing. With each step he took his terror grew. There had been a shooting, and the security wanted to speak to him. Oh, please let my family be OK, Casey breathed silently. He didn’t think he could bear it if something had happened to either Andie or Tiran. They were met by a man that Casey recognized but whose name he didn’t know.

			“Ambassador Morten, my name is Captain Jirac. I am the head of security for the Palace grounds. I regret to tell you that there was a shooting on the grounds, and we have identified the victim as your wife,” he informed quietly.

			“Not Andie,” Casey whispered.

			The captain bowed his head.

			“You don’t mean Aunt Andie, you can’t mean that Aunt Andie was killed!” cried Kendra desperately.

			“She is still alive,” the captain continued, raising his eyes again. “She was gravely injured, but they have transported her to the Roma Central Hospital.”

			“Well, I must go to her at once. I want an escort and a transport right away,” Casey ordered.

			“Yes, sir,” the captain replied and began speaking into his transmitter.

			“Kendra,” Casey instructed, “I want you to go find Tiran.”

			“Ambassador,” interrupted Lieutenant Derund. “The palace is in lockdown. Your niece will not be allowed back in the ballroom. We will keep her safe in one of the east rooms.”

			“No! Let me go with you, Uncle Casey, please?” Kendra pleaded. “I don’t want to stay here alone wondering what is happening.”

			“All right. But Lieutenant, someone needs to find my daughter Tiran. Have a guard escort take her to the International Complex. She’ll be safer there.”

			The lieutenant bowed slightly and started off down the hall.

			“Ambassador, if you will just follow me, please,” requested Captain Jirac. Casey nodded to Kendra, and they set off down the hall after him.

			♦

			Five hours later, Casey sat with his head in his hands in a private waiting room inside the hospital. Kendra was curled in a nearby chair, her mouth slightly open as she dozed. They had reached the hospital just as Andie was being sent in for surgery. Periodically a staff member had come to give him status reports on the repair of the laser damage. All the reports had been more or less vague reassurances that everything was “going well.” The only thing that Casey had to cling to was that Andie was still alive.

			Kendra had fallen asleep a couple of hours ago leaving Casey completely alone with his troubling memories. What if she dies? he wondered. What will I do without her? Memories of the recent arguments and the cold silences between them played over and over in his head until his forehead throbbed and his eyes stung. He had been taking Andie for granted all this time. When was the last time he had told her he loved her? It had been so long. What if she died never knowing that he had never really wanted to leave her?

			A knock on the door and one of his aides stepped in between the soldiers who were standing guard outside the door.

			“Ambassador Morten,” the aide began, drawing a deep breath. “I have some news for you.” Casey was on his feet instantly. “Yes, Steven? Have you found out who the assassin was?”

			“Well, he has not yet been identified, but he was wearing a Palace Guard uniform.” Casey gasped in surprise.

			“I thought all the Guard were so carefully screened they were beyond suspicion!”

			“He wasn’t actually a member of the Guard. Somehow he obtained a uniform and access to the grounds. They are still investigating it. However, we did find the mark of the Brotherhood, as well as a Bastalt Prison tattoo on his chest,” explained Steven.

			“So it was one of the Brotherhood’s jailbreak thugs,” Casey said angrily. “What was he doing there? Was he looking to kill the new president?”

			Steven hesitated for a moment. “They think your wife might truly have been the intended target.”

			“What?” exclaimed Casey, horrified. Kendra stirred fitfully in her chair.

			“Intelligence believes she is on the current Red List of the Brotherhood,” Steven continued hurriedly. Casey frowned, his forehead creasing deeply.

			“I know it does not make much sense, sir. Most of the Red List names are political targets or people who were involved with the Resistance.”

			“Or people who have betrayed the Oman personally,” Casey added. With the last words, the color drained from his face. “He knows. Somebody has told the Oman who she is.”

			Steven raised his eyebrows. “I don’t understand, Ambassador.”

			Casey closed his eyes for a moment. Then he sighed heavily. He might as well tell Steven. It was irrelevant who knew the truth now.

			“How much do you know about the Corizen Revolution, Steven?”

			“A fair amount. I studied everything I could get my hands on when you hired me. I even took a class or two at the University.”

			Casey took a deep breath and then confessed, “My wife is Sirra Bruche.” Steven’s jaw dropped open. “We kept that secret when we came back to Corizen because years ago Othar Eshude swore a blood feud against her first husband.”

			“She was married to Laeren Bruche?”

			“For only four years, but it haunts our life even now,” Casey said bitterly. “Why did no one tell me this before?” Casey raged. “We should have had added security. If I had known she was on that List I never would have brought my family to the Palace tonight!”

			The aide merely shook his head. “I don’t know, sir.” Casey suddenly became aware that he had woken Kendra. She was staring at him with wide eyes. With a shock he remembered Tiran. Tiran was in just as much danger! If the Brotherhood knew who Andie was, then they could well figure out that Tiran was Laeren’s biological daughter.

			“Steven, I want you to contact security at the International Complex. I arranged for the Palace Guard to send Tiran home. Have Tiran brought here to the hospital under heavy guard. Then contact Admiral Hernandez and have him approve a portal jaunt to Zenith,” Casey ordered. Steven listened to the instructions silently. Kendra’s mouth was hanging open, but she didn’t say anything.

			“Shall I arrange for a ship then, Ambassador?” Steven inquired, his eyebrow raised.

			“Yes,” Casey confirmed, a slight tremor in his voice. “But I’m not sure when I will need it yet. I need to wait until my wife comes out of surgery.”

			The aide inclined his head briefly and quickly left the room. Casey turned to Kendra who was still staring at him in shock.

			“Uncle Casey,” she began hesitantly. “Are we leaving Corizen?”

			Suddenly the door opened again, and a man dressed in the sterile black scrubs of a surgeon entered the room.

			“Ambassador Morten?” he queried.

			“Yes,” Casey answered, a bit fearfully. His anger subsided at once while his near-paralyzing fear returned.

			“My name is Doctor Murille. I wanted to let you know that we have just finished surgery on your wife, and her condition is stable. I believe she is going to make it,” the surgeon informed them, his shoulders sagging with fatigue.

			“Thank the stars,” Casey sighed in relief. It was as if a large weight had been lifted off his chest. He took a deep breath and felt some of the tension leave his torso as he exhaled. Everything might be okay if Andie was going to live.

			“We had to repair extensive laser damage to her tissues—it seems she was shot at very close range. Her recovery will be protracted I’m afraid. We have induced a state of coma in the hopes that she will heal more quickly.”

			Suddenly an idea shot through Casey like a jolt. He considered for a moment.

			“Doctor Murille, how soon would it be possible to move my wife?”

			“Move her?” The doctor was alarmed. “It depends what you mean by moving her. She is still gravely injured and needs time to heal. But with the proper equipment, it is possible that she could be transferred to another location within twenty-four hours.” He frowned at Casey, clearly disapproving of such an idea.

			“When may I see her?” Casey asked, a bit more subdued.

			“In about an hour. A nurse will come to escort you.”

			“Thank you, doctor. I won’t hold you up any longer,” Casey apologized. The doctor gave Casey one more piercing look and then swiftly left the room. Casey began to pace the room, lips pursed as he thought his way through his idea. It could work if he had the right people involved. He would have to call in some favors though.

			“Uncle Casey, is Laeren Bruche Tiran’s real father?” Kendra asked tentatively.

			“Yes,” he sighed. “She doesn’t remember him. He died before she was two years old. I married your aunt when Tiran was six, but Tiran had already been living with me for a year before that, after her grandmother was killed in the revolution. I’ve loved her just like she was my own.” His voice broke, and he stopped to get control of himself.

			“I know she loves you a lot too, Uncle Casey. It breaks her heart when you have to go away,” Kendra returned timidly.

			Casey had to ask himself why he had ever left. It hadn’t helped his family in the end. “Most people don’t have any idea. Tiran goes by my last name, not her real father’s. Of course, she doesn’t look anything like me, but most people just assumed we adopted a local child.” He laughed a bit cynically. “We thought it was best if the name Bruche wasn’t connected to the family.”

			“But why?” Kendra asked in astonishment. “Everyone at school talks of the whole Bruche family with awe and respect.”

			“It was just safer that way,” Casey returned cryptically. He didn’t want to go into all of that now. They had enough to worry about without dredging up the past history of Othar Eshude.

			“So somebody knows then that Aunt Andie is Sirra Bruche?”

			“Somebody told the leader of the Brotherhood,” Casey concluded heavily. “Let’s just put it like this. The leader of the Brotherhood right now is Othar Eshude, and Eshude has a special hatred for the Bruche family.”

			“Why?” asked Kendra curiously.

			“It’s a long story. I’ll tell you some other time,” Casey evaded.

			Soon a nurse had arrived and he conducted Casey to the intensive care unit where Andie lay in a medical capsule. She was chalk white and her whole torso was wrapped in bandages. Her hair lay damp and lank on her forehead, and he wished he could smooth it away from her face. That stark blonde hair, so different from her natural chestnut color. That was one good thing about all of this coming out. She could quit dyeing her hair. He had loved her natural color. Grimly he laughed at himself. His wife had been nearly killed, and he was looking for the bright side in her hair color going back to normal.

			Casey studied her face for a moment. Her eyes were closed, and she was so still it seemed she wasn’t breathing at all. Only from the chirping of her capsule could he tell that her heart was indeed still beating. He pressed a hand to the protective shell, as if somehow he could reach her through the transparent barrier.

			“I’m so sorry I wasn’t there to protect you, Andie,” he whispered. “But I am here now, and I will do all in my power to make sure you’re safe.”

			Casey spent the next two hours waking several important people in the International Complex and arranging matters according to his plan. Finally, at seven in the morning, he stood discussing some final arrangements with Andie’s surgeon when his aide Steven arrived looking exhausted and a bit irritable. The surgeon excused himself and strode from the room.

			“Everything is ready to go as you asked, sir.” Casey thanked his aide and studied him for a moment. Steven had dark circles under his eyes and his shoulders sagged wearily. It had been a long night for all of them.

			“It will be over in another hour or so and you can head off to bed,” he told him gently. “Why hasn’t Tiran arrived yet?”

			“I don’t know. Just a moment and I’ll check with the guards.” Steven disappeared. Casey woke Kendra who had fallen asleep once again. “It’s nearly time to go, Kendra honey.” He watched Kendra rub her eyes blearily.

			Abruptly the door swung open, and Steven hurried back in.

			“Ambassador, your daughter is missing! The security at the International Complex can’t find her anywhere. I don’t know if the Palace Guard even took her home last night.”

			“Tiran?” Casey said, dumbfounded. “How can Tiran be missing at a time like this? Where would she possibly go?”

			



		

10. Tiran Alone

			Tiran sat at the shuttleport café, sipping her lemon tea while she watched an old comedy routine on the monitor. It was very late—or early, depending on the point of view—probably getting near sunrise in this part of the world; fortunately the café stayed open all night for travelers. It was empty except for two old men sitting at the bar and laughing occasionally at the show. Markus had left her here while he had gone to try and find somewhere for them to stay.

			Last night was already a blur. After leaving the Palace Grounds, Markus had hailed a taxi that had taken them to his little flat outside of the campus. Inside he had a change of clothes for her. Tiran laughed when she saw the simple skirt and blouse he handed her.

			“You were certainly confident that I would come with you tonight,” she giggled.

			“Not confident—hopeful. I did hope with all my might that you would say yes, and I knew you would need something besides a ball gown if you came with me.”

			“But who are we going to find to marry us tonight?” Tiran asked doubtfully.

			“No one here in Roma. However, I thought we could take the late shuttle to Kruundin City. I have an old friend who will do the honors for us there.”

			“Okay,” Tiran had agreed. It would be so exciting to finally get to see Urok!

			She was surprised to find that Markus had little or no personal things in his house, but he explained that he had already sent most of his things to Urok by freight. His flat was furnished with basic, drab rental furniture though, which fortunately included a standard terminal. While Markus was in the bathroom she quickly logged on and sent a message to her parents to tell them what she had done. She didn’t think they would be very happy, but she didn’t want them to worry. She was sure Kendra would reassure them that Markus was not a serial killer or anything. Still, Tiran was glad she wasn’t going to be around when they read the message. No doubt the sparks would fly!

			The trip to the shuttleport had been uneventful, and they had been one of only a few on the last flight of the night. They had landed in Kruundin City just as the sun was peeping over the horizon. After leaving the shuttle they had chosen to eat breakfast in the café. Finally, Markus had decided it would be best if Tiran stayed in the café where it would be warm while he made some inquiries at the nearby lodging houses. “You will be able to rest some, my darling, while I arrange matters with my friend for our wedding. I should not be gone long. Give me an hour. You should be safe and comfortable here in the meantime.”

			So Tiran had waited, ordering cup after cup of tea. It had been nearly an hour and a half. She was truly hoping that Markus would come back soon. She had just begun to wonder if she should look around a bit when the morning news came on.

			The headline piece of news riveted her attention. She had missed the beginning when she suddenly realized that they were talking of the Inaugural Ball. A reporter was standing in front of the Royal Palace, the sun shining brightly on her face.

			“Last night’s Inaugural Ball to welcome President Gulann was abruptly disrupted by a shooting shortly before midnight. Despite the tight security, an assassin managed to sneak onto the Palace Grounds and attack Andrea Morten, wife of the Union Ambassador. The victim was rushed from the Palace to Roma Central Hospital last night, where she died after undergoing surgery for severe laser damage.”

			Tiran dropped her teacup, and it shattered on the floor. The other patrons turned in surprise but Tiran didn’t even notice.

			“This morning we can exclusively reveal from a confidential source that Madam Morten was also the mysterious Sirra Bruche, the idolized revolutionary hero. Bruche disappeared eleven years ago, shortly after the fall of Kruundin City. A year later she returned, this time as the wife of Ambassador Casey Morten. A representative from Ambassador Morten’s office refused to comment on these claims.”

			Tiran’s chest tightened, and she could barely breathe. The woman from behind the counter was cleaning up the broken teacup and asked Tiran if she was okay. Tiran heard her voice like it was coming from a distance and nodded her head slowly. It just can’t be real, she told herself bracingly. There is some mistake. I was there last night and nothing happened. But how did they find out that Mom is Sirra Bruche?

			“We have also learned that the Mortens’ daughter Tiran is now missing. She disappeared from the Inaugural Ball last night, and CPF investigators fear the worst. Although we cannot confirm it at this time, it is suspected that the Brotherhood is responsible for both the murder of Sirra Bruche and the disappearance of her daughter.”

			Tiran rose from the table in a panic. She had to find a terminal. She had to get in touch with her father right now. Oh, why had she ever left last night? Where was Markus?

			She did remember to take out a couple of coins to pay the lady at the café. Suddenly it occurred to her that she had no more than a couple of joyas in her small dress purse. She hoped Markus had something he could lend her. He would surely understand that she had to go home. Her dad would tell her everything was all right. Her mother would be at home, ready to ground her forever for running off last night, but Tiran could live with that. Everything would be okay.

			After an hour of wandering the shuttleport she still had no sign of Markus. Something must have happened to him; she couldn’t deny it any longer. In fear she took to the streets. She started walking up and down the streets near the port, looking every direction and straining her eyes for a glimpse of Markus. After awhile, the shock started to settle in, her pace slowed and she sank onto a dirty box on a street corner. What was she going to do? Where was she going to go? How was she going to contact her father? The questions ran through her mind as she stared at the street unseeingly. Over it all, a pounding insistent voice was repeating, My mother can’t be dead. She just can’t.

			Tiran was still sitting there when the sun slipped below the tops of the buildings and cast the streets into shadow. Hardly any thoughts crossed her mind now and she was completely numb, unaware of the pedestrians that hurried past her without giving her a glance. When dusk finally settled in, a brisk wind started up that sliced through Tiran’s thin blouse. Half blind, she stumbled from her box with the vague idea that she had to find somewhere warmer, somewhere she could sleep. A block later she discovered an alley with a pile of fairly clean cardboard boxes. She straggled into the pile and collapsed from sheer exhaustion. The night was cold and windy, but Tiran never noticed. She lay unconscious of all around her for the next fourteen hours.

			What finally roused her was an insistent poke in her back. She groaned and rolled over.

			“Get up, I say! Get up and get out! This isn’t an inn, missy!” Tiran finally pulled herself into a sitting position, blinking against the bright sun streaming into her face.

			“Go on. I’ll call the constable!” the harsh voice demanded.

			She rubbed her bleary eyes and saw a stout woman in an apron brandishing a broom. Behind her stood an open door that seemed to lead into a shop of some kind. “Oh, madam, I’m sorry!” Tiran cried, getting to her feet. “But I’m stranded a long way from home, and I really need to get in contact with my father. Could you possibly . . .”

			“Get out of our alley! We don’t need gutter trash using it for a home,” the woman ordered, clearly not listening to Tiran at all.

			“But madam . . .” The woman jabbed at Tiran with her broom again, and Tiran backed away. So far she didn’t think much of Urok. She wished she had never left home. It seemed like she had suddenly been thrust into some kind of harsh alternate reality where the ground was constantly shifting under her feet. She couldn’t seem to get her bearings at all.

			The one idea she clung to was that she had to get home somehow. Her first idea was to return to the shuttleport. What if Markus had just been delayed and she had left too soon? He would have no idea by now where to look for her. It was the only thing she could think of. It wasn’t too difficult to trace her way back to the shuttleport, but once she arrived, the security refused to let her in. Like the storekeeper, they took her for a penniless street urchin and wouldn’t even listen to her story. For the first time she looked down at her clothes. They were spattered with mud and somehow she had managed to tear a slit in one arm of her blouse. She touched her tangled hair and realized how she must look to the guards. Her cheeks glowed crimson, and she retreated from the port chewing her bottom lip. There had to be someone who would believe her. They had reported her disappearance on the news and said the CPF was looking for her. Unfortunately there didn’t seem to be any CPF guys anywhere around Kruundin City.

			Loud grumbling from her stomach reminded her that she hadn’t eaten since her breakfast with Markus in the shuttleport at least a lifetime ago. That was when she realized she no longer had her purse. Either she had left it back in the boxes or someone had stolen it from her while she slept. For a moment the debate went back and forth. She wasn’t anxious to run into the shopkeeper again, but she needed that money. If there was even a chance it was there she had to look. So she retraced her steps, trying to find the alley she had slept in.

			In only fifteen minutes she was hopelessly lost. All the shops and corners looked the same, and she just couldn’t find anything that looked familiar at all. Granted, she hadn’t been paying much attention before, but it seemed like she was in a far shabbier part of town than she had spent the night in. She sank down on the steps in front of a boarded-up shop. Why couldn’t this all just be a dream? What was she doing here? She should be home, curled up on her bed, talking about her first ball with her cousin. This was wrong, all wrong. Her eyes filled with tears, and she valiantly tried to hold them back. But the thoughts of home, and Markus, her father and above all, her mother crowded her mind. Soon the tears were trickling down her cheeks.

			“There, there, dearie. What e’re it is, just go an’ haff a cry.”

			Tiran looked over in surprise to see a tiny old woman patting her shoulder. She was gaunt and hollow-eyed, with thin straggles of iron gray hair. Her ragged dress covered a pitifully bony frame.

			“Go ahead an’ tell Matti ‘bout it. It’ll make ya feel better, sure an’ it will.”

			Tiran just shook her head, but the first kind words from anyone all day seemed to break down the last of her self-control. Soon she was sobbing into her arms. The old lady continued to pat her shoulder.

			“I always knowed life can be hard, can’t it. But yer such a pretty young grill, ya shouldna haff such sorrah.” The old woman’s accent was so thick Tiran could barely understand her, but her tone of concern was comforting.

			Eventually the torrent of sobs seemed to ease, and Tiran looked around for something to wipe her face with. Unfortunately, she couldn’t find anything and had to settle for wiping her face and nose with her sleeve, making the state of her filthy clothes even worse.

			“I know what ya need, dearie. Ya need some hot soup in yer stummick. Don’ we all, though. Come wi’ me.” With that she stood and started to pull on Tiran’s arm. Tiran almost protested, but the thought of something to eat won out. She rose and let Matti take her arm.

			“Ya just trust ol’ Matti, dearie. I know just where t’go. Don’ worry ‘bout a thing.”

			The little old lady led Tiran through a bewildering maze of side streets and alleys. She was quickly lost, and soon she didn’t care. She just trudged alongside her guide, staring at the ground. Matti chattered to her, but Tiran was no longer listening. It felt like she was slowly detaching from the world. Nothing seemed to matter anymore; even the cramping hunger pains seemed to fade away.

			They stopped at a door on an alley that looked like it might be a warehouse of sorts. A line of people issued from the door, mostly ragged and dirty like Tiran and Matti. Matti waved and smiled at everyone, but Tiran simply gazed apathetically at the other people. Matti herded her into the line and then proceeded to move up and down the line, stopping to talk to almost everyone. The fog surrounding Tiran’s mind only seemed to thicken, and finally the woman behind her in line began to nudge her forward every time she needed to move up. When they finally reached the door, Tiran managed only one step into the building before she collapsed into a crumpled heap on the concrete floor.

			



		

11. Embassy Explosion

			Outside the International Complex the streets were filled with hundreds of people who wanted to pay their respects to Sirra Bruche. Casey stood at the window of his office and watched the guards turn everyone away from the gate. The memorial service for Andie had finished an hour ago and people were still showing up at the Complex. He wasn’t surprised at the mass turnout for the memorial service. Since it was now public knowledge that Andie was really Sirra Bruche, people all over Roma had been sending messages of condolence, leaving flowers at the gate to the Complex, and trying to get in to see him. He felt a tiny twinge of guilt but quickly dismissed it. This was the only way he could guarantee his wife would be safe. He sighed inwardly. It had been the hardest thing he had ever done in his life. Only four days ago he had stood and watched as Andie’s medical capsule was loaded onto a ship bound for Zenith, accompanied only by Kendra. The pilot was an old friend of Andie’s, Kelly Cordova, who Casey knew could be trusted. Outside of Admiral Hernandez, Doctor Murille, and Steven, no one else on Corizen knew that Andie was still alive.

			Casey had contacted Andie’s father on Zenith and let him know what was happening. Admiral Donnell was retired now, but he still had his own circle of influence and he had sprung into action, preparing everything for Andie’s arrival. He had assured Casey that she would have the best medical care the minute they landed on Zenith.

			Rubbing his temples he sat down at his desk. He felt torn in two. He needed to be with Andie, but he had to find Tiran. Tiran had been missing for six days now. A lot could have happened in six days. He was terrified that time was running out.

			A knock at the door announced the arrival of his aide Steven. Pulling on his gloves and some dark glasses he opened the door.

			“Your escort is here, Ambassador,” Steven notified him. He nodded once and followed Steven out of the office. His escort was a trio of Armada soldiers assigned to accompany him even in the International Complex after the Palace security had been breached. They accompanied Steven, Casey, and Casey’s personal secretary, Martin, out of the Union embassy offices where they were joined by a larger group of bodyguards who were responsible for clearing a path through the throng that choked the sidewalk in front of the embassy.

			A handful of reporters were standing in the group of mourners outside and they shouted questions at Casey. “Ambassador Morten, did you know that your wife was Sirra Bruche?”

			“How will this affect your relationship with the people of Corizen?”

			“Has the assassin who killed your wife been identified yet?”

			He ignored all the questions and followed his escort to the small electric cart on the sidewalk. He sat heavily on the bench seat, followed by Steven and Martin. His escort trio sat in front and they drove over to the small conference center used primarily for small receptions or occasional meetings by Citizen businesspeople. Once in the conference center Steven and Martin entered the main lift with Casey while the guards stayed at the top.

			They descended a few stories below ground and exited the lift into the conference room that Union dignitaries had dubbed “The Hole.” It was a relatively safe place to hold meetings that weren’t “official” or didn’t need to be held in the embassy. Casey had been using the room for the last few days as his command center in the search for Tiran. A large oval table stood in the middle of the room, surrounded by fifteen chairs. Two people already sat in the chairs at the end of the table, conferring quietly with several maps on the table in front of them. They both looked up as Casey, Steven, and Martin entered the room.

			“Good afternoon, Ms. Laine, Mr. Krycek,” Casey greeted. He chose a seat next to Krycek and pulled a map in front of him.

			“What are we looking at? Anything new?”

			Krycek cleared his throat. “Those are maps of Nubia, Ambassador.”

			“Nubia! Where the king was exiled? Why would my daughter be on Nubia?”

			“After you received that note from your daughter saying she had eloped, I began a search on all the interstellar travel permits that had been issued within a few days of the Inaugural Ball. I found one under the names Markus and Tiran Stoer. It was to travel to Nubia by private ship,” Laine said, pulling out a sheaf of photocopies from a folder. “Travel permits being what they are on Corizen, they have no information but the names and a general range of travel date. No verification of ID or anything.”

			“Still, isn’t this Markus a native of Urok? Why in the universe would he want to go live with the exiled king? I wasn’t aware he was a Royalist.”

			“Neither were the people who did the background check. But during the search of his apartment we found a collection of books on Nubia. It does make it seem possible at least,” Laine suggested.

			Casey frowned. It was possible he supposed. However, it just seemed so unlike Tiran to agree to leave the planet. Of course, he never thought she would have eloped like this, not in a million years. None of it made any sense.

			Steven spoke up. “A trip to Nubia would have been tremendously expensive. I didn’t think this guy was very wealthy.”

			“That is the one problem with the theory,” admitted Krycek. “There is no way that he could have afforded an off-planet trip like that. Not on a librarian’s salary. We have already checked the banks. That didn’t take long since there are only about five banks worldwide.” Krycek snorted in derision. He clearly was not one of those people who fell in love with Corizen’s rustic ways.

			“Stoer seems to be just like every other Denicorizen, too suspicious to put his money in a bank. So unless he usually carries around a large trunk of money everywhere he goes, I doubt he had the means.”

			“He could have kept it in his flat, Krycek,” Laine countered flatly. “Just like ‘every other Denicorizen.’ Of course we wouldn’t find it now—he’s gone, and he took whatever money he had with him. His background interviews showed he made his living by gambling in Jezne. Maybe he really racked up the winnings over time.”

			Krycek and Martin laughed as if that was the funniest idea ever.

			“Sorry, Ms. Laine,” said Martin wiping his eyes, “but if he had been such a successful gambler, why get a job as a librarian in Roma? If it were me, I would have kept up the gambling. A lot less work for a lot more pay.” Casey pursed his lips thoughtfully.

			“Unless he wanted to find a legal way into the Complex,” Casey answered seriously. “Maybe this whole thing was what he intended from the beginning. It does seem too much of a coincidence that the night the Brotherhood assassinates my wife, Tiran supposedly elopes with this man.” The rest of the table was silent now. The others shot silent glances at each other but didn’t say anything. Finally, Steven spoke up.

			“Only we know Stoer wasn’t a member of the Brotherhood, Ambassador. He didn’t have the mark.”

			“True,” Casey admitted. “But isn’t it possible that the Brotherhood finally figured out that we track the mark? It would have been so simple to bring someone in and not implant that transmitter.”

			“Transmitter?” asked Laine, puzzled.

			Casey closed his eyes. “Please tell me you’re cleared for classified information,” he groaned.

			“I am,” she said defensively, tossing her hair back. “I wouldn’t be working for you if I wasn’t.”

			Krycek cleared his throat. “Um, Ambassador, Laine only arrived a week ago. She has not been completely briefed on anything related to the Brotherhood yet. It wasn’t seen as necessary since your daughter’s disappearance is not related to any terrorist activities.”

			Casey sprang to his feet and swore loudly. “What are you saying? That this isn’t important?” He gripped the chair tightly, tempted to fling it across the room. He fought to bring himself under control.

			“I didn’t mean that this isn’t important, Ambassador. It just isn’t exactly a matter of importance to the Union,” Krycek ventured.

			“Shut up, Krycek,” Casey ordered angrily. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Krycek and Laine exchanged knowing glances. It made Casey even angrier.

			“Ambassador,” Steven said quietly, putting his hand on Casey’s arm. Then he turned to the others. “Martin, why don’t you take Ms. Laine and Mr. Krycek and get them something to drink? I am sure they are ready for a break.” Martin nodded, and Krycek and Laine silently rose and followed him to the lift. Steven waited silently until they were gone.

			“You might feel better if you have a seat, sir,” he coaxed. Casey complied in defeat, slumping back into his chair.

			“I don’t know what’s gotten into me,” he admitted. “I’m acting like a two-year-old.”

			Steven chuckled drily. “I’m just glad you didn’t throw anything at them.”

			Casey managed a weak smile. “I nearly did.”

			“Look, you’ve been under a lot of strain recently, Ambassador, and I know you are really worried about Tiran. However, Krycek has a point. Tiran’s disappearance isn’t exactly galactic news.”

			“You don’t think this is important either?” Casey began, bristling up again.

			“Hear me out, Ambassador,” Steven continued quietly. “Try to keep an open mind.”

			Casey tried valiantly to keep control of his emotions. He trusted Steven implicitly. Steven was one of the few who he could depend on right now.

			“The Council is just doing us a favor by allowing us to use their resources right now. Councilor Meecham is showing his loyalty to you by assigning you two of his staff to help. It’s out of respect to you that they are helping us, not because it matters much to the Union if we find Tiran.”

			Casey opened his mouth to argue, but the protest died unspoken. If he was honest with himself, he knew Steven was telling him the truth.

			“But Ambassador,” Steven continued more earnestly, “I know your family, and I believe you when you say that this doesn’t seem like your daughter at all. Most of all, it really is too much of a coincidence that all of this happened on the same night. But what if she did end up on Nubia, whether she intended to or not? It might be better to let them try to track her down. The Brotherhood may have paid him to take her away.”

			“No,” Casey rebutted flatly. “If Othar Eshude knows about Tiran, he will want her dead. I understand that much about a blood feud at least. Three generations of death, or it’s not over. It’s unthinkable, I know,” he shook his head, catching Steven’s horrified look. “Parents, spouse, and children, as well as the original target all have to be dead for the oath to be fulfilled.”

			The color had drained from Steven’s face. “That’s barbaric. What kind of culture endorses that?”

			Casey just shook his head. There were some absolutely atrocious parts to Denicorizen culture, and not all of it belonged to the past. Part of him wished he had never set foot on Corizen. Still, he reminded himself that it was here that he had reunited with Andie, and if she had never married Laeren first, Tiran never would have been born. No, he wouldn’t go back and undo all of that. The last twelve years had been the best years of his life.

			He turned his thoughts back to the present. “I think I still want to explore a possible link between the Brotherhood and Markus . . .” he had started to say when a sudden explosion rocked the room. Casey was thrown to the floor, and he smacked his head against the wall. A light panel from the ceiling crashed on top of him and dust rained from the gaping hole it left. Casey moaned in pain and rolled to his side, pushing aside the debris that covered him. For a moment he gazed at the ceiling blankly. Then suddenly he came to life.

			“Steven?” he coughed through the dust still sifting from the ceiling.

			“Yeah,” returned the muffled voice. Steven was curled up on the other side of the table, his arms over his head.

			“Are you hurt?” Casey croaked.

			“I d-d-don’t think so,” he stammered, raising his head. “What in the name of the stars was that?”

			Casey steadied himself against the chairs that had been thrown to the floor. “An explosion, I think.”

			Steven drew a sharp, shuddering breath. “Here?” he whispered.

			“I think,” Casey said with a grunt as he got to his feet, “the Brotherhood has definitely figured out that we can track their transmitters, Steven.” He forced his way around the fallen ceiling panels to reach Steven’s side. He extended a hand to help his aide to his feet. As Steven brushed himself off, Casey looked around the room. The furniture had been thrown around and two light panels had fallen, but there didn’t seem to be any structural damage, fortunately. The power was off but the emergency lights were lit, giving the room a faintly green glow.

			“I’m sure the lift isn’t working,” Casey observed. “I hope there are stairs so we can get out of here.”

			“To the left,” Steven managed as a coughing fit seized him. The violent coughs racked his frame. Casey took his arm and started toward the stairs. “The sooner we get some fresh air the better,” he advised, fighting back a cough himself.

			They climbed the four stories back to the ground level fairly quickly. They hurried through the lobby barely glancing at the shattered lamps and pictures that had been flung from the walls. Broken glass covered the carpet. The front windows and sliding door had completely imploded.

			Casey carefully stepped through the empty frame of the sliding glass door and stopped dead. Behind him, Steven cried out in horror.

			Smoke curled from the embassy building. The whole north side of the building was missing. It was as if a giant had ripped off the outside walls to get at the inside. A massive crater in front marked the spot where the bomb had exploded. People were running in all directions, and Casey was vaguely aware of distant screaming amid the sirens that seemed to blare from every side.

			Without thinking he started to sprint toward the building. The adrenaline pumped through his body and time seemed to slow down. Five feet from the gaping crater he saw a bloody figure stirring in a clump of bushes. He dashed for the bushes and found a woman moaning piteously. Her entire blouse was drenched in blood. His instincts took over, and he began probing her for injuries. Steven arrived breathlessly at his side.

			“I’ve got this one,” Casey gasped. “See if you can find any other survivors.” Steven took off without speaking. Gently Casey lifted her from the bushes and laid her on the ground. He saw at a glance that her abdomen was in shreds. Fighting down a wave of nausea, he ripped off his own shirt and began to press against the bleeding.

			The woman cried out in pain and opened her eyes.

			“Am I dying?” she murmured.

			“No,” Casey reassured quietly. “No, you’re hurt pretty bad but you’re going to be just fine. We just need to wait for a medic.” Her breathing was shallow and quick, he noted with concern. She was in shock.

			“I don’t know what happened. I was just making copies . . .” Her voice faltered and her eyes closed.

			“Stay with me,” Casey commanded fiercely. Her eyes cracked open again.

			“What’s your name?” he asked more gently.

			“Ryaida,” she whispered.

			“Do you have a family, Ryaida? Are you married?” he asked, trying to keep her attention while he pressed at her wound. The bleeding didn’t seem to be slowing. His shirt was nearly soaked through.

			“Not married. Live with my sister,” she answered with effort.

			“What’s your sister’s name? Ryaida? Ryaida?” She had lost consciousness. Casey turned and looked frantically for a medic. Everyone seemed to be already busy. He yelled frantically for help, but amid all the chaos, his cries went unnoticed.

			Ryaida didn’t last too much longer. By the time the rescue medics worked their way to where they were, she was already gone. He sat numbly on the ground as they covered her with a sheet. Then the medics moved on. They didn’t have time to take care of the dead right now; they were still searching for the injured. Still, Casey sat by her side for another endless moment, grieving for this stranger who had slipped away from life right before his eyes. Finally he heaved himself to his feet, intending to join the search for survivors. Before he could leave he was accosted by two Armada officers.

			“Ambassador Morten!” one of the men cried. “We have been looking for you everywhere! Are you injured, sir?”

			“No, I’m fine. I just was helping . . .” his voice trailed off thinking of the others, people who he knew from his office who could be lying around the smoking crater dying alone. “I’m perfectly fine, I just need to return to the search,” he said urgently. “There are probably many more injured whose time is running out. Who is in command?” he asked, coming back into control.

			“Lieutenant Grizham is in command of the rescue effort, sir,” answered the officer. “He is organizing the search efforts from a post on the north side of the building.”

			“Thank you. If you could show me to the post before you return to your duties I’d appreciate it,” Casey requested.

			“I’m sorry, sir, but we have orders to bring you to the Armada command center,” the other soldier answered hesitantly. “Could you come with us please?”

			“But I need to . . .”

			“On Admiral Hernadez’ orders, sir,” he interrupted apologetically.

			“Oh, very well.” Casey gave Ryaida’s body one final look as the two soldiers led him away.

			♦

			The underground command center of the Armada was frantically active. Officers were running in several different directions and people were shouting updates at each other from across the room. Casey registered it all as if from a distance. He simply focused on following the soldier that led the way.

			The soldiers left him in a small, soundproof conference room. He sat at the table and thought idly of the conference room he had been in only hours before. He wondered briefly if the others from his meeting were okay. Where was Steven?

			The door opened and Admiral Hernandez strode into the room. He sat down abruptly in front of Casey, heaving a great sigh.

			“Hell of a day, Morten,” he began gloomily. “Maybe we’ll all wake up tomorrow to find it was a dream.” Casey didn’t answer. He was still numb. The Admiral looked at him in concern.

			“Are you all right?” he inquired brusquely.

			“Yes,” Casey answered briefly. He supposed he was all right, if a curious detachment from reality was normal. The Admiral narrowed his eyes.

			“The last straw for you, I expect, after last week. Probably just as well. I have orders from the Council to transport you directly to the Assembly Station. You are being recalled indefinitely for consultation.”

			This pierced Casey’s fog with a vengeance.

			“No way, Admiral,” he refused. “I haven’t found my daughter, and I’m not leaving until I do.”

			The Admiral grunted. “Face the facts, Morten. Didn’t you see all that destruction outside? These people are savage lunatics. There’s nothing you can do for your daughter.”

			Casey winced. “I can’t leave, Admiral. I have to know.”

			“It doesn’t matter what you want. I have my orders, which means you have your orders. You are going whether you cooperate or not.” The Admiral sipped his coffee complacently. “Look on the bright side. They might just let you leave fairly quickly, and you can get off to Zenith.”

			That was a benefit Casey admitted to himself. He wanted to see his wife so badly and reassure himself that she was doing fine. He had never needed her more.

			So despite all his misgivings, Casey found himself on a ship headed for the portal that would transport him to Tyre. As he watched the planet drop away, he silently prayed that Tiran would be all right. It was all he could do for her now.

			



		

12. Women of the 
Tender Heart

			Tiran woke to the sound of singing, a light-hearted song in a woman’s soprano voice. She blinked against the light flooding her eyes and moved to sit up. She wasn’t at all sure where she was or who was singing. Did Kendra sing? She knew her mother didn’t. The mature voice didn’t sound like Kendra though. Suddenly she remembered that she was in Kruundin City and alone. She sat up in a panic. The singing abruptly broke off.

			“Awake at last!” a merry voice observed. Tiran twisted around and saw a middle-aged woman in a plain gray dress. She had sleek black hair twisted into a bun and a warm, kind expression on her face. She held a tray with a bowl of steaming soup. Tiran felt her mouth watering in response. “I’m glad to see it,” the woman continued pleasantly. “You’ll be able to eat on your own this morning.”

			“On my own?” Tiran repeated, in confusion. “How long have I been here? And where am I?” She looked around the room. It was a plain white room with no furnishings but a cot, a small table and a chair. It had a single window draped with navy blue curtains. The bright light came from a single light bulb that hung from the ceiling. It looked clean and neat, but desperately devoid of personality.

			“You’ve been here for four days,” the woman answered as she placed the tray on the plain wood table next to the cot Tiran was sitting up in. “Don’t you remember?” Tiran frowned in concentration. Yes, she could vaguely remember periods of restless sleep, followed by someone spooning soup into her mouth. It all seemed like some kind of muddled dream.

			“You’ve had some kind of virus, we think. You’ve been very feverish, but the fever broke last night.” The woman gestured at the soup. “Please, go ahead. I know you must be hungry.” Tiran gratefully lifted the bowl and tasted the soup. It was a simple vegetable soup but it tasted heavenly. She started to eat more quickly.

			“This is the home of the Women of the Tender Heart,” her host explained brightly while Tiran ate. “You collapsed at the door to our soup kitchen, and we brought you in. My name is Sister Lucie.”

			“Women of the Tender Heart?” Tiran asked between spoonfuls.

			“Yes, we’re a small order. We worship Veshti according to the old ways, caring for the forgotten ones in the city,” Sister Lucie explained as she pulled back the curtains to the single window. Sunlight filtered into the room making its starkly bare appearance more cheerful. Tiran finished her soup and placed the bowl back on the tray. She swung her feet around and touched the cold floor with bare feet. Glancing down she saw her fancy party slippers scuffed and scraped but placed neatly next to the bed. She smiled sadly. Markus hadn’t produced an extra pair of shoes to go with her now filthy and crumpled skirt and blouse. She had had to wear the shoes she had worn to the ball. It seemed like ages ago already. A sob rose in her throat. What had happened to Markus? Had someone in the Brotherhood gotten to him too?

			Sister Lucie was staring at her curiously. Tiran slipped on the shoes and stood unsteadily. “Thank you so much for all your help, Sister Lucie. I wish I could repay you, and someday maybe I’ll be able to,” Tiran said gratefully.

			“Are you sure you feel well enough to get up?” Sister Lucie said worriedly.

			Tiran wasn’t sure at all, but four days! She had to find a way to get a hold of her father.

			“If you are feeling well enough to rise,” Sister Lucie said, “I think Sister Marna would like to speak with you. She’s the head of our order.” It was a polite request, and Tiran agreed without reservation. Maybe this Sister Marna would be able to help. Sister Lucie led her through the door and down a plain white hallway. Several closed doors lined the hallway; Tiran assumed they must be the rooms of the other members of the order. At the end of the hallway, Sister Lucie knocked on the door gently.

			“Come in,” a voice answered calmly. Sister Lucie opened the door and ushered Tiran in. An older lady sat behind a scarred desk, writing smoothly on a piece of letter paper. She wore a gray dress identical to that of Sister Lucie, with her snow white hair pulled back from her face by a headband, then falling softly to her shoulders. Her face was deeply lined and her hands were wrinkled, but for some reason she gave off an aura of energy. Tiran was drawn to her at once.

			“It’s the young lady, Sister Marna. She is feeling much better, and I brought her to see you like you asked,” Sister Lucie explained.

			“Thank you, Sister Lucie.” The younger woman nodded to Tiran and closed the door.

			“Please have a seat,” the other woman invited courteously. Tiran sat primly in the chair opposite the desk. “If you’ll wait just half a moment I am nearly done with this letter.” Tiran accepted, and she glanced idly around the office. It was just as plain as the room she had slept in. The only major difference was that this room had no window. Plus she noted a trio of yellow daisies in a vase on the desk. They boldly defied the surrounding asceticism, and Tiran felt measurably brightened. Funny how simple things could do that. When was the last time she had noticed and taken pleasure in a few flowers?

			Sister Marna put down her pen and folded her letter. Stowing it inside a drawer, she turned her full attention to Tiran. “How are you feeling, my dear?” she asked kindly.

			“I’m feeling much better, thank you. I am so grateful for all of your help. I don’t know what I would have done.”

			“Not at all, my dear one. We were simply following Veshti’s example in caring for those who cross our path.” Tiran squirmed uncomfortably. Her parents had never talked about religion much. It was disquieting to hear a god spoken of as if he was a real person, someone Sister Marna knew personally. Sister Marna seemed to read her thoughts and took pity on her by changing the subject.

			“What are you planning to do now?” she asked. “I don’t think you are used to life on the streets,” she added, with a pointed glance at Tiran’s party slippers.

			“I need to find some way to contact my father,” Tiran explained. “I came here with a friend, but we were separated, and I don’t know anyone here. But if I can get a hold of my father I know he’ll come get me. He’s probably worried sick,” she finished, more to herself.

			“Where is your father?” questioned Sister Marna.

			“In Roma. He’s the ambassador from the Union.” At this, Sister Marna’s countenance grew very grave. She sat silently for a moment before answering, her serious eyes studying Tiran’s face intently. Tiran wondered suddenly if these kind women were unhappy with the Union’s influence on Corizen. She was still searching for something to break the silence that couldn’t possibly be offensive when Sister Marna spoke again, this time very quietly.

			“I am afraid that getting in contact with your father may be quite difficult at this time. The embassy at the International Complex was bombed yesterday.”

			Tiran gasped. It wasn’t possible. Her life was turning into one never-ending nightmare! Had something happened to her father too? Sister Marna saw the terrified look on Tiran’s face and hastened to add, “I do not think your father was hurt, my dear child. The news reported that the Union Ambassador left the planet last night.”

			Tiran sat in petrified silence on her chair. How could her father leave now? Didn’t he want to find her? She had counted on her father to come and rescue her from this terrible mess. Maybe with her mother dead her father had quit caring about her. She choked back a sob and pushed the thought away. She had to hold herself together and find a way out of this. There was no one she could depend on now but herself.

			Sister Marna was studying her thoughtfully, one finger absently tapping the table. “Our order is very much removed from the world, my child. I am the only one in the order who watches the news streams or reads the local gazettes, and I only do so to make sure I can protect our order if necessary. With so many terrible things happening lately, it has been vital for me to keep informed at all times.”

			Tiran looked at her curiously. What did that have to do with her?

			“What is your name, child?” she questioned.

			“Tiran Morten.”

			“Ah, I thought so,” she said with a sigh. “It is even more difficult than I thought,” she continued to herself. Abruptly, the woman rose and started to pace the small room. Tiran watched her in alarm. What could possibly be more difficult? As it looked right now, her life seemed hopelessly bleak. Finally, Sister Marna stopped and turned to face Tiran.

			“Before I decide what to do, I must know something,” she said directly. “Are you in truth the daughter of Sirra and Laeren Bruche?”

			Tiran was taken aback. She had never been asked that question, not directly, and all her life she had been taught to keep it a secret. She couldn’t answer; her mouth hung open in shock.

			“Some of the newscasts are speculating that this is the case,” Sister Marna explained quietly, her eyes probing Tiran’s face. “It seems they’ve dredged up some obscure member of the Resistance who claims that Laeren Bruche had a child who would now be about your age.” Tiran bit her lip in fear. This was exactly the kind of thing she didn’t want to hear. Should she tell this stranger the truth? She wavered for a moment. Yet she felt she could trust Sister Marna. She hoped so.

			“Yes,” Tiran admitted at last. “My real father died when I was a baby. But my stepfather has been the one to raise me, and I use his name.”

			Sister Marna sat back down heavily in her chair. “So it comes back to me.” She raised her eyes to the ceiling and muttered, “Veshti, thy will be done. I will shoulder this burden thou hast seen fit to give me.”

			She turned back to Tiran and continued in a businesslike tone. “My dear child, you are in grave danger. It was recently reported on the news that you are the number one name on the Red List of the Brotherhood.”

			“Me?” gasped Tiran. “Why? What did I do?”

			“Nothing,” Sister Marna continued, barely masking her anger. “There are rumors that the Oman of the Brotherhood declares that Veshti wants the line of Laeren Bruche erased. Veshti’s ways are mysterious, of course, but here in Kruundin City we know what Sirra Bruche did for us. We remember the suffering she ended, and I cannot believe this is the will of our God.” Her voice trembled with passion.

			Tiran’s eyes dropped to her lap, and she struggled hard against the tears. She didn’t want to think about her mother but the memories came flooding back. She pressed her hand to her mouth.

			“My dear girl, I had forgotten,” Sister Marna cried apologetically. “Your mother . . . you do know that your mother . . .” she said hesitantly.

			Tiran nodded, and she couldn’t hold the tears back any longer. Putting her face in her hands she wept uncontrollably. Sister Marna rose and sat next to Tiran. Putting an arm around Tiran’s shoulder she said softly, “It’s been only a few days since you lost your mother. It is all right to cry, my dear. Don’t hold it in.”

			She sat patiently with Tiran while the tears seemed to go on forever. It felt like a great weight had lifted off Tiran’s shoulders. She could finally quit pretending that she was fine. Finally, when her tears seemed to ease, Sister Marna smoothed Tiran’s hair away from her forehead. “Hold on to hope, my dear,” she whispered. “We don’t really lose the ones we love. Not forever.”

			Slightly comforted, Tiran finally raised her eyes to Sister Marna’s.

			“But what am I going to do?” she said, hiccupping as her sobs died away.

			“Don’t worry, child. We’ll take care of you,” Sister Marna promised. So Tiran put her life into the hands of the Women of the Tender Heart. What other choice did she have?

			



		

13. Recovery

			It was a bright spring day on Zenith when Andie finally woke from her coma. She looked around at the hospital equipment and the nurse at her side. Blinking her eyes against the harsh fluorescent lights, she frowned in confusion. She blearily tried to figure out what she was doing in a hospital. She had been searching for something. What was it? Had she found it?

			“How are you feeling, Andie?”

			She turned in surprise, wincing at the soreness in her neck. “Dad?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper. The confusion deepened. She had been searching for Scott, right? Her date had disappeared and she had gone looking for him and slipped in the snow. Wasn’t that it? It didn’t feel quite right though. Where was she? She hadn’t seen her father in years. Or had it just seemed like years? Her father was standing over her, his face deeply lined and his hair completely white. He was wearing a plain long sleeve shirt over dark work pants. She didn’t remember him looking so old.

			“Where am I?” she managed, her voice a bit stronger. A nurse was checking a computer panel on the side of the medical capsule.

			“Omphalos Central Hospital on Zenith. Casey sent you to us,” her father explained calmly. Suddenly it all came flooding back. She had been searching for Tiran. Oanni had found them, and Tiran had left with Erron Kruunde.

			“Tiran!” she cried hoarsely. “Dad, they’ve got Tiran!” The nurse stepped back to her side. “Easy now,” she soothed. “You need to stay quiet, ma’am, for your own good.” She motioned to another medic who had come to the door.

			“Just stay calm, Andie,” her father ordered evenly. “You can’t do anything to help Tiran if you don’t get better. Relax. Casey is taking care of it.” Andie fought down her wave of panic. She needed answers, and her father seemed to be the only one who could give them to her. Trying to force herself to calm down didn’t seem to be working though. Her heart seemed to race faster and faster, and she could barely breathe.

			She felt a sudden pinch on her upper arm and turned to see the medic injecting something into her arm. Moments later her anxiety lessened, and she seemed to be floating peacefully in her bed. She remembered her missing daughter and all the questions she had, but suddenly they just didn’t seem quite so urgent. There was time to rest after all.

			The nurse was monitoring the panel at Andie’s side. She nodded at Andie’s father. “Five minutes, Admiral,” she instructed. He sat down in a chair at Andie’s bedside.

			“Feel better?” he asked gently.

			“Mmm-hmm,” Andie murmured. She could understand her father just fine, and things weren’t fuzzy, but for some reason she just couldn’t manage to feel anxious at all. What a powerful drug, she thought dreamily. It’s nice not to worry about things for once.

			“Do you remember what happened to you?” her dad questioned quietly.

			“Yes. Oanni shot me at the Inaugural Ball,” Andie answered tranquilly.

			Her father frowned. “That crazy old steward of the man who held you hostage on Corizen all those years ago? Casey didn’t tell me that.” Andie started to nod and stopped. Moving her head was painful.

			“So Casey found Tiran, then?” she asked her father in return.

			Her father hesitated. “Not yet. He was working on it with a staff dedicated just to finding her, Andie. I’m sure we will hear from him as soon as he finds her.”

			“Oh,” Andie’s heart sank, but still she didn’t worry about it. She was starting to get drowsy. “Kendra?” she continued.

			“Kendra is just fine. She traveled here with you.”

			She tried to focus on her father but it was getting harder and harder. What was she trying to ask him about again?

			“Your mother is anxious to see you. She’ll try to be here the next time you wake up.” Andie’s eyes had closed by now. Her father’s voice seemed to be coming through a fog. She couldn’t be sure, but she thought she felt his hand pressed to her cheek just before sleep took her completely.

			♦ 

			The next time she woke up it was her mother at her side.

			“Andie!” she cried softly when Andie opened her eyes and turned her head. She rose quickly and gently hugged her daughter. “I’m so glad to see you awake. We’ve been so worried.” She backed a bit and looked at Andie’s status panel herself. “You are doing much better though.”

			Andie coughed and tried to roll over, but she couldn’t manage it. “Is it that bad? I thought I was just shot. People survive that all the time.”

			Her mother laughed grimly. “You were shot at close range with a diffusing laser, Andie. You are lucky to be alive at all.” Andie groaned and tried to stretch.

			“I’ve never felt so stiff. I know I’m not young anymore, but it feels like I haven’t stretched out in months,” she complained with a yawn. Her mother shot her a guarded look but Andie wasn’t really paying attention.

			“So when can I get out of here, Mom?” she asked impatiently.

			Her mother smiled. “You are still my action-loving girl, aren’t you? Some things never change.”

			“You’re trying to avoid my question, Mom. You haven’t changed either,” Andie returned lightly. “Seriously, how long do I have to stay in the hospital?”

			“You’re anxious to get home.” It wasn’t a question.

			“Of course! I have to find Tiran! Doesn’t anybody understand that?” Andie’s voice trembled. “Mom, they’re monsters, those men who have Tiran. We have to find her before . . . before they hurt her. I don’t want her to go through what I went through.” Her voice choked up, and the tears started sliding down her cheeks. Her mother sighed softly and leaned forward toward the bed.

			“Oh, Andie, we all want Tiran safe just as much as you do, but you see, you were in a coma for a long time—almost five months by the standard calendar,” her mother explained gently.

			Andie’s tears stopped abruptly.

			“Do you mean that Tiran has been missing for five months?” she asked incredulously.

			“Yes. Casey’s team has been searching and they only traced her a short way from the Palace. They found her ball gown in the apartment of the man she left with and hints that they had gone to Nubia. But they haven’t found any trace of her on Nubia yet.”

			Andie’s heart began to race. They couldn’t have killed her! Not Tiran! But if she had been missing for that long, in the hands of someone like Oanni or Erron Kruunde, was it really better for her to still be alive?

			Her mother’s hand closed over hers. Andie turned to see her mother fighting back tears. “If I could have spared you this I would have, Andie. You’ve been through so much. We would give anything to have our granddaughter back safe and sound. But you need to prepare yourself for the likelihood that she is no longer alive.” Andie listened to her mom in shock and disbelief. Then she grew angry.

			“But how could I just give up on her?” she demanded of her mother. “You never gave up on me. All those years people kept insisting I was dead, and you believed I wasn’t. You were right, too!”

			Her mother didn’t say anything. She just stroked Andie’s hand gently. Andie’s anger melted away as quickly as it had flared. Instead, she just felt gnawing fear.

			“She’s alive somewhere, Mom. She has to be,” Andie pleaded. Her mother didn’t answer, and Andie couldn’t hold back her own tears any longer. It was as if the gates had been opened to a new kind of emotional agony. How could she go on for years not knowing if Tiran was alive? What if she was? What were they doing to her? The two women cried together until interrupted by the medic who came to check on Andie.

			When her mother left in the evening, Andie lay with her thoughts rushing through her head, possible horrors that Tiran could be suffering. Finally she could stand it no longer. She decided that no matter what, she was going back to Corizen. She would find Tiran herself or die trying. There was no other option.

			♦

			She only spent another week in the hospital before she was allowed to return to her parents’ home. When her father had retired they had bought a small ranch in a quiet suburb of Omphalos. It was not a huge place, but Andie’s father had decided that at last he was going to try something new—farming. Currently he was trying to raise a quinoa crop and a few local vegetables. It was long, hard work for him, and he spent much of the day trying to get the planting done. He was up before Andie, and she almost never saw him except at meals. In the evening he would collapse in a chair and doze while trying to read a farming journal. Andie was pleased to see her father handling retirement so well. Not many military men seemed to make the transition that well, but her father had found something that fired his interest and was challenging. Once, to her great amusement, she had even heard him shouting orders at his small flock of insubordinate chickens. She hoped he stuck it out.

			Her mother and Kendra were gone almost all day. Her mother spent her days still managing public relations for the Armada and Kendra attended classes at the University of Omphalos, and the commute, even by the quick bullet trains, took an hour each way. Andie saw very little of either.

			Her first night in the house, Kendra had snuck into her room after Andie’s parents had gone to bed. She had slipped quietly into the chair next to Andie’s bed, almost before Andie had realized that she was there.

			“Aunt Andie?” she whispered. “Are you awake?”

			Andie had rolled over and lit the lamp. “Kendra? I’m awake. I’m not really tired yet, just resting my eyes.” She waited for Kendra to say something. Truth be told, she was still a bit angry with Kendra for helping Tiran keep her relationship with Markus—no, Erron—a secret. Kendra sat silently, apparently unable to speak.

			“Are you okay, Kendra?” Andie asked quietly, trying valiantly not to show any rancor. Suddenly Kendra burst into tears. “I’m so sorry, Aunt Andie. I didn’t know he was such an evil man. I would have told you about Tiran if I had known he wanted to take her away. But Tiran trusted me, and I promised her I wouldn’t tell anyone. I never would have kept it a secret if I had known,” she sobbed a bit incoherently. Andie’s anger faded. Poor Kendra obviously blamed herself so much, and what did Andie expect? As a teenager she would never have told on her friends either. It wasn’t Kendra’s fault.

			“It’s all right, Kendra,” she comforted gently. “I know you never wanted anything to happen to Tiran. These men weren’t the kind to give up. They would have found a way somehow or another. How could you have known?”

			“But you almost died, and Tiran is probably dead and it’s all my fault. If I had just said something you would have sent Markus away sooner and it never would have happened.”

			“Kendra, look at me!” Andie commanded urgently. Kendra reluctantly raised her eyes to Andie’s face. “You cannot blame yourself for this. You had no control over it. These were truly evil men. They would not have given up. Nothing you could have done would have changed that.” Then she softened her voice. “Please believe me, Kendra. You don’t need to hate yourself for something you couldn’t have prevented.” Kendra’s sobs had slowly subsided into sniffling. Finally Andie had sent her to get some sleep but she had lain awake herself far into the night.

			She had succeeded in forgiving Kendra, but she could not pardon her husband. Shortly after moving into her parents’ home she received her first comm from Casey who was still at the Assembly Station. It had been very brief, a mere note (addressed to her father), only to tell her that he loved her and that he was doing everything he could to find Tiran. She sighed as she read the terminal screen. It was such a short message, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to expect much. All available transmission time from the Assembly Station was usually commandeered by the politicians, leaving little or no time for personal messages. It infuriated her though that while their daughter’s life was in danger Casey was still focusing on his job to the exclusion of all else. Deep down she resented that he had sent her away and then left himself.

			Since Casey wasn’t able to send her any details on what had happened, she spent several hours combing the terminal archives for information from Corizen. When she first read that her attacker had been killed by the guards, she slumped back in relief. At least that was one enemy Tiran was safe from. Oanni was gone forever. Continuing on, she was startled to learn that she had been named as a top Red List target and publicly revealed as Sirra Bruche, and she watched clips from her faked funeral in dark amusement. Horrified, she learned of the embassy bombing and wondered uneasily if any of her friends had been killed. Most of all she scoured every possible reference to the Ambassador’s missing daughter but didn’t learn anything more than her parents had told her. It only made her more determined to return to Corizen. With such terrible things going on, she doubted that Casey’s agents were doing much to look for Tiran. It had been overshadowed by graver things.

			Though she was alone during the day, she spent most of the time doing physical therapy exercises to gain back the strength she had lost while in the coma. It was a long and painful battle. Once a week her father took her in a transport into Omphalos for an appointment with a doctor who checked her progress. She drove herself hard, and within six weeks the doctor determined she was fit enough to get outside on her own if she didn’t overdo it. It was what she had been waiting for. She felt she was finally strong enough to travel again, and she wouldn’t put it off any longer.

			That evening after Kendra had gone upstairs to study, Andie sat with her parents in the living room and explained to them what she wanted to do. Her father raised his eyebrows, and her mother leaned forward as if she wanted to say something, but then thought better of it. She settled back into her chair.

			Her father was first to speak. “I don’t think this is a good idea at all. Casey sent you here to be safe and get better. You’ve been out of the hospital only six weeks! The doctor just gave you permission to go out as long as it wasn’t too much. I think traveling off-planet definitely qualifies as too much!” Andie heard him out patiently. She had not expected a much different reaction from her father. She waited for her mother’s opinion.

			“It’s still not safe for you back on Corizen, Andie. I just can’t bear for you to risk it when Casey already has people trying to find her. What if these men find you again?” her mother’s voice trembled.

			“It’s not as bad as you think, Mom,” Andie explained patiently. “Everyone on Corizen thinks I am dead. Casey staged a public funeral. No one will even be looking for me.”

			“It still does not make sense for you to go back to Corizen,” argued her father. “Casey’s people traced Tiran to Nubia.”

			“I know they think they did,” Andie refuted. “But I am the only one who knows that it was Oanni who attacked me and Erron Kruunde who left with Tiran. They are looking for a Markus Stoer. They’ll never find them.”

			“So tell Casey that,” pleaded her mother. “Tell him what he needs to know so that he can direct them to search for the right man. That’s still no reason for you to go back to Corizen.”

			Andie saw her mother’s eyes swimming with tears and moved into the chair next to her, taking her mother’s hands into her own. “Mom, really terrible things have happened on Corizen, and I don’t think that right now Casey will be able to convince anyone to spend much time finding a girl who supposedly eloped six months ago. She’s my daughter. If I don’t go find her, who will?” she appealed fervently.

			With that her parents gave in and agreed to help her get back to Corizen. She had known they would in the end.

			



		

14. The Search Begins

			It was surprisingly easy to get back to Corizen. Andie’s father arranged for her passage on a trading ship that was heading from Omphalos to Roma within a couple of weeks. It was pretty expensive without the Armada or the Union picking up the tab, but her father insisted on paying for it. “Some of my investments over the years have done extremely well, Andie,” he insisted. “I would rather have my granddaughter safe than any amount of money,” he added. “This is the only way I can help.” Andie thanked him with tears in her eyes. As a young woman she had never appreciated her father. He had been the dominant authority figure in her life, a rock that she had battered herself against constantly, trying to prove her independence. Yet she finally saw now that that same man she had seen as unyielding granite was also someone strong that she could always depend on.

			The last week before she left passed slowly. She had few preparations to make. Her mother had purchased a small new wardrobe for her before she was released from the hospital and that was all she had to take back. Casey had not sent any of her own things with her. He had closed their local money account on Corizen but had transferred a large amount of their savings for her use on Zenith, and she decided to withdraw enough Union Currency to last her a short while on Corizen. At the local branch of the bank she spoke to the manager about transferring the rest of her money to Corizen. She was shocked to learn the exorbitant fees for an interplanetary money transfer to Corizen—twenty percent of whatever was transferred.

			“Why in the world is your transaction fee so high?” she demanded. “I thought the going rate for an interplanetary money transfer was only five percent!”

			The manager smiled a bit primly. “Well, on all normal interplanetary transfers we do charge the standard rate. However, money used on Corizen is considered money lost to our economy, Ma’am. It is such an unstable place these days. We discourage transfers there whenever possible.”

			Andie ground her teeth in frustration. “Then how am I to access my money once I am on Corizen, may I ask?”

			“Ma’am, if you insist on going to such a dangerous place, you must simply accept that risky behavior is costly and pay the higher fee.” He put on his starched, insincere smile again. “I’m sorry, ma’am. It is the bank’s policy, and I must comply with it.”

			In the end she gave in and paid the outrageous transfer fee and arranged to have an account set up in the Union-based bank headquartered in Roma. She didn’t want to risk running out of funds during her search.

			That night she arrived back at her parents’ home thoroughly worn out. She collapsed in a recliner in the living room after dinner and closed her eyes. Her father looked up from his journal. “You overdid it today,” he observed, disapproving.

			“Well, yes,” Andie admitted. “It was a long trip into the city and back. Frustrating, too.” She described her interview with the bank manager. Her father shook his head ruefully. “Sounds like legal robbery,” he commiserated. “But I see why they would be worried. Everything I hear describes Corizen on the point of civil war again.”

			“Oh, Dad, it isn’t as bad as that. Really. We just have some crazy terrorists who have been trying to frighten everyone. That’s all.”

			“Sounds like they’re succeeding in frightening everyone though. I hear people all the time talking about whether the Union should step in or not.” Andie sighed deeply. Her father put down his journal. “If the planet isn’t safe, the businesses are going to pull out, Andie. A lot of people have invested in Corizen. They don’t want to lose everything there.” Andie bristled.

			“Corizen doesn’t need the Union to step in! The last thing they need is the Armada in there telling everyone what to do. They are perfectly capable of governing themselves, Dad,” she defended, a bit wearily. She had had this same conversation with Casey a number of times. Her father leaned back in his chair. His brow creased. “If things aren’t stable, the economy will go down the drain. Do they have a strong enough military to keep the peace?”

			“Well, the Corizen Peacekeeping Force is pretty strong. They do a good job of keeping everyone safe.” Except for lately, she realized as soon as she said it. They had been starting to get overwhelmed by the Brotherhood before she had been shot. All the terminal news only showed it getting worse. Her father studied his hands.

			“Nothing worse than an army whose loyalty is divided,” he observed quietly.

			“So you think the Union should just send in the Armada to whip Corizen back into shape?” she asked incredulously.

			“No,” he chuckled cynically. “No, I don’t think the Armada has any business on Corizen. They don’t want us there, and in my opinion that’s good enough reason to leave them to sort out their own mess. People like that wretched Oman deserve what they get.” The words cut Andie to her heart. Her father didn’t care what happened on Corizen. Everything that meant so much to her meant nothing to him.

			Her father must have seen it on her face. He rose from his chair and came to her side. “I don’t think the Armada belongs there, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t want to see Corizen succeed, Andie. I know it’s your home. I know you have given everything you are to the Denicorizens. I only wish . . .” he tried to express, but the words faltered and instead, he kissed her cheek. “I just want you to be safe and happy. That’s all.”

			Andie hugged her dad tightly in response. That was all she wanted as well.

			♦

			Her parents and Kendra accompanied her to Omphalos the day she left Zenith. It was a bittersweet parting. Andie was impatient to get back to her search for her daughter, but at the same time it was hard to leave her parents. It was impossible to know if she would ever see them again.

			Just before she boarded the ship, her father hugged her tightly and Andie gave him a swift kiss on the cheek. “Thank you, Dad,” she whispered. She turned to Kendra who was standing a bit behind and pulled her closer. “I hope you find Tiran, Aunt Andie. I miss her so much,” Kendra whispered. Andie nodded and smiled at her niece and then turned to her mother.

			Her mother wrapped her arms tightly around her. “It will all work out in the end, you’ll see, Andie,” she promised. “You are an amazing survivor and so is Tiran. You’ll find her.” Andie fought back her tears and kissed her mother. Then, she picked up her small carry-on bag and turned to board the ship. She turned one last time before climbing the ladder and waved at her family. Her father saluted her, and Kendra and her mother waved back madly. Then Andie boarded the ship, some part of her knowing she would never set foot on Zenith again.

			♦

			Once in Roma she took a shuttle directly to Freeport. It was a large new seaport on the coast of Urok, about 50 miles from Kruundin City. Before the revolution it had been merely a sleepy fishing village. Over the last decade however, it had quickly grown to be one of the largest ports on the continent. When Andie disembarked from the shuttle, she looked around her and inhaled the sea air deeply. The salty air reminded her vaguely of Laeren and their days together colonizing on the island of Faroi. She smiled as she thought of him; the sting had gone out of her first husband’s death long ago.

			Freeport was a very orderly laid out town. The shuttleport was near the center of the commercial district, with the streets laid out on a grid. She looked around to get her bearings for a moment and then headed down one of the main commercial roads. It had been quite awhile since she had been to Freeport but her intended route came back to her quickly.

			It was a great relief to be out of Roma. In the short time she had been gone, Roma had turned into a war zone. There were bombings almost every day, and in some neighborhoods, fires simply burned the buildings to the ground. A curfew was in effect, and CPF soldiers patrolled the streets with roadblocks every few miles, but still the violence continued. Andie had been shocked and even terrified by the changes. Here in Freeport, life seemed to be going on a bit more normally. The shops were open for business, and she didn’t see any roadblocks anywhere. Yet even here there were signs that all was not well. An occasional building showed signs of fire and graffiti supporting the Brotherhood scrawled across the front. She shuddered as she passed one such building. It looked like it had once been a small grocery store, with living quarters above. It was a horrible blackened empty shell, and Andie quickly looked back at the street. The sooner she arrived at her destination, the better.

			It didn’t take much longer. She found herself on a street of well-kept but modest three story homes. They were narrow and built out of brick; small courtyards dotted with potted plants or small fountains fronted the buildings. She walked past them until she reached number sixteen and then slowly pushed open the front gate. A small fountain gurgled merrily in the corner of the courtyard, with a small wooden bench and a young tree completing the arrangement. Potted flowers were set all around the courtyard and the heavenly smell calmed Andie considerably. Yes, there was still peace and beauty in the world of Corizen if one knew where to look.

			She climbed the front steps and rang the doorbell. She only had to wait a minute for a voice to call from inside, a bit warily. “Who is it?”

			“Rosalea?” Andie called back loudly. “It’s Andie Morten.” The door crackled as a shield was deactivated. She could hear the door being unbolted and it cracked open. An eye peered cautiously out. “My stars, this is impossible!” she exclaimed. “Bret, come quickly!”

			The door swung wide open, and Andie was confronted by a tall, blue-skinned beauty with gleaming masses of mahogany hair. She grasped Andie’s arm and pulled her into the entryway. “I thought you were dead, we all did, we even went to your funeral,” Rosalea babbled, a bit hysterically. “And here you are on our doorstep!”

			A man’s firm tread thundered down the stairs and Andie looked up to see Bret Ka staring down at her. He looked much older than his thirty-five years now. It had been Bret’s plan back in the days of the Kruundin City siege that had sent her to confront Jaory and ultimately destroy him. In the intervening years he had married the beautiful Rosalea and served in the Planetary Congress. Andie and Casey had kept in close contact with the Ka family over the years. They were some of the few people she knew she could trust without reservation.

			“I might have known,” Bret said with a smile, shaking his head as he reached the bottom of the stairs. “You are actually immortal, aren’t you? You keep coming back to prove us all wrong.”

			“Oh hush, you,” scolded Rosalea, taking both of Andie’s hands in hers. “My darling, ignore my ill-bred husband. I cannot believe you are alive! Where have you been all this time? Did you walk here from the port? Let me get you something to drink!” With that she swept from the room. Bret gestured for Andie to follow, and she did with a smile. When they were seated at the small kitchen table with large, icy drinks in front of them, Bret leaned back in his chair and folded his arms.

			“So the Ambassador lied to us all, I take it?” he asked, a glint of humor in his eyes. “When he staged a massive memorial service for his wife?”

			“I assume so,” answered Andie with mock gravity. “I don’t know; I wasn’t exactly awake for it.”

			“I’m not going to believe you are dead until I can poke your dead body myself.”

			“Bret! What a truly hideous thing to say!” exclaimed Rosalea in horror.

			“Oh, Rosa,” groaned Bret. “Andie knows me better than to take me seriously.” Andie laughed and tipped her drink at Bret. “I intend to outlive you, old friend, just remember that.”

			“I will.” He looked at Rosalea, who was finally starting to calm a bit. “In all seriousness though, what really happened, Andie? Did the Brotherhood really attack you? Or did you just fake your death so you could avoid all the security hassles? We did find out that you were heading the Red List.”

			Andie looked around playfully. “I don’t see many security hassles here, and yet if I remember correctly you are number six on the Red List yourself, Bret.”

			“Number five now,” responded Bret flippantly. “Apparently the Brotherhood got to one of their own so-called traitors who was ahead of me. The List is officially published now by the Oman, so everyone always knows exactly where they stand.” Rosalea glowered at her husband. It was obviously a topic of contention between them.

			“So? Number five and no security?” Andie pressed.

			“What difference would it make? Security didn’t stop them from getting to Morek-Li or to you, as far as I knew, and certainly didn’t stop them from bombing the embassy.”

			“I can’t get him to see reason at all,” complained Rosalea bitterly. “It’s only his life; why should he try to take any precautions?” She leaned forward and stared into her drink, a tear slipping down her cheek.

			“Rosa, my love,” soothed Bret, tracing her neck with his finger. “There are some precautions, you know that. Why would I want something to happen to either of us, or to the children?” Rosalea sniffed briefly and raised her head to smile faintly at Andie.

			“At least he agreed with me that we should send the children away. They are staying with my family in Mariposa. It has been so long since we have been able to live together as a family,” she sighed regretfully. “Will it ever end?”

			“Hopefully soon, my love,” murmured Bret, smoothing her hair. All three sat silently for a moment. Andie wondered if it really could end soon. Could something really end this nightmare as quickly as it had started? Then Bret turned back to her. “You never answered my original question. What happened at the Inaugural Ball?”

			“I was shot while outside on the grounds,” Andie admitted. “Casey sent me to Zenith to recover and faked my death.”

			Bret leaned back in his chair, exhaling loudly. “So the Brotherhood did get to you after all.”

			“I don’t know how much of it had to do with the Brotherhood at all, Bret. It was Jaory Kruunde’s old steward who tried to kill me. It was Erron Kruunde who left that night with my daughter.” Rosalea gasped.

			“That can’t be,” dismissed Bret. “Erron Kruunde is dead. He died with his father during the siege.”

			“No, Bret,” contradicted Andie flatly. “He is alive and he robbed me of my daughter. I have to find her; that’s why I came to you.”

			“You’re searching for Tiran alone?” asked Rosalea incredulously. “What about Casey, can’t the Armada . . . ?”

			“Actually,” Bret interrupted quietly, “Congress ordered the Armada to pull completely out of Corizen just yesterday.” Both Rosalea and Andie turned with stunned eyes to Bret. “I don’t think it’s wise,” Bret admitted. “I voted against it even, but what’s done is done. It’s all Jerrapo Coraelle’s fault really.”

			“Jerrapo? What . . . why?” asked Andie, alarmed.

			“Well, she came out of hiding after your death, Andie. She announced publicly who she was and then proceeded to demand a hearing before Congress. She used the hearing to present evidence that the Armada had been supplying the Brotherhood with weapons.”

			“No,” breathed Andie.

			“I was there at the hearing, Andie. It was pretty strong evidence, that’s certain. I was the only representative that voted against barring the Armada after that. The next resolution was to cut off diplomatic ties with the Union.”

			“But . . . but . . .” Andie stumbled over her words, a million thoughts flying through her head. Finally she latched onto one. “But this is our home! What are we going to do?” Rosalea covered Andie’s hands with her own. Bret chuckled humorlessly. “After all that work to bring us closer to the Union we go and throw it all out the window. It didn’t take much.”

			“Do . . . do you think it’s true, Bret? Is the Armada helping the Brotherhood?” asked Andie haltingly.

			“Without a doubt, someone with access to Armada weapons is helping the Brotherhood. But I refuse to believe that there is some conspiracy between the Armada and the Brotherhood so that the Union can take over Corizen,” answered Bret decisively.

			“It does seem extremely unlikely,” admitted Andie. “I just couldn’t help but wonder. There are some voices in the Union demanding that the Union step in and take over.”

			“That’s why Jerrapo’s argument had such weight, I think. Anyway, what’s done is done I guess. So there will be no official help from the Armada, but we’ve been there before,” Bret said wearily.

			“What kind of help do you need from us, Andie?” asked Rosalea, returning to the purpose of Andie’s visit. She seemed to grasp intuitively what Andie’s real concern was, and Andie gratefully squeezed her hand. “I think Tiran and Erron probably came back to Urok, possibly through Kruundin City. I was wondering if you still had any contacts that would have any idea where Erron Kruunde would likely be.”

			Bret frowned thoughtfully. “You know that Tiran is the number one Red List target now, don’t you Andie? If we go around asking questions, someone else may figure out where she is before you do.”

			“Bret, what other choice do I have? Don’t you think she is in just as much danger from Erron Kruunde as from the Brotherhood?” Andie pleaded. Rosalea tightened her grip on Andie’s hand.

			“If that’s true,” Bret responded hesitantly, “she may already be dead, Andie.” He tried to speak as gently as possible. Andie flinched, but she brought her eyes right back to Bret’s.

			“She may,” she answered, her voice trembling. “But the Brotherhood doesn’t think so or she would be off their hit list. At least I have to try, Bret. Wouldn’t you if it were your daughter?” Bret still seemed undecided.

			“If it was our sweet Carlene?” added Rosalea fearfully. “Wouldn’t you keep searching, no matter how dim the hope was?”

			Andie fixed her desperate eyes on Bret’s face. He relented. “Oh, all right, I’ll see if one or two of my old contacts in Kruundin City can do a little research for me.” Andie sighed in relief. “In the meantime, you should stay here with us, Andie. Citizens are starting to stand out around here again, and if the Oman ever found out you were still alive, you would be back in that number one spot again,” Bret warned.

			“I’ll be a good girl, I promise,” Andie answered lightly. As long as it takes to get some word about where to go, she added silently. Then, come what may I will find Erron Kruunde if it kills me.

			



		

15. Diplomacy

			At the Assembly Station on Tyre, life was turning into a dreary succession of meaningless days that blurred into restless nights. Casey paced his small room in frustration. He had been here six whole months and still, he was refused permission to leave Tyre and go to Zenith. He had recently put in another request for a leave of absence, and he hoped that his superior Madge Zvokallon would finally approve it. He wasn’t doing any good here. Every week he attended the meetings of the Security Council where they debated what they could possibly do with Corizen, but he had nothing new to contribute.

			At first, he had thought that he could make a short report to the Council and return to Zenith on bereavement leave. He had hardly been able to think straight during those early days, wondering if Andie would survive. He was only rarely able to get a comm of any sort from Andie’s father, and those comms didn’t tell him much at all. However, as the days had dragged into weeks, his fervent pleas, and finally demands, had fallen on deaf ears. He was told that it was simply impossible at this time for him to leave for security reasons.

			He clenched his fists in frustration as he continued to pace the small room. Not too long ago he had received word that Andie had finally woken from her coma. Impatiently he had waited to hear anything, but no further messages had arrived. Of course, the ability to transmit comms to the Assembly Station was extremely limited, and he was nearly crazy with the desire to speak to his wife again. He had finally determined to submit one last request to his superiors before resigning his post completely. He would rather work as a day laborer than spend another month away from his wife.

			A small chime at his door announced a visitor, interrupting his fruitless pacing. He opened his door to find Councilor Meecham standing there. “Come in, Meecham,” Casey invited. “Have a seat. Would you care for something to drink?”

			“Something cold,” Meecham answered casually, settling into one of two chairs that were crammed into Casey’s small sitting area. He was a pale man with jet black hair and piercing eyes. He was not handsome but he was striking and his presence carried force. Casey was much taller but sometimes Meecham seemed to tower over him. Casey poured Meecham some of the ice blue liquid he had in his room dispenser and handed over the drink. Then he settled into the chair next to Meecham.

			Meecham sipped the drink and sighed. “Zenithian Blue, isn’t it?” he asked with a smile. “I did not even know we had any here at the Station.”

			Casey shrugged. “Of course. I’m homesick, I guess, Meecham.”

			“I can understand that. With all you’ve been through, I don’t understand why they don’t just approve your leave of absence,” he said thoughtfully. “I tried to put in a word with Madge, you know, but she just changed the subject. She seems to think that you walk on water, and they just can’t make any decisions without you.”

			Casey laughed grimly. “The Minister of Interplanetary Relations hardly needs me to tell her what to do. She is firmly in control of the situation; she has told me so many times.”

			“But she does count on your advice, Morten, without doubt. In fact, this mess on Corizen would certainly be worse without it,” Meecham persisted. “Is it true that they want to put a Corizen takeover to a Council vote?” Casey looked at his guest in surprise. Meecham never ceased to amaze him. Where did he get his information?

			“It has been discussed,” Casey admitted finally. “But I keep explaining that it would never solve the problem.”

			Meecham sighed heavily and sipped his drink. “Anyone who knows anything about Corizen knows that the Denicorizens would never accept Union rule. Not peacefully. What is simply a religious uprising could turn into a full-scale planetary revolt.” He shook his head ruefully. “Any news yet of your daughter?” Meecham asked, changing the subject.

			“No. Inquiries have been made on Nubia, but no one has any records of her arriving there. Of course, that doesn’t mean she isn’t there, but we have pretty much exhausted every lead we had. Officially there’s nothing more anyone can do. I’m going to keep doing record searches myself though. That’s my only option right now.” His face hardened. He had been informed a few months ago that there would no longer be any official staff assigned to tracking down Tiran. It had not been a surprise but it was still a bitter pill. He couldn’t expect the Security Council to keep investigating it forever, but it still felt like a betrayal. He had given everything to his career, and what did he have left? Nothing.

			Finally Meecham thanked Casey for the drink and left. Casey changed his clothes and went to the station’s gym. He worked himself hard, sweating profusely, and in the meantime the furious dialogue continued in his mind.

			I should be on Zenith.

			“She’ll never forgive you for losing Tiran,” a small, cynical voice inserted.

			I should be on Corizen then.

			“You don’t have any choice now. Planning to walk there?”

			There was nothing more I could have done. I’ve tracked down all the leads, he argued defensively.

			“Did you truly do everything?” the voice insisted snidely. “Somebody must have seen them somewhere.”

			I’m sure Tiran’s fine, he tried to convince himself. Just because she eloped doesn’t mean she’s in danger.

			“Ah, but if she was, how could she tell you? What kind of father leaves his daughter alone like that?” the voice attacked nastily.

			He shook his head savagely, trying to clear his thoughts. There had to be a way out of this somehow. If he could just get away from this blasted place!

			Back in his room he took a short shower and dressed again. He wasn’t due at yet another committee meeting until the next morning. He stretched out on his bed for a few minutes but he wasn’t remotely tired, so finally he rose and sat at his terminal screen. Within a few seconds he had pulled up the most recent newscasts from Corizen. He scanned the headlines trying to decide if any of them were worth watching. He stopped short at the sight of Jerrapo Coraelle’s face. He clicked on it, and soon her holographic face rose in the air.

			“Even as we speak, some in the Union Security Council are debating whether or not to invade Corizen. We must act now. The Armada must be expelled from our planet before the Citizens try to take our way of life from us.” The scene switched to show the cheering crowds of the gallery of the Corizen Congress. A narrator continued.

			“Shortly after the speech given by Madam Coraelle, Congress voted to expel the Armada from the planet. In a written communiqué, the Union Premier Maria Rodham assured Corizen that while she is saddened by this decision, the Armada will immediately comply with the terms of the order.”

			Casey stared at the terminal screen in shock, his mouth hanging open. The Armada was being withdrawn from Corizen?

			“In a public release, the Oman of the Brotherhood declared that the expulsion of the Armada is the will of the god Veshti, and that by so doing, those Congress members who voted in favor of it have begun to earn Veshti’s forgiveness. However, President Gulann and Congress member Bret Ka spoke forcefully against the removal of the Armada and still remain top targets of the Brotherhood’s infamous hit list.”

			The chime sounded at his door, and he switched off the newscast. He opened the door to find Councilor Meecham standing at the door again. “Did you hear the news about the Armada pullout?” he said anxiously.

			“I just saw it on my terminal. What can they be thinking?” Casey groaned.

			“It’s going to turn into a total bloodbath down there. I can’t believe it. I’ve already had comms from frantic businessmen wondering how to minimize their losses there.”

			“I have no answer to that,” Casey said glumly. “I don’t think the CPF will be able to protect many foreign holdings.”

			“You have to go back, Morten. Go to Madge and insist that she send you back. You are the only one who might be able to talk some sense into them. They trust you!”

			Casey laughed bitterly. “I’ve been trying to talk Madge into letting me leave for six months, Meecham. Besides, they just expelled the Armada, who says they would let me back in?”

			“Come on, Morten. You are not the Armada. Anyway, your wife was the great Sirra Bruche, surely that ought to count for something!” Casey seriously doubted that; it was amazing how quickly people forgot old ties. Jerrapo had been his wife’s best friend after all. It hadn’t stopped her from turning against them.

			“Meecham, there is no chance whatsoever that Madge is going to let me go back. You know that,” he responded wearily.

			“Then go straight to Premier Rhodam. She’ll override any of Madge’s orders.” Casey thought about this for a moment, his brow furrowed. It was possible that Premier Rhodam would see his side of things. She was the top executive power in the Union government, and she had the authority to override any of the Cabinet Ministers. There was a chance that it could work, and Casey was willing to try anything if it got him back to Corizen so he could continue his search for Tiran.

			“All right, Meecham. I’ll see if I can get an appointment with the Premier.”

			“I don’t think you’ll even need to see her personally. Send her a comm, and I’m sure that she will get back to you quickly. I’m sure she is grasping at anything to help stabilize the Corizen situation right now.”

			Casey took Meecham’s advice and typed out a short memo which he sent straight to Premier Rhodam’s office. Within an hour he had his answer. All former directions given to him by Minister Madge Zvokallon were to be disregarded, and he would be leaving for Corizen immediately. In the future he was to contact the Premier’s office directly with updates and to receive instructions.

			Before the day had ended he was on a ship headed back to Corizen.

			♦

			As he walked off the ship he was greeted in person by Admiral Hernandez.

			“Hell, Ambassador, what timing you have! Where were you five months ago to help us stop this utter debacle?” he exclaimed angrily.

			“It’s nice to see you again, too, Admiral,” commented Casey wryly.

			“What is wrong with those stupid politicians anyway? They station me out here, order me to help keep the peace on Corizen and then let some psycho terrorists chase us out? Then after we have been ordered to leave everything to fall apart, only then they send the diplomat back to smooth things over?” He swore bitterly. “Do you have any idea what is happening out there?”

			“Well, I was briefed some on my trip here, but I imagine that the violence has gotten pretty bad,” Casey surmised somberly.

			“The mayor of Roma was assassinated today. There are gunfights going on in the streets as we speak between terrorists and the CPF. And I can’t do a single thing to help. I have to keep proceeding with the relocation of our base here.” Casey listened in horror, the color draining from his face. It was even worse than he thought.

			“That damn Oman is a demon straight from the dark side of the moon,” the Admiral muttered. “But look on the bright side, Morten. Today you get to meet with President Gulann and explain to him how the hell our weapons ended up in the hands of the Brotherhood. I don’t suppose you happened to solve that little mystery while you were off schmoozing with the Security` Council.”

			Casey finally flared. “You forced me onto that ship six months ago, Admiral. Don’t take this out on me! You know I would have stayed and tried to work things out.”

			“I don’t know what you could have possibly done,” the Admiral grudgingly admitted. “That Coraelle woman appeared out of nowhere, some former revolutionary hero who proceeds to tell the Corizen Congress exactly what we didn’t want them to hear. It was my worst nightmare.”

			“I don’t know who leaked that to Jerrapo, but if I had known about it I might have been able to persuade her to keep quiet.”

			“You know her?” The Admiral’s nostrils flared.

			“She’s one of my wife’s closest friends from the days of the Revolution.” The Admiral moved a step back from Casey, staring at him through narrowed eyes. “Your top secret investigation was leaked to one of your wife’s friends? Do you know how suspicious that sounds, Morten? I sure hope your nose is clean on this one or there will be hell to pay.”

			Casey shrugged it off. “Oh come on, Admiral. My wife has ties to several of the top government officials. That’s why they named me Ambassador. That’s hardly a case for treason.” The Admiral sighed, shaking his head. He waved Casey toward the door. “Well, let’s go. Your first meeting is in less than an hour, and I’m taking you to the Palace under heavy guard.”

			The Admiral’s heavily shielded escort delivered Casey to the Palace in just enough time to meet with President Gulann in a small, fortified room several stories beneath ground level. The President was already seated at his desk when Casey entered and was shown to a chair directly in front of him. The Admiral left them then, but two guards posted at either side of the President’s desk held their position.

			Casey studied the President’s face as he took his seat. Gulann’s face was lined and drawn, and dark purple smudges shadowed his eyes, visible even with his bluish pallor. He was impeccably groomed as always, but he slumped a little in his chair. He was no longer the supremely confident, almost arrogant politician that he had been at the start of his presidency.

			“So, Ambassador,” the President began, a bit wearily. “I hope you have come with the explanation I need. Why is the Armada supplying the Brotherhood with weapons? Have we not been true partners in the development of Corizen?”

			“President, you know as well as I do that the Armada does not support the Brotherhood . . .” Casey began earnestly.

			“Yes, I thought so anyway. I trusted Morek-Li, I trusted Admiral Hernandez, and I trusted you, and I believed that our partnership with the Union would finally help Corizen achieve greatness. Yet here we are in the midst of anarchy.” He frowned, playing with a sheet of paper on his desk. Casey paused for a moment, unsure of just what he should tell the president.

			“You are keeping something from me, Ambassador. It is time for all pretenses to come to an end,” Gulann continued grimly. Casey only hesitated for a moment before he decided to tell Gulann the truth.

			“I have known for two years now that the Brotherhood was obtaining Armada technology,” admitted Casey. The President stiffened in his chair, his slump quickly disappearing. “We recognized traces in the attacks of weapons and other signs of technology that we thought that only the Armada possessed. At first the Admiral wasn’t sure, and under the Security Council I was directed to head a small investigation trying to determine if we had a leak.”

			Casey paused for a moment. The president was watching him, his lips pressed tight and his eyes grave. “It was possible, we thought, that the Brotherhood was developing these things on their own. The Admiral offered his services in investigating terrorist attacks to the CPF, and so I officially joined the CPF whenever there was a major terrorist attack, trying to determine what was going on.” Casey halted for a moment. Now was the time for the President to rant because the Armada had not come to him with their suspicions, but the President continued to listen in silence, intent on hearing the rest of Casey’s story.

			“It didn’t take me long to confirm that there were actual Armada weapons in the hands of the terrorists. Our only real lead came during the Bastalt Prison break. We captured one of the Brotherhood, who essentially defected to us. From him we learned two vitally important things.”

			“You learned of the so-called mark,” Gulann interposed with ill-disguised anger. “The implant that each new convert to the Brotherhood has imbedded in the back of his neck.” Casey nodded slowly. The implant allowed each member of the Brotherhood to be constantly tracked by the Oman—as well as detected by Armada scanners configured to screen for it.

			“I wanted to share that information with you,” Casey defended himself. “I knew you needed it to protect yourselves, but my superiors on the Council overruled me.”

			“And why would they do that? They denied us the knowledge that possibly could have kept many of our people alive! Morek-Li himself might be alive today if you had shared that small bit of information,” thundered Gulann, rising partway from his chair. “You had no right to conceal something like that. Your precious Security Council cares nothing for the survival of the Corizen government, it is plain to me!”

			“They thought we couldn’t risk you knowing about the Armada weapons the Brotherhood had. They were afraid you would expel the Armada,” Casey explained quietly. He leaned forward in his seat, his calm blue eyes boring into the President’s blazing ones. “That is what did happen, after all. It was not an unreasonable fear.” The President held Casey’s eyes for only a moment before they dropped to his desk. He fiddled with the paper again.

			“What was the other thing you learned?” he finally asked in a much calmer voice, looking back up at Casey.

			“That we have a traitor in the Armada. Someone in the Armada is supplying the Brotherhood with this technology, including the implants the Oman uses to track his recruits.”

			The President sighed heavily. “That is what Councilman Ka has been telling me ever since Jerrapo Coraelle came before Congress. Yet it doesn’t solve the problem, does it? If I announce that to Congress they will still want the Armada out, to cut the tie between the Armada traitor and the Brotherhood. You will be even less likely to apprehend him too, if he knows you are looking for him. And when out of all this bloodshed will we finally have peace? When will Corizen finally be at rest?” he murmured, more to himself. Then he faced Casey directly, his eyes hard.

			“Well, Ambassador, I still see that we are at a stalemate. Until you can find this traitor and cut him off, Congress will never allow the Armada back. Yet our own CPF is woefully inadequate to keep peace against the terrorists,” he admitted, a hint of despair in his voice.

			“I just need more time, President,” Casey appealed. “Let me continue my investigation. Let me figure out who the leak is and stop it.”

			“Very well. I’ll put what resources I can at your disposal. For all our sakes I hope you succeed quickly. I truly hope so.”

			Casey rose from his seat. Once again he was going to have to put aside his own life for his career. Yet as he took leave of the President, he was already running over the possibilities in his mind. He could still do both. However, he knew the quicker he found the traitor in the Armada, the sooner he could concentrate on bringing his family back together again.

			



		

16. Two Fugitives

			The sun shimmered on the cracked concrete pavement and the bricks of the surrounding building pulsed with heat. Tiran shaded her eyes for a moment and looked into the sky. Palest blue today, as if the sky was just as parched as the earth was. Kruundin City was not a rainy place by any means, but even so it had now been four months since a drop of rain had fallen on the sun-scorched city. Once again the sky was completely clear; there didn’t seem to be any hope of rain today. Tiran returned to sweeping the sidewalk in front of the soup kitchen. She was dressed in the lightweight gray dress that was characteristic of the Order with a wide-brimmed hat that shaded her face, but she still had to periodically stop to wipe the sweat from her eyes. Every few feet she stopped to pick up a larger piece of paper or refuse and toss it into a bag near the front door to the soup kitchen. The soup kitchen was located in a run down and dirty part of town, but the Women of the Tender Heart did their best to make the area near their building as clean as possible. Every Sister took turns with all of the different chores, and this hot summer day the task had fallen to Tiran.

			Normally she didn’t mind sweeping outside. She would watch the people hurrying past and occasionally assist some poor soul into the soup kitchen. Lately she had spent a lot of time staring at the sky hoping to see clouds. The farmlands to the south of Kruundin City were just as dry, and if they didn’t get rain they would be looking at a long, hard winter with a diminished food supply. It was hard enough for the soup kitchen to feed people as it was. The Sisters prayed fervently for rain every day, but so far Veshti had not responded. Of course, the Oman had publicly declared that rain was not falling because people were not following him. Tiran sighed heavily as she swept a large pile of dust into her bag. Even some normally sane people that came to the soup kitchen were now fearfully asking if they should join the Brotherhood so the rain would come.

			“Sister Maia!” a voice called from down the street. She looked up, saw Zaq Ven and waved cheerfully. She propped her broom against the building as he reached her side. She started to pick up her trash bag, but he beat her to it. “All done?” he asked. “Can I dump this for you?”

			“Sure, I just finished,” she answered. She walked with him down the alleyway to the trash bin. “So what brings you here today, Zaq?” she asked curiously. “It’s not your usual delivery day.”

			“Oh, well, I came to have a little chat with Sister Marna. I’m going to be going away for awhile, and I wanted to say good-bye,” Zaq explained, his face grim. Tiran’s face fell just a little. She hated to see him leave. Zaq was one of the nicest men she knew, always helping the Sisters get supplies that they needed.

			“Where are you going?” she asked inquisitively.

			“Oh, just on a trip,” Zaq answered without enthusiasm.

			“You don’t sound very excited,” Tiran observed.

			“It wasn’t really in my plans, but something came up. Still, I haven’t had a break in a long time,” he said broodingly. He gazed blankly at the street beyond them.

			“They must keep your nose to the grindstone over there,” Tiran replied sympathetically. Zaq shrugged and smiled at her, though his eyes stayed somber.

			“Who’s going to be our food collector from the factory while you’re gone? You guys are one of our biggest donors,” Tiran wanted to know, a bit anxiously. Zaq’s smile faded.

			“I’m not really sure yet,” he confessed, “but I’m planning to talk to Sister Marna about it. Don’t worry; I’m sure people will still be donating food.”

			“I hope so,” Tiran responded seriously with a glance at the sky. Zaq followed her gaze. “We’ve had dry spells before,” he reminded. “We’ve always weathered it.”

			“But if the crops fail?” she worried.

			“Hey, what’s this? A Sister losing her faith in Veshti?” he teased. Tiran blushed. She forgot sometimes that she was pretending to be a member of this group of highly devoted and faith-filled women, and she needed to act like one of the true Sisters. She had learned a lot during the past several months, but even still, faith wasn’t something you could easily manufacture.

			“I’m just teasing you,” Zaq explained smiling crookedly. “You’re supposed to laugh.” Tiran relaxed and forced a small smile.

			“Come on, Zaq. I’ll take you to Sister Marna,” she said, swiftly changing subjects. She ushered him into the building and led him through the hallways to Sister Marna’s office. He was quickly admitted, and Tiran made her way to the kitchens to help prepare lunch.

			As she scrubbed and peeled potatoes her thoughts wandered. She had hidden here for months, waiting for some word that her father had returned to Corizen. So far as she knew, he still hadn’t come home. Tiran couldn’t be sure because along with the other Women of the Tender Heart, she had no access to the news. Even still, she managed to hear the whispered rumors of the growing strength of the Brotherhood, of the power of the Oman. Some people were terrified of him, while others wondered if he wasn’t really a prophet. After all, he had managed to get the Armada expelled. Even the secluded Sisters had learned of that. It was scary to Tiran. She had lived almost her whole life in the shadow and protection of the Armada. What was the International Complex like now? Did they let just anyone in? Was her home still there or had they given it away to someone else? With a pang, she thought of the times she had spent playing games in the living room, or curled up on her mother’s bed watching terminal streams with her mother while they waited for her father to get home from work. She swallowed a bit as she thought of her mother. It had been a long six months without her mother, and the searing pain that had accompanied any memories of her had finally dulled to a constant ache. For a moment she allowed herself a bitter regret that she had ever agreed to elope with Markus. Who knew what might have been different? She might have been able to see her mother one last time before she died. At the very least she would probably be off-planet with her father, not stuck alone in Kruundin City. How did my mother bear it? she wondered. All the years she spent out here away from her family?

			Tiran emptied her potatoes into a pot and carried it to one of the other Sisters. Then she grabbed a bag of carrots to prepare for the midday stew. She tried to be grateful. The Sisters of this little order had been so kind, but it was still lonely. They were all much older than her, and she was afraid to get too close to any of them. Sister Marna had explained that Tiran had been recently orphaned and would be staying with the Order for awhile as an initiate to see if she would like to join. Tiran had been given the name Sister Maia, and she had faithfully joined the other Sisters in their devotions and service. It had been a busy, though quiet, life. She spent much of her day attending to chores or preparing the large meals that would be served to the city’s homeless. In some ways it had been a great relief. Serving the homeless of Kruundin City had helped her not to brood as much on her own difficult situation. Probably it had helped her heal a little from her mother’s death.

			As she was finishing chopping the last of the carrots, Sister Marna stepped into the kitchen. She gestured to Tiran from the doorway, unable to make herself heard over the kitchen din. Tiran finished chopping her last carrot and carried them to the Sister who was stirring two large pots of broth. She wiped her hands on her apron and removed it, hanging it on the hook by the door. Then she followed Sister Marna from the kitchen.

			“Is everything all right, Sister Marna?” she asked, puzzled.

			“I need to see you in my office for a moment,” she answered, her voice strained. Tiran glanced at her in alarm. Sister Marna’s brow was creased and her lips were pursed together. Clearly something had gone wrong. Immediately Tiran thought of her father. Had something happened to him as well? She followed Sister Marna fearfully into her office.

			To her surprise, Zaq was still seated in one of the two chairs before Sister Marna’s desk.

			“Close the door, please,” Sister Marna instructed. Tiran quickly shut the door and sat in the other chair. She peeked sideways at Zaq, trying to be unobtrusive. What could this possibly be about? Zaq twisted her way, and she saw his face drain of color. Alarmed, she turned back to Sister Marna for an explanation. Obviously something was really wrong.

			Sister Marna took a deep breath, glanced at Zaq, and started to speak to Tiran.

			“My dear, Zaq has come today with some terrible news. He has learned that the Brotherhood now suspect that you are here living with us. They are planning to move against the entire Order if they confirm you are here.” Her voice was strained with worry. Tiran was so surprised she barely noted that Sister Marna must have shared her secret with Zaq.

			“What?” exclaimed Tiran. “But it’s been months, how could they possibly have found out?”

			“One of the regular visitors to the soup kitchen tipped off the Brotherhood.” Zaq spoke quietly without looking at Tiran. “The Oman knew that Tiran Bruche had come to Kruundin City—that you had come here, I mean,” his voice caught for a moment. “Surely you must have seen all the wanted posters?” he asked in disbelief, finally looking up at Tiran.

			“Posters?” gasped Tiran.

			“I didn’t want to worry you,” admitted Sister Marna. “There are wanted posters with your name and picture tacked up in places all over the city. It’s not a very good picture. I am amazed anyone connected it with you in the first place.”

			“Wanted posters,” repeated Tiran dully. How would she ever get away from these men? Was it just inevitable that she would be hunted down and killed like her mother? The tears silently began to streak down her face.

			“They only just appeared last week after the Armada was forced off our planet,” Sister Marna continued.

			“But the Oman has suspected for months that you were here in the city somewhere,” added Zaq grimly. “He just couldn’t ask more openly until the Armada was gone, since they were searching for you too.”

			“This is terrible,” managed Tiran thickly. “Sister Marna, what am I going to do? Where am I going to go? I can’t stay here!”

			“No, I’m afraid we cannot protect you any longer,” agreed Sister Marna. She paused for a moment and looked at Zaq.

			“I have asked Zaq to take you with him, and he has consented.” Tiran jerked around to stare at Zaq.

			“But I hardly know you! No offense, Zaq, but . . .” she trailed off awkwardly. “Maybe if you just lent me some money, I could travel to Roma, there’s bound to be someone still at the International Complex that could help me get in contact with my father,” she suggested hopefully, her eyes pleading with Sister Marna.

			“Tiran,” she explained gently, “if it was just a matter of getting you to the International Complex I would have sent you months ago. However, we do not know who to trust now. The Brotherhood has spies all around us.” Tiran couldn’t help but glance at Zaq. He was nice and all, but didn’t the “no trust” rule apply to him also? Sister Marna saw her doubt and answered gently, “I trust Zaq with my life, Tiran. I am trusting him with my life, as well as all the other Sisters by having this conversation right now.”

			Tiran blushed in shame. She knew that Sister Marna was risking the wrath of the Oman by protecting her. If he ever found out, the Women of the Tender Heart could pay a terrible price.

			“All right,” she relented, biting her lip. “When do we leave?”

			“In just a few minutes. I’m going to go get a few supplies packed for the two of you,” Sister Marna detailed. She rose swiftly and headed to the door. “I’ll be back in a moment,” she added before she closed the door behind her.

			Tiran sat silently staring at her hands in embarrassment. She barely knew this man except for brief casual meetings, and now she was supposed to go into hiding with him. She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Before, she had always chatted with him almost completely at ease, but now she couldn’t think of a single thing to break the lengthening silence.

			Zaq cleared his throat. “Um, Sister . . . or Tiran, I guess? I just wanted . . .” he broke off. Tiran shyly looked at him. He was staring straight ahead at the flowers on Sister Marna’s desk as if they were the most fascinating thing he had ever seen. Finally, he turned his head slowly, as with great effort. His eyes pierced hers, and she was taken aback. She had taken his silence to mean that he was embarrassed also, but clearly that wasn’t the case. His dark eyes burned into hers.

			“I promise I will do everything in my power to keep you safe,” he vowed intensely. “You can trust me.” Immediately he grabbed the back of his neck and closed his eyes, grimacing in pain.

			“Zaq?” Tiran asked hesitantly. “Are you all right?”

			He sat in silent agony for a moment and then lowered his hand. He looked up at her again and flashed his crooked grin. “Just a neck spasm, that’s all. I get them occasionally. I’m fine now.” Tiran smiled in response, and to her surprise found herself relaxing a bit. Perhaps she did trust Zaq, at least a little bit.

			“Where are we going to go?” she asked apprehensively. She had never traveled much. Almost all of her life she had lived and stayed within one small area of Roma. As a young child she had stayed with Jerrapo when her parents traveled abroad for her father’s work-related appearances, and when she had gotten older, they had left her home with only the housekeeper to keep an eye on her. Twice she had gone to Freeport to visit the Ka family, but that was her only experience in Urok. She barely knew anything about the rest of the continent except that the capital was Croask and that the Blue Plains were somewhere near Kruundin City.

			“We should be able to find somewhere safe,” Zaq reassured. “Maybe in one of the new provinces. There are hardly any people in many of them yet. The Oman probably doesn’t have much influence in them, so far from the major cities.”

			Tiran bit her lip. The provinces were part of Malta, Corizen’s one other major continent and the islands that surrounded it. She had lived off the coast of Malta in the Resistance’s colony Faroi as a small child, but she could barely remember it now. It just sounded so far, so remote. How could she hope to ever get back home from there?

			“First, though, I need to meet with a friend of mine. He is a trait—well, a disillusioned member of the Brotherhood. We’ll need his help if we are ever going to elude the Oman for long,” Zaq added thoughtfully. He looked at Tiran. She tried valiantly to hide the fear in her eyes, but she must not have been terribly successful because Zaq smiled reassuringly.

			“Don’t worry, it will be all right. I promise.”

			The door opened behind them and both Tiran and Zaq jerked around. It was Sister Marna carrying two zipped packs and a small black bundle. She handed a zip pack to each of them and then presented the black bundle to Tiran. “It’s a plain black jumpsuit and boots. It might be a little big,” she said critically, eyeing Tiran’s slight figure, “but it will help you blend in a little better. Someone might recognize the dress of our Order, plain as it is.” Tiran nodded and escaped briefly to her room to change. When she returned, Zaq and Sister Marna were exchanging fervent whispers.

			“Encourage them not to join. It will lead to disaster!” Zaq finished heatedly. He cringed in pain again, with another neck spasm, Tiran supposed. They turned to look at her and straightened.

			“It’s best if you leave through the back,” Sister Marna instructed. “They will be serving dinner soon and there will be a crowd waiting in front.” Zaq nodded and looked to Tiran. Sister Marna took them down the hallway to the door that led to the alley in back of the building. At the door, Sister Marna stepped out briefly to check the alley. She beckoned them out and they stepped into the shadows of the walls.

			Sister Marna pressed her lips to Tiran’s cheek. “Good luck, my dear girl. May Veshti’s blessings follow you. Trust in Him. Stay with Zaq. He will keep you safe,” she urged. Zaq looked at Tiran, and she nodded her assent. Silently and quickly they moved along the alley walls toward the street. Tiran glanced back once to see Sister Marna watching them for a moment. Then she vanished back into the building. Her heart pounding, Tiran turned back and quickened her pace to match Zaq’s. Within a few moments they had turned the corner onto the main street and headed out into the city.

			



		

17. Confidences

			The sun had finally sunk beneath the horizon, softening the blinding glare of another blistering summer’s day. Even the cool breezes which normally blew in to refresh Freeport had been missing today. Andie watched the red glow above the harbor slowly darken from the window of the Ka’s guest bedroom. Yet another long day of waiting had finally passed. It was the last day Bret would be remaining in Freeport before returning back to Roma for a stretch. If he hadn’t heard anything yet, she might have to wait until his next trip home in two weeks. It was unbearable, all this waiting.

			Someone knocked softly on the door, and Andie turned to see Rosalea standing in the doorway.

			“May I come in?” she asked politely.

			Andie smiled in welcome. “Sure. I was just watching the sunset. It’s such a beautiful view of the harbor from these windows.” She waved at the large glass panes.

			“We are lucky to see it at all,” Rosalea admitted. “We are so far back from the water, but fortunately we are high enough to see out over the docks. It is one of my favorite things about this house.”

			Andie settled into one of the two plush chairs stationed in front of the window, and Rosalea took the other one. They both looked silently out over the shimmering water for a moment before Rosalea spoke.

			“May I ask you a personal question, Andie?”

			“Of course,” Andie answered, a bit absently. She was still looking out over the water.

			“Why didn’t Casey come back with you?” asked Rosalea timidly. Andie stiffened as if she had been shocked. “I do not mean to intrude,” Rosalea added hurriedly. “I know it is none of my business. Only you seem so sad, and this is such a difficult burden; I wondered why you were doing this alone.”

			Andie sighed heavily and turned back to Rosalea. “I haven’t seen Casey since the Inaugural Ball,” she admitted reluctantly. “He doesn’t even know that I’m here.”

			Rosalea gasped. “But Andie!” She opened her mouth to continue and then closed it. Andie noted the shock and puzzlement in Rosalea’s eyes. She sighed and slid her fingers up the smooth wood of the chair arm. “At first I was just so angry. How dare he ship me off to Zenith and tell everyone I was dead! How could he just abandon Tiran like that, running off to Tyre?” Her eyes narrowed as she thought about it. Rosalea watched her carefully but kept silent, waiting for the rest. “I couldn’t comm him, not a text or anything. Casey had explained to my father that even his superiors on Tyre didn’t know that I was really alive.” The old ache throbbed painfully but Andie fought it down. It was important not to let it affect her. The most important thing was finding Tiran.

			“So I waited and waited for him to come to Zenith to explain what was going on. I was the only one who knew who Tiran had really left with, and Casey wouldn’t even bother to talk to me!” her voice started to rise. Rosalea took Andie’s hand and pressed it gently. Andie took a deep breath and continued, “So as soon as I was well enough I made plans to come here and search for Tiran myself. My father was the only one in contact with Casey, and I made him promise not to tell. I told him I would tell Casey myself,” Andie swallowed, trying valiantly not to cry.

			“But I didn’t—I was too upset and too hurt,” she confessed. “Childish, I know,” she added wryly at Rosalea’s disbelieving look. Rosalea smiled slightly.

			“I knew he didn’t love me like he used to,” Andie whispered. “He’d even talked about separating. But things weren’t so bad . . . I can’t understand why he didn’t want to at least come see me on Zenith. But no, even when I nearly died, his work still came first. It came before me and it came before our daughter.” The words came out in a low rush. “What in the world happened to the man I married?”

			“Perhaps there’s some misunderstanding,” Rosalea offered hesitantly. She pursed her lips and then leaned forward. Her eyes were bright and intense.

			“Andie, whatever is going on with Casey, I do know this much from Bret. He did not leave Corizen willingly. The Union Council did not allow him the choice to stay,” she explained carefully.

			“He didn’t . . . leave . . . willingly?” Andie repeated in confusion. It was like a dark cloud was dissolving. Had she misjudged Casey, all this time?

			“No,” answered Rosalea firmly. “He didn’t give up on Tiran, Andie. He had a task force looking for her as long as he could.”

			Andie absorbed this in silence, her mood abruptly lifting. It was like someone had handed her a gift. Casey wasn’t a complete stranger. He did still care about Tiran.

			Footsteps sounded in the hallway, and both Andie and Rosalie turned to the doorway in anticipation. Bret stopped at the threshold. His eyes were bright with suppressed excitement.

			“You have news?” Rosalea guessed. Andie clambered to her feet.

			“Yes. But not all of it is good,” Bret began warningly. Andie held her breath and exchanged worried glances with Rosalea.

			“My contacts say that wanted posters and a picture of Tiran started showing up all over Kruundin City just recently. It’s a really terrible picture, but it seems to have been enlarged from a security camera shot of your daughter in the shuttleport at Kruundin City,” Bret explained.

			“One of my contacts cornered the security manager at the shuttleport and got these,” Bret pulled a couple of grainy photos from an envelope and handed them to Andie. She stared at them eagerly. They were very poor shots, but it was clearly Tiran walking next to the man Andie recognized as the librarian she had once confronted. Her hands started to shake, and Rosalea took the pictures.

			“You were right, Andie,” admitted Bret. “I compared the photo to some old archives. That is Erron Kruunde, and they did come to Urok.”

			“The bad news?” she managed to ask. “You said there was bad news.”

			Bret cleared his throat. “Well, obviously the Brotherhood knows that Tiran went to Kruundin City too. I don’t know if they stayed there, but my contact says that the local chapter of the Brotherhood has received hundreds of tips so far. They have already acted on the most credible, raiding buildings and conducting searches.”

			“So they might have already found her,” Andie croaked.

			“It’s possible,” conceded Bret bleakly. “But don’t give up hope yet. My contacts are still digging themselves. If Erron Kruunde has Tiran hidden somewhere in Kruundin City they’ll find her.”

			Andie stood so still she might have been a statue, Rosalea and Bret watching her carefully. “Well,” she finally whispered, “at least it’s a start.” Bret nodded, and Rosalea took Andie’s hand. “Come on, darling, let’s go have some supper. The food will do you some good.” Andie let Rosalea lead her downstairs.

			After supper, Andie returned to her room to give Rosalea and Bret some privacy on Bret’s last night in Freeport. She stood for a moment before the windows. It was fully dark now, with lights twinkling in the harbor from anchored ships. Considering all the possibilities, she finally decided to travel to Jaory Kruunde’s old manor herself. She shuddered at the thought. Kruunde Manor held some very painful memories. It would be hard to go back there. But she suspected that some of the old Kruunde servants would probably still be there, at least in the neighboring village. It was possible that somebody would know where Erron Kruunde would hide. With a plan of action firmly decided, she was finally able to relax a bit. At least she had something to try rather than waiting all day. For the first time in a week, she slipped easily into dreamless sleep.

			In the morning, Bret was already gone by the time Andie made her way downstairs. She found Rosalea absently stirring a cup of tea at the kitchen table. Her eyes were puffy and red. She looked up, her cheeks coloring slightly as Andie entered the room.

			“I’m sorry,” she said in a hoarse voice. “I try to be brave. It is hard when he leaves for the capital though,” she explained apologetically.

			Andie sat at the table and took Rosalea’s hands. “You don’t have to apologize to me,” Andie comforted. “You don’t have to put on a brave show either. I know it’s hard.”

			Rosalea squeezed Andie’s hands. “You have enough problems without my worry adding to them. Let me get you some breakfast,” she tried to say with a feeble attempt at cheerfulness, but Andie waved her back down.

			“No, I don’t have time to stay. I’m leaving this morning.”

			“You can’t go to Kruundin City!” Rosalea exclaimed aghast. “The Brotherhood is combing that city apart!”

			“No, I am not quite that crazy,” said Andie. “Or rather, I would be if I really thought it would do any good. But the city is just too big. I don’t think I’m going to stumble across Tiran by accident.”

			Rosalea sighed in relief.

			“In fact,” added Andie thoughtfully, “I’d be surprised if they were still there. I doubt Erron Kruunde is a complete fool. As soon as he saw those wanted posters, he probably got out of the city quickly.”

			“Then where do you expect to find them?” Rosalea asked, puzzled.

			“I’m going to go back to Kruunde Manor,” explained Andie. Rosalea understood instantly.

			“You are taking a risk,” she warned. “Some of the old servants may recognize you.”

			“They are the least likely people to turn me over to the Brotherhood if they do,” countered Andie. The two women held each other’s gaze for a moment. Rosalea’s eyes dropped first.

			“I would do it too, if it were my daughter,” she whispered. “I just hope they have the information you need.” Andie rose from the table.

			“I thought I’d hire a ground transport so I can drive directly to the Manor. I’d like to avoid Kruundin City altogether if I can,” she explained grimly.

			“Of course, I’ll do it under my own name. Give me two hours, and you’ll be on your way.” Rosalea stood. Andie reached forward and hugged her tightly.

			“You are the best, Rosalea Ka,” she murmured.

			



		

18. The Traitor

			Within a day, Casey had been set up again in a small office in the old conference building in the International Complex. The Complex was much emptier now. The University still held a few classes but most of the students were no longer attending. The surviving skeleton of the bombed embassy had been torn down, but a giant crater still marked the spot where the building had stood. Weeds had sprung up over the months, but Casey also spied many small candles and statues left as memorials to friends or family who had been killed in the blast.

			His first trip back to his old home had been difficult. Security had been kept in place during his stay on Tyre, but when the Armada had left, all the security on the International Complex had been left in the hands of the CPF. Obviously they hadn’t been terribly concerned with protecting the empty house of an absent Ambassador. When he walked through the front door, he could immediately tell that the house had been broken into. Many of the small personal decorations or items that had been in the living area were missing, scrapes left in the thick layer of dust coating the furniture. The bedrooms had been in an even worse state. Nearly every personal item and all of the clothing had been stripped from the rooms. Casey wondered if it had been the actions of people seeking mementos of Sirra Bruche more than anything else. He felt violated, as if a large chunk of his past had been torn away from him. He had spent nearly all of his married life with Andie in that house, and Tiran had grown up there. There was so much missing it barely seemed like his home. He had practically fled from the house.

			It was better in the conference building. It had been turned into a makeshift embassy to replace the destroyed building, and he was greeted by a staff member that he recognized as soon as he walked in.

			“Ambassador Morten!” the young woman cried, rising from her desk. “It’s so good to see you back!” She colored deeply and sat back down. Casey smiled at her. “It’s been a long time hasn’t it, Miss Anson?”

			“Yes,” she answered, a bit shortly. “We were afraid you wouldn’t be coming back after all that had happened.”

			“Well, I’ve finally made it. Could you point me in the direction of my office?” he asked pleasantly.

			“Mmm, sure, I think we had one set up with what had been salvaged from your office before. Just a minute,” she said, pressing an intercom button.

			“Mr. Granger?” she asked. “Ambassador Morten is here in the lobby. Could you show him to his office?” Casey heard an excited assent, and Steven dashed into the lobby less than a minute later.

			“Ambassador!” he greeted warmly.

			“Steven!” returned Casey. “I am so glad to see you.” He took his aide’s hand and pressed it in relief. It was so good to see his top aide, one of his closest associates. They had been in contact while Casey was on Tyre, but seeing Steven in person again helped Casey feel a little less torn from his moorings.

			“This way,” Steven directed. “I’ll show you to your office.” His office was on the floor above, in one of the corners with large windows facing both north and east. His old desk, though battered in a few spots, had been recovered and placed in the middle of the room. He sank into the chair behind the desk and sighed heavily.

			“If I close my eyes I can pretend I’m back in my old office. Like the bombing had never happened and if I walked across the complex I’d find my family waiting there for me,” Casey murmured wistfully.

			Steven slid into one of the chairs in front of Casey’s desk. “I think we all wish we could go back to the way things were last year. It’s been like living in a never-ending bad dream.”

			Casey allowed himself one more sigh and then sat up straight in his chair.

			“So what are the plans for the embassy now that the Armada is gone?” he asked in a more businesslike tone. “This is a nice office, but I feel like a sitting duck knowing that we have very little protection here.”

			“Well, since the Armada base is essentially deserted, they have cut off the big shield that protected the whole complex. That does make us more vulnerable,” Steven admitted. “However, the CPF still monitors the gates and enforces some security, like the retina scans. Plus, we have a small nuclear shield protecting the embassy,” he explained.

			“Yes, I had to be cleared to enter,” observed Casey. “But all of that security was in place before the embassy bombing.”

			“It’s easier to secure the conference building though,” reminded Steven. “We don’t have the same kind of traffic without a military base and university. Only Union Citizens and specifically cleared high-ranking Denicorizens are allowed inside the shield.”

			“We sent most of the staff home when the Armada left,” continued the aide. “We are just a skeleton crew now, and all of us have our sleeping quarters in the underground levels. Most of the people left are waiting for the official call to pull out from the Security Council.” Casey pondered that for a moment. He was going to have to find the traitor fast if he wanted help from any of the embassy staffers.

			“Steven, I have the personal support of the Premier as well as President Gulann in my hunt for the traitor. I have to find whoever it is, and I need to do it as quickly as possible.”

			Steven did not seem surprised. “We have continued to search, like you asked. But I just can’t find anyone who has a business here who has been dealing with the Brotherhood. I’ve investigated every single registered merchant, but it is nearly impossible to tell. I have no way of knowing which people are members of the Brotherhood, except for that very small list we compiled last year.” He held up his empty hands in defeat.

			“And of those merchants, only four have any ties to the Armada at all. We did surveillance, pulled their records and I just found nothing. Every single one of them has suffered major financial losses during the last six months, too. They have no motive for trying to disrupt Corizen.” Casey listened in dismay. He had not had high hopes; he had given Steven a nearly impossible task, but it really was his only prospect at this time. Somewhere, someone had to have more information that would help them crack this, but he just didn’t have enough to go on right now.

			Casey spoke with Steven about several other items of embassy business before Steven finally left to see that Casey had a room to sleep in downstairs. After Steven left, Casey settled down in his chair facing the window. His thoughts wandered as he surveyed the forlorn grounds. They were still in pretty good condition; obviously the Denicorizen government had not completely given up on maintaining the landscape. It showed a respect for the bombed embassy building that Casey couldn’t help but admire.

			“Ambassador?” the intercom buzzed.

			“Yes?” he answered, turning back to his desk.

			“Representative Bret Ka from Congress is here to see you. He doesn’t have an appointment, but he says it is important,” Miss Anson announced. Immediately Casey brightened.

			“Sure, send him up. Thank you,” he answered. Of all the people he had worked with on Corizen, Bret was one of his favorites. He was an extremely intelligent man and an able leader as well, and Casey desperately needed his advice.

			Back during the Revolution, when Andie had first returned from Kruundin City, Casey had secretly resented Bret. After all, it was Bret who had come up with the plan that had risked Andie’s life in order to kill Jaory Kruunde. He had pictured a rather cold and calculating man to whom individuals meant nothing. Their first meeting had been very strained.

			Casey smiled as he remembered it. During the early days of Corizen’s new government, Bret had come to Roma at the request of Morek-Li to participate in the assembly that drafted the first constitution. Andie and Tiran had been living in Roma then, while Casey had finished out his Armada assignment. Andie had arranged to eat dinner with Bret, and she had invited Casey to join them.

			The two men had sat across the table from each other, hardly speaking, while Andie had tried to bridge the silence. He had interpreted Bret’s silence as a confirmation that he was a callous and uncaring man, and Bret (he later learned) had seen Casey as a typical snobbish and self-righteous Armada officer. Fortunately, as ambassador he had been given the chance over the years to get to know Bret differently.

			A short rap on the door announced Bret’s arrival.

			Casey rose and opened the door, smiling broadly. Bret stood erect in the doorway, exuding his usual energy. The two men didn’t say anything, merely grasping hands before Casey ushered Bret in and offered him a chair.

			“It is good to see you again,” Bret greeted in his stiff, formal Basic. Bret had learned some Basic during his years in Congress but he never had become truly fluent. Casey was always surprised when Bret bothered to use it at all with him—he and Steven were both fluent in Denicorizen.

			“It has been far too long,” Casey answered warmly in Denicorizen.

			Bret smiled faintly. “I was beginning to think the Union had kidnapped you, and we would never see you again.”

			“It’s been a rough year, hasn’t it?” Casey noted without preamble.

			“Hell. That’s the only way to describe it,” murmured Bret. “I almost think we were better off with the monarchy and the old caste system.” Casey raised his eyebrows.

			“It’s so bad you’d give up your family? Isn’t your wife from a higher caste than you?”

			Bret glared at Casey. Casey stared back without apology.

			“I just wanted you to remember that things are still better than they used to be,” he reminded seriously. “This is temporary, Bret. Of course your government is going to have setbacks. It’s barely ten years old.”

			“I can’t get anyone to listen to me, Casey. I’ve been predicting the problems, but everyone just thinks I’m a pessimist. At least they used to. Nobody doubts me anymore, only no one knows how to fix it now. Much as I wish it weren’t true, we need the Armada back.” He frowned at the ceiling.

			“I’m working on that,” promised Casey.

			“By the way,” Bret changed the subject, “that was a pretty rotten joke you played on us, staging Andie’s death.”

			“Wha—what are you talking about?” stammered Casey. Bret wasn’t supposed to know Andie was alive. How did it get out? Had Steven said something to Bret?

			“Oh, really, Casey, enough of the pretense. After all, it isn’t a ghost staying at my house in Freeport,” snorted Bret.

			Casey stared at Bret, his mouth open.

			“I don’t believe it,” he whispered.

			“You didn’t know?” Bret asked, astonished.

			“No.” Casey stared at Bret, dumbfounded. It wasn’t possible. How could Andie be here on Corizen staying in Freeport of all places?

			“But, she’s on Zenith, how could she . . . ?” he faltered.

			Bret shook his head. “She’s here. She arrived weeks ago.”

			Casey tried to conceal his shock as his brain ground back into action. Why would she do something so reckless? he thought angrily.

			Reckless.

			A slow smile dawned on his face as he remembered calling Andie reckless all those years ago when she had snuck off to become a pilot. Bret stared at him, bewildered.

			“Sorry,” Casey grinned. “I was just remembering that this is exactly the kind of thing I should expect from my wife.”

			“If you say so,” muttered Bret.

			“If she’s staying with you, I’m sure she’s fine,” continued Casey. His eyes lit up. “And I can see her! It’s only a short trip to Freeport by shuttle.”

			“We would be pleased to have you as a guest,” Bret invited, still a bit confused. Then he lowered his voice. “But how are things going here? Did you meet with President Gulann?”

			Casey exhaled loudly, slumping at his desk.

			“Yes, and I will tell you everything I told him.” Briefly, Casey explained about his two year search for the Armada traitor. Bret’s mouth tightened and his eyes flashed, but he did not interrupt.

			“We’ve sifted through every bit of information, and we still can’t figure out who the traitor is,” Casey finished.

			“Well, who stands to gain the most from the Brotherhood’s success?” questioned Bret thoughtfully.

			“Anyone who wants to take over Corizen,” said Casey bluntly. “A divided, chaotic Corizen is much easier to conquer.” He tapped his fingers on the desk. “We’ve investigated the most vocal proponents for taking over Corizen but had no success.”

			“I can’t think anyone with business ties would think so. After all, trade with Corizen has just ground to a halt,” Bret observed.

			Suddenly the door flew open and Steven burst into the room gasping for breath. “Ambassador,” he panted, “you have to leave right now. The Council just issued orders for your arrest.”

			“What?” Casey cried out in shock. Bret stood hastily, knocking his chair over backward.

			Steven held up his hand for a moment and then continued with great effort to gasp his words out.

			“They’ve named you as the traitor, Ambassador. You have to leave now, pretend you don’t know. Give me some time to try and get it sorted out.”

			“There has to be some mistake. I’m not going to run, that’s ridiculous,” Casey responded angrily. “Running away is exactly what I’d do if I were guilty.”

			Steven started to pull Casey from his chair. Casey didn’t protest; he was still struggling to understand.

			“Somebody’s set you up, Ambassador,” Steven continued breathlessly. “They are saying they have paper trails, proof that you have been supplying the Brotherhood with weapons.”

			Bret was already pushing Casey out of the door. “Let’s go, Casey,” he ordered quietly.

			“What are you . . . I can’t,” Casey spluttered.

			“I don’t trust that council any more than I trusted the king. If you let them arrest you, you may just disappear, and we need you.” Bret was firm, directing Casey and Steven quickly toward a side exit.

			“Go to Freeport and get Andie, and then go underground, don’t tell us where.” Bret pulled a pen from his pocket and a small notebook and scribbled something quickly.

			He handed the paper to Casey and explained, “That’s the contact information for my wife’s family in Mariposa. You can contact me through them if you need to.”

			“We’ll get to the bottom of this, Ambassador,” Steven promised.

			Casey looked once from Steven’s red face and panicked eyes to Bret’s grimly determined face, and then turned and strode through the door.

			Within minutes Casey was in a hired transport heading for Roma’s main shuttleport. His eyes were on the passing traffic outside the window, but he didn’t see anything. His frozen brain had ground back into action, and his thoughts were furiously sifting through possibilities. Who on the council could possibly have believed that he was the traitor? Not Meecham or any of the Security Council members. They knew that he had been tracking down the real traitor all along.

			But what about Premier Rhodam? She had been anxious to send him back to Corizen. Casey didn’t know her very well, but he knew he didn’t completely trust her. She was an efficient manager who kept a tight rein on her subordinates, but Casey knew she would throw him to the wolves in an instant if she thought it would benefit her politically. Maybe she had heard from President Gulann and decided that the man who had failed to find the traitor was as good a scapegoat as any. Maybe she felt it would help her get the Armada back on Corizen.

			“Hey mister, are you planning to get out?” the driver broke through Casey’s thoughts.

			“Oh yeah, thanks,” he answered, handing the driver some coins. The driver’s eyes brightened at the generous tip.

			“Thank you, sir!” he called, as Casey climbed out of the transport. He stood for a moment before the shuttleport doors and then strode briskly inside.

			He quickly learned at the ticket counter that no flights were scheduled to leave for Freeport until six hours later. Rapidly assessing his choices, he decided on Kruundin City. Kruundin City was the biggest city on Urok now, having outstripped even Croask, and it had shuttles leaving almost every hour. He purchased a ticket for a shuttle leaving in the next hour and headed for the gate, trying to stay as calm as possible.

			During his time as an Armada officer, he had quickly learned that he had a talent for staying calm under pressure. It was part of the reason he had been originally selected for the Corizen assignment, and it had served him well as an ambassador, too.

			Even now, knowing that his own government was turning on him and betraying him, he was able to stay calm and focused on his objective.

			Get to Freeport, find Andie, and then head for somewhere obscure.

			Mentally he sifted through possible places, but then decided he would make that decision with Andie. She had people from her Resistance days that she could call on for favors.

			He reached his gate in plenty of time and took a seat, his posture upright but not tense. He wondered briefly if he would be detained before he could get out of Roma, but then dismissed the possibility. The Armada had no official presence on Corizen anymore. They would have to work through President Gulann’s office to get approval to extradite him first. Even if the President agreed wholeheartedly to his arrest and then ordered the CPF to pick him up, it would take several hours. It would be long enough for him to fade into obscurity in Urok.

			



		

19. Zaq

			For hours after leaving the Women of the Tender Heart, Tiran trudged after her new guide through the streets of Kruundin City. She was too embarrassed to talk much; instead, she stared with wonder at her surroundings. They seemed to be following a river through the city. Tall levees had been erected on either side, and a fairly busy street wound next to the levee slope. She watched as tall buildings gave way to smaller, cramped rows of houses. Here and there a small green park would be squeezed between narrow streets. There were lots of people, especially when the sun started to sink low in the sky and the blistering heat finally eased. Tiran saw children playing in the streets, and neighbors sitting on the front steps of buildings while they chatted. It didn’t seem like a city afraid of the Brotherhood. Not in this part at least.

			Of course, nobody thought much of the young couple walking down the street. They passed other pedestrians, but most were walking quickly and did not pay them any heed. Finally the streets started to clear a bit as nightfall drew near. Tiran’s pace grew slower and slower. She had a well-worn pair of shoes that had been part of her Order clothing and they had long been broken in, but by now with each step her legs were groaning in protest. She had probably never walked so long in her life.

			Zaq finally noticed when Tiran started to fall behind him. “Are your feet hurting?” he asked worriedly. “I had forgotten that you might not have shoes for walking.”

			“My shoes are all right but I’m not this used to walking,” Tiran admitted.

			“We don’t have much farther to go to get to the gate. Do you think you can keep going for another mile?” Zaq asked, his eyes kind with concern. “I had really hoped to get out of the city before the gates close for the night. But I don’t think I can ask you to keep walking in this condition.” He frowned thoughtfully while looking around at the cramped row houses. “I guess there might be a boardinghouse nearby, but I don’t know this part of the city well.”

			Tiran heard the worry in his voice and tried to dredge up some more energy. “I think I can go on if it would be better.”

			Zaq looked at the setting sun. “We’ll have to hurry though. The gates will probably close in half an hour.”

			“OK,” she told him. “Lead the way. I think I can make it.”

			They started forward again, Zaq setting a quick pace. Tiran gritted her teeth against the pain and pushed onward after him. She had no idea what they were planning to do once they were outside the gates, but she would definitely feel safer once she was out of the city.

			“So you live in another part of the city?” Tiran asked Zaq, trying to distract herself from the walking. Her voice came out a bit breathless.

			“I rented a room in the college district on the other side of the city,” he answered with a faint smile. “The factory where I worked isn’t actually too far from where you lived though. I used to walk to work each day. It would take me about an hour. I guess it kept me in shape,” he explained, flashing her a grin.

			“In better shape than me, anyway,” Tiran returned, still a bit breathlessly. “Why didn’t you live closer to your job? Weren’t there any nearer places to rent?” She suddenly found herself immensely curious about Zaq. She had never wondered much about his personal life before. It was as if suddenly he had become a real person with a life beyond his frequent visits to the soup kitchen.

			“Oh, I’m sure I could have found somewhere closer to live if I had wanted to,” he said. “But to live near the college was so . . . exciting. I’ve always wanted to get more education but I never could afford to go to college. But I found that by living with the college students I had the chance to learn a bit beside them. I could borrow textbooks and discuss classes with the students who boarded there too. I think sometimes I was more interested in their classes than they were,” he laughed ruefully.

			Tiran laughed with him. She could just picture the other students being puzzled by his fascination with their studies. Then she sighed. She too had spent a lot of time surrounded by a bunch of college students. For a moment it made her homesick.

			“I spent all my life living near the International University in Roma. I took it for granted, I think. Well, except for the library. I loved the library. It was like my second home,” she confessed.

			Zaq gave her a long look before turning back to face the street. “That makes me a bit envious. I wasn’t allowed in the college library,” he responded lightly. “They were probably afraid I would run off with the books and never come back. It would have been tempting.”

			Tiran started to chuckle in response and then stopped sharply. A stitch was forming in her side, and she could hardly breathe. She concentrated just on keeping her legs moving, trying to match Zaq’s pace.

			“Look,” he exclaimed suddenly. “There’s the gate.” They had come around a bend in the river to see a ten foot high wall with an opening wide enough to allow the street through. A guard tower stood next to the gate, but Tiran couldn’t see anyone in it. “Why do they have a gate anyway?” Tiran asked. “They can’t possibly be worried about an attack.”

			“It goes back to the old caste system. Certain castes of people weren’t allowed to travel in or out of the city without papers granting them the right to do so. Partly it was to keep runaway slaves from either getting in or out,” Zaq explained as they closed on the gate. Tiran looked at it in fascination. The idea of castes seemed so strange to her. She had technically been born into the Gallant caste, made up of fairly wealthy land or business owners. But as a child she had spent all her time around people of the Resistance, and caste had been deliberately ignored. Of course, castes had been abolished when she was still a child anyway, and she had never had to deal with any of the lingering effects of that since both her mother and her stepfather lived outside the caste system.

			“Nowadays of course, castes officially don’t exist so they don’t check your rank or anything like that,” Zaq continued. “But at least at this end of the city, people still feel safer with the gate closing every night, so they’ve continued that custom at least. After sunset the local gatekeeper will shut the gates, closing the route to traffic for the night.”

			Tiran glanced at the sun. It was low but it had not yet sunk behind the horizon.

			They walked through the gate amidst a small throng of pedestrians, unchallenged by anyone.

			“What caste were you, Zaq?” asked Tiran curiously. “Not that it matters,” she added, blushing. She was afraid she had been rude.

			Zaq looked at her, puzzled. “But it should be obvious from my tattoo,” he stated.

			“Your tattoo? I thought those were just part of some kind of naming custom,” Tiran replied in confusion. Some adult Denicorizens she had met had a small tattoo on the left side of the neck, but she had never thought much about it. When she had asked her mother about it long ago, her mother had only said that the tattoos were part of an old infant ceremony that wasn’t practiced any more.

			Zaq shook his head. “I guess you really weren’t raised as a Denicorizen, were you?”

			“So what?” Tiran asked defensively. “I was a bit sheltered, I guess, but I don’t see why it matters.” Zaq smiled and turned to her, stopping and putting his hand on her arm.

			“I didn’t mean that in a bad way, Tiran. I just haven’t met anyone like you before, that’s all. Really,” he tried to reassure her. Tiran was only partially reassured. She still felt that he was being a bit condescending toward her.

			“So your tattoo names your caste?” she ventured. Zaq angled his neck toward her. “Take a look,” he offered. She leaned over and saw that what she had taken for a curling vine was actually a very elaborate S drawn in black ink.

			“Servile caste,” he translated. Tiran pondered that for a moment as they started walking again. Servile caste members were only one step above slaves. They had been the poorest free Denicorizens, almost always working as servants or in very menial labor. Even with the Revolution, she had probably lived a very different life from Zaq. She wondered if he resented that.

			“Did only the lower castes get tattoos like that?” she questioned, unconsciously touching her own unblemished neck.

			“No, it was a requirement for anyone within a week after birth, from Royal caste down to slaves. Of course, after the Revolution, Citizen traders set up tattoo removal clinics. If you had the money, you could get your tattoo removed, and lots of people did that. That means that nowadays you usually only see the poor, like yours truly, still showing off their former caste,” Zaq explained without a trace of bitterness.

			That explained the lack of a tattoo on Markus’ neck, Tiran reflected. Instinctively she knew that no matter how poor he had been, he would have come up with the money to remove his own tattoo.

			“Well, here we are,” announced Zaq with relief.

			Tiran looked around and noticed that a small village had sprung up right next to the river flowing outside the city wall. A well-lit inn was closest to the city wall, with the sound of music and pleasant voices drifting through the open windows. Outside, a couple of transports for hire sat empty, their drivers probably enjoying themselves inside the inn.

			“Oh look, transports!” exclaimed Zaq. “That is better luck than I had hoped for. I thought we would have to stay all night here in the village, but instead of waiting, I’d really rather get as far away from the city as possible tonight.”

			Tiran voiced her agreement and they started toward the transports. She was very tired, but in a transport at least she wouldn’t have to walk. Just like Zaq, she would feel safer as soon as they got away from the city filled with wanted posters carrying her name.

			At the inn, Zaq left her outside while he went to find a driver to hire, but he returned after only a few minutes. “I found a driver,” he announced. “He is just settling up his bill right now and then he’ll be out.”

			“Where are we going now?” Tiran wondered.

			“Rastallin. It’s a small city on the western edge of the Blue Plains. From there we can hire another transport to take us to Munsk. It’s a little tiny town up in the mountains where I have a friend who will help us, I think.” Tiran frowned. That sounded such a long way.

			“Will our money get us that far?” Tiran fretted aloud.

			“It will be tight,” Zaq admitted. “I think we can make it though, with what I have and what Sister Marna so generously gave us.”

			“I feel so bad,” Tiran said apologetically. “I don’t have anything to contribute. You are doing this all for me, and I can’t help at all.”

			“Don’t worry. If we ever get you back home you can pay me back,” Zaq replied with a grin. “Deal?”

			“Deal.”

			The journey to Rastallin was uneventful. Tiran fell asleep only a few minutes into the trip and awoke to Zaq gently shaking her. “Wake up, sleepy. We’re here.” She groggily raised her head from where she had slumped against the window and rubbed her forehead. She must have a nice little mark there now.

			Zaq was paying the driver, and she stepped out into the pitch black night.

			“What time is it?” she yawned.

			“It’s still three hours before dawn. Nowhere is going to be open at this time of night. Do you mind camping out?”

			Tiran shivered. “Well, I guess we don’t have a choice.” The transport turned, and she watched it speed away into the distance. “What did you tell him, Zaq? Don’t you think he’ll find it suspicious that we needed to leave the city in the middle of the night?”

			“I’m sure he will, but I told him that we had eloped and that we were returning to my home here in Rastallin. I hinted that you had a father who was likely to hunt me down when he found out. Hopefully that was a good enough explanation.”

			Tiran blushed. “You mean he thought we were just married?”

			Zaq smiled crookedly at her. “It was the best I could come up with on short notice.” Tiran couldn’t think of a better story herself. But still, it made her squirm a little. Even worse, part of her found the idea strangely exciting. She forced the thought out of her head.

			Rastallin was outside of the Blue Plains, and thickets of trees interspersed with grassy meadows lined the road that led to the north.

			“Let’s walk for a bit and we’ll see if we can find a sheltered spot where we can wait until morning,” Zaq suggested. Tiran readily agreed, and they walked for probably ten minutes before finding a spot that seemed far enough away from any houses yet still close to the road. The trees were thick there. The forest seemed to edge right up to the town. She followed Zaq off the road and into a small clearing under a canopy of leaves.

			“I thought you said this town bordered the Blue Plains,” Tiran said, gesturing at the trees as they settled onto the ground. Zaq pulled some dark hard bread from his zip pack and tossed it at Tiran.

			“The Blue Plains come up to the east end of the town. We’re on the other side. The town straddles the divide between the Blue Plains and the Marku Mountains,” Zaq explained with a yawn. Tiran nibbled at her bread. Once she had cherished dreams of staring out over the Blue Plains with Markus. Now she was as close to the Blue Plains as she was ever likely to be, and the dream seemed a little bit silly now. The thought of sentimentally staring out over the plains with Zaq made her giggle.

			“What?” Zaq asked, looking self-conscious.

			“Nothing,” Tiran said hastily, choking back her laughter. Zaq raised his eyebrow.

			“So how long do you think we’ll need to wait here?” she said, changing the subject. Zaq yawned hugely again. “A few hours at least. Then I can go into the town and hire a transport.” He lay back on the grass. “I’m going to try to get some rest,” he murmured sleepily. “It’s been a long day.”

			Tiran sat and watched him for a moment and then laid down herself, her eyes on the stars again. They were brighter than any stars that she had ever seen before. For a moment she studied the unfamiliar constellations, and then she stole a look at Zaq. He was already breathing deeply. The night seemed to creep in closer. At first the unfamiliar noises made her uneasy. She had never slept outside before, let alone in a forest. Were there likely to be anavaks? She had forgotten to ask Zaq. The large cat-like predators were mountain dwellers that occasionally attacked people. They were nocturnal and a dark mottled green, she remembered, nearly impossible to see at night. The book she had read about them had suggested that they were the basis for the old legends about man-eating spirits who roamed the forests after dark.

			She forced her mind away from dangerous animals and instead studied the starry sky again. She wondered if she could see the star that belonged to Tyre, where supposedly her father was. “I miss you, Dad,” she murmured to the sky. “I wish you’d come home. Though how you’d find me now, I have no idea.”

			Finally she drifted off, her last thoughts a plea to Veshti to bring her father back.

			



		

20. On the Road to Munsk

			Before Tiran felt like she had gotten any rest at all, Zaq was shaking her shoulder.

			“Wake up, Tiran,” he called. “Good morning!” She pulled herself off the ground, her clothes and hair wet with the morning dew.

			“Ugh, this is not a good morning,” she grumbled, standing and brushing her damp hair back from her face. “I’m never going to sleep outdoors again.” Zaq merely laughed at her.

			“I’m going to go into town to see if I can hire a transport. Just to be safe you should wait here. Hopefully by the time I get back you’ll be in a better mood,” he teased.

			Tiran rolled her eyes and watched him trudge back onto the road. Then she spent the next hour pacing around the woods trying to get her clothes to dry out and finger combing through her tangled hair. In the end, she decided it was hopeless and sat back down heavily to wait for Zaq. It didn’t take long.

			“Bad news,” Zaq informed her when he returned. “We don’t have enough money to hire a transport to Munsk.” Tiran lifted her worried eyes to his. Now what were they going to do? They might be stranded in this unknown town until they starved.

			“It’s not as bad as you think,” Zaq said, his eyes twinkling. “We’re not going to die here. Munsk is only about 15 miles away. We can walk; it just might take us all day.”

			Tiran groaned. “A whole day of walking?”

			“And some of it is up a steep hill,” he admitted. She fell back onto the grass. “I guess that’s slightly better than starving to death,” she complained to the sky. Zaq laughed at her. “Come on, Tiran,” he urged with a smile. “I promise that we’ll take it at a crawling pace so you don’t have to get out of breath.” He held out his hand, and Tiran took it with an exaggerated sigh. He heaved her off the ground. For a moment they stood facing each other, her hand still in his. His hand was warm, and her body tingled with something she couldn’t identify. Reluctantly she withdrew her hand. Casting around she sought desperately for something to say to try and ease the awkward pause. She cleared her throat. “So do you have any family, Zaq?”

			“No close family. My parents died when I was a child,” he answered easily as they started walking.

			“I’m so sorry,” Tiran responded. She wondered if it was a sensitive subject. Yet he had answered so casually.

			“They were victims of the Kruundin City siege,” Zaq continued. “We had always been poor, and it had been a scramble for my parents to feed us before the Revolution. But during the siege, it quickly became a disaster. We couldn’t find food anywhere. We had nothing to trade, and no one to help us. My baby sister died first. She was just too young to survive it.” He spoke matter-of-factly, but Tiran’s stomach twisted. What must it have been like to watch your baby die?

			“After that,” Zaq continued without looking at her, “My mother gave any scraps we were able to find to me, and she grew weaker and weaker. Not long into the siege she became ill, probably with some kind of influenza I think. She didn’t last much longer than a week. My dad by then was so desperate that he went to Kruunde Fortress in an attempt to join the army there. He never came home,” Zaq finished in a quiet voice. Tiran watched him silently. He had lost his parents to tragedy also. In a way, it brought back the loss of her own mother so recently. She bit her lip, the tears swimming in her eyes. They walked in silence for a few moments before Zaq spoke again.

			“So you see, we have something in common,” Zaq said in his straightforward tone again. “We’re both orphans.”

			“I guess I am an orphan from one point of view,” mused Tiran as she looked out over the rolling hills. “But I don’t consider myself one. My biological father died when I was so young that I don’t remember him at all. My stepfather has always been there, and I’ve always thought of him as my real father.”

			Zaq’s forehead creased. “So you don’t consider yourself a Denicorizen then? You think of yourself as a Citizen?” His tone was disapproving. Tiran shrugged, a little stung by his implied criticism. “I never really think of myself as one or the other, Zaq. My family never talked about stuff like that. At school I was just the Ambassador’s daughter. Technically I have citizenship both on Corizen and in the Union so I guess I’m both.”

			Zaq frowned again but not in anger. He honestly just seemed puzzled. Tiran looked at him curiously, waiting for his response.

			“I guess I just can’t relate,” Zaq finally said. “All my life I’ve been taught that Denicorizens are completely different from Citizens—and so much more superior. I can’t imagine not choosing a side. It seems like you would have to.” Tiran sighed a bit at that. Zaq’s world had been so different from hers.

			“Maybe I would have chosen a side if I’d grown up in the same situation as you did. Who knows?” she said thoughtfully, trying to be fair.

			Both were silent for a moment. Tiran wondered what Zaq was thinking. It was strange, but she was really starting to care what he thought about her. It bothered her that he might look down on her because she wasn’t a true Denicorizen.

			Zaq was the first to break the silence. “So you don’t remember life before the Revolution at all?” he asked, his tone lighter. “I would think that growing up in the Resistance would have been so exciting.”

			Tiran laughed. “Exciting? I was a very young child, Zaq. I was only six at the end of the Revolution. They kept me as far away from anything important as they could.” She paused thoughtfully. “Well, except once, in Roma,” she admitted with a grimace. The memories flooded back, jumbled images that turned her palms clammy with fear. She had been so confused and so scared.

			“What happened in Roma?” Zaq asked curiously.

			“I came with my mother and my grandmother—my father’s mother. They were part of some mission; I never really knew the details. My mother put me to bed one night, and when I got up the next morning, she was gone. I missed her and I was worried, but my grandmother was still there and she reassured me that my mother was fine. That was the day after I first met my dad—my stepfather, I mean. He had come to visit my mother the day before, and he was at our flat that morning when I woke up. I still remember how he argued with my grandmother.” She paused for a moment, picking at her sleeve.

			“Your . . . dad, he knew Miranda Bruche? Miranda Bruche was your grandmother wasn’t she?” asked Zaq with unfeigned interest.

			“Yes, Miranda Bruche was my grandmother,” Tiran confirmed, her brow furrowed thoughtfully. Even though Zaq had been young during the Revolution he obviously knew about her grandmother. More proof of just how important the Bruche family had been during the Revolution. “But no, I don’t think they knew each other before that. My dad had known my mother when they were children on Zenith. He was the Resistance’s contact with the Armada, and when my mother disappeared he wanted to call out Armada ships to go pick her up. That’s what he argued with my grandmother about. Oh, were they both angry!” Tiran chuckled a bit. “I hid in my room and covered my head with a pillow.”

			“I bet,” Zaq agreed. “I would have too. I understand your grandmother was a formidable woman.” He flashed a grin at Tiran.

			“I guess so,” Tiran raised her palms. “All the stories of the Revolution say so anyway. But to me she was just my sweet grandma and I had never seen that side of her before.”

			“Obviously your dad lost that fight.”

			“Obviously. Or my mother never would have been a hero of the Revolution,” Tiran replied wryly.

			“So she really did suffer through the siege just like the rest of us in Kruundin City then. It’s not just an embellished version of the truth.”

			“No. She really did live through it all. I hardly recognized her when she finally came back to me.” Zaq was thoughtfully silent again. Tiran trudged along, wondering what he was thinking about. Did it make her slightly more Denicorizen to have a mother who had lived through some of the same things Zaq had?

			“Have you ever wondered what your life might have been like if the Revolution had never happened?”

			Tiran laughed shortly. “Sure—I probably never would have been born. If there had been no Resistance, my grandmother would never have rescued my mother from being a slave. My parents never would have met.”

			“What if they had met anyway?” he persisted. Tiran rolled her eyes.

			“Well, let’s see . . . I guess the Resistance could have failed or abandoned their cause. So my parents would have been permanent outcasts, if they had managed to survive it. Sounds like a fun life to me,” she said sarcastically.

			“It might not have been bad at all,” countered Zaq earnestly. “Just imagine if the Resistance had never formed. You would have been happily living in Roma without a care in the world, especially since you were Gallant caste.”

			“Okay, I give in,” Tiran laughed. “If by some miracle my mother had happened to escape from Jaory Kruunde and make it to Roma, she could have randomly met my father and married him. Then Jaory would have conveniently forgotten about her, Othar Eshude would never have declared a blood feud on my father, and they could have peacefully lived as outcasts in the middle of Roma.” She giggled again. The thought was absurd. Suddenly she realized that Zaq had stopped abruptly. His face was frozen in shock.

			“Zaq, what is it?” she asked worriedly. Was something wrong? She looked around them in fear, but the stretch of road she could see was completely deserted. “Zaq?” she repeated, her brow furrowed with concern.

			“Who declared a blood feud against your father?” he whispered, his voice harsh with pain.

			“Some man named Othar Eshude. It happened before I was born. That’s why I had to hide who my real father was growing up.” Zaq grabbed both sides of his head with his hands and squeezed his eyes shut. He was grimacing like he was in agony. Tiran didn’t know what to do—did Zaq need a doctor? Where could she get help? They were all alone in the middle of nowhere. Finally, Zaq’s ragged breathing quieted and he lowered his hands. “I’m all right,” he reassured her shakily. “But maybe we should stop and rest for a minute.” Tiran took his arm and led him to a large boulder not far off the road. He sank against it gratefully.

			“Are you sick?” Tiran questioned in fear.

			“In a way.” He managed a weak smile. “It will pass.” They sat in silence as they rested for a few moments. Finally, Zaq looked over at Tiran and spoke. “You startled me. You see, I know who Othar Eshude is,” he stated quietly. “He is the Oman of the Brotherhood.” Tiran gasped. Now certain things finally made sense, like her mother’s absolute insistence that she never leave the base under any circumstances and her own name showing up on the Brotherhood’s hit list. Her parents must have known about the Oman and chose not to tell her. Indignation flared for a moment before she dismissed it. It wouldn’t have changed anything if she had known, except to worry her unnecessarily.

			“Tiran, I must tell you something,” Zaq faltered. “But I’m afraid of what you’ll think of me.” Tiran looked at him curiously. What deep, dark secret was Zaq hiding?

			“I’ll try my best not to judge you, how about that?” Tiran promised.

			“OK.” He took a deep breath. He seemed to be hesitating for a moment, and then he took the plunge. “I’m a member of the Brotherhood,” he confessed.

			“What?” Tiran cried, jumping to her feet. She looked around hastily. Were scores of assassins going to come pelting from the trees lining the meadow? When no mysterious figures ran out, she tried to force herself to calm down.

			“You said you wouldn’t judge me,” Zaq reminded beseechingly.

			“Oh, but . . . well, you definitely took me by surprise,” Tiran defended. “You just told me you’re a member of the group that is trying to kill me. I thought we were running away from the Brotherhood, not that I was running with it!” Tiran kicked at some rocks scattered by the big boulder. They skittered away leaving small trails of dust. She was finally feeling comfortable with Zaq and he had to go and throw this at her! Wasn’t there anyone she could trust?

			“It wasn’t easy growing up an orphan in Kruundin City,” Zaq explained hastily. “I was drawn in while I was still young. They gave me someone to blame and a family of sorts. Of course I believed everything they told me.”

			Tiran listened skeptically. “So what made you change your mind?”

			“Things started to change when the new Oman was named,” Zaq whispered. “There were harsh assignments, and I saw innocent people hurt. For awhile I was impassive, you know. It all seemed right to me, Veshti’s will just like I was told. But every week I would go and bring donations to the soup kitchen. Those women of the Order were serving people every day and part of me recognized that as truly serving Veshti. Not the violent way that my so-called family was acting.” He rubbed his head. Tiran tried not to be judgmental. It must have been hard growing up like he did. Still, part of her was bothered by the fact that he had ever condoned terrorist violence.

			“I started to notice that every time I thought like this I would get headaches. Part of me would just scream that I was being a disobedient traitor, that Veshti was going strike me down for my blasphemy. I couldn’t fight against it. It was like I had no choice in the matter.” Zaq grimaced. Tiran sat back down in the boulder. She still didn’t understand, but she could see that the recital was causing Zaq physical pain. It worried her. Obviously this was harder than she had any idea.

			“I didn’t have any will, Tiran,” he whispered harshly. “It took me a while to put together all of the pieces. It was something the Oman had done to me. I really wasn’t this heartless person that felt that assassinating people was a duty higher than any other. I was only being made to think that way.”

			“I don’t understand,” frowned Tiran. “Like brainwashing?”

			“No.” He gritted his teeth and grabbed his head harder. It looked like he was trying to hold his head in one piece. She put a hand on his arm trying to comfort him. He smiled grimly. “It is a transmitter, implanted at the base of my neck. It was part of a ceremony, a rite of passage. I only figured it out because I work in the warehouse where the transmitters are stored. It makes me think differently, like when the Oman speaks it is truly the will of Veshti. It causes me physical pain whenever I think of something in opposition to the Oman.”

			Tiran gasped as she realized why he was hurting so much. “So helping me at all causes you pain.”

			Zaq rose slowly to his feet. “I’m learning to combat it. You make it easier actually. You are a living, breathing reminder that everything that voice in my head tells me is false. It makes me able to fight better.”

			Tiran bit her lip. “Isn’t there anything I can do to help?”

			He shook his head. “Let’s just start walking again. The sooner we get to Munsk, the better.”

			“You think your friend can help you with this,” Tiran guessed, as they made their way back to the dirt road.

			Zaq gazed out over the meadow. “I hope so. He is the only person I have ever known to leave the Brotherhood without being hunted down.”

			“If he wasn’t caught, how do you know where to find him?” Tiran questioned doubtfully. Zaq held up a finger. Tiran stared at him, her eyebrows raised.

			“He told me in the gravest secrecy,” Zaq finally explained with a groan. “I try really hard not to think of it at all. He warned me of that. When I do think of it, it takes an immense amount of concentration to fight the urge to run to my patria and blurt it out.”

			“Do you think he’s still there?” Tiran asked hesitantly.

			“I hope so. I know he’s never been caught, anyway.” Zaq lapsed into a thoughtful silence, and Tiran didn’t break it. This had given her a whole new look at the Brotherhood. Could you ever defeat a group of terrorists who couldn’t even think of defying the Oman without doubling over in pain? Who had voices in their heads telling them that everything the Oman asked was the commandment of God?

			The miles passed slowly. They stopped once to lunch on the bread and fruit that Zaq had purchased before leaving Rastallin. During the rest of their trek they stuck to light subjects, talking mostly of books they had read and students they had known at their respective universities. It seemed they were pretty safe topics, and Zaq made it all the way to the outskirts of Munsk without any more attacks of pain. Finally, just as dusk was falling over the now wooded fields, they walked into the town. The summer evening was pleasantly cool this high up in the mountains, and people were chatting on their porches while children played in the streets. At one of the first houses they came to, Zaq called a greeting from the street to the older couple sitting on a bench on their porch.

			“Hello there, stranger,” called back the older gentleman. “What brings you to Munsk?” Zaq and Tiran walked up the path to stand on the clearing just before the porch.

			“I’m looking for an old friend of mine. He lives in number four on Amber Lane.”

			“Oh, sure! You’d be looking for Bedu then?” the old man said pleasantly with a loving glance at his wife. The old woman was watching the face of her husband with such plain contentment that it warmed Tiran right to her feet. She had never seen a couple so palpably happy with each other. It was a comfortable happiness, one that had obviously developed over many years.

			“Yes, Irun Bedu. Could you tell me which direction I should take?” Zaq requested courteously. The old man gave them simple directions to the Bedu house. It didn’t sound hard to find. Zaq thanked the couple and they turned to leave, Tiran glancing back over her shoulder at the happy couple. The man held his wife’s hand and stroked it gently as they talked softly to each other. With a pang, Tiran wondered if she would ever feel that close to anyone.

			The walk to Irun Bedu’s house was short. Here another couple was sitting on the front porch. In this case, they didn’t get quite as warm of a welcome. It shocked Tiran. As soon as they came up the path to the house, the man on the porch stood and stared at them with narrowed eyes. Then, at a frantic gesture from him the woman quickly disappeared into the house. Before Zaq could even speak, the man had passed them into the street, looking quickly both ways.

			“I thought this was your friend?” Tiran whispered to Zaq. Zaq didn’t answer; instead, he watched the man without expression. Once the man had checked the street he returned quickly to Zaq and Tiran, motioning them to follow him into the house. Zaq offered Tiran his arm, and she let him lead her into the house. She couldn’t help but feel worried. Somehow, the man’s behavior made her think they had not left the danger behind them in Kruundin City. Was the Brotherhood active even here?

			Inside the house, the man directed them to a couple of chairs while he drew the drapes across the window.

			“Are you clean?” he asked urgently, turning to Zaq.

			“Yes, as far as I know,” Zaq answered solemnly. Tiran watched them in puzzlement. Then, breaking into a smile, the man strode forth and hugged Zaq tightly. “Zaq, I was afraid I would never see you again. You did it; you made the break,” he exclaimed, his voice thick with emotion.

			Zaq turned to her. “This is my good friend Irun Bedu. We grew up together on the streets of Kruundin City,” he introduced. His smile was a bit strained. Tiran wondered how much effort this was costing him.

			“This is one of the happiest days of my life,” Irun shared fervently. “My brother is almost free.” Zaq smiled broader. Then he gestured to Tiran. “Irun, this is Tiran Morten.”

			“Pleased to meet you,” Irun returned politely without a flicker of recognition. Tiran sighed in relief. Apparently they were finally out of the way enough that her name alone wouldn’t give her away. Then Zaq had to go and ruin it. “She’s the daughter of Sirra and Laeren Bruche,” he elaborated calmly.

			The color immediately drained from Irun’s face and he swore loudly. Tiran jumped. Even Zaq was surprised at the intensity of Irun’s response.

			“What’s your check-in?” Irun demanded of Zaq anxiously.

			“Three days. But . . .”

			“And how long since you last spoke to your patria?” Irun interrupted abruptly.

			“It’s been nearly two,” admitted Zaq. “But no one knows where I went, Irun. I was as careful as I could be.” Irun was shaking his head, his eyes closed.

			“We’ll have to find you a transport. I don’t know how, or if it can be done . . . only one day. It will certainly be close.”

			“What are you talking about?” Zaq asked warily. “A transport?”

			“Charri!” Irun called urgently. The woman from the porch rushed into the room, a bag slung over her shoulder. Irun glanced at her. “I don’t think we need to leave, my dear,” he said a trifle calmer. “But we need to find a transport for Zaq right away. Can you do it?” Charri blinked and nodded once in response. Then she vanished from the room. Irun turned back to Zaq. “Your implant, Zaq. It allows them to track you. As soon as you don’t check in they will hunt you down.”

			Zaq shrugged. “I thought it might be something like that.” He grimaced again in pain. “But I thought you must be able to deactivate it somehow. After all, they haven’t tracked you!”

			“I don’t know how, Zaq. Mine was deactivated by an acquaintance, one of the old ones.” Tiran could hear the emphasis in his voice. She wondered who the “old ones” were. Her anxiety level was quickly rising. One thing was becoming increasingly clear. There would be no safety for them in Munsk. She felt an odd sense of loss. This town had seemed so pleasant; somewhere she could actually feel a little at home. Yet she wouldn’t get to stay.

			When her attention returned to the conversation between Zaq and Irun, they were discussing some man in the unknown town of Davuune.

			“You’ll have to get there quickly,” Irun explained hastily. “I’m not sure how much time Burke will need to deactivate your transmitter. It didn’t take very long with me, but I don’t know if he’ll have the tools right at hand or even if he’s still there. I’ll comm him if I can and let him know you’re coming.”

			Zaq hugged his friend tightly. “Thank you, Irun,” he said fervently. Irun flashed a glance at Tiran. “I hope you know what you are doing, my brother,” he murmured. Tiran felt heat flood her face. If only she wasn’t bringing everyone around her into danger. The Women of the Tender Heart, Zaq, and now Irun and Charrie could all face the wrath of the Oman if he found out. She wished she could apologize to Irun or thank him, but the words simply wouldn’t come.

			Numbly, she bent forward and rested her forehead on the arm of the chair. If only the nightmare would end.

			Less than an hour later, Zaq was ushering her into yet another transport. This one was old and rusty, but Zaq asked no questions about it, and neither did Tiran. Irun had given them some more money to help them on their way; more than he could spare, she suspected. The silent Charrie now stood next to Irun, her face completely impassive. Whatever she might think about the extravagant help they were giving Zaq and Tiran, she let nothing show on her face.

			Irun, however, had silent tears trickling down his cheeks as he embraced Zaq once more. “Go with Veshti’s blessing,” he said finally, pushing Zaq toward the transport. “Don’t stop! Travel as fast as you can!” He stood back as Zaq began programming the computer that would fly them to Davuune. The engines fired, and Tiran gave one final glance out the window. Irun and Charrie stood on their porch once again, watching them leave. Turning to Zaq, she found him taking big rasping breaths.

			“What have I done?” he whispered over and over. “What if they find him?”

			Tiran had no words of comfort for him but she did the only thing she could think of. She reached over and wrapped her arms around him. He sat there limply for awhile, letting her hold him. Then he grasped her in return and dropped his forehead onto the top of her head.

			“I’m so sorry, Zaq,” she whispered. “I wish I had never brought this on you or your friends.”

			Zaq hugged her tightly for a moment and then sat up, his face determined. “We’re in this together, Tiran. I’ll stay with you all the way to the end. I promise.”

			



		

21. Kruunde Manor

			It was early evening when Andie finally arrived at the small village that had once thrived on the Kruunde lands. Rosalea had rented a tiny ground transport which Andie had driven herself from Freeport to the manor lands. The craft had been rickety and dirty, but fortunately it had not had any problems. She sincerely hoped that it would continue to function for her. The last thing she wanted was to end up stranded in the middle of the Blue Plains.

			She had been hoping to find some kind of an inn, but the village had fallen on hard times since the downfall of Jaory. The streets were lined with small, unkempt hovels, many of them apparently empty. Andie paused in front of one particularly sad looking shack. It looked as if someone had cared for it once upon a time. There was a graying board fence that might have been pretty once, and some rusted iron garden furniture under the half-collapsed porch canopy. Once Randa had taught people to read in this little village. Andie wondered if anyone was left who would remember that.

			After wandering around for a while, she gave up and decided to find a public place where she could ask for information. She didn’t find anything but an extremely small, dilapidated tavern. With trepidation, she took a deep breath and entered.

			It was mostly empty. Some muted music played in the background while three or four people sat at the bar that lined one wall. There were several tables but all were unoccupied. A single aging woman stood behind the bar, humming to herself as she wiped the counter. At Andie’s entrance, everyone in the room turned to her in shock. The woman at the bar stood with her mouth open, her cloth dripping water onto the floor. Obviously they didn’t get many visitors in this town, especially not Citizen visitors.

			“Good evening,” Andie spoke politely, as she moved toward the bar. None of the men on the stools spoke in return, but the barkeeper returned to life, smiling widely at Andie.

			“Welcome, my dear madam! What brings you to our humble village on such a night?” she greeted, dropping her rag on the counter.

			“I am just passing through,” Andie returned pleasantly. “I could sure use a drink tonight.”

			“Certainly, Madam!” the woman returned brightly. “What would you like?” Her smile faltered a little. “Our selection is a bit limited, but . . .”

			“I’ll just take a soda. Whatever you’ve got is fine,” Andie reassured. The barkeeper turned to a small cooler behind the bar and brought out a can of Inca. “My name is Min,” she introduced. “Just ask if you’d like anything else.” Andie thanked her and sat down on her own stool. Inca was pretty much the only Urokian soda, and Andie always thought that it tasted like drinking carbonated sludge. Opening the lid, she took a small sip, forcing the vile liquid down her throat.

			All of the men seated at the bar were still openly staring at her. Andie tried not to let it intimidate her. Very likely they never had seen a Citizen before. With her pale skin, she might as well have walked in with tentacles sprouted from her forehead.

			“So where are you from?” one of the men finally grunted.

			“Roma,” answered Andie with studied nonchalance. “It has gotten a little dangerous for my taste lately, but I really don’t want to leave Corizen. I love it so much here. So I decided to travel around Urok for awhile. It’s so beautiful out here.” The lies slipped from her tongue easily.

			“You’re traveling around Urok alone? During times like these?” another man questioned in frank disbelief.

			“Well,” Andie improvised, “not alone. I’m with my husband. He’ll be joining me shortly.” This earned some muttering under their breath, but Andie hoped that they just put it down to more incomprehensible behavior from those crazy Citizens. “We’re going to have a look around Kruunde Manor.”

			There was silent astonishment at this.

			“I’ve always been fascinated by the story of Sirra Bruche, you know,” Andie continued glibly. “I thought it would be interesting to see the place where she was a slave.”

			“Not much to see,” grunted the man farthest from her. “Place was nearly leveled during the Revolution.” The other men stared morosely into their drinks. Obviously, the Revolution had not helped their village to prosper. At least they didn’t seem to be huge fans of Jaory. That was in her favor.

			“Oh, that’s too bad,” Andie lamented. “I didn’t realize.” She took another sip of her soda and pondered the bar counter for awhile.

			The silence was broken by Min, the friendly barkeeper.

			“You know, if you’re interested in learning about Sirra Bruche you should talk to Merena Enu. She used to be the cook over at Kruunde Manor and she knew her. The Citizen slave, Merena always called her. Not that she meant any harm by that,” Min hastily amended, obviously worried about offending her customer. Andie wasn’t offended. She was wracking her memory. Merena, Merena . . . it didn’t sound familiar, but if she had been the cook, they had probably crossed paths. Hopefully it wasn’t someone who held a grudge against her.

			“That sounds great!” Andie responded enthusiastically. Then she let her face fall a little. “I can’t stay very long though. Do you think she would mind if I dropped in on her tonight?”

			“Oh, I’m sure she wouldn’t mind,” Min replied cheerfully. “She’s not young anymore, and her joints really bother her so she doesn’t get out much. She’d probably be glad of the company.”

			That was how Andie found herself in the sitting room of an old Denicorizen woman holding a cup of weak herbal tea.

			Merena rocked slowly in a creaking wooden rocking chair. Her skin was a mottled blue, with dark patches that were almost purple. Her hair was snow white and she moved slowly, in obvious pain. Yet her eyes were still sharp, and she eyed Andie thoughtfully after being introduced by Min, who had left her quiet pub only to direct Andie to the tiny crumbling house across the street from the bar.

			“So you want to know about Sirra Bruche,” the old woman mused. She paused for a moment in her rocking and studied Andie’s face. Then she started rocking again. “Don’t know that I kin tell you much. Wasn’t round the Manor for long before she lit out.”

			“Did you know her well?” Andie asked, curious to know if the old woman remembered her.

			“No, not really. No one knew her well. The Master kept her all dolled up and out in the gardens like she was some kind of a pet bird or something.” Andie swallowed for a moment. She really didn’t like to remember those days at all, but she forced herself to continue the conversation.

			“Who kept watch over her? Another house servant, or maybe the steward?” Andie asked, trying to keep her voice steady. The woman eyed Andie shrewdly. Andie forced herself to meet the old woman’s gaze without seeming too eager.

			“There was a house servant assigned to stay with her most all the time,” Merena answered thoughtfully. Her forehead creased. “Don’t remember the name now. She was supposed to keep her all prettied up and things. But the steward, Oanni, he kept his eyes on everyone too. Nothing got past the steward. That was his job.”

			“Do you ever see any of them anymore?” Andie asked, trying to be friendly. “The steward, any of the other servants?”

			Merena shook her head sadly.

			“No, I’m all that’s left. Some of the servants, they were with the Master when he was killed, like the steward. Most of the others left the area when the Manor was ruined.” She bit her lip for a second, and Andie felt her heart wring for this poor lady. All the life she had known had been destroyed in the war that had led to Andie’s freedom. It didn’t seem fair.

			“A couple of us hung around the village thinking maybe Master Erron would come back and rebuild,” Merena explained a bit wistfully. “But after awhile, when he never came, the others moved on. I stayed because I’d nowhere to go.” Merena sighed deeply.

			“Your master’s son was not killed in the Revolution?” Andie questioned, with careful nonchalance. This was exactly what she had come to find out, but it would never do to seem too interested.

			“Who knows? He never came back. The Master sent him away—some said he had gone to the old family mines; some said he had gone to live with the smugglers. It was all rumors.” The old woman shifted in her chair. She was clearly getting tired.

			“Well, I must be getting back,” Andie said regretfully as she rose. “Thank you so much for sharing with me. It sure made the past come to life for me.” In more ways than one, Andie added silently.

			“My grandson will see you to the door,” Merena replied. “Art!” she called in a loud croak. A wide-eyed Denicorizen boy of ten or eleven appeared in the room. “Show the lady out,” she ordered. The boy shyly beckoned at Andie and led her to the front door. Andie pulled a small amount of money from her pocket belt. “This is for you and your grandmother,” she said softly, lest the older woman hear her. “Tell her thank you so much for her kindness.” The boy took the money with round eyes and bobbed his head once.

			In the street, Andie stood thinking for a moment. The information hadn’t been terribly helpful. It was a long way to come for nothing. All of Jaory’s mining holdings had been seized long ago by the government. Still, Andie had never thought to check on Jaory’s old contacts with the smugglers. At least it gave her somewhere else to look, even if it was a slim lead. Jerrapo might know some of the old-timers who had smuggled for Jaory.

			After some thought, she climbed back into her transport and traveled the short distance to Kruunde Manor. Probably it would be a complete waste of time, but something compelled her to go anyway.

			It was easy to find. It was only a mile from the village, and even though the house was no longer standing, some of the walls still surrounded what had once been Jaory Kruunde’s prized formal gardens. She sat frozen for a moment, unable to get out. A wave of memories washed over her. Her chest tightened automatically and she forced herself to breathe deeply. Most of her time here in Jaory’s house she had been drugged, completely docile and impassive about her fate as a slave. During that period she had been treated well enough. Besides, it was all long in the past. Surely it should be simple just to get out and look around. Just as she finally built up her courage to go see the ruins, an air transport flew in and circled the manor. She quickly programmed her computer, ready to leave at a moment’s notice if need be. Warily, she watched as the transport landed and the passenger door opened.

			Then a tall, sandy-haired figure climbed out and started toward her. For a moment she sat and stared at him in shock. Then opening her door, she climbed out of the transport and passed across the rutted lane as if in a dream.

			When she reached him, Casey put out his arms and drew her to his chest, before burying his face in her hair. Andie clung to him, the tension quickly leaving her body. It felt so good, so right to be here with him. They had been apart so long, but here in Casey’s arms it was as if she had finally drawn breath after being too long underwater. Pure relief flooded her body.

			“I can’t believe you’re here,” she murmured into his chest. “I must be dreaming.”

			“No,” he replied softly.

			They stood that way until Andie’s legs started to protest from standing in place too long. She pulled back and stared up into her husband’s face, taking in the new lines in his forehead and around his eyes. He had deep purple shadows under his eyes. She wondered when he had last slept.

			“How did you find me?” she marveled.

			“I finally made it back to Corizen a few days ago. This morning I made it to Freeport, and Rosalea Ka told me where you had gone,” he answered. Andie waited a bit guiltily for the rebuke for leaving Zenith without telling him, but Casey didn’t say anything more. He was clinging to her as if he was afraid she would run away.

			“I should have told you,” Andie confessed sheepishly. “But I was a little angry that you had left Corizen without Tiran and that I didn’t hear from you myself.”

			Casey smiled crookedly. “I thought it might have been something like that. I’m not upset, Andie.” His arms tightened back around her. “I’m just glad to be with you again. It’s been horrible without you.”

			“I’ve missed you, too,” Andie said simply. Then Casey’s mouth was on hers, and he was kissing her like he hadn’t done in years. It felt like an electric current was racing up her spine, and she pressed closer. Finally they broke apart breathlessly. Andie could feel her heart racing as if she had just sprinted across the plains. It was if they were suddenly younger, having a flashback to an earlier point in their marriage when there had been no cold silences or long misunderstandings.

			Casey laughed suddenly. “For the last year I’ve wondered what happened to our marriage and if I could fix things, and suddenly I feel like there never was anything wrong!”

			“I know what you mean,” Andie murmured. She was finding it hard to talk. Casey looked around and asked casually, “So what exactly are you doing here anyway? Exorcising old demons?”

			“I don’t know,” Andie admitted. “I talked to an old servant of Jaory’s in the village but she didn’t have much information. I guess part of me was hoping that maybe I’d find some clue to where Erron could be hiding now.”

			“Erron Kruunde?” puzzled Casey. “But why . . . ?”

			“Didn’t Bret or Rosalea tell you? That man Tiran ran off with was really Erron Kruunde.”

			Casey’s face drained of color. Quickly she explained to him about Oanni and what had really happened the night of the Inaugural Ball. His eyes hardened and his fists clenched. She put a hand on his arm. She didn’t want him to go into a rage.

			“If that bastard wasn’t already dead I would kill him,” fumed Casey through clenched teeth. “So that’s how that monster Eshude found out about you. Oanni must have been one of the Bastalt prisoners the Brotherhood released.” Suddenly his voice cracked.

			“But then Tiran . . . didn’t just elope.”

			Andie could see the fear in his eyes and hastily reassured him. “I think she’s alive, Casey. At least, Othar Eshude still thinks so, which means Erron hadn’t joined the Brotherhood as well.” She explained about the security pictures from the Kruundin City shuttleport and the reward posters for information on Tiran.

			“Bret knew all of this. I can’t believe he didn’t tell you. You did see him in Roma, right?” Who else, after all, could have told him she was here on Corizen?

			Andie could see the hesitation on Casey’s face. Something had happened in Roma. Surely he hadn’t argued with Bret! They needed his help more than ever!

			“It was very rushed,” Casey evaded. “We didn’t have time to really talk.” Andie frowned at him. She had known this man since she was seven years old. He was clearly hiding something.

			“So what happened in Roma that you don’t want me to know about?” she pressed.

			“I’ll tell you about it later,” Casey promised. “Look, since you have this transport, let me send the other one off, okay? The pilot would probably love to get back home before midnight.”

			“Okay,” she relented. She watched Casey as he went to talk to the pilot and then turned and started up Jaory’s walk. The past seemed much less frightening now that Casey was here. Since she had come, she might as well look around.

			She carefully picked her way up the front lane. The front walls were still erect, though the massive iron gates that had blocked the entry were completely missing. Pausing for a moment, she couldn’t help but remember the day she had stood here and met Jaory for the first time.

			Casey caught up to her and looked around with interest. “So this is where Kruunde Manor stood. Not much left.”

			“It’s been more than twenty years since I saw these walls for the first time. I was a terrified teenage pilot surrounded by smugglers. I tried to talk tough, but inside I was sick with fear,” remembered Andie. Casey grasped her hand tightly. She turned to him and smiled. “Yet here I am—I outlasted the Manor.”

			Hands clasped, they walked together through the gateway.

			There was nothing left of Jaory’s large mansion but mounds of rubble. She could see the foundation in places. Peasant armies had bombed it during the siege of Kruundin City, if she remembered rightly. Presumably they had stripped the house of anything of value first. Idly she wondered who had ended up with the large wardrobe of clothing that Jaory had forced her to wear as his own personal “ornament.”

			As they walked around the mansion’s foundation she could see that none of the outbuildings were left either. The army had been thorough. They passed the spot where the shed had stood where Oanni had tortured her one night. Nothing was left, and she felt a strange sense of liberation. Oanni was finally dead and gone and could never hurt her again.

			After some searching they found the old garden paths. Much of the vegetation had died without anyone to care for it. It had not been native to the area, and the growing conditions of the Blue Plains were harsh. Yet the bushes that had formed the walls of the manicured maze were lushly overgrown. Pushing aside branches, she could still see the broken paving stones that had wound their way through the hedges. In most areas it had grown so thick that they couldn’t force their way through it, so they finally gave up and slowly made their way back to the front.

			“Well, we didn’t find anything that could possibly help us, but I’m still glad I came,” Andie mused. “Somehow I think it will help me finally let go of those horrible days.”

			Casey looked at her, his eyes soft with concern. “I hope so.” Andie squeezed his hand. She knew he was thinking of the periodic nightmares she had had over the years. They were much less now, but still every once in awhile she had one about the night she had first tried to escape. After this though, she didn’t think she would ever have one again.

			Just as they reached the gates, several uniformed men with guns stepped out and blocked them. Andie grabbed Casey’s arm and she could feel him stiffen beside her. She turned to pull him the other way when she noticed more soldiers moving into position behind them. Now she was truly frightened.

			“Put your hands up!” ordered one of the soldiers in front. Peering through the dusk, she could see the insignia of the CPF and started to relax. It wasn’t the Brotherhood. Maybe the CPF kept an eye on the manor for possible subversive activity. She couldn’t understand why Casey was still tense. This must be a misunderstanding that could easily be cleared up.

			“Ambassador Morten?” asked one of the soldiers in the front.

			“Yes,” Casey answered, his voice firm. It was only because Andie knew him so well that she could hear the fear underneath. Maybe things had gotten worse on Corizen than she realized. The soldiers behind them quickly moved in and took Andie’s arms and locked them behind her back. She risked a glance at Casey and saw that his face was impassive as they bound his arms as well. There was no hint of surprise. Andie suddenly remembered his reluctance to talk about what had happened in Roma.

			“May I ask what is going on here?” Casey demanded. He used the polite form of address in his formal, accented Denicorizen, but his voice had an edge to it.

			“You are under arrest for treason,” the soldier informed. Andie’s mouth dropped open and she turned toward Casey, but the soldiers shoved him forward out of the gates. She could now see several military transports surrounding hers. She was prodded forward and she stumbled after the others. Their captors pushed Casey into one of the military transports and shut the door. Helplessly, she watched as the transport’s engine roared to life. Within seconds, they were gone.

			Once again, Andie was alone.

			



		

22. Erron Unmasked

			Tiran stood at the railing overlooking the town. They had arrived in Davuune early in the morning, parking the transport near the local shuttleport. It was one of the smallest stations she had ever seen. It was little more than a ticket office with a covered waiting area. According to the schedule posted on the office window, a single shuttle left once a week for Croask. Not exactly the world’s busiest town.

			While Zaq was studying the map on the ticket office window, she watched the sun rise over the horizon, remarkably peaceful after several days of anxiety. The station was up on a plateau, and she could see nearly the whole town now that it was getting light. There was a small market center and some industrial looking buildings to the south, and small graying houses to the east. The town extended only for a few miles and then abruptly gave way to the vast scrubby plateaus of the Western Desert. Strangely enough, she found it comforting. It was remote and quiet, and she couldn’t imagine the Brotherhood bothering with a place like this.

			Zaq appeared almost silently at her side, his zipped pack slung over his shoulder. “So what do you think of Davuune?” he asked, looking out over the town.

			“It seems like a lonely little place,” she answered honestly. “Why do these people live out here surrounded by the desert?”

			“I think it used to be a mining town not too long ago,” Zaq explained with a sweep of his arm toward the industrial buildings. “Now I bet it’s dying slowly. The younger generation moves out, and when the older generation passes, nobody replaces them.”

			“Why is this Burke living here, do you know? Did Irun say anything? It seems a strange place to choose to settle down in.”

			Zaq hesitated for a moment, reluctant to answer. She watched the spasm of pain flit across his face. “Irun said that Othar Eshude was born here. He spent his childhood here, and apparently he never comes back. He doesn’t even recruit from Davuune,” he added.

			“Really?” Tiran was intrigued. “So these people know what he really is?”

			Zaq chuckled. “Irun just said that even the Oman of the Brotherhood has no honor in his own hometown.” Then he doubled over for a moment. Tiran put her hand on his back, waiting for the pain to pass. Even thinking something flippant about the Oman must cause him agony. They stood for just a moment more, until Zaq’s brow smoothed, and he stood straight again.

			“Are you okay?” Tiran asked sympathetically.

			Zaq closed his eyes and held still for a moment. Tiran held her breath, watching him expectantly. Then he opened his eyes and smiled crookedly. “Just fighting against the enforced loyalty. I’m fine now. Shall we move on?”

			Tiran nodded, though she was still worried about Zaq. What if he wasn’t able to keep fighting against his implant? Would he suddenly turn against her? Or would he just disappear, leaving her alone once again? She shuddered as she followed him down the platform steps. Being stranded and alone in Kruundin City had been horrifying, but being trapped here in the middle of the desert was simply unthinkable. Hopefully this Burke would be able to fix things so Zaq would truly be free of the Brotherhood.

			Zaq led the way down the dusty road toward the houses in the east. They passed several closed and shuttered shops that had peeling, flaky paint advertising groceries and clothing. None of them were open this early, and she wondered how many of them were still in business and how many had folded long ago. It was impossible to tell; everything looked like it had been slowly rotting away in the sun for years.

			Zaq strode confidently down the street. He must have memorized the directions Irun had given him because he didn’t even pause to check his notes. They walked along the street as the stores gave way to wood paneled homes that were sagging with the weight of their blue tiled roofs. Most were in desperate need of a fresh coat of paint, and more than a few were empty, their windows boarded over. Here or there, a garden plot was visible, small sprouts growing in sandy soil. Tiran’s hopes rose as she saw the plants. There was some life still in this town. It was a tiny bit encouraging.

			The house was less than two miles from the shuttle station, just off the main road on a side street. It too needed a paint job, but the front garden area was neatly fenced and orderly rows of vegetables grew in long container boxes. Zaq held open the gate for her and she walked up the front path. She hesitated at the front door, looking back over her shoulder at Zaq. He came up to her side and rapped briefly on the front door. They waited for a minute before eyes peered out of the small window to the left. Then the door creaked open and a round cheery face peered out at them.

			“Master Burke?” Zaq inquired.

			“Come in, come in!” he welcomed in a squeaky voice. “You must be Zaq—I got Irun’s comm last night!” They quickly entered his house and Burke shut the door behind them. “Take a seat,” he invited pleasantly, motioning at a sagging couch in the front room. Zaq settled in with a sigh of relief, and after a moment’s hesitation, Tiran perched next to him. If she relaxed into the couch she was afraid she would slide until she was practically in Zaq’s lap. Burke waddled in behind them pulling a kitchen chair. “Sorry, but I don’t have much furniture. I don’t often have guests out here, you know. How was your trip?”

			Zaq politely chatted with Burke for a moment, and Tiran covertly studied their host in disbelief. Burke just didn’t seem to be the kind of person to be fighting Othar Eshude. She really couldn’t see him fighting anybody. By the way Zaq kept shooting furtive glances toward the hallway as if he was hoping to see someone else, she could tell he thought so too. Evidently this jolly old man wasn’t who he had been expecting either.

			“So what do you need my help with, young Zaq?” Burke finally asked in good humor. “I was surprised to get Irun’s message. It’s not often that I am able to entertain visitors from Kruundin City.”

			Clearly, Zaq wasn’t sure if he wanted to open up to Burke. Tiran watched them silently, afraid that they had wasted their time. Zaq must have gotten the wrong person and though Burke seemed friendly enough, he wasn’t likely to be able to help them much.

			Burke suddenly leaned forward and studied Tiran’s face. Then he chuckled long and soundlessly. His rosy cheeks dimpled and his belly shook with silent laughter. Tiran was completely nonplussed—she looked to Zaq, who was frowning at Burke.

			“I should have known, I should have known,” Burke slapped his leg. “It feels like coming full circle.” He smiled broadly. “You don’t look much like your mother, my girl. You must take after your father, I guess.”

			Tiran was startled into speaking. “What do you mean?”

			Zaq was eyeing Burke warily. Burke was still smiling jovially. “Well, I guess you couldn’t go anywhere else, now could you? If Othar knew about this, he’d have your brains served up for dinner, Zaq.” Zaq stared at Burke in stony silence, and Tiran’s heart thudded painfully. He knew who she was just by looking at her. So much for finding another anonymous hiding place. Burke went into another spasm of soundless laughter.

			“The number one Red List target, sitting in my living room. Oh, it’s too much!” Tears of mirth were streaming down his face. Zaq finally spoke.

			“I’m afraid I don’t see the humor in the situation,” he commented drily.

			“Oh, don’t worry, don’t worry,” managed Burke. His laughter was finally drying up a bit. “You’re still welcome here, and I’ll get that implant deactivated. I don’t mind hiding all of you for awhile. It is just such a funny coincidence.”

			“What is, exactly?” Zaq asked icily, his patience finally exhausted. Burke seemed to struggle to recover his poise.

			“Oh, uh . . .” he trailed off. “I knew your mother, see,” he said, with a nod to Tiran. “Well, not formally. Years ago I was part of a smuggling outfit that used to make trips to Zenith. Just some black market trading, but it paid big money in those days. Our Zenith contact had a village in a forest miles from any people. It was a routine trip and we managed to meet our contact without any trouble. Just when we were about to pack up and leave, our foolhardy host went and shot down an Armada pilot! Normally we would have simply blasted out of there in a hurry and left the locals to deal with it. But the pilot turned out to be a girl.” His eyes were distant as he remembered it.

			Tiran gasped. “You bought my mother from the smugglers! Back when she was a pilot!”

			Zaq turned to Tiran, his eyebrows raised.

			“It was nothing personal,” Burke explained pleasantly. “See, Jaory Kruunde had offered a raging high price for a Citizen woman. It was like we hit the jackpot! The whole way back to Corizen we all were on top of the world, planning how to spend our share. We ended up selling her to Jaory for much less than we should have gotten, but that’s the way the game goes sometimes.” Tiran stiffened, ready to shout at this man who could calmly reminisce about selling her mother into slavery, but Zaq put a restraining hand on her arm. She swallowed her retort.

			“Look Master Burke, Irun told me that I had to come to you for help if I chose to defy the Oman. I do trust my friend implicitly . . .” Zaq’s voice faltered for a moment, and then he continued, “and we came to you because we had nowhere else to turn, but if I may ask, why are you willing to risk everything to protect a renegade Brother and a Red List target?”

			The smile abruptly disappeared from Burke’s face. His eyes flickered with something Tiran couldn’t identify. “I joined the Brotherhood as a young man nearly forty years ago. I grew up here in Davuune but I got tired of the dirt and being so poor. I hated the idea of joining my father in the mines, and the Brotherhood was my ticket to freedom. Years later, an old friend from Davuune asked me to get his son into the Brotherhood as a favor.” He settled into his chair, staring at the ceiling. He was silent for a long moment. Tiran exchanged glances with Zaq. Was he talking about Othar Eshude?

			“Well, in the end it’s all my fault, I suppose,” Burke continued finally. “I brought that snake Othar in and watched as he manipulated his way to the top. In the end he ruined us all.” But suddenly, as soon as it had come on, his gloomy mood dissipated.

			“So, here I am,” he said brightly, “doing my own little part to harbor refugees from Othar. What fun it is to have company though! I haven’t had such a full house in ages.”

			Zaq suddenly leaned forward. Tiran lost her precarious balance and nearly tumbled off the couch. “Sorry,” Zaq apologized ruefully, helping her back onto the cushion. Then he turned back to Burke. “We are the only people you are hiding right now, aren’t we?”

			“Oh, no, didn’t I say? I’ve had another old friend living here for months now. He’s gotten himself on the wrong side of Othar somehow, I don’t know how. Came to me looking for a place to lie low for awhile. But no need to worry—the enemy of my enemy is my friend, and all that, right?” he chuckled. “Unless you’re one to hold grudges, my dear,” he said.

			Tiran turned to Zaq, troubled. This couldn’t possibly be good. Someone she already knew? Zaq looked questioningly back at her, his eyebrows raised.

			“You don’t know him personally, of course.” It was as if Burke was answering her thoughts. “But Erron is the son of Jaory Kruunde, and I know there’s bad history between your families.”

			“Erron Kruunde?” Tiran exclaimed hysterically. She jumped to her feet, already poised to run to the door. “This is terrible! Zaq, we have to go now!”

			“Tiran,” Zaq tried to soothe her. “Erron Kruunde has no reason to turn you in.”

			“Are you kidding?” she exclaimed, her voice getting higher by the second. “My mother practically killed his father, Zaq! You don’t think that’s reason enough to turn me over to the Brotherhood? Or simply kill me himself?”

			“Nonsense,” Burke laughed. “Erron isn’t a killer.”

			“Unless you wake me up before daybreak,” said a sleepy voice from the hallway. “Burke, whatever is going on in here?” Tiran froze at the sound of that voice. She thought she recognized it, but there was no way . . . she had to be mistaken.

			“Sorry about that, Erron. Just new guests that arrived this morning,” Burke explained lightly. “Meet Zaq, he’s a fellow native of Kruundin City, just like you. And this is Tiran.” Tiran turned slowly to face the man in the hallway. She just couldn’t believe it was true, but even in the dim light she knew him immediately. Markus was here in Davuune.

			“Tiran!” he gasped. It was the first time she had ever seen him caught off guard. Usually he was so calm, so polished. There had to be some kind of mix up. Why would Markus be here, pretending to be Jaory Kruunde’s son? Part of her wanted to run and throw herself into his arms, but she was too scared to move. What in the world was going on? Could it be that Markus actually was Erron Kruunde? Zaq was looking from her to Markus, worry etched in his face. Behind her, she could hear Burke clearing his throat nervously.

			“I see you two already know each other,” he observed uneasily, shifting his weight from foot to foot.

			Typically, Markus recovered first. “Yes, we do. How have you been, Tiran?” he asked smoothly. “It’s been several months, hasn’t it?” There was a touch of amusement in his voice. His velvet voice mocking her finally freed her frozen limbs and she darted for the front door, her only thought to escape the excruciating pain of her shattered life.

			♦

			Zaq found her of course. He caught up to her before she made it back to the transport. She had heard him calling after her, but she had ignored him until she felt his hand on her shoulder, forcing her to slow down and then to stop. Unwillingly, she turned to face him. He watched her silently for a moment, and she struggled to get herself under control. She hated for Zaq to see her this way. She respected him so much, and she was sure he would think less of her when he knew the whole story. She had been so naïve.

			“I can see you don’t want to stay with Burke, Tiran,” Zaq began gently, “but I don’t think we have any choice.”

			“I don’t care. I’ll sleep in the transport if I have to. I can’t go back there, Zaq.” She tried to sound firm, but her lower lip trembled. She fought against the tears, but she didn’t think she could hold it together much longer. She was so angry as well as hurt.

			He betrayed me. He never loved me. Markus never existed in the first place.

			The thoughts kept repeating in her head until she thought she would go crazy. She just had to get away. Maybe if she ran far enough away she would forget.

			Zaq tentatively took her hand. She looked down, surprise overcoming the pain for a moment. His touch was soothing. She felt calmer, more able to hold herself together.

			“Tiran, tell me what’s wrong,” Zaq entreated softly. “What did he do to you?”

			She exhaled deeply, trying to clear her thoughts and look at her situation objectively. The tears were close to the surface again but she desperately fought them off. She was afraid that if she started crying she wouldn’t be able to stop.

			“I knew him back home,” she finally managed.

			“In Roma?” Zaq was watching her intently but his eyes were kind. It gave her the courage to keep going.

			“He was a librarian at the University,” she gulped. “He and I . . . we, uh . . .” She faltered, unable to finish her sentence. Zaq waited patiently, though his brow creased.

			Tiran took a deep breath and tried again. “We had a relationship. I kept it a secret from my parents—they wouldn’t have understood.” It was getting harder to breathe, but she forced herself to continue.

			“I didn’t know him as Erron Kruunde. He called himself Markus Stoer. I thought his name was Markus.” Her voice started to rise a bit hysterically.

			“It’s okay,” soothed Zaq.

			“We eloped the night my mother was killed,” Tiran admitted, her eyes filling with tears. Zaq’s eyes narrowed.

			“I didn’t find out until we got to Kruundin City,” she continued in a rush. “We were in the shuttleport—we were supposed to get married in Kruundin City. He left me in the café . . . and n-never came b-b-back,” she finished with a sob. Her self-control swept away and the tears overflowed and spilled down her cheeks.

			Zaq still stood there in front of her, staring at her with some kind of expression she couldn’t make out. He must be disgusted with her. The thought stabbed her with fresh pain.

			Then he stepped forward and put his arms around her. In relief she let herself go and sobbed into his chest. Her body shuddered violently and her eyes burned.

			Finally, she started to get control of herself and she stepped back, a little embarrassed. Her cheeks burned and she looked at the ground to avoid seeing Zaq’s reaction.

			Yet his voice when he spoke was sympathetic.

			“Tiran, listen. We have to stay a little while with Burke. No one else can deactivate my implant. If we don’t get that done soon, the Brotherhood will be able to track us down easily.”

			Tiran knew he was right, but how could she face Markus, or Erron, or whatever his name was?

			“Look, we’ll just stay long enough for Burke to fix my implant. Then we’ll leave. I promise.”

			Tiran searched his solemn eyes for a moment. Maybe with Zaq there she would be able to bear it. Resigned, she nodded her acceptance, and Zaq held out his hand. Taking his hand, she started back toward Burke’s house.

			Everything was going to be all right. It had to be.

			



		

23. Lost

			The sun filtered through the high slotted window illuminating Andie’s barren gray holding cell, the soft light falling over her face. She moaned and restlessly turned over before her eyes slowly opened. Yawning, she stretched and sat up, staring around at the concrete walls. Nothing had changed since she had finally fallen into a fitful sleep last night. A single cot stood next to the wall. A small efficiency john and sink, which dispensed miniscule amounts of murky water, were crammed into the corner. A cracked yellow plastic cup teetered on the sink. Most prominently, a heavy metal door took up the wall directly across from the cot.

			She turned and climbed up on her cot, reaching as high as she could to grab onto the sill of her slit of a window. By pulling with all her strength and scrabbling with her feet up the wall, she could just reach high enough to get a brief glance outside. As far as she could tell there was nothing but barren earth outside her window. The angle just didn’t allow her to see very far. Yet the window did let in the sun, and as best as she could tell, she had been here for about two days.

			Dropping back down onto her cot, she heaved a loud sigh of boredom. She never had any visitors, except for a guard who brought her a meal twice a day. It wasn’t much—just plain barley soup and bread, but it tasted fine, and she always inhaled it quickly. Of course she had tried pumping her apathetic guard for any information but he never spoke a single word to her at all or even gave any sign that he heard her. It was horribly frustrating.

			She had seen nothing of Casey since that fateful night at Kruunde Manor. After the transport carrying him had left, the soldiers had questioned her roughly about her relationship to Casey. Since obviously Casey was in some kind of trouble and she was supposed to be dead, she had instinctively lied to them about who she was. They clearly didn’t believe her at first, but she held her ground, protesting over and over that she was just a casual acquaintance from Roma who had gone sightseeing with him. They had eventually given up and transported her to this holding cell. It had been late at night when they arrived and she had no idea what city she was in. Since then, they must have decided she wasn’t important enough to talk to because no one had questioned her again. In that case, she grumbled mentally, she didn’t understand why they didn’t just let her go. If they would just let her out of here she could do something to try and find out what had happened to her husband.

			The day passed slowly, and Andie spent most of it napping from sheer boredom. After dozing off and on through the afternoon, a sharp click sent her sitting straight up on the cot. The lock turned and the door opened. A guard she didn’t recognize peered around the door at her. He looked at her from head to toe and then ordered brusquely, “Come with me!”

			Andie didn’t see any reason not to comply. In fact she was grateful for the change, whatever it might be. Maybe she could finally get out of this place! The guard locked her arms behind her back and led her down the empty hallway. They made a few turns and came to a security door where the guard casually slid his gate key through. Andie frowned as they stepped into the late afternoon sun and climbed down a series of steps. Looking around she saw that they were in an alleyway of some kind. Her spine tingled. Surely they just didn’t release prisoners like this into an alleyway without any kind of processing?

			A small transport pulled up and the side door opened. The guard shoved her roughly in and slammed the door behind her. Puzzled, she looked around the inside of the tiny transport to see that she was facing a grim, grizzled Denicorizen with a laser pointed directly at her.

			“Oh!” she exclaimed involuntarily. Her new guard didn’t say anything. Trying to slow her breathing, she tried to get some idea of what could possibly be going on. Nothing about this made sense. Obviously this was no prisoner release. They could be transferring her, but the man with the laser was dressed just like any other normal Denicorizen factory worker. Unusual dress for a prison guard. He didn’t appear to be CPF either. Her head was swimming with confusion. Nothing seemed to fit.

			“Where are you taking me?” she finally asked in a desperate attempt to get some information.

			A terse order to “shut up” was all the response she got.

			The trip wasn’t long. They soon halted and the door was opened from the outside. Her laser pointing guard gestured at her to get out, so she took a deep breath and stepped out into the dark. It was night once again, wherever they were. Two more silent figures swiftly flanked her. She looked at them curiously, but it was so dark that she couldn’t see much, other than that they were both hooded and cloaked. Each took one of her arms, and they hurried her into the building.

			Inside it looked like she had stepped into a very dreary office. There were no windows, but several chairs lined the walls. In the center was a battered desk whose surface was almost painfully clear of any kind of clutter. A third figure appeared with a heavy chair with armrests and set it in front of the desk, and her hosts quickly seated her in the chair. It was hard and especially uncomfortable with her hands bound behind her back. Her fingers were starting to go numb. Twisting slightly back and forth she tried to get some circulation going, but at a harsh order from her captors she subsided. Obviously something had gone very wrong on Corizen. Maybe it had been a mistake to rush back so quickly. She couldn’t find Tiran if she was locked up like this, and she couldn’t help Casey either.

			A short, balding Denicorizen man slid into a chair behind the desk. He was directly opposite from her, and she couldn’t help but stare directly into his eyes. They were curiously blank and emotionless. It frightened her as nothing else had. Even Oanni’s eyes had never looked quite like that.

			The man picked up a paper off his desk and began to read silently. Then he put it down and stared once again at Andie’s face. She flinched away from his gaze. “What is your name?” he asked, without any trace of anger or urgency.

			“Leslie Smith,” she answered directly. During her time in the cell she had decided on that name. It was a completely random Citizen-sounding name, and she had repeated it over and over to herself in an effort to make it seem natural.

			The man did not react; he merely picked up his paper again. “We have a report from an informer in Kruundin Village that states that you are Andrea Morten.”

			“But Andrea Morten is dead; everyone knows that,” she protested, hoping she sounded sincere. He ignored her response as if she hadn’t spoken at all.

			“What is your name?” he repeated calmly.

			“I told you, I’m Leslie Smith,” she firmly said again.

			“Hmm.” The man looked at his paper. “Andrea Morten, aka Sirra Bruche. Presumed dead, but never visually confirmed.”

			Andie waited patiently. If there was one thing to be grateful about on Corizen, it was that they didn’t believe in using IDs of any kind. It made all kinds of things inconvenient; however, in her case it helped things immensely. If she just kept repeating her story, they might give up. After all, they had no way to prove things either way.

			The little dispassionate man cleared his throat and then stated, “The Oman does not have time to waste on these issues.” He snapped his fingers at the others standing against the wall.

			Andie’s mouth dropped, aghast. The Brotherhood! She had fallen into the hands of the last people she had ever wanted to. She shook her head slightly. It didn’t make sense. The CPF had arrested her. Were the CPF and the Brotherhood working together now? She just couldn’t see how that was possible.

			Suddenly one of the cloaked men unlocked her wrists and she gasped in relief, rubbing her arms. They tingled with pins and needles after being behind her back for so long, but she didn’t have much time to chafe life back into them before her wrists were grabbed and they bound her arms to the chair. Before she could even struggle, one of them was brandishing a syringe. Andie sucked in her breath in horror. Once before she had been injected with the rare Arueban truth serum, and she had told everything she had been asked. If she got out of this without telling them her name it would be a miracle.

			The miracle never happened.

			Half an hour later, she sagged limply in her chair, the tears streaming from her eyes as she listened to her interrogator order a high priority message sent to the Oman. The former Red List target Sirra Bruche was still alive and in the hands of the Brotherhood.

			



		

24. Allies

			Waking was not pleasant. Tiran rolled in her bed and pressed her face into her pillow, trying to recall what she had been dreaming. It was gone already, but she still felt a sense of loss, as if something wonderful had slipped through her fingers.

			After a minute, she gave up and opened her eyes. The sunlight was streaming through her window and lighting the small room. Bookshelves lined the walls; until two weeks ago it had been Burke’s home library. Now it was the room where Tiran slept on a makeshift bed made of blankets and some cushions borrowed from one of Burke’s neighbors. During the day she kept to the room as much as possible, leaving it only for the plain meals she shared with Zaq. It was the only way she could keep from running into Erron and his mocking smile, something she avoided at all costs.

			It had been two weeks now and they were still staying with Burke against her wishes. She wanted to say, against her better judgment, as well, but that wasn’t quite true. They had been safe here after all. And she grudgingly admitted, Erron had left her alone as much as she could have desired. Still, this place felt like a prison. If only she had somewhere else to go.

			Burke had deactivated Zaq’s transmitter shortly after Zaq had dragged her back to the house that first day. She had been so reluctant to return, whatever Zaq’s promises. The procedure hadn’t taken very long, but it had not been easy on Zaq. First Burke had tied Zaq onto his table. Tiran had watched fearfully, wondering if it was dangerous to Zaq to have this implant deactivated. Burke had then taken some kind of shiny, cylindrical probe, which he had pressed against the base of Zaq’s skull and held it there while Zaq had screamed and his body started to shudder violently as if he was having some kind of a seizure. Finally after five long minutes, Burke had removed his probe and Zaq had fallen still and quiet on the table. Tiran had knelt at his side and wiped the sweat from his face. Zaq had opened his eyes, exhausted by the pain, and then had spoken, his voice raspy. “The Oman of the Brotherhood can rot for all eternity!” he had exclaimed. Then he had smiled tiredly at her. “No effort and no pain. It worked.”

			Later, when Zaq had rested, Tiran had wanted to leave again. However, this time it was Burke who convinced them to stay.

			“I really think it would be safer for the two of you to stay with me,” he had counseled, his tone still genial with welcome. “If Othar is looking for you, I can promise you the last place he will look is with me.”

			“Thanks, Burke, but I really think it might be a bit awkward,” explained Zaq politely. Burke had pointedly looked at Tiran, his eyebrows raised.

			“Isn’t there somewhere else we can stay here in Davuune?” Tiran had asked hopefully. “The whole town should be safe enough, right?”

			“I’m sure it would be, but times are hard right now, and my neighbors might not be keen to take in strangers without extra supplies. I have those supplies, but I really would rather that everyone in town didn’t know it yet,” Burke admitted, his voice slightly less jovial. “What you really need, my dear young lady, is to get off planet,” he continued, his face bright again. “It’s a pity I don’t have my smuggling ship anymore. We could have taken care of this in a flash! Dropped you back on Zenith, eh?”

			“If only you could,” Tiran had responded unhappily. “At least I could go stay with my grandparents.” Zaq glanced sideways at her, an unfathomable look on his face. She wondered if he disapproved.

			Burke’s forehead creased. “Can’t think of a way to manage it without making things worse though,” he said finally. “Still, you never know what time will bring. I promise that you and Erron won’t ever have to stay in the same room!” He had laughed at that.

			So here she was, lying in bed and brooding about how she was going to make it through another day of avoiding Erron. Zaq spent most of the days working. He had learned that it was possible to get a menial, backbreaking job at the mine. There was very little going on there now. Most of the mine had been closed for many years but there was still some ore being wrung from the rocks. Burke found the idea of hard labor amusing, and Tiran had never seen Erron work very much even as a librarian, but Zaq had jumped at the chance. His wages were terribly low and his days were long, but he said that they would need all the money they could get when they left Burke’s. At night he shared Burke’s guest room with Erron, and Tiran secretly wondered what the two men thought of each other. She couldn’t imagine two more different personalities.

			Finally she dragged herself from bed and dressed slowly. It was going to be another long day for sure. On the way to the bathroom, she hurried past Erron’s open door and was surprised to hear Zaq’s voice. It must be Zaq’s rest day. She stopped involuntarily when she heard her name.

			“Tiran never had any idea who you were?” Zaq was asking.

			“No,” Erron answered languidly. “Why should she? We had never met before, and she is not naturally suspicious.”

			“But . . .” Zaq hesitated for a moment. “I don’t understand . . . if you wanted revenge so badly, why didn’t you just kill her? Or turn her over to the Brotherhood?” Tiran held her breath. Since learning Markus’ true identity she had wondered the same thing.

			Erron laughed sourly. “Look, revenge was the steward’s goal. I helped him for the money. I was well paid, at least for the first half. In return, he told me I could keep Tiran. She was a nice enough little girl, so I did not object.” Tiran flinched. So that was what he really thought of her.

			“I still don’t understand. The Oman would never have given Oanni permission to let Tiran go. He wants the Bruche line exterminated.” Zaq’s voice faltered a bit. “You just can’t go against his orders.”

			“You did,” Erron refuted pointedly. “Oanni had a strong mind. I think it was his own way of defying the Oman.”

			“But why did you leave her alone in Kruundin City then?” Tiran could hear the edge in Zaq’s voice. It warmed her to know that he cared, even if Erron hadn’t.

			“I went to see a well-connected friend to see if he could pretend to marry us. At his place, he told me that on the news they were reporting that the girl had been kidnapped. I had no desire to have the CPF swooping after me so I decided it was not worth the risk and I did not go back. Within a few days, I heard that the Oman was hunting me also for not turning her over. So I came to Burke’s. We go back a long way.” Erron fell silent.

			“You didn’t care what happened to her,” Zaq stated quietly.

			“Like I said, I thought she was a nice kid. I just figured she would comm her daddy, he would come take her away, and there would be no harm done,” Erron explained blandly. The room was silent. Tiran returned to life and continued on to the bathroom. She didn’t want them to see her, and she was afraid one of them would come walking out of the room at any second.

			Later, she sat alone on the porch thinking about the things that Erron had told Zaq. It was hard to believe, but maybe Erron wasn’t as much of a monster as she thought. He had been lying to her all that time, but he could have turned her over to the Brotherhood and didn’t. That was something. Still, he must have known about the plans to kill her mother and done nothing.

			Was there anybody in this world she could really trust? Would Zaq turn on her someday too?

			“Tiran.”

			She nearly jumped right out of her chair. Zaq slid into the chair next to hers.

			“You startled me,” she said shakily. He laughed lightly.

			“Sorry,” he apologized. “I didn’t mean to. What were you thinking about so intently that you didn’t hear me come out?”

			“Nothing,” she evaded. She hardly wanted to tell Zaq she had heard him talking to Erron this morning.

			“I need to tell you something but it’s not very good news. Do you still want to hear it?” he asked seriously.

			“No,” Tiran shuddered. She had had enough bad news to last a lifetime. It was better if she didn’t know. But what if it was about her father? “Never mind, I guess you should tell me,” she relented heavily.

			“Your father came back to Corizen, but he was arrested for treason. I read about it on the archived news posts on the terminal,” Zaq explained, his eyes solemn and his mouth grim.

			“What?” Tiran exclaimed wildly. “Dad, arrested for treason? That’s crazy!”

			“I know, it sounds too awful to be true, but that’s what the posts say. They said he would be extradited to Tyre.”

			“No, that can’t be true,” argued Tiran. “My father was always being called away to Tyre because they needed his help so much! They can’t think he’s a traitor!”

			“They say that he sold Armada technology to the Brotherhood.”

			Tiran sat in stunned silence. Of course that was impossible. Wasn’t it? Was even her father going to turn into someone she had never known? No, she couldn’t believe it. Everyone else might be a criminal but never her father. She would trust in him no matter what anyone else said. No one could shake her trust in her father.

			“Zaq, Tiran!” called Burke agitatedly from the door. “You’ve got to come hear this! It’s a live feed on the terminal. You’ll never guess—Othar Eshude is speaking personally.”

			Tiran glanced at Zaq questioningly. Zaq frowned worriedly. Together they followed Burke into the house and gathered near the terminal screen. Tiran caught a glimpse of Erron moving in behind to see also, and shifted to the side so that Zaq was in between them. Burke turned up the sound on his terminal.

			“My dear fellow Denicorizens. I know that many of you have struggled during these difficult times. Veshti has been punishing us fiercely for our unwillingness to return to the true ways. Some have even dared to question my calling as prophet.”

			Burke laughed heartily.

			“Only some?” Erron murmured drily.

			“Tonight, Veshti has condescended to prove to all Corizen that I am His chosen servant. Listen carefully and choose your future!” he thundered. Tiran shivered. She couldn’t drag her fascinated eyes from his face. His head was shaved, and his face was lined. She was surprised by how normal he looked. He seemed to be merely a sad middle-aged man. Yet the tone of his words was harsh and grating.

			“Last year you were all told that the infamous Sirra Bruche had been killed by one of Veshti’s loyal followers. Alas, we were all deceived. Through the trickery and lies of the evil men who wish to dominate our planet, we were convinced it was so. However, Veshti has decided to intervene, and He has placed into my hands the traitor Sirra Bruche, alive and well.” There was a collective gasp from Burke’s living room. Tiran gripped Zaq’s hand tightly. Was it possible? Was her mother truly alive?

			“She has come to us at this time to let the truth be known once and for all. Now the vile deceit of the oppressive Union will finally be laid bare. To convince you all, we will let the traitor speak for herself.” The Oman finished and the camera panned to his side to a trio of individuals: one Citizen woman flanked by two robed members of the Brotherhood. The camera zoomed in, and Tiran cried out softly. It was her mother, beyond all doubt. Her hair was an unfamiliar brown color with an occasional strand of silver, very different from the last time Tiran had seen her, but she knew her mother’s face. Yet there was something about her eyes. Something wasn’t quite right.

			“My name is Andrea Morten. I am also known as Sirra Bruche,” her mother intoned softly. Burke turned up the volume once again. It was barely possible to hear her. “All that the Oman says is true. I was part of a conspiracy headed by the Premier of the Union herself.” She paused for a moment, clearing her throat. “Our goal was to cause a Revolution on Corizen, and I enlisted the aid of Laeren Bruche. With his help we deluded many people into serving the cause of the Revolution.” She stopped speaking and visibly winced with pain.

			“Later I married an Armada officer, Casey Morten. Together, we continued to help destabilize Corizen by providing military weapons to terrorists. The Premier’s goal was a weakened Corizen that would be unable to fight a Union takeover. Unfortunately, the Oman prevented me from completing my assignment.” She stopped again. One of her escorts turned and gently touched her arm. She opened her mouth once more, and then shut it. Quickly the camera returned to the Oman.

			“You have now heard the truth. The Revolution was a fraud. The new government is the pawn of the debased Union. Shake off their rule, break free of their chains. Join me in faithfully serving Veshti!” He raised his hand, and the transmission broke off.

			The room was utterly silent. Tiran couldn’t even hear any breathing.

			Predictably, Burke broke the silence. “Well!” he huffed. “Old Othar sure has outdone himself this time. Who would have guessed?” Then he laughed until the tears streamed down his cheeks. Tiran stared at him, her mouth turned down in displeasure. What could he possibly find funny about this situation? And what in the world was wrong with her mother? Her head whirled and for a moment she thought she would faint. Then, she felt Zaq steadying her with his arm.

			No, she told herself. Something is not right. My mother never would have done that. Nor my father.

			“Must be some story behind that one. Sirra Bruche’s death was faked and then Othar still manages to get his hands on her!” Burke shook his head.

			“I would have thought he would have just killed her and been done with it,” Erron spoke quietly. Tiran shuddered. She had forgotten for a moment that Erron was there.

			“But all these years she’s been working against the new government? She wants it to fail?” asked Zaq, bewildered. Tiran withdrew her hand from Zaq’s. Surely he didn’t believe that!

			“No, that was a genius stroke on Othar’s part,” Burke reflected. “Obviously he’s got an implant in her. Otherwise she never would have said it at all. Couldn’t you see her trying to fight it?”

			“Those pauses?” guessed Tiran, a small bit of hope flooding her chest.

			“And how they cut off her statement at the end,” observed Erron. “They must have wanted her to say something else, but she would not do it.”

			“Still, the damage has been done,” Burke returned morosely. “Half the fools on this planet will believe it. The other half will still want nothing to do with Othar no matter what. This will mean bloody civil war again. Probably anarchy.”

			“This is my limit. I am leaving the planet,” decided Erron with uncharacteristic energy. “I do not care how hard it is. I am getting out of this place. Anarchy is not my idea of a pleasant way to live.”

			“No, we’ll need your help, Erron,” said Zaq. “You can’t leave yet.”

			Tiran turned in surprise to Zaq. She could see that the other two were puzzled as well.

			“You can’t honestly say you want to live like this!” he exclaimed. “We can’t let our planet fall to pieces just because of some power hungry crazy man!”

			“Just what do you propose to do about it?” questioned Erron.

			Zaq frowned for a moment. “We need to get rid of the implants. If people weren’t forced to agree with what the Oman said, he wouldn’t be nearly as strong.”

			“Good luck,” Erron snorted. “What, do you think Burke can personally find each member of the Brotherhood and say, ‘Please hold still for a minute while I fix your head?’ The idea is laughable.”

			“No, but couldn’t you make more of those deactivators?” Zaq asked Burke. “I bet the CPF would be willing to use them on every Brother they track down.”

			“Possibly,” conceded Burke. “If I had enough time and plenty of supplies, but where would I get them? And how would I get them to the CPF? I’m sure they wouldn’t just trust me out of the blue.”

			“I know someone who might be able to help with that part. Possibly two people,” Tiran interjected quietly. “They would trust me.”

			“You are too likely to get caught, Tiran,” Zaq said warningly. “Everyone is still looking for you.”

			“There has to be an easier way to do this,” argued Erron. “These implants are just receivers of some kind, are they not? Just disable them from wherever the Oman transmits to all of them.”

			Burke shook his head slowly. “It doesn’t work like that. The implant alters your brain chemistry, conditions you with pain, changes how you think and react to the Oman himself. It’s not dependent on any kind of transmitter.” He cocked his head for a moment. “Each implant does function as a tracking device. There are central receivers in several parts of the world allowing the implant to be tracked.”

			“We could destroy those then,” Zaq suggested hopefully.

			“But what good would that be?” voiced Erron skeptically. “You would still have a host of people loyal to the Oman, only now nobody would be able to find them.” He settled into a chair, his legs sprawling. “You still have not given me a compelling reason to stay. I do not see that we can do anything about this.”

			Zaq heaved an exasperated sigh. Burke was standing very still, his eyes narrowed with unwonted seriousness. Tiran watched them all, silently following the debate. Erron wasn’t likely to help, but she could see that Zaq was eager to do something, and Burke was seriously considering the idea.

			“This is all more difficult than you think,” Burke admitted finally.

			“I do not see how it could be. I already think it is impossible,” Erron muttered. Burke ignored him.

			“The Oman is not working alone. He is working with someone inside the Union government. The implants are made off-planet. I was part of the first smuggling group that helped bring them in.”

			Erron threw up his hands in disgust. “So not only do we need to fight the Brotherhood and avoid our own witless government authorities, we must also outmaneuver the Armada? You cannot be serious.”

			Tiran glanced at Zaq. He was staring at Burke, his expression stunned. For the first time she realized that she wasn’t the only one who was facing disillusionment. Despite losing faith in the Oman before, she didn’t think he had ever considered the possibility that the Oman would work with the “hated enemy.”

			Burke’s jovial nature suddenly reasserted itself. He chuckled and rubbed his hands together with glee. “I know someone who if properly persuaded will be able to help us figure out Eshude’s location.”

			Tiran’s jaw dropped. She could see that Erron and Zaq were paying strict attention to Burke now.

			“Don’t you think that is information that Congress would be able to use?” his eyes glinted. “I bet it’d be worth some official pardons to them. If,” he turned to Tiran, “you really are able to contact someone who can help.”

			“I think I can,” Tiran answered, trying to muster all her courage.

			“It’s so risky,” Zaq returned flatly. “I don’t like it.”

			Tiran turned and looked out the window. “Neither do I,” Tiran admitted. “Still, there’s a chance. It’s my parents’ lives at stake as much as anything else.” She shuddered at the thought of falling into the hands of the Brotherhood. What else could she do though?

			“It’s settled then,” Burke grinned. “Well, here’s to the success of the allies of Davuune!”

			



		

25. Rewritten History

			Who would have guessed that waiting for extradition could take so long? Casey wondered as he sat inside his cell. It had been a couple of weeks and he was still sitting in his locked cell on the CPF base in Roma. It wasn’t as boring as it could have been. His guards often stopped by to chat with him, and they told him all the local gossip and asked him all kinds of animated questions about the Union. Yet still Casey couldn’t find out what he really wanted to know. No one knew when he was going to be sent to Tyre to stand trial. No one knew if he would get to consult with any of his staff. No one knew what had happened to Andie.

			That topic was especially complicated. He couldn’t ask about her directly since his wife was supposed to be dead, but he had no idea what Andie had told the soldiers. He presumed she hadn’t told her real name; otherwise, even his guards would have heard that the famous Sirra Bruche was still alive. But for fear of contradicting whatever story she had concocted, he was too afraid to ask anything too specific. Once he had asked his guards if they had heard anything about the woman he had been traveling with, and they had merely shrugged or shook their heads. He dared not ask more than that, but he wondered all the time if they had let her go and if she was safe.

			He also had plenty of time to brood about the information that Andie had shared with him. He could almost feel his blood pressure rising as he thought about that psychotic Oanni trapping his wife and forcing her to watch Tiran leave before he nearly killed her. His stomach lurched every time he thought of Tiran being deceived by Erron Kruunde into eloping with him. Every time he got to that point he shut his thoughts down. Thinking about it too far felt like a red hot poker was pressed against his brain. It was easier to focus instead on these idiotic charges of treason that had been levied against him. The idea was so ludicrous he couldn’t believe that anyone could take it seriously.

			Finally the day came when his guard greeted him cheerfully with the news that he was going to have a visitor.

			“Who?” Casey asked, hope springing to life inside him. Maybe somehow Andie had pulled some strings to come visit him. Of course she would have had to give up the secret that she was alive though. Maybe he shouldn’t be hoping for it but still . . .

			“One of the Representatives,” reported the guard, abruptly dashing Casey’s hopes. “He’s coming in a moment. He’s being scanned first,” he explained willingly. Casey stood up and tried to smooth down his clothes. Ruefully he realized he was still wearing the clothes he had changed into weeks ago at his brief stop at the Ka home before he went heedlessly charging after Andie. If he had never gone after her to Kruunde Manor, the CPF would never have picked her up also, but he couldn’t quite regret it. Though he was worried about his wife, it was like a two ton burden had been lifted from his shoulders in that short hour he had spent with her. Healing the breach between them made everything so much easier to bear.

			Another guard walked into view leading Bret Ka. Casey should have known that if anyone could manage to get in to see him it would be Bret. His face stretched into a smile of welcome, then faltered. Bret looked terrible. His eyes were haggard, his clothes were rumpled, and his unshaven face was shadowed. It almost seemed as if Bret had been in prison for several weeks also. Casey frowned. Had he inadvertently dragged Bret into this insanity?

			The first guard unlocked the gate to his cell and the second one ushered Bret in. “Ten minutes, sir,” he informed Bret politely. Obviously, whatever Bret had been through, it hadn’t changed his standing with the guards. They locked the gate and respectfully stood back from the cell, though they were still within earshot.

			“Bret, you look awful,” Casey observed frankly. “Are you all right?”

			Bret smiled bitterly, his mouth twisted down. “I’ve been better. I’ve spent the last two weeks being interrogated before Congress about my connections to you.”

			Casey sighed heavily. “I’m sorry. I never meant for you to get involved in this.”

			Bret chuckled mirthlessly. “You don’t even know what you’re involved in, Ambassador.”

			“No, I don’t,” admitted Casey, running his fingers through his hair. “I probably know less about why I’m sitting in a prison cell in Roma than anyone else in the whole world.” He lowered his voice. “What have you found out, Bret?”

			Bret shook his head. “You’re not going to believe it. I can hardly believe it myself. This isn’t common knowledge, but your aide kept me in the loop as long as he could. He’s been subpoenaed, by the way. They consider him a flight risk so he’s being held here also. Just so you know,” Bret explained conversationally. Casey gasped. Steven was being held here also?

			“That’s crazy!” he spluttered.

			“It gets worse.”

			Casey’s heart sank. He steeled himself for the news.

			“The Union Security Council claims they have evidence that proves that a group of Armada operatives is responsible for instigating the Revolution. Naturally, both you and your wife are named as members of that group.”

			“But everyone knows it wasn’t like that! The Security Council knows exactly what our involvement with the Revolution was,” Casey interjected. “The Resistance had formed long before we ever got involved.”

			“Don’t I know it,” Bret returned wryly, “seeing as I was part of the Resistance. However, people don’t believe it anymore, Casey. Even on your Security Council. They think that everything they were told back then was a lie.”

			Casey sucked in his breath. It couldn’t be possible. It was like someone was rewriting the past.

			“What about Andie? They can’t possibly think she got captured and sold into slavery on purpose! That it was part of some master plan?”

			“It is something like that,” Bret admitted. Casey snorted in derision. People wouldn’t be such fools to believe that kind of garbage.

			“I believe the accusation is that she tricked a wealthy businessman into marrying her and convinced him to form the Resistance, all along intending to weaken Corizen politically.” Bret actually laughed out loud as he said it. Casey simply shook his head.

			“Obviously these people never knew Laeren Bruche,” Bret continued in a tone of wry amusement. “I only met him once, but I can tell you, he lived and breathed the idea of a revolution. He certainly wasn’t brainwashed into it by his wife.”

			“So what is the point of all this exactly?” Casey remarked skeptically. “I actually was part of a mission to help overthrow the King of Corizen, even if these reports apparently have all the facts backward. Why in the world would I be helping the Brotherhood now?”

			Bret hesitated. “I’m not sure. But that’s the real problem for Congress, you see. They won’t allow extradition because though our government is skeptical about the fabrications about you guys forming the Resistance, they still think that you are the traitor helping the Brotherhood.”

			Casey considered that thoughtfully. “So why not allow the extradition then?”

			“They think the Union won’t bother to have a real trial.” His voice grew intense. “Let me tell you, Casey, most of the other Congress Representatives truly believe that the Union set all this up so they could take over.” Silently, Casey digested this information. It wasn’t a surprise, but he couldn’t think of a way to convince the Corizen Congress without proof of the real traitor.

			“Have they detained anyone besides Steven?” Casey asked, raising his eyebrow meaningfully to Bret. He needed to know if Andie had been arrested also.

			“They questioned your secretary Martin but didn’t arrest him. That was all the information that Steven was able to get to me before he was confined,” Bret answered.

			Casey sighed in relief. Most likely they had questioned Andie and let her go also. He opened his mouth, trying to figure out how he could obliquely get some more details, but Bret cut him off.

			“They won’t let me see Steven now. I think the only reason they let me see you is because they are hoping to record some top secret confessions between the two of us,” Bret added drily.

			Both men smiled at each other. Casey understood the real message. Bret knew that Casey wanted to ask about Andie, and he was letting them know their conversation was being recorded. It was frustrating. Bret might even know where Andie was, and Casey couldn’t even ask.

			“I did learn one thing from my own interrogators though,” Bret continued. “I think our Congress is going to charge you with the embassy bombing.” Casey shook his head in disbelief. It just kept getting wilder. The only small consolation was that he wouldn’t be dragged off-planet again just yet. Trials on Corizen were very different from Union trials though. He wondered if he would be granted an advocate or not. The right to an advocate to defend you depended on the crime you were charged with and which council you appeared before.

			“Strangely enough, I also think they have agreed to let Citizen witnesses testify at the trial,” Bret continued. “Never heard of that happening before, but Corizen has never had a situation quite like this one.”

			“Representative, your time is up,” the guard stated as he moved back to the gate.

			Casey pressed Bret’s hand fervently. “Take care,” he whispered. “Stay out of trouble.”

			“May Veshti preserve you, my friend,” Bret returned softly. Then with a nod, he turned and left the cell with the guard. Casey watched him go and then slumped back down on his cot. He let his head drop back against the wall. Nothing made sense anymore. Maybe when he got through this trial the nightmare would finally end, but after so much, he couldn’t quite believe it.

			♦

			To his relief, the next day Casey met his assigned Denicorizen advocate. He was taken into a windowless interrogation room and seated in a hard wooden chair in front of a plain metal table. After waiting only a few minutes a man entered the room and introduced himself as Manel Filpot. Casey took in the man with a practiced eye. His formal law robes were shabby but neatly pressed. He carried a battered vinyl case, presumably carrying any trial related paperwork. His dark brown hair was combed primly back from his forehead and his eyes were hooded but alert.

			Overall, Casey figured it could have been worse. He couldn’t judge the skill of the advocate standing before him, but he was reasonably sure Counsel Filpot was not a complete novice. Though judging by the state of his belongings he wasn’t a terribly successful one either. Serving as an appointed advocate in Roma must not pay very well.

			“I have been assigned to represent you at your trial,” Filpot began briskly, striding to Casey’s desk and opening his case. He pulled a sheaf of paper out and a couple of memory disks. “You have been accused of conspiracy and terrorism against the Republic of Corizen, as well as a couple of lesser charges.” He cleared his throat and then continued, “I should tell you right off that you are being charged at the planet level, which means your judging council will be Congress. That is pretty straightforward given the nature of the crime. It also means that you will only have the right of appeal directly to the President since that is our highest court.”

			Casey nodded. It could be worse. If he lost, he could appeal to President Gulann. Gulann would probably be at least fair to him.

			“Everything you tell me will be held strictly confidential, and I suggest that you are as open with me as possible. It helps me plan a more effective defense,” Filpot suggested in a businesslike tone. He gave no hint of what he thought of the accusations against Casey. Casey was impressed. He had wondered earlier if his appointed advocate would be willing to defend a Citizen accused of killing hundreds of Denicorizens. So he freely began to tell Filpot what he knew.

			“Well, I guess I should start by telling you that I am not guilty of any of this. I think I’m being framed, actually.” Casey went on to explain how so many of the accusations didn’t make sense, either with timing or motive. Trying to be helpful, he shared his theory that the Premier was using him as a scapegoat to repair her relations with Corizen. Filpot listened to him patiently.

			“Well,” said Filpot, after Casey finished explaining his side, “if the Union Premier is trying to cover her own mistakes, it is not working very well.”

			“The Council is willing to reduce all charges against you,” he continued, tapping his folder, “if you will name your contact with the Brotherhood and provide all the information you can to help find the Oman. Also, they would like a formal statement against the Union Premier.”

			A statement against the Premier? That was interesting. So obviously the Corizen Congress wanted to lay this debacle right at the feet of the most powerful person in the Union.

			“In exchange for your testimony you will serve no prison time,” Filpot explained. “Instead you will be exiled from the planet.”

			“A plea bargain,” Casey observed sardonically. “Of course.”

			“It’s an excellent plea bargain,” clarified Filpot. “Considering the evidence against you.”

			Casey ran his fingers through his hair. “What exactly is the evidence against me? Apparently no one thought I needed to know yet.”

			For the next hour, Filpot showed him the copies of all the electronic communications that had been pulled from his embassy terminal record. There were detailed instructions from the Premier’s office regarding providing additional help to the Brotherhood. Casey recognized almost none of it, except that his personnel ID was indeed stamped on all the copies. The only thing that was familiar was his memo asking to return to Corizen, and the speedy return from the Premier’s office authorizing him to go in spite of the orders from his superior, Madge. Following the other apparent comms from his terminal, it really did seem pretty incriminating.

			“It does look bad,” Casey admitted finally to Filpot. “Yet haven’t you noticed that all of these are electronic communiqués? They are easily faked and should be considered strictly circumstantial. I never received any of these except the last one sending me back to Corizen.”

			Filpot frowned, tapping his fingers against the desk. “The Council has listed several witnesses who I expect to testify that you knew of these orders and were acting on them.”

			“Then they will be lying. Who exactly are these witnesses?”

			“Some Union Minister named Zvokallon tops the list. A couple of Armada guys, including the Admiral from the Corizen base.”

			“Madge Zvokallon and Admiral Hernandez?” Casey repeated in shock.

			“Some aide who worked with you at the embassy. Her deposition included the specific testimony that you arranged the bombing of the embassy.”

			Casey’s face drained of all color. “I would have never . . . not for any reason . . .”

			“All said, a formidable list,” concluded Filpot calmly.

			“Wait,” Casey frowned. “None of these people are Denicorizen. Do you mean to say that I am going to have a trial here on Corizen and all of the witnesses against me are from the Union? Madge Zvokallon has never even set foot on Corizen!”

			“Well, it does set a new precedent . . .” admitted Filpot. “Congress passed a new law allowing off-planet witnesses to be brought in when the charges are grave enough.”

			Casey shook his head wearily. Something was just wrong about this whole way of running a trial. If Congress was going to be the council that judged his guilt or innocence, should they also be the ones able to make laws changing what kind of evidence could be introduced? That was anything but fair!

			Filpot ran his finger down the list of witnesses. “Wait, there is one Denicorizen witness. Captain Jirac from the Palace Guard.”

			The name sounded vaguely familiar but Casey couldn’t place it at all. “I don’t know him,” he groaned in frustration. “I can’t even begin to guess what he’ll be testifying about.”

			“Well, don’t worry. I’ll see if I can get copies of his deposition.” Filpot stood and began packing the papers back into his briefcase. “Normally trials take months to begin, but Congress has decided to start this one quickly due to the . . . um, precarious political position right now, so I’ll return this evening,” Filpot explained. Casey’s heart started to race. Would they even have time to plan a defense?

			“The last of the Citizen witnesses is arriving this morning. I’ll get to work on interviewing the witnesses myself.”

			Casey rose politely as Filpot started for the door. He hesitated for a moment and then turned. “Ambassador? I just wanted you to know that I believe you,” he said softly. Then he knocked on the door and the guards escorted him out. Casey stared blankly after him. Time was shorter than ever but at least he had an advocate that would work hard to defend him. It wasn’t hopeless; surely in interviewing all those witnesses something of the truth was bound to come out.

			



		

26. Witnesses

			Later in the afternoon, Casey’s guards returned him to the interrogation room. He sat patiently at his table, a bit surprised that Filpot had managed to get all his interviews already. He was impressed and impatiently eager to hear what his advocate had learned. However, when the door slid open he reeled in shock. Filpot had not returned early after all.

			It was Councilor Meecham. His face was weary and drawn but he seemed to be very calm, considering he was visiting Casey in prison.

			“Meecham!” exclaimed Casey, astonished. “What are you doing here? I thought you were on Tyre!”

			“The Security Council had me accompany the witnesses for your trial,” Meecham related tiredly. “I pulled in a couple of favors so I could visit with an old friend,” he explained, his tone sorrowful. “Do you mind?”

			“Please, sit down! I’m so glad to see you,” Casey welcomed warmly. Meecham slid into the battered chair with a quick glance around at the bare concrete walls.

			“I appreciate you coming to see me,” Casey said. “Under the circumstances.”

			Meecham laughed without any sign of mirth.

			“Under the circumstances,” he repeated morosely. “I don’t know why I came. Except that I sincerely hoped that an old friend of mine could justify why he would do something so atrocious.”

			Casey opened his mouth to explain, but Meecham cut him off.

			“How could you, Morten? All those people, didn’t their lives mean anything to you at all?”

			“I didn’t do anything! Meecham, somebody is out to get me! I am being framed!” Casey defended hotly. Meecham stared at him skeptically. “I hope you are planning a better defense than that. This Denicorizen Congress will eat you alive. You are guilty until proven innocent here.”

			“It’s the truth!” Casey insisted heatedly. “I was never part of any plot to take over Corizen. I definitely never colluded with terrorists, and I absolutely never helped bomb my own embassy!”

			Meecham still watched Casey’s face, his eyes sad. Obviously he didn’t believe him. Casey tried to think of some way to convince him.

			“Meecham, you’re on the Security Council. You have been for years! You know that the Armada only got involved on Corizen at all to help the Resistance because they asked us to help. I didn’t come over here with my future wife and start a Revolution on the orders of the Premier! Rhodam wasn’t even the Premier back then! Doesn’t it sound just a little bit far-fetched?”

			“She was the Defense Minister then. She could have done whatever she wanted. We were told that the Armada should help the Resistance because it would ultimately make Corizen less of a terrorist threat. That doesn’t mean that she didn’t create the Resistance in the first place,” Meecham said.

			Casey sighed. “But I’m your friend, and I’m telling you it wasn’t that way at all.”

			“I thought you were my friend,” lamented Meecham miserably. “I thought I knew you.” Then he pulled a pocket terminal from his coat and placed it on the table.

			“But I’m telling the truth!”

			“Explain this then,” Meecham muttered icily.

			The Oman’s face appeared on the screen. Casey listened with horror as he gloated over the capture of Sirra Bruche, and then sat frozen in fear and disbelief as Andie appeared and confessed to overthrowing the Corizen government on the orders of the Premier. Then what little sanity was left in his life fled as his own wife stated that he had provided weapons to the terrorists. He stared uncomprehending at the terminal screen. He couldn’t even think. He could hardly breathe.

			Meecham removed the pocket terminal and rose, but Casey was still struck dumb. He couldn’t even turn and look at the Councilor.

			“Like I said, you need to think of a better defense. I hope you rot in hell,” he finished flatly before rapping on Casey’s door. The door slid open and the guard escorted Meecham out. Casey finally opened his mouth to call Meecham back but he was gone.

			At the table, Casey dropped his head into his hands.

			♦

			Back in his cell he paced fiercely for the next hour. He replayed Andie’s statement for the Oman over and over in his head trying to make sense of it. Somehow when the CPF had picked them up Andie had fallen into the hands of the Brotherhood. It was the last thing he had expected but it was undoubtedly true. It was definitely Andie in the message and not some kind of freak double. Obviously she was making this statement under some kind of threat too. Yet he had a hard time imagining what they could threaten her with that would convince her to publicly accuse him of murder—unless the Brotherhood had found Tiran also. Casey winced at the thought. Andie would say anything at all to protect Tiran. Was it possible? Had the Oman finally caught Tiran as well?

			He stopped his pacing and closed his eyes, trying to calm his rapid breathing. He would willingly grow old in prison if it could save Andie and Tiran, but if they would just let him free for a little while to try and rescue them! Unfortunately, among the other unfair legal processes on Corizen, bail was almost never allowed once you were charged with a crime.

			When his guards finally came to lead him back to the interrogation room once again, he was so impatient to hear what Filpot had found that he struggled not to hurry ahead of his escort. With effort he managed to keep to the guard’s leisurely pace. When they entered the room at last, Filpot was already seated at the table. Casey rushed in and sat down across from him.

			“I have terrible news,” Filpot began without preliminaries. “Apparently a woman claiming to be your wife has been captured by the Brotherhood. She is accusing you of supplying the Brotherhood with weapons.”

			“I heard,” Casey responded hoarsely. “One of the Union Security Councilors visited me this afternoon and played the message.”

			Filpot eyed him carefully. Casey waited for the inevitable questions about why his wife was still alive and what she was talking about, but Filpot didn’t ask.

			“Fortunately for us, general broadcast streams like that cannot be admitted as evidence. It may prejudice some of the Congress Representatives against you though. I’m sure they’ve heard it by now.”

			As well as turning the rest of the planet against Sirra Bruche, Casey thought ruefully. He had underestimated the Oman in so many ways. If there was one final thing that could make the Denicorizens regret the Revolution, this was it.

			“Unfortunately, I was not allowed to interview the witnesses myself. Apparently you are to have a preliminary hearing tomorrow where they will give their official statements. Then you will have a week to plan your defense before your trial by Congress.”

			Only a week. Casey pursed his lips. He had a week to figure out who was really behind everything. Suddenly he had an idea.

			“Didn’t you say that all the written comms were pulled from my embassy terminal record?” he asked with a frown.

			“Yes,” Filpot confirmed.

			“Then how did comms I sent and received on Tyre end up as evidence? Remember the memo to the Premier—the one I said was the only one I actually recognized? I sent that comm on Tyre and received the reply there also.”

			That sparked Filpot’s interest. He dug through his paperwork trying to find the copies of the comms. Finally he laid them on the table next to his evidence submittal sheet. His eyes narrowed as he made out the tiny writing.

			“These were submitted by Madge Zvokallon as part of her statement against you,” Filpot read.

			“Madge,” Casey repeated pensively. Was it possible? Was Madge the one who had set him up? He had never investigated Madge’s links to Corizen. She was his boss after all; the one who had been overseeing this investigation from the beginning. But that could have been the perfect way to make sure she was never suspected. What could be her motive though? She had argued vehemently in every meeting Casey had been to against taking over Corizen. Unless . . . all of this was just a plot to get Premier Rhodam ousted from her position? Someone had taken great pains to show that Casey had been directed in terrorism by the Premier. It would surely create uproar in the Union when these documents became public. Citizens everywhere would demand Rhodam’s resignation and maybe even her arrest. The Minister of Interplanetary Relations would be perfectly placed to be named the new Premier.

			The next day he sat in the accused’s chair in the large Congress hall studying Madge’s face very carefully while she testified against him. Filpot sat at his side intently scribbling notes while Madge explained Casey’s investigation of the terrorism. Madge was seated in a chair in the middle of the raised quadruple row of Congressional seats. The senior member of Congress, Representative Choran, was serving as Arbiter, or the moderator of the trial, and he stood to the left side of the witness chair, patiently listening to her recital. On her right, a soberly clad interpreter translated her statements into Denicorizen for the benefit of the Representatives that did not speak Basic.

			Nearly every Representative’s chair was filled. They easily had more than the seventy-five members needed to hold a trial. Fortunately Casey’s trial was closed to the public. It was hot enough from all the closely seated bodies as it was. In the center of the room, Madge was fanning herself as she gave her testimony.

			Madge’s face was smooth, with no tension at all. Her obsidian eyes sparked during her careful explanation of Casey’s repeated failures to find the traitor. Her tone insinuated her own disbelief in Casey’s lack of progress.

			“When did you begin to suspect Ambassador Morten of conspiring with the terrorists?” asked an older Representative.

			“Frankly, I had wondered for the last year if Mr. Morten was competent enough to do the job. However, every time I requested his removal from the post of Ambassador, I was overruled by the Premier.” Casey listened to this in disbelieving chagrin. Madge had given him no sign that she had disapproved of him so much as to want him fired. She had never even hinted at any dissatisfaction with his work.

			“After the bombing of the embassy I was horrified and wondered if he might be the one who had allowed the Brotherhood to penetrate the International Complex. Yet I had no proof so I could not accuse him. Instead, to protect further innocent people from being harmed, I recalled him to Tyre where I refused to give him permission to leave. This, I felt, would sever his contact with the terrorists until I could obtain some proof of his actions. At my request, his terminal archives from the embassy were salvaged and examined.” And modified to be incriminating, thought Casey.

			“These terminal records are the evidence submission that you have made yourself?” questioned a woman leaning forward intently in her Representative’s chair.

			“Yes. I also included the Ambassador’s request to return to Corizen and the Premier’s assent that also placed him directly under her supervision instead of mine.”

			The Representatives questioned her a few more times about various details, and Casey watched Madge carefully, hoping to make eye contact, but she never glanced in his direction at all. It was if she knew she was lying about him and couldn’t bear to look at him. Though to be fair, maybe she refused to acknowledge him because she really did believe him to be a murdering traitor. Hard to say. Her tone of voice was even and matter-of-fact, the same voice she used when speaking to the Security Council. He frowned. He had heard her both recount bald facts and convincingly mislead the Council in this same tone. She was skilled in that area.

			The next couple of witnesses were Armada officers Casey did not recognize. They testified that they had received written orders from Casey asking for Armada explosives for the use of the CPF, which had been delivered to a warehouse on the International Complex per his instructions. Later investigation had confirmed that these explosives were the kind that had destroyed the embassy. Casey listened to this with horror. He could sense immediately that these officers were telling the truth. Yet he had never asked for any explosives. It made him sick to think that the Armada’s own weapons had been used to kill all those people.

			The next witness was Admiral Hernandez. Casey sat up straight and wondered what the Admiral would testify. Casey simply couldn’t believe the Admiral was part of the conspiracy. Yet his own wife had accused him. Who knew what pressure was being applied to the Admiral?

			In the end, his testimony wasn’t so bad. He merely explained that the officers had requested verification before releasing the explosives, and he had confirmed that the Ambassador was indeed working with the CPF and had permission from the Security Council to request any needed resources.

			In frustration, Casey ground his teeth. Why hadn’t the Admiral actually checked with Casey first? They would have figured out that something was wrong in time to save hundreds of lives. Unfortunately, it had probably been dismissed from the Admiral’s mind by a million other things. After all, once or twice Casey had passed along CPF requests for additional supplies.

			When the Admiral left the witness chair, he did not meet Casey’s eyes. Somehow Casey felt he wasn’t the only one feeling that the embassy explosion could have been prevented.

			The witness after the Admiral was Kerry Laine, the aide who had helped in the search for Tiran. She testified that she had seen Casey and Steven go into the basement the morning of the embassy bombing, where the explosives had later detonated. Casey racked his memory—had he gone into the basement the day of the bombing? He couldn’t remember. Laine then explained how Steven had sent everyone out of the underground conference room while he remained alone with Casey only minutes before the bomb was detonated. Casey remembered this part clearly; Steven had asked everyone to take a break so Casey could regain his composure. Unfortunately, he could now see why Steven was under arrest as well. With this testimony they would certainly see Steven as Casey’s accomplice. When Laine was dismissed from the witness chair she was the first to glance Casey’s way. Her facial expression surprised him. If anything, he would have guessed she pitied him for some reason.

			Finally, Casey watched the last witness and the sole Denicorizen approach the witness chair. He was a short man for a Denicorizen, probably a good half a foot shorter than Casey. He wore a Palace Guard uniform and strode to the chair with precise, clipped movements. In a flash, Casey placed Captain Jirac. He had been the officer of the Guard who had told him of the attack on Andie the night of the Inaugural Ball. His curiosity deepened. What could this man possibly have to say against Casey?

			“Please state your name for the court record,” requested the Arbiter.

			“I am Captain Evan Jirac of the Palace Guard,” the Captain stated tersely.

			“I understand you have direct evidence that the accused was working with the Brotherhood.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Please explain the nature of your evidence.”

			“A couple of years ago, the Ambassador came to see me at the palace. I was just a lieutenant then. He requested a private interview, during which he tried to recruit me into the Brotherhood.”

			The entire room went deadly silent. Casey stiffened in shock, glancing at his advocate. Filpot’s pen had stopped; he was staring at the Captain with wide eyes.

			The Arbiter recovered his voice first. “How did you respond to that?” he demanded.

			“I am a loyal patriot, Arbiter. Naturally I refused,” answered Jirac. “The Ambassador then demanded that I help him get access to the Palace Grounds for a few of his friends. Of course I refused him again, and at that time he left me alone.”

			“Why did you never report this to your commander, Captain?” demanded a Representative from the benches.

			“I was frightened,” confessed Jirac. “The Ambassador had threatened retaliation against my family by the Brotherhood if I did not keep our conversation secret. I have two young children,” he explained, faltering slightly. Sweat beaded on his forehead. He seemed terribly nervous, and for good reason, Casey thought. He was obviously lying about meeting Casey, but still, Congress might decide that he was complicit in the embassy bombing for keeping quiet for two years. At the least he would probably lose his position as Captain. Who was he lying for though? Somebody in the Union or somebody on Corizen?

			“What did the Ambassador want access to the Palace Grounds for?” asked another Representative.

			“He didn’t say,” admitted Captain Jirac. Casey had immediately put it together though. They were trying to tie him to the assassination of Morek-Li Damato, not just the embassy bombing. The Representatives continued to grill the Captain for another quarter of an hour but he could tell them nothing more. Casey listened to his testimony with satisfaction. Every other witness had told things that they might actually believe, even if they had been misled, but Casey knew Jirac was lying. Finally, a tangible lead to the real traitor. Now if only he could find some way to prove it.

			



		

27. Redeeming Shelle

			Packing her bag took Tiran only a few minutes. She had very little to put in there. She packed her one change of clothing and remembered how generous Sister Marna had been. It made her a little sad. Those women had taken her straight in and been her family for half a year, and now she didn’t even know if she would ever be able to see them again.

			A hand squeezed her shoulder and she turned to face Zaq. His sorrowful eyes sought hers and she wondered once again if this would all be worth it in the end. It would take a miracle for them to succeed; still, she couldn’t give up on her parents. She might be the only hope either of them had.

			“Are you set to go already?” she asked, trying to make her tone cheerful.

			“I don’t have much to take with me. Burke packed the tools that he thinks we’ll need.”

			Tiran picked up her bag. “Well, then I guess I’m ready if you are.” Zaq took her bag from her and followed her out of the room. They paused in the front room to wait for Burke.

			“Ready to travel, my dear?” he chatted breezily, picking up his own bags. Just then, Erron walked in from the kitchen.

			“Good luck, Burke,” he said, his eyes unusually serious. The two men shook hands. Burke didn’t say anything, and Tiran wondered if perhaps Burke was more afraid than he admitted. “Good luck to you as well, Zaq,” Erron continued warmly. “I have enjoyed sharing my room with you.” Zaq smiled faintly in return. Then Erron turned, speaking directly to Tiran for the first time since the day she had arrived in Davuune.

			“I shall be waiting to relay the information to whomever you contact,” he said mildly. “I wish you good fortune on your journey.” Tiran nodded, her eyes averted. His voice still ripped at her composure, and she couldn’t manage to reply. Fortunately, he seemed to take that as an answer and retreated quietly from the room.

			With no further conversation, Zaq escorted Tiran from the room and Burke followed behind them. The old transport that Zaq’s friend had given them was parked in front of the house. It had felt so safe here in Davuune. Now she would have to venture back into Roma, and Roma had the largest concentration of members of the Brotherhood. Zaq had been against it, but in the end it was the only way. The only people Tiran could go to for help were in Roma. Fortunately, Burke’s part of the plan required him to enlist the help of a friend there, so at least she didn’t have to travel alone. It felt safer somehow to be traveling with Zaq. He had kept her safely away from the Brotherhood so far anyway.

			The journey to Roma was uneventful. They traveled first to Croask where they arranged to take a shuttle to Roma. Tiran had stayed hidden inside the transport with Zaq while Burke had gone out to buy the tickets. While the Brotherhood was certainly looking for Zaq, and possibly even Burke, they were not the focus of a planet-wide media campaign. Burke planned to scout the area before Tiran entered the shuttleport.

			Inside the transport, Zaq fiddled nervously with a pocket torch, while Tiran stared anxiously out the window. “I’ve never been on my own in Roma before,” Tiran finally observed, a bit restlessly. “I hope I don’t get lost.”

			Zaq turned his concerned eyes to hers. “Don’t worry,” he reassured. “We’ll drop you close enough to the house. You should be just fine.”

			“But what if Jerrapo isn’t there?” fretted Tiran, voicing this concern for what seemed like the thousandth time. “Then I’m going to have to find my way back to the city center to find Bret Ka.”

			“You have the map of Roma, right? I’m sure you’ll make it just fine.” Tiran could hear the lie in his voice. Zaq was just as worried as she was. So she didn’t voice her next concern. What if Bret Ka was not staying in Roma? She thought Congress should be in session but maybe it wasn’t. Bret Ka could be thousands of miles away back in Freeport. Would she be able to travel to Freeport by herself?

			She shifted in her seat trying to think of something that would distract her from her impending task in Roma. Finally she decided to ask Zaq something that had been bothering her ever since they had made their plans to go back to the capital.

			“Zaq, why is Burke going to face all this danger on the slim hope that you might be able to get the names of the members of the Brotherhood? I don’t think the benefit is worth the risk.”

			“We’re not just going to get the names. We intend to destroy the receiver that allows the Oman to track all the members. That way anyone that chooses to desert will not be tracked down and killed immediately,” Zaq explained patiently.

			“Even still,” Tiran voiced skeptically, “I can’t see why Burke would get involved now. He doesn’t like the Oman, true, but he was perfectly safe in Davuune. He’s so . . . well, I can’t think of the word exactly . . .”

			“So pleasant that he seems frivolous?” suggested Zaq wryly.

			“You said it, not me.” Tiran flashed him a grin. He rolled his eyes at her.

			“I think that is just a show, Tiran. During these last few weeks, I’ve had a chance here and there to get a glimpse of something deeper in his personality. It’s almost as if he wraps himself in some kind of jovial shell to protect himself where he’s vulnerable. That’s the best way I can explain it,” Zaq described thoughtfully. The two sat in silence for a minute, and Tiran absently pulled at the threads from the fraying cuff of her sleeve.

			“I think the Oman has hurt him deeply somehow and now he has decided that he will do something about it,” Zaq murmured. Tiran wondered about that. They hardly knew anything about Burke’s past. Something had convinced him to leave the Brotherhood and expend a lot of energy creating a device that could sever compulsory participation. Did he lose a family to the Oman’s cruel policies? Had he been asked to do something that repelled him utterly? Hard to think of what that would be for a man who had thought nothing of kidnapping a woman and selling her into slavery.

			Finally, Burke returned to the transport with tickets purchased under false names. They had enough time to eat unhurriedly before returning to board the shuttle. In a way, Tiran felt a strange sense of regret when they left the transport. It had served them so well, and they had no way to return it to Zaq’s friend. All they could do was leave it at the shuttleport in Croask, not knowing if anyone would be returning for it or not.

			Once they were seated on the shuttle and no one seemed to give them a second glance, she relaxed enough to let her thoughts wander. Inevitably, the memories of her last shuttle trip, from Roma to Kruundin City, flooded back. She had been so excited and a little bit apprehensive as well. It was a pity she had ignored those warning twinges. Then she realized she never would have met Zaq that way. Would she really go back and undo the past? She wasn’t sure.

			She awoke with a start to find that she had dozed off, her head drooping against Zaq’s shoulder. On her other side, Burke was snoring softly, his mouth wide open. Yawning, she lifted her head to see Zaq staring out the window at the swiftly passing ocean below.

			“Strange, isn’t it?” she observed softly. “To be moving so fast?” Zaq turned to her, his rare warm smile lighting his face.

			“I’ve never left Urok before. It’s exciting in a way. I never expected to ever see Roma.”

			“That’s funny. I felt that same way about going to Kruundin City,” she replied. He smiled at her again.

			The shuttle landed only slightly behind schedule and they found themselves leaving the shuttleport in the early morning. Tiran stretched and yawned some more. She really hadn’t gotten enough rest on the shuttle but there was no help for it now. A quick breakfast taken out from the shuttleport café revived her a bit and she looked around in interest. A few minutes later she spied another reward poster with her face on it, plastered on a wall. This picture was slightly better, and she wondered where they had gotten it from. It was several years old—it looked like it might even be from the class picture her last year in the campus primary school. Still, she was more nervous than ever, and she quickly pointed it out to Zaq and Burke.

			“Best get you under cover quickly,” Burke observed after gazing at the poster. “You are going to be harder to keep hidden than I thought.” Zaq stiffened briefly then turned and smiled reassuringly at Tiran.

			“Shall we get you to your first stop then?” he suggested hopefully.

			“No,” interrupted Burke as he hailed a transport for hire. “I need her help first. It’ll be just a short detour, I promise.”

			“What?” exclaimed Tiran apprehensively.

			“You never said anything about Tiran helping us,” protested Zaq uncertainly as they climbed into the transport. Burke gave an address to the driver and settled back.

			“Well, first I need to persuade someone to join our cause. I think Tiran might be able to do that,” he admitted. Tiran exchange worried glances with Zaq. Just the fact that Burke had chosen not to tell them about this until the very last moment sent adrenaline racing through her veins. Suppose he was going to turn her in!

			“Listen Burke, you can’t just spring something like this on Tiran. If you want our help you need to tell us what it’s about,” Zaq argued, “before we arrive.”

			Burke hesitated. “We’re just going to visit that friend I mentioned that we need to convince to work with us,” he evaded.

			“Not good enough. What are you not telling us?” Zaq demanded.

			“Okay look, she’s probably not going to be happy to see us. She’s kind of fanatically devoted to the Oman. With your help I can forcefully deactivate her implant, but it doesn’t work very well if the person mentally resists. It could really hurt her.”

			“But if she’s ‘fanatically devoted’ as you say, won’t she just jump at the chance to turn me in?” Tiran doubted.

			“I think seeing you in person will change her mind,” Burke acknowledged hopefully. He spread his hands open. “Look, I know you think I’m leading you into some kind of trap. Just trust me on this. We need her if we are going to get anywhere near the Oman’s tracking receiver.”

			The transport halted in front of a shabby bookstore far sooner than Tiran was prepared. Burke issued some quiet instructions to the driver and opened the door. Zaq looked at Tiran expectantly, obviously leaving the decision up to her. Finally, Tiran climbed out after Burke into the bright morning sunshine. Turning slowly around, she saw that they were on a busy street lined with soot-streaked brick buildings. At street level they were mostly occupied by drab little shops. Above them were family apartments, judging by the brightly hued fabrics hanging in the windows. Zaq stepped to her side and together they looked to Burke.

			“Just follow me,” Burke instructed and headed into the bookshop. Tiran warily started after him. Was it her imagination, or did Burke sound less confident . . . maybe even fearful? A small bell tinkled as she entered into the musty shop. Bookshelves lined the walls, crammed with books that seemed to be haphazardly shoved into place. She ran her fingers down a spine labeled Astral Frequencies Out of Tune and noticed the title Reviving Urokian Agriculture shelved next to it, followed by The Mystery of the Forbidden Lake. Apparently the bookstore had a random system of stocking. They moved further into the store and she could see that the place was empty except for a large, older Denicorizen woman who was sitting on a stool by the back counter. She was reading a thick, yellowing book that she had propped up on the counter, seemingly oblivious to the appearance of customers in her shop. Tiran hung back warily with Zaq protectively at her side, but Burke walked straight toward the woman at the counter. When he reached the back she finally looked up, a welcoming smile on her face. Then her gaze processed Burke and the smile died.

			“You!” she exclaimed angrily, heaving herself off the stool with a grunt. “I told you never to come back, didn’t I? Didn’t I?” She snatched the heavy book from the counter and advanced on him, brandishing it above her head like a weapon. Zaq started forward a few steps and then stopped. Tiran edged back toward the door. This wasn’t exactly a promising welcome.

			“Hang on, Shelle, hang on!” protested Burke, trying to shield himself with his hands. “Just hear me out, will you?”

			“You’re a lying, filthy traitor, and I told you if you ever came back I’d turn you in myself. Well, I’ll do it! I don’t care if you’re my only brother!”

			Tiran turned to Zaq, her eyes wide. “Brother?” she mouthed to him. He raised his eyebrows and they turned back to watch Burke backing into a shelf.

			“Listen to yourself, Shelle! You know you don’t really want to do that,” Burke objected. “You don’t want me dead, do you?” She stopped, shuddering with pain for a moment.

			“That’s not in my hands. You left the Brotherhood and so you have to face the consequences. I just wish you’d leave me out of it,” she finished, slowly lowering the book.

			“I have something that will help you, Shelle. Those pains you have when you think of me, they’re not normal. I can make them go away.”

			“Sure, sure. Go ahead and spout your blasphemy, why don’t you? I gladly suffer this pain as a show of my devotion to the Oman,” she sniffed, setting her book down on the counter. Then she seemed to notice Zaq and Tiran for the first time. “Who’re they?” she asked suspiciously. Tiran edged slightly behind Zaq, sincerely wishing she were invisible.

			Shelle strode toward them, though thankfully this time she left the book behind. Peering closely at Zaq, she frowned. “Are you another traitor like my faithless brother?” she demanded.

			Zaq shrugged. “I don’t consider myself a traitor.” She glared at him. Obviously she didn’t find that an adequate response.

			“Well, I guess I’ll be reporting two of you then. What about you?” she continued, moving to Tiran. Then she sucked in her breath.

			“Oh, by Veshti, Burke, what have you done?” she cried in horror. Then she squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. Blinking, she turned to her brother. “I know!” she exclaimed, breathing more freely. “This is your way of making restitution! You brought her to me because you wish to reenter the fold.”

			Tiran flinched. It was her worst fear about Burke put into words. What if this all was some kind of elaborate ruse so Burke could get back into favor with the Oman? Zaq tensed next to her, and she knew he was preparing to grab her and run for the door.

			“Nope,” answered Burke easily. “I’ve actually been helping this young lady out. Now we both need your help.” His eyes brightened and he closed in on his sister.

			“I won’t help you,” she insisted. “The Oman has issued strict orders. He has everyone looking for that girl.”

			Burke advanced on his sister until they were practically standing nose to nose. Tiran noticed that they were exactly the same height. Shelle was not intimidated. She stood her ground, her eyes daring Burke to challenge her.

			“If you turn her in, he’ll kill her, just like he’ll kill me,” Burke stated baldly. His eyes never wavered but continued to bore into his sister’s.

			“That’s none of my business. My job is to obey,” Shelle countered, though a little less forcefully.

			“Look at her, Shelle,” Burke continued softly. Her eyes flicked to Tiran unwillingly. “She’s seventeen, the same age as your Val was when she died. Did Val deserve to die?”

			“Val was never a traitor,” Shelle whispered.

			“Neither is Tiran,” responded Burke firmly. “She’s just a young girl who happened to be born to the wrong parents. She never harmed anyone, Shelle. She doesn’t deserve to be hunted.”

			Shelle squeezed her eyes shut and staggered backward. Zaq sprang to her side and caught her before she fell.

			“Let me help you,” Burke pleaded. “I promise I can.”

			Shelle raised her eyes to her brother, tears streaking down her cheeks. The silence was tense. Tiran held her breath, wondering what this nearly hysterical woman would decide. For a long moment everyone waited. Finally, Shelle’s head dropped and she nodded. Tiran exhaled in relief.

			“Tiran, lock the door and pull down the window shades,” ordered Burke. Tiran tore her eyes from the weeping Shelle and ran to do as Burke asked. She paused for a moment to check the street. It was still busy, but no one seemed to be showing any interest in the bookstore. Then swiftly she turned the old-fashioned lock in the door and pulled down the shades, sending the store into a gloom barely pierced by the one overhead lamp.

			“Shelle, this will only take a few minutes, but it is going to hurt. I’m going to have Zaq hold you down so you don’t injure yourself, okay?” Burke explained. He nodded at Zaq, who knelt, putting his full weight on Shelle while Burke rummaged through his bag before pulling out his shiny deactivator. “We’ll also need to cover your mouth or your neighbors might report a disturbance,” he added. Shelle’s eyes were wide with fear but she nodded again.

			Burke stripped off his coat and handed it to Tiran. “Take this and hold it against her mouth. Make sure she can still breathe, but we need to muffle her screams as much as possible.”

			Five minutes later it was all over. Tiran had pressed the coat over Shelle’s mouth trying to drown out the piercing screams, desperately wishing it would end quickly. It had seemed to be much worse for Shelle than it was for Zaq. She had thrashed so hard that Tiran’s arms were sore from trying to keep her gagged. Hopefully the neighbors hadn’t heard anything, but it was hard to know.

			Burke seemed to have the same idea. He bent to his sister’s side.

			“Shelle, we need to go now. Can you sit up?”

			She pulled herself off the ground, steadying herself on Zaq’s arm. She took a deep gulp of air and then turned to her brother with a gasp.

			“Oh, Burke, I’m so sorry,” she said shakily. “I don’t know what came over me. I was actually going to turn you in. It seemed the only right thing to do.”

			“You’ll feel better now, just like I promised,” Burke soothed. Then he took one arm and motioned to Zaq, who took the other. Together, they guided her into the back stockroom, while Tiran followed behind. The stockroom was dark and musty, sending Tiran into a sneezing fit. Suddenly, bright light flooded the room, and she looked up to see the outline of an open door. She hurried after the others into a narrow alleyway. Their hired transport was waiting right outside the door, and the others helped Shelle climb in. Tiran shut the back door and threw one last look around before climbing into the transport. Sitting on the seat next to Zaq, she closed her eyes in relief.

			“One miracle down,” chuckled Burke. “Only a couple more to go.”

			



		

28. Surrender

			After a short detour to Shelle’s flat, where Burke had run in and retrieved a few things for his sister, Tiran found herself giving the address to the major cross streets only a couple of blocks from Jerrapo’s house. It was a longer ride, and she had plenty of time for the minor butterflies that flitted in her stomach to grow into huge, lurching bats. Part of her was afraid she might actually throw up in fear, and she clamped her jaw tight. Everything was going to be fine. She was going to see someone she had known most of her life after all.

			Shelle was already starting to feel much better. In fact, it was easy to tell that she was used to ordering her brother around. If Tiran hadn’t been feeling so nervous, she would have found it hilariously funny.

			“I don’t understand why we’re sending the girl off by herself,” Shelle interrogated her brother with a frown. “It’s like sending her off to her death in this city. Can’t you at least send that boy with her?”

			“Now, Shelle, trust us, we’ve thought all this through already,” Burke soothed.

			“I doubt that. You never think things through. I used to think you would grow out of it but you never did,” she retorted. Tiran’s eyes flicked to Zaq, who was smothering a smile.

			“We can’t send Zaq with Tiran. Madam Coraelle is on the Red List now, Shelle. She’ll never let a stranger through her door. And she’s right not to!” defended Burke, a shade grumpily. “Besides, we need Zaq’s help. It’s going to take all three of us to get that receiver destroyed.”

			“I’ve told you and told you. You act like we can just waltz in there any time and tap into the terminal. We have to wait until night, Burke. That’s plenty of time to make sure this girl doesn’t walk right into some kind of trap,” Shelle continued bossily.

			“Look,” Zaq interrupted. “Why don’t we just wait down the street, and if it doesn’t work out for Tiran she can just come back to the transport?”

			“Have you no brains, boy?” returned Shelle exasperated. She heaved her bulk to the side, twisting to scan outside the window. “A sitting transport in the neighborhood we’re going to will bring the CPF in two shakes. They may be the most incompetent soldiers ever, but it’s one of the few areas they still control. They’ll think it’s a bomb waiting to go off or some other threat.”

			“Well, that could be a good thing, right? Don’t we want the CPF’s help?” mentioned Tiran tentatively.

			Shelle merely said, “Humpf!” and turned back to the window. Burke glanced sidelong at his sister and bit his lip. It was Zaq who leaned forward and explained seriously, “That’s why we need Madam Coraelle’s help, Tiran. You have to convince her to help us so the CPF will trust us. If they caught me or Shelle with the Oman’s transmitters planted in our necks, they’d simply cart us off to prison.”

			“The implants are still there,” admitted Burke. “My tool deactivates them, but I don’t know how to remove them without causing major damage. They have attached their way into the nervous system, and they have to stay.”

			“So they’d just scan us, see the implants, and assume we were faithful members of the Brotherhood,” Zaq continued.

			“Never listening to a word we said,” added Burke. “It’s one of the hazards of working underground, but it does make life interesting,” he finished more lightly, his usual levity returning to the surface. Shelle stiffened in her seat and refused to look at her brother.

			In the end, Shelle gruffly agreed that she couldn’t think of any better way than to go ahead with their original plan. When the transport stopped and the driver announced the crossroads, Tiran stepped out a little unsteadily. For the first time since that awful morning in Kruundin City, she was going to be on her own. Hopefully it would be short and Jerrapo would take her in.

			Zaq stepped out after her. She turned to face him, wondering if he would miss her.

			“Can you see her house from here?” he asked, shading his eyes and looking down the street.

			“It’s down at the end. Number 21 if I remember right,” she answered, waving down the street. He moved close to her and touched her hand gently. “We’ll make two circuits of the block—if she isn’t there, come back to the corner and we’ll pick you up. But if we miss you, just go ahead and make your way to your other contact. Remember, you can contact us through Erron. If things don’t work out, we’ll be there for you.” He pressed a small bag of coins into her hand. She looked up in surprise.

			“It’s from the wages I earned while working at the mine,” he said, a bit uncomfortably. “I want you to take it. Just in case.” Tiran stared at the bag in her hand. It was generous and thoughtful of Zaq. She stood on her tiptoes and quickly kissed his cheek.

			“Thank you, Zaq. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

			“May Veshti smooth your path,” he murmured the common farewell used by the Women of the Tender Heart. She couldn’t answer. Would she ever see Zaq again?

			Suddenly Burke poked his head out of the transport door. “Good luck, my dear! Don’t forget, everything depends on you!”

			“Thanks,” Tiran managed, her throat tight. As if she needed to be reminded of that! She then turned and started down the street without looking back.

			It was only a short walk until she found herself standing in front of a three story townhouse with a white stone façade. She studied the building for a moment to be sure she had the right place, but it had been awhile since she had seen her mother’s friend, and even longer since she had come with her mother to Jerrapo’s house. Finally, shrugging her shoulders, she marched up the steps only to be confronted by the shimmer of a nuclear shield. For a moment she was at a loss. Growing up inside the International Complex, she had rarely been confronted by a house shield like this one.

			After a moment of thought, she recalled that her mother had always reached down near a small decorative sculpture on Jerrapo’s stoop. Reaching down, she slid her fingers around the sculpture until her fingers touched a small button. Pushing it, she could hear a far off ringing from inside the townhouse.

			A face appeared at the door and spoke through a speaker grounded right near the sculpture. It made her jump backward in surprise.

			“May I help you?”

			“I’m here to see Madam Coraelle,” Tiran said briefly. She didn’t want to give too much information about herself away, especially since she wasn’t even positive that she was at the right building.

			“May I have your name?” he returned. His voice was colder, even though the words were still polite.

			“I’m sorry, but I have private business that I can only discuss with Madam Coraelle,” answered Tiran, smiling hopefully. Maybe she could charm him. However, he only shook his head. “My mistress refuses to see anyone who has not stated her name and business.” His tone was flat and brooked no opposition.

			For a moment Tiran was at a loss. She had always assumed she would be able to get in to see Jerrapo. Her only worry had been that Jerrapo would no longer be living in the same place. Yet Jerrapo was apparently still living here, and now the doorman wouldn’t even pass a message to Jerrapo unless she gave her name. He stood impatiently, staring her down through the violet shimmer of the nuclear shield. Desperately she tried to think of any plausible name beside her own that would bring Jerrapo to the door, but her mind was completely blank. After a short internal debate, she threw caution to the wind.

			“Will you please tell her Tiran Morten is here to see her?” she asked finally, her voice raising to a high-pitched squeak at the end. The man’s eyebrows shot up. Obviously, he recognized the name. She bit her lip, wondering if she had just made a fatal mistake. The doorman stood impassive for a moment before relenting. “Wait here a moment,” he instructed and retreated into the building.

			So she stood at the top of the steps of Jerrapo’s stately townhouse and watched the street. The neighborhood was very upscale, but she could see that the civil unrest had affected this area too. Most of the homes had security grilles on the doors and windows, and here and there she spotted the glimmer of a shield protecting an entire house. No pedestrians strolled down the tree-lined avenue. The neighborhood seemed utterly deserted, except for an occasional local transport that passed slowly down the street.

			Even with the empty streets, Tiran felt dreadfully exposed. She hugged her arms to her chest, shivering in the late spring air. It was so near summer in Roma that she had never expected to need a cloak, but a quick glance at the darkening sky showed that an afternoon storm was moving in. She desperately hoped that Jerrapo would let her in. Otherwise she was going to get soaked to the skin while she figured out what to do next. The wind whipped her hair into her eyes and she brushed it back from her face. What was taking the doorman so long? Surely a man who worked for Jerrapo would never turn her into the Brotherhood, but remembering her mother’s recent “confession,” she realized that she might not be very welcome after all.

			Finally, the doorman reappeared. He deactivated the shield and allowed Tiran inside just as the first rain drops spattered on the pavement.

			“Madam Coraelle will see you in a moment,” he intoned politely. Then he stationed himself to the side of the front entry room. With a jolt, Tiran realized that this was no mere doorman. He must be a bodyguard.

			Hurried steps sounded from the hallway, and Jerrapo strode hastily into the room. “Veshti alive!” Jerrapo exclaimed in a ringing voice. “It is you. I was certain you were dead!” She nodded once at her bodyguard, who slipped quietly from the room. Then she moved to take Tiran by the arm and guided her out of the entry room and into her front sitting room.

			“Tiran Miranda Morten, where have you been?” she demanded. “Everybody has been searching everywhere for you!” She pushed Tiran down into a chair and stood with her hands on her hips.

			Tiran wilted under Jerrapo’s fierce gaze. She was horribly ashamed, but haltingly she told of her disastrous elopement and stay with the Women of the Tender Heart. Then she described her flight with Zaq, first to Munsk and then to Burke’s house in Davuune. She explained about Burke’s and Zaq’s involvement with the Brotherhood and the implants that had been deactivated. Carefully she avoided any reference to Erron being at Burke’s house. Part of her was afraid that Jerrapo would refuse to work with a Kruunde. Not that she could really blame Jerrapo for that. If she had any choice, she wouldn’t trust Erron either.

			Jerrapo sank into a chair opposite Tiran, her hand covering her open mouth as Tiran’s story progressed. When Tiran finished relating her tale, both women sat silently for a moment. Jerrapo’s eyes were distant. Tiran squirmed uncomfortably. Jerrapo had always intimidated her and part of her was afraid Jerrapo was going to banish her back to the street.

			“My dear girl,” Jerrapo comforted, moving to embrace Tiran briefly. “You have been through so much. I am so relieved that you made it through all of that safely. I can see you have your mother’s strength.” She stopped abruptly and dropped back into her chair with a grimace. “Your mother . . .” she repeated, more to herself than to Tiran. “What is going on with your parents?” she wondered, her voice harder. She rose and began pacing the room. Tiran watched in trepidation.

			“I do not understand it,” Jerrapo said through gritted teeth. “First, we are all told your mother is dead. I even went to the memorial service! Then they arrest your stepfather for treason. Next, your mother turns up alive and perfectly well, only she is in the hands of Othar Eshude, and she goes on a worldwide live feed spouting the most ridiculous nonsense I have ever heard!” She threw her hands up in frustration.

			“It’s not her fault,” Tiran protested. “Burke thinks the Oman has stuck one of his implants in her. They’re really hard to fight against.”

			Jerrapo’s face drained of color.

			“You are saying the implants compel his followers to be loyal, no matter their personal beliefs,” Jerrapo confirmed flatly. Tiran nodded.

			“People have been joining the Brotherhood in droves lately. That means there are thousands of people docilely obedient to a madman. No matter what atrocity he asks of them.” Jerrapo was visibly horrified.

			“It is possible to fight it,” reminded Tiran. “Zaq and Burke both did, and Burke has a tool that can deactivate the implant.”

			“Can it deactivate everyone’s implant at once?” Jerrapo asked skeptically.

			“No,” Tiran admitted, shifting uncomfortably in her seat. “Burke would have to do it one at a time. But if he had enough time and the supplies, I bet he could make more of them.”

			Jerrapo eyed her with growing interest. “I might be able to help him with that,” she conceded. “But we would need to know who has the implants or what use would this tool be?”

			“Burke is attempting to get that information as we speak,” Tiran explained. “He said to give him two days. I have the contact info for you if they manage to get a download.” She watched Jerrapo’s face closely. “He may also be able to provide the location of the Oman as well.”

			Jerrapo’s face froze in astonishment. “Impossible,” she finally whispered. “The CPF has been trying to find him for years.”

			“I don’t know how,” Tiran admitted, “but Burke thinks they could do it. All he asks for is an official pardon for him and his associates.”

			“Those would be easily come by, if Othar Eshude could actually be taken into custody,” Jerrapo agreed without hesitation.

			“There’s something else Burke wanted you to know,” Tiran continued. Actually, the information had originally come from Erron, but she omitted that small detail. “There is a traitor inside the Palace Guard. He’s not used very often, and he doesn’t have the implant of the Brotherhood. But he is a loyal follower of the Oman. That’s how Oanni got at my mother, and how Morek-Li Damato was killed.”

			Jerrapo’s face turned positively ashen with this news.

			“Captain Jirac,” she whispered. She pressed her hands together and closed her eyes.

			“Who?” Tiran asked, puzzled.

			“He is the head of security for the palace grounds. A few months ago, he gave me transcripts of some Union Security Council meetings. He said that he had gotten them from a friend in the Armada who needed to stay anonymous. That’s when I went before Congress and demanded that they expel the Armada.” Her voice cracked, and she dropped her head into her hands.

			“I played right into Othar Eshude’s hands.”

			Tiran couldn’t think of anything to say. Then Jerrapo raised her head, her eyes brightening with understanding. “Your father’s arrest cannot be a coincidence. I suspect someone is planting false documents all over the place. This conspiracy does go beyond Othar Eshude and into the Union. The question is who?”

			Hope began to dawn in Tiran’s mind. Maybe there would be a way to get her father out of this. If they could just find whoever the real Union traitor was her father could prove he was innocent.

			“Jerrapo, do you think we will be able to clear my father’s name?” she asked excitedly.

			“If I have anything to say about it, we will,” Jerrapo declared, her eyes narrowed with anger. “But first we must do something about your mother. She is eroding what trust people have left in the Republic.”

			“Can’t we rescue her somehow, Jerrapo?” pleaded Tiran. There had to be some way to get her mother back.

			Jerrapo’s face fell, and for the first time ever, Tiran saw the shine of unshed tears in her eyes.

			“I do not know, Tiran. If there is anything, anything at all that I can do, I will do it. Maybe your mother is being held prisoner wherever Othar Eshude is. If your friends really can provide us with his location, we might be able to get to her before it is too late, but the odds are slim.”

			Tiran heard her words with growing fear. These past few days she had clung desperately to the hope that surely someone would be able to rescue her mother. She couldn’t bear to lose her again.

			Jerrapo continued reluctantly, her voice growing husky. “Othar has no reason to leave your mother alive now. He has already wrung that preposterous public confession out of her.” Tiran’s fear swelled into despair.

			“Is there no hope then?” she managed, stifling a sob. Jerrapo stiffened and sat up straight.

			“My dear, there is always hope. Darkness cannot last forever,” she affirmed, her composure returned. “I have been confronted with hopeless situations before, and sometimes everything is resolved better than you could have hoped. Sometimes,” she murmured as an afterthought.

			“What can we do though?” Tiran worried.

			“It is time that all true Denicorizens stood openly against the Oman. I will speak to the other former Resistance leaders. We need to come out of obscurity and rouse the people against him. Let him try to kill me,” Jerrapo declared fiercely. “I do not care anymore.”

			♦

			During the next few hours, Tiran ate the dinner prepared by Jerrapo’s cook and changed into the warmer clothes provided by Jerrapo’s respectful maidservant. Then she waited in the guestroom until Jerrapo reappeared to tell her that she had contacted all of the living members of the Resistance’s original high leadership.

			“I have arranged a meeting tonight with those who could get to Roma on short notice,” she explained. “I will have to leave a bit earlier because I want Bret Ka there too, and that will take some finesse.” Tiran glanced up in surprise. Bret Ka was such a good friend of her parents and had plenty of influence as a Congress Representative. That’s why she had intended to go to him for help if she couldn’t find Jerrapo.

			“Why would it be difficult to convince Master Ka to come? I would think he would be eager to help you.”

			“Undoubtedly,” agreed Jerrapo. “Yet at the moment, Congress is currently holding Bret in detention. They have not formally charged him with anything, but it is well known that he is an ally of your father.”

			“Oh,” Tiran replied, shuddering in relief that she had been able to find Jerrapo. She never would have been able to get to see Bret if he was locked up. She wondered how Jerrapo planned to get Bret to her meeting then decided not to ask. Sometimes it was just better not to know.

			“Listen, my dear Tiran, I want you to stay hidden here. It is not safe for you to leave this house for any reason,” warned Jerrapo. “My servants I trust without reservation, but the Brotherhood has been posting your picture everywhere. It is only a matter of time before someone recognizes you if you are out in public.”

			“Don’t worry, Jerrapo. I won’t go anywhere at all.” Tiran promised easily.

			Jerrapo left not long after that, and at first Tiran had not even the slightest intention of breaking her promise. However, she rapidly discovered the guestroom terminal and started searching for more feeds by the Brotherhood, anything that might tell her that her mother was still alive. So she found the latest transmission from the Oman quite quickly, posted scarcely an hour before.

			It was a personal communication aimed straight at her.

			The hologram sparkled to life, and his face sprung from the screen. He looked just the same as before, only now his eyes were glinting with some kind of emotion she couldn’t read.

			“This message is a personal appeal to the girl known as Tiran Morten. I am speaking now just to you,” he began, and indeed, with his holographic gaze directed exactly where she sat, it seemed as if he really were speaking directly to her.

			“My dear,” he continued in a kind tone, “the time has come for you to stop running. Your mother is overcome by remorse for the crimes she has committed, and Veshti will forgive her and spare her life, but only if you submit yourself to His judgment as well. You must come before me to receive absolution.”

			Tiran watched the recording in shock, barely comprehending the words.

			“I know you are now in Roma. Submit to Veshti’s will and come to Waterside Park. My child, only you may save your mother’s life.” The camera view panned to a pallet where Tiran could clearly see her mother. She was sleeping or unconscious, but still alive. Tiran could see her chest rise and fall with each breath. Then the Oman’s face popped back up and the message repeated. Reaching over to the terminal, Tiran switched off the recording. Then, she leaned forward onto her elbows, considering the words of the Oman.

			Tiran knew about the blood feud. She knew that the Oman wanted revenge against her father Laeren. Her mother had never explained all the details, but long ago, she had asked one of her Denicorizen friends about blood feuds. Her friend had told her that a blood feud meant that three generations had to be killed.

			She had always thought that meant that her grandparents, her parents, and herself. But what if the three generation rule could be fulfilled without her mother? Her grandmother had been killed in the Revolution. Her father had also been killed during the Revolution, when she was too young to even remember. That was two generations. Wouldn’t she be the third generation and it would finally be finished? Maybe the Oman truly believed that her mother’s “confession” meant she should be pardoned. She wasn’t such a fool to believe that he would just let her mother go after that. But maybe it would buy her mother enough time that Jerrapo could work something out to rescue her.

			Her head pounded as she thought it all through. It was a very slim hope, but in the end her decision was firm. Quickly she pulled on her borrowed cloak and snuck down the stairs. Jerrapo’s bodyguard had gone with her and the other servants were nowhere in sight, probably in their own rooms. It was easier than she had expected to get out. A code list for the shield was posted near the service entrance and it listed the code for a ten second exit window. She punched in the numbers and hurried out the door, turning to watch as the shield shimmered back to life behind her.

			The afternoon storm had cleared away, and though it was late in the day it was still light outside. Tiran pulled her creased map of Roma from her bag and searched for Waterside Park. Waterside Park was a large common park near the center of the city. It had large trees and plenty of open space, as well as a good-sized pond and a long stream running through it. Multiple trails wound all over the grounds. The park had only four entrances, a relic of the days when only upper-castes had been allowed to enjoy it. Tiran had been there once or twice when she was much younger, but she wasn’t positive how to reach it from Jerrapo’s house. It took a minute or two of deciphering the map, holding it so close to her face that her nose practically pressed against it. Finally she decided that she had the route figured out and started on her way.

			The walk took nearly an hour. She had stopped twice to consult the map again, but in the end she found herself facing the south park entrance. The sun was sinking into the horizon, but it was still probably an hour from full dark so the wrought iron gates were wide open. A woman’s high laughter floated out toward her. Even during these scary times, people were still taking advantage of a summer evening to enjoy the park. She wondered if they knew that the Oman had ordered her to surrender in this park. Probably not. Anyone with any sense of self-preservation would stay miles away from a place that they knew the Brotherhood would be watching. For a minute her resolve faltered and she started to back away from the park. She nearly turned and ran back for Jerrapo’s house. Yet the possibility that her mother’s life depended on this propelled her back toward the entrance. Taking a deep breath, she stepped inside the elegant black iron bars that fenced the entire perimeter of the park. There’s no going back now, she told herself firmly. They’re probably already watching me. If I go back to Jerrapo’s now, I’ll lead the Brotherhood straight to her front door.

			Suddenly it occurred to her to wonder if anyone else would be watching the park for her. What if the CPF had seen the message also? They might consider it a great chance to try and catch the Oman. The thought gave her courage a boost and kept her moving forward. She continued up the gravel path, warily watching the trees that stood in clumps along the east side of the trail.

			After fifteen minutes of walking she reached the pond. There were a few black swans swimming indolently through the murky water. The shadows had lengthened and left the clearing with only scattered patches of sunlight that warmed her briefly every few feet. The wind had picked up again, and she could see that the rain that had fallen earlier in the afternoon had been only a prelude to the real storm. Wrapping her cloak tightly around her, she slowly turned in a circle. The pond was set in the center of a large clearing, but not another person was in sight.

			For the first time she wondered what she would do if nobody showed up.

			The thought died as suddenly as it had appeared and her heart hammered painfully. A trio of men in somber clothes had swiftly appeared from the trees to the west. Every instinct screamed that she should run, but bravely she held her ground, watching the men come toward her. When they were five feet away from her, the man in the center stopped, while the other two moved to flank her.

			She glanced quickly around at the men. They were all average looking young men in their twenties. Obviously the Oman had not come to pick her up in person, though she had not really expected that he would.

			“Tiran Morten?” asked the man in front. He had a pleasant, well-educated voice. Tiran nodded, wondering if maybe these men weren’t the CPF after all. Then she felt a sharp jab in her arm and tried to look at the man to the side. Her vision blurred, and swaying, she fell into darkness.

			



		

29. Raiding the Den

			At the Twisted Candle Inn, the food was plentiful and the service was exceptional, but Zaq was not able to enjoy it. He had never stayed at an inn before; of course, he had never had the money for something as frivolous as traveling for pleasure. Occasionally he had taken short trips on assignments from his Brotherhood patria, but on those occasions he had always stayed in the home of a fellow Brother. Never as a guest in a place where one’s former caste meant nothing so long as the bill was paid. At any other time he would have relished the new experience.

			Yet today he watched the steam rising from his hot slice of roast and battered tubers and found himself unable to take more than a few mincing bites. On one level he was uneasy about Tiran’s fate—would they even know if something happened to her? Even worse was the impending task that lay before him and his companions. Zaq’s jaw clenched as he thought of breaking into one of the most carefully restricted hideouts of the Brotherhood late that night.

			Burke didn’t seem to share his apprehension. He had heartily cleaned his plate of food and now sat gnawing a bone, his only expression contentment. In some ways Zaq envied Burke his ability to simply relax and enjoy his life no matter what other problems might be facing him. Life would be much more pleasant—not to mention easier—that way.

			On the other hand, Shelle was frowning as she pushed chunks of her stewed lamb around her plate without tasting them. Zaq barely knew Shelle, but even he could see that she was not overjoyed at the prospect of deceiving her comrades tonight. She hardly spoke at all except to grunt at her brother’s cheerful observations about their luncheon. Zaq was silent as well. He could hardly talk about their planned raid openly in such a busy place, and nothing else sprang to mind.

			Finally the luncheon plates were cleared, and Zaq thanked Burke politely for the meal.

			Burke belched in reply. “Not at all, dear boy. Couldn’t let you starve could I?” Zaq smiled halfheartedly. All his life he had provided for himself, meager though it may have been. It was awkward to be dependent on someone else to pay his expenses, even in a situation like this. As soon as possible he was going to find some more honest work, even if it meant mindless drudgery for twelve hours a day.

			“Well, I’m going to my room to get a little rest for tonight. If you two have any sense at all you’ll do the same,” advised Shelle pushing back from the table. Zaq stood reluctantly. He knew he needed the rest. He had not slept at all on the trip to Roma, and he would need all his strength tonight. Even still, he feared that once in the room he would be unable to close his eyes. He trudged after Burke to the room that they were sharing, barely seeing the threadbare carpet that lined the stairs to the second story.

			When he entered the room, Burke had already pulled off his boots and was sitting on the edge of his narrow bed. “Don’t mind Shelle,” he began apologetically. “She’s always been a tad bossy. Gets annoying sometimes but her heart’s in the right place.”

			Zaq dropped to his own mattress. “Why didn’t you tell us that it was your sister whose help we needed?” he asked, puzzled and a little annoyed. He was glad it had worked out fine, but he hated having surprises tossed at him like that.

			“Ah well, to tell the truth I was pretty sure I’d never win her over without Tiran’s help,” explained Burke blithely. “Shelle was so infatuated with that Othar that she needed a strong shock to make her open her mind a bit. You’re pretty protective of Tiran, so I wasn’t sure you’d take the risk if I told you all about it. Worked out just fine,” he finished with a sheepish smile at Zaq. Zaq listened dubiously and then shrugged his shoulders. Burke was right; it was no use worrying over what could have happened. He had enough to worry about without borrowing trouble from the past.

			For a few minutes both men lay silently. Zaq couldn’t shut his mind off. This morning after dropping Tiran off they had followed Shelle’s directions to this inn several miles from her shop. They had hired the two rooms and ordered the meals. Upstairs they had spent the rest of the afternoon going over their plans for tonight’s foray into the Roma hideout known as the Den. It was going to be tricky; hopefully no one would be there tonight. Zaq would fight if he had to but he sincerely hoped it wouldn’t come to that. His stomach clenched. Would he be able to kill another person to bring down the Oman? His mind said yes, that the sacrifice would save lives in the end, but his heart still blanched at the thought. The dilemma continued to wrack his mind. Even though his body was worn out, sleep completely eluded him. Finally in desperation he sat up and put his shoes back on. Burke was already dozing, his mouth slightly open. Zaq slipped quietly from the room and headed back down to the common room.

			He found the guest terminal in a small lounge outside the dining room. Idly he pulled up any recent news stories that mentioned Tiran’s name. It would at least give him some news about her. If all had gone well with Madam Coraelle he might even find reports that the CPF had finally located the missing daughter of the Ambassador. Then he could be sure she was safe.

			The only recent feed he found was a chilling message from the Oman directly to Tiran. He listened to it twice before settling back thoughtfully in his chair. Obviously someone had seen Tiran here in Roma and reported it to the Oman. They had been in Roma for less than twelve hours. He couldn’t help but admire the efficiency of the Oman’s spies here in the capital. Tiran had stayed hidden for over six months in Kruundin City before anybody had spotted her, and it only was a matter of hours in this city before the Oman was setting traps for Tiran here in Roma.

			With that thought his heart sank. Of course it was a trap. Would Tiran fall for it? Would she walk right into the Oman’s hands? Then Zaq shook his fears away. Tiran probably would want to run to the aid of her mother—Zaq knew her well enough for that—but there was no way Madam Coraelle would let her go. He breathed easier and then considered the impact of the message on his own plans. The message had made no mention of him or Burke or Shelle. It was impossible to tell when Tiran had been spotted and with whom. After giving it some deep thought, he concluded that there was nothing for it but to proceed with their current plan. They wouldn’t get a better shot at it.

			He played around on the terminal for a little while longer and then finally his eyes started to close as he stared at the images. Dragging himself back up the stairs, he crept back into his room and slid gratefully onto his bed, succumbing to sleep at last.

			The staccato raps at the door seemed to wake him before he had hardly any chance to rest. Groggily, he raised his head to see Burke opening the door to admit his sister.

			“Wake up, Zaq,” she ordered brusquely. “It’s just after midnight and time to get moving. Burke, where in the world is your cloak? You’ll freeze outside in that shirt.”

			Burke grimaced, and Zaq yawned hugely before everything suddenly clicked. They were leaving to raid the Den in just a few minutes. Hastily he scrambled off his bed, the adrenaline now pumping through his veins. He rifled his own bag and pulled a thick dark cloak out.

			Shelle was impatiently checking her watch. “The last shift at the Den went home two hours ago, and the next one won’t be coming for four more hours. This is our window. Let’s get going.” Silently Zaq followed Shelle and Burke down the stairs and out into the street. The street was silent and empty. Blocks away, the glow of a single flickering globe kept the street from total darkness. Zaq turned his back on it and walked in the wake of Burke and his sister. The walk to the Den took somewhere near half an hour, best as Zaq could tell. He wrapped tightly in his cloak, as if it could hide him better from prying eyes, but there wasn’t really any need. During these tumultuous times, even if the curfew hadn’t been in effect, no one in his right mind would be out on the streets after dark.

			Finally, Shelle slowed and they turned into a narrow alley. It was impossibly dark, and Zaq stopped for a moment to let his eyes adjust. Finally, he could barely make out the shadow of various crates and the walls that lined the alley on either side. No light from the moons or stars seemed to filter down here, at least not tonight. Silently he blessed the darkness. Though he had to creep forward carefully to avoid running into Burke, it hid them completely from sight.

			Shelle stopped at the barely visible outline of a door halfway down the building. She risked a little light from a pocket torch, and Zaq saw the flash of a numbered key entry as well as a thumb pad. The muted beeps of the pad as Shelle entered her code seemed to echo loudly in the quiet alley and Zaq looked around nervously. Still no sign of life though. When he turned back to the door, Shelle had just pressed her thumb to the pad and the door slid open with a loud swish.

			She waved Burke and Zaq ahead, and he stole inside, his heart thumping painfully inside his rib cage. It was dark and silent except for the quiet humming of several terminals. One of those terminals was not networked to anything else; supposedly this was the restricted access one that would give them everything they were looking for.

			With a muted click, the lights flicked on at a low level. Shelle was standing near the door, her lips pursed thoughtfully. “That’s the receiver right there,” she pointed. It was six feet tall and looked like a sleek black cabinet. Zaq strode to the receiver and put his hand on the front. It felt like ceramic. Certainly his two compact charges of telfonne explosive would easily destroy the cabinet. He pulled the protective tubes from his bag. The slender cylindrical wands of telfonne had been one of the common explosives used in the mines in Davuune. They were very stable in these tubes, but once he slid them out and set the timers, the explosion would probably reduce the whole room to rubble. He waited next to the cabinet patiently while Burke and Shelle accessed two of the terminals in the room. He would set the explosives just before they left the Den.

			Burke was frowning in concentration. He connected a small memory disk and made a few selections from the terminal menu. “There!” he announced with satisfaction. “Give me about five minutes and I’ll have the name of every Brother the receiver tracks.”

			Shelle was speed-reading through the posts and comms on a compact terminal in the corner. Zaq knew that this was one of the secure Brotherhood terminals, and she was searching for the information that would help them know where to find the Oman. Any other news (such as whether or not they had realized that Shelle had gone absent) would also be crucial.

			“Burke,” murmured Shelle, “check for the locations of four men simply listed by numbers one through four. Those are the Oman’s personal bodyguards. If we can find them we can find the Oman.”

			Burke tapped rapidly at the terminal screen.

			“I see them, Shelle. They’re in Mazor.” He paused, his mouth turned down in an uncharacteristic scowl.

			“Mazor,” repeated Shelle grimly. “Figures.”

			“I’ve never heard of it; is it far from here?” inquired Zaq. Obviously the town had some significance to Burke and Shelle.

			“Not too far. There’s a message calling all high-level Brothers to Mazor. I wonder what he’s planning,” Shelle mused.

			“Burke, does that program allow you to search by name?” Zaq asked, struck by sudden inspiration.

			“Yep. This is how they track down defectors, right Shelle?”

			“That was my job,” confirmed Shelle in a low voice. “They’d comm me a name, I’d look it up and return a location.”

			“Look up Sirra Bruche,” suggested Zaq. Burke raised an eyebrow at him and then turned back to the terminal. He tapped at the screen and squinted for a moment. “Mazor,” he said finally. “I’d bet half my stockpile of Cambrian wine that whatever the Oman is planning to do in Mazor, it involves her.” He stared pensively at the screen for a moment until a muted beep roused him.

			“The download’s done,” Burke announced more cheerfully, pulling the memory disk from the terminal and placing on the table.

			“What happens if you check someone whose transmitter has been deactivated?” Zaq asked curiously, wondering what it showed for each of them.

			A sudden rapid beeping at the door interrupted them. Shelle swore. “Someone’s coming in,” she hissed. Burke shot clumsily to his feet, knocking the memory disk to the floor. Zaq swiftly scooped it up and looked for another exit. Shelle was already pushing through a back door, and Burke waddled after her as fast as he could move. Zaq hesitated and then ran for the outside door. He had only a moment to take their visitor by surprise, and maybe it would buy the others a precious minute to make their escape.

			Grabbing a metal strong box from the table, he ran to the door just as it swung open. He didn’t hesitate; he shoved the box directly in the entering man’s face, smashing into his nose and knocking him backward down the stairs. Zaq’s own momentum carried him forward, and he stumbled for a moment before leaping over two tangled bodies down into the alley. A sliver of the younger moon had risen above the roofline of the buildings, lighting the alleyway just enough that he could see. He could hear the men scrambling to their feet behind him, and he sprinted down the alley. Reaching the first corner, he pelted straight around and into the street, racing as far as he could from the house. He could hear the men running after him, but the footsteps were growing fainter. Muffled yelling sounded in the distance, but he didn’t dare turn around.

			Eventually he slowed. He couldn’t keep sprinting forever. Dropping to a jog he glanced over his shoulder. The streets were empty. Possibly the other men had gone for a transport. They would catch him quickly if he didn’t get off the streets. Then he considered for a moment. With the curfew, a transport would easily bring the CPF into the chase. This wasn’t one of the neighborhoods where the Brotherhood practically ruled the streets. Granted, they hadn’t seen any soldiers in the streets to enforce the curfew; presumably people just stayed off the streets for their own safety. So whose territory was he in anyway?

			Finally he stopped to get his bearings. Until sunrise, he had to get out of view. If he went wandering around, eventually someone would notice him, and he didn’t want to be picked up by the CPF any more than by the Brotherhood. Briefly he considered returning to the inn. It might have been a coincidence that someone had come to the Den in the middle of the night, or they could have been looking specifically for the three of them. It was so hard to know with spies everywhere. In any case, he decided not to return to the inn. Better to err on the side of caution.

			Instead, he slipped into another pitch black alley that soon presented itself. He crept all the way to the end of the building then followed it around until he reached a stack of rotting crates. He gingerly shifted the pile to create a screen and then crawled behind it. It was cold and damp but out of sight. The complete silence unnerved him; it was unnatural in such a large city. Back home in Kruundin City he had been out occasionally in the middle of the night, and though it was much quieter than during the day, there was still plenty of noise. Transports rumbling through the streets, street sweepers working industriously to clean the main streets, and raucous bars serving the night crawling crowd. Here it was as quiet as the night he and Tiran had spent outside Rastallin—no, even quieter. The woods outside Rastallin had been filled with the unfamiliar noises of rustling leaves, chirping crickets, and the occasional scurrying of some nocturnal creature. He might as well be hiding out in a tomb for all the sound that reached him now.

			The last hours of the night passed slowly. Zaq’s eyes never closed. He shifted every so often so that his legs didn’t go to sleep. It was very uncomfortable; no matter how he readjusted, there always seemed to be a brick poking him in the back. Still, the early light of dawn filtered over the tops of the buildings at last. He waited awhile longer until the sun’s rays flooded the alley and he could hear signs of the city’s return to life. Finally, standing and stretching, he stood and walked back out of the alley.

			It was still early, but there were a few pedestrians hurrying along the street. Transports rumbled past, and a man with a heavily loaded delivery cart stopped at a store just down the block. He shouldn’t stick out too badly.

			Zaq didn’t know Roma at all, but he pulled a small map of the city from his pocket, identical to the one he had given Tiran. Shelle had marked both the areas of the city essentially controlled by the Brotherhood, as well as the areas with heavy CPF protection like the neighborhood they had taken Tiran to yesterday. He chose the nearest CPF stronghold and briskly started in that direction. It was the area of town most likely to have somewhere with a public terminal.

			Still deep in his pocket, Zaq carried the tiny memory disk that contained the names and general locations of thousands of people. Of course, in the original plan, Burke had intended to take charge of that information, using Erron as the go-between for the information transfer to whomever Tiran managed to find. Zaq was a little more uneasy with this responsibility, but he didn’t have much choice. He needed to find a terminal so he could contact Erron and transmit the data.

			An hour later he reached the area marked on his map. The difference was palpable. The streets were literally filled with pedestrians. A couple of soldiers were posted on every street corner. Apparently he had found one of the still prosperous commercial areas of Roma. There were a couple of banks, even a Union-based one that was still open. There were restaurants, shops, and busy offices. Almost unconsciously Zaq began to relax. He hadn’t realized how on edge he had been until he could feel the tension slipping from his neck and shoulders.

			An obliging pedestrian directed him to the local library branch which had a bank of public access terminals. The walk was short and Zaq soon found himself staring at a screen and slowly tapping in the address to Burke’s home terminal. He was connected in moments and he sent a text comm to Erron with a high priority signal, waiting for him to answer. Idly he watched the other patrons in the library while he gave Erron time to respond to him. Despite the normal busyness of the area, he could tell that the neighbors still lived under great strain. Everyone looked tired and defeated. Once again, he regretted that he had ever believed the Oman’s claim to be prophet. Following Othar’s violent policy had not led to much happiness for most Denicorizens.

			Ten minutes later, he still had not received an answer from Erron. Concerned, he typed in Burke’s address again, this time sending a verbal comm.

			“Erron, I really need you to answer me,” he stated tersely.

			Still nothing.

			After half an hour he gave up. He wasn’t getting any answer from Erron at all. Why would Erron leave? Under the plan, Erron was supposed to stay at the side of Burke’s terminal for at least 48 hours so they could send him the data. The full nature of his dilemma struck him then; without Erron as a contact, he had no way to find either Burke or Shelle or Tiran again.

			Zaq had the information that could help protect countless numbers of people against the violence of the Oman, and he had no way to get it to anybody who could use it. Only one real option remained, though it was risky. Taking a deep breath, he pulled out his map and planned a course to take him back to Madam Coraelle’s house.

			



		

30. Erron’s Choice

			The fog in Tiran’s head took a while to clear away. Everything seemed fuzzy; she had woken in a dim room several times to watch the ceiling spinning above her head until she had to close her eyes from the dizziness. People came and went, but she could never be sure who they were. Often they were cloaked and hooded, their voices so muffled she couldn’t tell if they were male or female. They brought her food to eat, but her constant vertigo made her stomach churn and she promptly vomited anything they managed to spoon down her throat. Eventually she was able to hold down liquids and that helped. Her mouth had gotten so dry and her lips had cracked. Slowly the dizziness subsided and her thoughts started to clear. She wondered where she was. She had given herself up to the Brotherhood, that much she could remember clearly. But where exactly had they taken her? Was she still in Roma? Where was her mother?

			When at last she could sit up, she looked around her room and found that she was not alone. There were two other young women in the room with her. Leaning against the wall opposite was a tall young woman with a gracefully rounded body. She looked a shade lighter than most Denicorizens, just like Tiran. She had thick lashed eyes and glossy hair. Altogether she looked like a model posing for an advertisement, except for the simple blue dress she was wearing. The other young woman was huddled in the corner on a pallet. Tiran couldn’t see her face very well; she had her knees drawn up to her chest and her face pressed to her knees. Dirty black hair straggled over her back.

			“Take it easy,” counseled the model. “You don’t want to overdo it or you’ll be throwing up again.”

			“Where are we?” Tiran asked thickly, her throat rough as sandpaper.

			“Who knows? Some safehouse of the Brotherhood is my guess. They drugged us all before bringing us here I think, so I’m really not sure.” She came to sit beside Tiran. The other girl didn’t even look up. Tiran wondered if she might be asleep but then she shifted, raking back her knotted locks and then putting her head down again.

			“How long was I sick? Do you know?” Tiran asked, frowning as she tried to get some idea of the passage of time.

			“Not exactly. You two were both already here before I arrived, and you’ve been sick for about a day since then. I don’t think your system liked the drugs much,” the young woman observed with a smile. “I’m glad actually. Since you got so sick I think they decided to forgo the truth serum interrogations for all of us.”

			Tiran grimaced as another minor wave of nausea swept through her. “I guess I’m glad too. I’m not much into interrogations.”

			The other girl was studying her closely. It made Tiran squirm uncomfortably.

			“So what’s your name?” Tiran asked, trying to mask her discomfort.

			“Don’t you know?” the girl laughed. “I’m Tiran Morten.”

			“But that’s my name too!” Tiran exclaimed bewildered.

			“And our roommate there in the corner is Tiran Morten also. She’s not terribly social at the moment but she’ll perk up after she gets something to eat,” the other Tiran explained with a wave at the cowering girl.

			“I don’t understand,” admitted Tiran.

			“Let’s just say the Oman went fishing and caught three Tiran Mortens. Not a bad catch, don’t you think? I just wonder which of us he’s going to throw back.” The girl winked expressively, only now there wasn’t a hint of humor in her face. Tiran frowned. It was like she was trying to communicate something to Tiran without speaking. But just what, Tiran couldn’t understand.

			Thinking clearly was still difficult, but she pondered what the other girl had just told her. The Oman had put out a public message asking for Tiran to come to the park, and three girls claiming to be Tiran had shown up. At first she was surprised that there had been two other girls who could possibly have thought the message was for them, even if they did happen to have the same name. That didn’t make much sense though. Morten was a Citizen surname, not a Denicorizen one.

			Then she remembered that her mother had been in the transmission also. There was no way these girls could be here by accident. Even if by some strange coincidence three young Tiran Mortens had heard the message, the other two girls would surely have realized that the woman in the comm wasn’t their mother.

			Tiran turned back to the other young woman, about to ask her who she really was, but she shook her head discouragingly. That was when Tiran realized that their conversation was probably being recorded. Instead, the girl slid closer to her on the cot and put her mouth right next to her ear.

			“I’m a CPF agent,” she breathed so quietly Tiran could barely catch what she said. “I’m carrying a tracking device and they are hoping to follow me to the Oman. I need them to choose me.”

			Tiran pulled back and stared at the other girl, her eyes wide. Could it work? Would the CPF be able to find the Oman and then save her mother? But now what would she tell the Brotherhood? That she had made a mistake and she wasn’t the real Tiran? Wouldn’t they just kill her anyway?

			A knock at the door interrupted them, and another hooded and cloaked figure entered with a tray of food. The head inclined toward Tiran, offering her the tray first. Tiran took one of the three sandwiches and hungrily wolfed it down while the tray was offered to the other two. Then without a word, the hooded food-bearer retreated through the door. Tiran’s stomach growled. She was still hungry. It was probably best though. She didn’t need to overdo it on a weak stomach.

			After finishing her sandwich, the corner girl raised her head and noticed Tiran sitting on the bed for the first time. She still didn’t say anything, but she hopped up and began to pace the room.

			“Where is my mother?” she muttered. “They were supposed to let me see my mother.”

			“I don’t think she’s quite all there, poor thing,” observed the model-pretty agent. “She really truly thinks she’s Tiran Morten and that she’s going to see her mother. Nothing you say will change her mind.”

			The pacing never slowed and the girl took no heed of Tiran or the pretty girl pretending to share the name Tiran either. In silence Tiran watched the pacing and listened to the muttering until finally she retreated to her cot. This was going to drive her mad. Maybe it was some strange idea of the Oman to torture her by driving her crazy.

			Just when she thought she couldn’t take it anymore, another cloaked figure entered the room.

			“All three of you, stand up against the wall,” the muffled voice ordered. Tiran stumbled to her feet, and the other girl steadied her. Together they walked to the wall and faced the guard. The other girl still paced the room, oblivious to the instructions.

			“I said move against the wall!” the voice ordered angrily. The girl looked up startled, and backed toward the wall. The hooded man then moved to the side to allow another prisoner to be escorted into the room.

			Tiran gasped before she could help it. Erron Kruunde stood before the three girls, his manacled hands in front of him. Another guard moved to his side, this one without a hood. He was middle-aged with a hard, lined face. He spoke to Erron without glancing at the girls.

			“They all claim to be the Morten brat. Tell us which one is the one we want,” he ordered flatly. Erron was silent for a moment and Tiran caught his eyes, silently pleading. Would he turn her in knowing it would lead to her death? How could she get him to choose the other girl, the agent who could lead the CPF to the Oman?

			No bright ideas popped into her head.

			“Today, Kruunde,” ordered the guard.

			Erron shrugged. “She’s the one in the middle. I’ve never seen the other two before.” Tiran cringed as if he had punched her. On either side of her, the other girls were protesting that he was wrong, each arguing that she was the “real Tiran.”

			“Why?” Tiran moaned.

			“Sorry, Tiran,” Erron replied, a trifle flippantly. “They raided Burke’s house and picked me up. The only way I can buy my freedom is through you.”

			Tiran listened to him a bit angrily. Even though he thought she was a “nice kid,” he still would sell her out. She was beginning to understand him. It really seemed as if Erron wasn’t evil at his core, but selfishness ruled his life. So of course he would turn her in.

			The hooded guard strode forward and took her arm in an iron grip and started to drag her toward the door. The other guard motioned Erron out as well, so Tiran found herself being marched down a windowless hallway next to Erron.

			“You really don’t care about anyone but yourself, do you?” observed Tiran bitterly.

			“I have to look out for myself; no one else will,” defended Erron mildly. “Besides, what are you complaining about? You turned yourself in, did you not?” Tiran didn’t have any response to that, but still she couldn’t shake her disappointment in Erron.

			“Someday you are going to die alone and unloved, Erron,” Tiran accused severely. Erron shrugged. “As long as that day is far in the future,” he returned glibly.

			They reached the end of the hallway and Tiran’s guard halted, pulling another hood like his own from a pocket. He started to pull it over Tiran’s head, only with the eye holes backward so she couldn’t see. Just before the hallway vanished into darkness, she caught one final glimpse of Erron as his guard led him down another hallway. Somehow she knew she would never see Erron again.

			With everything dark before her eyes, the guard directed her clumsy steps forward a few paces. She heard doors swish shut and she could tell she was in a lift as her stomach dropped for a moment. Another swish announced their arrival at another floor. Soon he was leading her again around twists and turns and she completely lost her sense of direction. Other voices conversed in muted tones around her but she couldn’t make out any words until they stopped again.

			“Is this the right girl?” a gravelly voice asked.

			“He says it is,” answered her guard. “I would still interrogate the others to be certain. In the meantime, we’ll take this one off to meet the Oman.”

			“Why isn’t she drugged then?” asked the first voice.

			“It made her sick last time for over a day.”

			Tiran heard an exasperated sigh, and then something crashed into the back of her head, sending her racing for darkness once again.

			



		

31. Trial by Congress

			Casey’s trial began with a formal listing of all the charges against him. It took a full ten minutes and included such things as “showing disrespect to the patriots of Roma” as well as “dishonoring the sacred guest duties.” The hardest part to listen to was when the Arbiter individually named each of the 248 people killed in the embassy bombing. Casey recognized quite a few of the names—people he had worked with over the years that he would never see again. It sickened him to know that someone who had worked in the International Complex had gone into the embassy basement that horrible morning and casually stripped all these people of life.

			After the charges were listed, the Arbiter turned to face Casey and gave the traditional Denicorizen trial opening: “Prove to Congress that you are not accountable for these crimes or concede your guilt.”

			Casey’s lawyer stood.

			“I am Counsel Manel Filpot, and I will speak on behalf of Ambassador Morten.”

			The Arbiter granted Filpot the floor and resumed his seat next to the witness stand. Filpot strode to the center of the floor and turned slowly to look at the seated members of Congress.

			“Ambassador Morten declares that he is innocent of all these charges, and I will now present his evidence to that effect,” Filpot began boldly, his firm voice echoing through the trial chamber.

			For the next three hours, Casey listened in awe as Filpot eloquently defended Casey. First, he brought in several embassy staffers who testified in favor of Casey’s character. Then, Steven took the witness stand to provide an alibi for Casey at the time of the embassy bombing as well as vouch for the truth of Casey’s search for the elusive traitor in the Armada. Then Filpot cast doubt on the authenticity of the written comms entered as evidence against Casey in a novel way. To show how easily the comms could have been faked, he entered as evidence a series of faked comms ordering the assassination of Morek-Li that were stamped with the name and terminal address of the Arbiter himself. This caused an immediate sensation among the Representatives, and the Arbiter was so stunned that it was several minutes before he even tried to restore order in the chamber.

			Finally, Filpot requested Casey take the witness chair and opened it up to questions from the Representatives. For almost an hour, Casey fielded questions from his combination prosecutors and jury. They wanted details on his behavior on everything related to his contact with the Brotherhood, his frequent trips to Tyre, and his lack of success on the search for the Armada traitor.

			Eventually, the subject of his and Andie’s roles in the Revolution came up.

			At this, Filpot stood and objected. “With all due respect, Arbiter, this is a subject that has no bearing on the charges facing the Ambassador.”

			The Arbiter pondered for a moment and then answered gravely, “I will allow the questions to continue. This matter provides a motive for Ambassador Morten’s collaboration with terrorists, and it is extremely relevant to our future course of actions as regards the Union. Ambassador, you will explain your involvement with the Resistance during the Revolution.”

			Filpot turned to Casey, and Casey shrugged his shoulders. Nothing about this part of his past was a secret.

			“I was serving as a major in the Armada when I was chosen for an assignment on Corizen at the time trade first opened with the Union. At that time, the group known as the Resistance was actively fighting against the King, and they asked for supplies and support from the Union. My job was to deliver these supplies and stay as a contact in Roma for the Resistance.” Casey paused and glanced at the sea of faces surrounding him. Some were openly hostile, but most seemed to be listening intently. Taking that as a good sign, he continued his narrative.

			“I arrived in Roma posing as a common trader and made contact with the Resistance. From then until the end of the Revolution I remained in Roma, making sure that the Resistance had all the help they needed from the Union to succeed.”

			“Why did the Union intervene in the Revolution?” demanded one red-faced Representative. “Wasn’t it because they wanted to destabilize our government and take control?”

			“No,” Casey replied calmly, “the Union wanted to see the Denicorizens with more freedom and prosperity. We believed that it was the best way to end the attacks on our own planets by Denicorizen pirates. However, we never would have intervened directly. We only desired to help your own people who were fighting for freedom.”

			“What about your wife? Wasn’t she sent here to create the Resistance and cause the Revolution in the first place? That hardly sounds like the Union passively wanted our success!” sneered one older woman with steel-gray hair and gold-rimmed glasses.

			“My wife was not sent here by the Armada,” refuted Casey, his voice tightly controlled. “She was kidnapped by Citizen pirates on Zenith and traded to Denicorizen smugglers who then sold her into slavery. She was rescued by a member of the Resistance. I hardly need to repeat her history though. It is well known.”

			At this there was widespread muttering. Clearly, most of the Representatives if not all, had heard Andie’s broadcast confession. He knew that officially they could not consider it evidence, but it was still prejudicing them against him.

			“I don’t know how we can believe anything that you say about your wife,” scoffed another Representative. “We were all told she was killed the night of the Inaugural Ball and now apparently she is still alive. We all thought she was just Andrea Morten, wife of the Ambassador, yet she turns out to be the missing Sirra Bruche. Frankly, it makes it harder for me to believe any of your story, Ambassador.” Widespread nodding and murmured approval greeted this statement. Casey looked nervously to Filpot, who moved to Casey’s side. “Just tell them the truth, Ambassador,” Filpot recommended softly. “Let’s see if we can’t get them to move on.”

			“After the Revolution, you all know that Sirra Bruche disappeared,” Casey reminded the Representatives. “In truth, she did return to our home planet of Zenith for a time. I had known her from childhood, and we were married on Zenith. When I was offered the post of Ambassador we returned to Corizen, but she hid her former identity and went by her real name. We did this because a man named Othar Eshude had sworn a blood feud against Laeren Bruche, her first husband.”

			A collective gasp echoed in the chamber. Obviously, the Representatives knew exactly who Othar Eshude was now.

			“My wife wanted to protect herself and our child from a man who had sworn to kill her. The night of the Inaugural Ball he nearly succeeded. I worried that the next time we wouldn’t be so lucky, so I arranged a memorial service and told everyone she had died. In the end it didn’t matter because recently she was captured by the Brotherhood.” Casey’s voice cracked and he halted, trying not to let his worry about Andie overwhelm him. When he got control of his fear and looked up, some of the faces before him were decidedly more sympathetic. Maybe they would believe him.

			The Arbiter held up his hand and waited for complete silence.

			“At this time we will halt for a break. Court will resume in one hour,” he declared. All around them, Representatives rose and stretched before filing out of the chamber.

			Casey was escorted from the room by two guards. He spent the hour in a small holding cell. A nice lunch was provided for him but he was unable to eat more than a few bites. It was impossible to tell how Congress was reacting to the evidence, and answering the questions of ninety-something Representatives could take weeks. No wonder high court trials took forever. At this rate he would be fifty before his fate was finally decided.

			At the end of the break, his guards escorted him back to the trial chamber, but to his dismay, Filpot was nowhere to be seen. He waited anxiously for his advocate to arrive, but even after the entire Congress was seated and the Arbiter was calling them to order, Filpot’s chair remained empty. What possibly could have detained him now? Would they go on with the trial without him?

			“Let us resume these proceedings,” ordered the Arbiter. “Ambassador, please return to the witness chair.”

			Apparently they would.

			“Ambassador, so far your defense has not explained the testimony of Captain Jirac of the Palace Guard. He has testified that you approached him with threats and requests from the Brotherhood,” reminded the Arbiter. “If you have anything to counter that, let us hear it now.”

			Casey gave one final desperate glance at Filpot’s empty chair before answering.

			“Captain Jirac’s statement is false,” Casey explained simply. “I never tried to recruit him into the Brotherhood, I never asked for access to the Palace Grounds, and I definitely never threatened him or his family.”

			“Why would the Captain of the Palace Guard lie about something like this?” asked a Representative skeptically.

			“I don’t know,” answered Casey evenly. “That would be a very good question to ask the Captain. I can only say that I never did those things.”

			The gray-haired, mocking lady sniffed. “So either he is lying or you are. Yet the Palace Guard are thoroughly investigated and they have proved their loyalty again and again. While you have admitted you have lied to protect yourself or your wife in the past. Why should we believe you now?”

			“The Ambassador is guilty!” someone shouted from the back.

			Congress broke into muttering and angry exchanges. The Arbiter was trying vainly to restore order to the chambers when suddenly the floor-level door was flung open. Counsel Filpot rushed into the room breathlessly. “Wait!” he called.

			The Arbiter pressed a button on his small handheld microphone and a loud bell rang through the room. Instantly, the chambers quieted. The bell echoed for a minute before finally dying down. By then, all eyes were centered on Filpot who was standing with red cheeks in front of Casey.

			“I have new witnesses to call before you resume questioning the Ambassador,” Filpot insisted.

			The Representatives muttered among themselves and the Arbiter looked annoyed.

			“It would be an extremely unusual proceeding to allow witnesses who were not previously deposed,” the Arbiter replied, his voice gruff.

			“With all due respect,” responded Filpot drily, “this entire trial is an unusual proceeding.” The Arbiter seemed undecided for a moment. Casey hoped that he remembered that Congress had already changed the rules at least once by allowing Citizen witnesses.

			Finally the Arbiter shrugged. “Very well,” he conceded.

			Casey looked curiously to his advocate but Filpot was already heading back to the door. He opened it and ushered in four men and two women, all Denicorizen. There was another wave of excited whispers from the Congress seats.

			Casey immediately spotted Bret Ka, immaculately dressed and walking confidently back into the midst of his fellow Representatives. The first woman, noted Casey in shock, was none other than Jerrapo Coraelle. The second woman was an unfamiliar, middle-aged woman who stared determinedly at the floor. Jumping to the other three men, he studied their faces. One was a middle aged man, probably a little past Casey’s age. He was dressed soberly but somehow seemed to give off an air of excitement, even anticipation. The next man was a little older, whose face immediately conveyed both disappointment and weariness. However, when Casey’s eyes reached the final man, he caught his breath. He was a much older man, slightly bent with age, with a neatly trimmed beard and snowy hair. His intense gaze swept the Congress seats before settling on Casey. Casey returned the gaze in wonder. He had met with this man only a couple of times, but Thane Navaro was one of the heroes of the Revolution, a leader as well known as Morek-Li Damato. He had served in the first Congress but had retired several years ago and disappeared from view.

			Judging by the reaction in the Congress seats, Casey wasn’t the only one who recognized him. The Arbiter motioned to the guards stationed near the door, who brought in several chairs for the new witnesses. Casey returned to the accused’s chair and watched eagerly as his advocate asked Navaro to take the witness chair.

			Collectively, the whole room seemed to lean closer in anticipation.

			“Master Navaro, I have asked you here because I need you to refute some rumors that are clouding the Ambassador’s trial,” Filpot began, his voice ringing through the trial chamber. “We need to put them at rest so that the motives of Ambassador Morten may be clearly judged by Congress.”

			He cleared his throat. “Many members of this Congress have been misinformed as to the origin of the organization called the Resistance, which instigated the Revolution. As you were one of the founding members of this group, please explain to Congress exactly what influence Ambassador Morten and his wife Andrea had on the creation of the Resistance.”

			The entire room was silent as they waited for Navaro’s reply.

			“I assume that most of you Representatives have been deluded into thinking that somehow the Union had a hand in creating the Resistance,” rumbled Thane. “If you believe that, you must be the most ignorant herd of tadpoles ever elected to Congress.”

			Casey looked around at the dumbfounded expressions on the Representatives’ faces. He was sure they hadn’t been expecting to be called an “ignorant herd of tadpoles.” He smothered a smile. Navaro obviously wasn’t one to hold back.

			“The first Resistance meetings actually took place a good ten years before we ever made contact with anybody from the Union at all. As for the idea that Andrea was on some kind of top secret mission from the Armada to stir up revolutionary fervor, you would have to be the biggest ninny in the world to believe that arrant nonsense.”

			Another sensation for the Representatives. There were a few scattered snickers among Congress.

			“I was one of the first people in the Resistance to meet the woman known as Sirra Bruche. She wasn’t some dangerous agent highly trained in the arts of secret persuasion. She was a terrified child far from her home. We took her in and protected her. She did not use us in some convoluted way to serve the interests of the Union Premier. We, the leaders of the Resistance, used her when we wanted to contact the Union to ask for help. You blithering donkeys have it all backward.”

			At this a man Casey recognized as the Representative from the Gora District angrily jumped to his feet. “You are a senile old fool, Thane, and I don’t believe a word you say. We should not have to listen to the testimony of decrepit old men!” There was stunned silence for a moment and then chaos erupted in the chamber. Casey could see that most of the Representatives still considered Navaro with awe and respect and many were loudly decrying the rudeness of the Representative from Gora. Casey felt his spirits lift. It really sounded like most of Congress believed Navaro.

			The Arbiter finally managed to restore order and turned to Navaro.

			“Master Navaro, you may continue,” he directed politely.

			“As for Ambassador Morten, I never met him until after the Revolution. My responsibilities were for the Resistance on Urok, and I hardly ever came to Roma. Yet I frequently communicated with Miranda Bruche, who was his first contact, and later with Jenner Manat, who replaced her. Both described Morten as willing to help provide any supplies needed, but he was in no way involved in making decisions in the Resistance.”

			Navaro’s testimony clearly had an impact on Congress. He could see from just looking at the faces; many were more thoughtful and less openly disdainful of anything that was said.

			Filpot took the floor once more.

			“Thane Navaro, Mikal Saren, Walt Bene, Bret Ka, and Jerrapo Coraelle all sit before you today. All of them were high level leaders in the Resistance. They have all risked their lives in coming before you today to testify that the Revolution was begun by Denicorizens and carried out by Denicorizens and brought to its triumphant end by Denicorizens. Ambassador Morten was not and never has been involved in a Union plot to take over our planet by creating the Revolution.”

			The muttering was short this time and died out quickly. Filpot then called Jerrapo as a witness. Casey could read the puzzlement on many of the Representatives’ faces. Jerrapo had come before this very Congress to provide proof that the Armada was helping the Brotherhood. He knew they must be confused why she would now testify in his behalf. Casey wondered that himself.

			“As you know,” Jerrapo began, her cultured voice resonating through the room, “I came to you only weeks ago to show you proof that the Armada was providing weapons to the terrorists. I called for the eviction of the Armada from our planet, and you willingly rose to the task. Yet I come before you ashamed and appalled today, my fellow patriots. Because of my own prejudice and shortsightedness, we have done a terrible thing.”

			The Representatives stared at her in shock. Casey leaned forward, his eyes focused intently on Jerrapo. She clearly knew something important.

			“Captain Jirac earlier testified that Ambassador Morten tried to recruit him into the Brotherhood, and probably many of you trusted that statement without reservation. After all, if we cannot trust our own Palace Guard, whom can we trust?”

			“I am here before you today to tell you that the documents I gave to you to request the expulsion of the Armada were given to me by Captain Jirac. He said he had gotten them from an Armada acquaintance that needed to remain anonymous.”

			Jerrapo took a deep breath.

			“My dear fellow patriots, Captain Jirac is not who he says he is. He is an agent of the Brotherhood.”

			“How is that possible?” called a woman shrilly, her voice quaking. “Each Palace Guard is so thoroughly investigated!”

			“The original CPF soldier who was investigated before joining the Palace Guard was Evan Jirac. He easily passed all his background investigations and the truth serum interviews. Evan was a happily married man with two children and no links to the Brotherhood whatsoever. Evan had four brothers and sisters who vouched for his character. All of his siblings were investigated as well, except one older brother named Emir, who had apparently gone missing in a blizzard the year before and was presumed dead.”

			“The Captain Jirac who testified before you is not Evan Jirac, who passed his background investigation, but his brother Emir.” Casey sucked in his breath. An imposter!

			“How do you know this?” asked the Arbiter in astonishment, breaking his traditional role.

			Jerrapo smiled faintly. “I spoke with Evan Jirac’s wife this morning. She is your next witness.”

			Among the animated buzzing, the other woman was directed to the witness chair and introduced herself as Jana Jirac. She seemed terribly frightened. Her round face was waxen pale and her eyes darted all around the room as if she was afraid of the Representatives themselves. Obviously even the Arbiter could see her fear, and when he spoke he was kind.

			“Madam Jirac, you are the wife of Evan Jirac of the Palace Guard?”

			“Yes,” she answered quietly. The Arbiter pressed the microphone closer to her mouth. The room was utterly silent.

			“Is the man who testified last week your husband?”

			“No,” she replied tremulously. “Two years ago, just before Evan assumed his new post in the Palace Guard, his older brother Emir reappeared and kidnapped my husband. He told me that if I went along with his charade, Evan would not be killed. So he moved into our home and pretended to be my husband, taking his post in the Palace Guard.”

			“Why have you come forward now?” the Arbiter asked.

			“It has been so long, sir. My hope for Evan is exhausted and we can’t continue to live in fear like this,” she explained timidly. “Madam Coraelle came to visit me, and I confessed everything to her.”

			Madam Jirac’s short testimony was met with silence. Casey slumped back in his chair. He had known it; ever since Jirac’s blatant lies he had known that Jirac somehow was the key. However, he had never expected Jerrapo, of all people, to prove it.

			After a few closing statements from Filpot, Casey watched in amazement as Representative after Representative voted to acquit him of all the charges. In the end, the vote was clearly in his favor: eighty-five voted for acquittal, and only six voted to convict.

			The Arbiter then loudly announced. “The verdict is clear. Ambassador Casey Morten, you are hereby found not guilty of all charges.”

			Filpot came to Casey’s side and smiled widely. “Better than I could have dreamed,” he admitted. Casey grabbed him into a bear hug.

			A hand touched him on the shoulder and he turned to face Jerrapo, her eyes somber. “Ambassador,” she greeted seriously.

			“Madam,” he returned formally, unsure of what to expect. She had just defended him, but her tone was unsettling.

			“Come into the lobby, I have someone I would like you to meet.” Throwing a puzzled glance at Filpot he followed Jerrapo into the lobby. Waiting just outside the door was a young Denicorizen man who was staring around uneasily. Obviously he felt he was out of his element.

			“This is Zaq,” Jerrapo introduced. “He’s a former member of the Brotherhood who just brought us the possible location of the Oman.”

			“The location of Othar Eshude? That’s wonderful! Is the CPF moving in?”

			“Saren is getting a team together,” she explained. She paused for a moment taking a deep breath. “Zaq also spent the last several weeks on the run with Tiran.”

			“What?” exclaimed Casey. He turned to the young man. “Where is she? Is she okay?”

			“We have news about your family but you are not going to like it,” continued Jerrapo grimly, glancing at Zaq. All the blood drained from Casey’s face as he listened to Jerrapo’s story.

			



		

32. The Oman of the Brotherhood

			Andie lay on the cot staring blankly at the gray, pockmarked ceiling. How long had she been staying in this room? She couldn’t be sure; she only knew that she felt no desire to move from the cot. Her whole life seemed to have no meaning any more.

			Always she had thought she had done the best she could with what life had thrown at her. Yet last week she had wakened to find herself in the presence of the kindest, wisest man she had ever met. He had firmly explained to her that she had committed the most heinous crimes against all Denicorizens and most of all against the god Veshti. Never before had she felt such emotional agony. It was terrifying and awful, and she would have done anything to make it stop.

			In anguish she had cried out, pleading for forgiveness and asking what she could possibly do to atone for her mistakes.

			That was when she learned that her kind, wise savior was the Oman of the Brotherhood—none other than Othar Eshude himself. At first she had rebelled against that, but the ensuing agony reminded her that she needed to look at her life from a fresh perspective. Instantly, she knew she had been essentially wrong about the Oman for all these years. She had shrunk from his presence, her entire being trembling with unworthiness as he approached.

			Obviously Laeren had deceived her about Othar Eshude. This man was not a threat. She should have come to him sooner. She was certain he would help her put things right in her life again.

			Then he had condescended to give her an assignment.

			At first she was puzzled. He was asking her to lie about the way things had happened during the Revolution. It didn’t make any sense. If this man was truly a prophet for Veshti, why would he ask her to lie?

			Just then a blinding headache had distracted her. The Oman had then explained that it was the only way to set the proper order back in place on Corizen. Only by appearing and confessing to these crimes she had never committed could she truly make up for the horrible sin of helping the Revolution succeed.

			Thoughtfully she remembered her publicized confession. It had gone mostly as it was supposed to, but sometimes the statements had stuck in her throat. It was so hard to lie, even though the Oman had commanded it. And the final part where she had been instructed to plead with her daughter to turn herself in? She had simply been unable to say the words. No matter what the Oman had told her, she knew Tiran was not guilty of any of these sins. Tiran had never had anything to do with furthering the Revolution. These heretical thoughts had caused so much pain that she had passed out completely.

			Idly she wondered if she had atoned enough yet to make up for ending the Kruundin City siege. The Oman had promised her forgiveness, but she wasn’t sure she had earned it yet. Maybe if she did, the Oman would let Tiran alone. Tiran shouldn’t have to be responsible for the mistakes of her parents.

			After hours of the thoughts fruitlessly spinning in these circles, a knock sounded at her door. She quickly sat up and tried to make herself presentable. The door opened and she was graced by the presence of the Oman himself. Trailing him were a couple of his most loyal guards, completely hidden in ink-black robes that rustled as they strode into the room. In between those guards trudged an immediately familiar young woman.

			Andie gasped.

			The Oman smiled benevolently.

			“I have been hoping to be the means of this reunion for quite some time. I can see it by the expression on your face, Madam Bruche, but let us be completely clear. Is this truly your daughter Tiran?”

			“Yes,” choked Andie, tears swimming in her eyes.

			“Indeed I had hoped so,” observed the Oman with satisfaction. “Let me ask you another question. It is absolutely imperative that you answer me correctly.” He paused for a moment. Andie closed her eyes against the dull throbbing pain behind her eyes.

			“Laeren Bruche was in fact the father of this girl?” he questioned directly.

			“Yes,” Andie answered, her heart hammering fiercely in her chest. She had no idea why. She knew without doubt that the Oman could be trusted. Couldn’t he?

			“She is the only child you ever had with Laeren Bruche, correct?” he further clarified.

			“Yes,” Andie answered faintly.

			A slow smile stretched across the Oman’s face. “You have been most helpful, my dear. Almost you have done enough to earn forgiveness. Only one more thing will be required of you, I think.” He waved his hand, and the guards pushed an unresisting Tiran further into the room while the Oman left the room without another word. The guards turned abruptly and followed him out, leaving Andie and Tiran alone in the locked room.

			Andie turned to her daughter, still unable to believe that Tiran was here. She hungrily drank in everything about her. She had grown a little taller during the last year, Andie was sure. She was dressed nicely with a dark green cloak of good quality hung about her neck. Obviously she hadn’t starved wherever she had been staying. Tiran was standing back, studying her a little bit warily. Was it possible that her daughter was actually afraid of her?

			“Tiran?” she broke the silence, her voice wavering a bit. The awkwardness immediately dissolved and Tiran ran into her arms, hugging her tightly.

			“Oh Mom, I’m so happy to see you! I never thought I’d see you again—I thought you were dead—and then when I knew you were alive but had been captured by the Brotherhood I was so terrified,” Tiran babbled, her voice hysterical.

			Andie winced for a moment. “I don’t think there’s anything to be afraid of.” But part of her was still frightened, regardless of the voice in her head telling her everything was fine. Tiran broke away from her and looked down into her mother’s face. Somehow it was so strange to have her daughter tower over her like this. It was just yesterday her daughter was a small child.

			“Mom,” Tiran said firmly, “there are plenty of reasons to be afraid. If you really think about it you’ll know what I’m talking about.” Andie knew what her daughter said was true, but she just couldn’t think of the reason why the Brotherhood would treat them harshly unless they truly deserved it.

			“No, I’m sure they’ll let you go, Tiran. You never did anything wrong, and the Oman couldn’t be unjust.” Tiran shook her head. “They will let you go,” Andie insisted.

			“Mom, listen to yourself,” Tiran refuted patiently. “Othar Eshude swore a blood feud, remember? He will never let me go, no matter what. If we are really lucky, he might let you go though,” Tiran added hopefully.

			Suddenly the truth of their situation pierced through Andie’s mental fog.

			“No, he won’t let me go either,” Andie croaked. “He can’t fulfill the blood feud any other way.” A burst of hatred for this man who was going to kill her daughter surged through her body, only to be followed by pain so intense that the room swam dizzily and she collapsed onto the bed. Gasping for breath, she pressed her hands to her temples. Tiran dropped to her side and watched her with worried eyes.

			“The Oman did something to you, Mom. He put an implant of some kind at the base of your neck. It makes you hurt every time you try to go against him.” Andie heard the words with silent astonishment, but even as Tiran spoke more pain was radiating from her head down the length of her spine. The pain itself seemed to confirm Tiran’s explanation.

			“Oh dear heaven, what did he do to me?” she whispered, fighting the pain. Would she ever be normal again? Even now part of her mind screamed that she was betraying the Oman, that she was bringing condemnation down on her head.

			“You have to fight it, Mom. Don’t let him control your mind,” Tiran urged. “He’s trying to turn you against everyone. Do you really want to be an enemy to all your friends—even an enemy to Dad?”

			“No,” struggled Andie, her breath labored. “No, I don’t want to destroy your father like that.”

			“I have a friend that can deactivate the implant,” Tiran explained. “If you can just hang on until we can be rescued, things will be fine,” she tried to reassure. Andie listened to her with a sliver of hope. Now if only someone could get them out of here.

			“Where have you been, Tiran?” she asked in an effort to distract herself from the pain. “How did the Brotherhood capture you?”

			Tiran bit her lip. Andie sensed her daughter’s discomfort in talking about Markus. Part of her wanted to say “I told you so,” but she managed to keep quiet. Her daughter had been set up from the start; there was no reason to make her feel worse than she already did.

			“Well, I left the Inaugural Ball with Markus,” Tiran finally admitted. “We were going to elope. We got all the way to Kruundin City before I found out that you had been shot.” Tiran fell silent again. Andie wondered if Tiran had ever learned who Markus really was. Did Erron tell her the truth at some point?

			“He abandoned me in the shuttleport. He saw the news like I did and ran off to save his own skin,” Tiran muttered bitterly. Andie put her hand on her daughter’s. It’s never easy to find out you’ve been betrayed, she thought sadly. Still, it was a better ending than it could have been. But how had Tiran survived all that time in Kruundin City by herself?

			She started to ask, but Tiran was frowning thoughtfully. “I don’t think I should tell you any more right now, Mom,” she decided. Andie was taken aback.

			“You see, you do still have that implant, and you can’t be sure you’ll always be able to fight it. What if I tell you about my new friends and the Oman wants that information from you? It’s better that you don’t know.” Andie knew she had a point because the minute Tiran suggested this, she had the violent urge to run and pound on the door so she could tell the guards that Tiran was concealing information about traitors to the Brotherhood. She fought against the incoming wave of pain and tried to smile at her daughter.

			“You’re right,” Andie conceded, her smile twisting into a grimace. They stood silently for a moment and then Tiran yawned hugely.

			“S-s-s-sorry,” she yawned again. “I’m so tired. I was up almost all night.”

			Andie gestured toward the bed. “Lie down and get some rest, sweetheart. You might need it. Who knows what’s ahead of us. I’ll keep an eye on you.”

			Tiran gratefully draped herself across the bed and Andie slid onto the floor next to the bed. She tried to clear her thoughts and just focus on the fact that Tiran was alive. It didn’t cause her any pain, and she had no strange urges to jump and call for the guards. The afternoon passed slowly away into the evening and eventually she slept, her head pillowed upright against the side of the mattress.

			



		

33. Mazor Theater

			Tiran woke to her mother gently shaking her shoulder. “Tiran, honey,” she was calling softly. She groaned and tried to roll over. She didn’t want to get up yet.

			“Tiran,” said her mother again, more firmly this time. Suddenly, Tiran remembered where she was and her eyes flew open.

			“What is it?” she asked fearfully, then struggled hastily to her feet. Two guards towered behind her mother. They were dressed in black robes but not hooded. One was a thin young man with straggly hair and a hawk-like nose, probably Tiran’s age. The other was probably in his early thirties, with classically sculptured features and a broad forehead. He was handsome enough to be a model, but he was scowling blackly at her. Tiran shrank back toward the bed.

			“Put your hands out,” the surly guard ordered. Her mother immediately complied and he snapped a pair of heavy manacles on her wrists. Tiran eyed them apprehensively. If she was wearing those things, how would they ever manage to escape? Wasn’t there some way she could get around wearing them?

			“Go ahead, Tiran,” encouraged her mother calmly. Tiran shot a glance at her mother. Did her mother have some kind of a plan, or was this more of her implant-encouraged passivity? Finally, she shrugged and held out her hands. Nothing better had occurred to her and she probably wouldn’t get anything but another knock on the head if she resisted.

			“Could you tell us where we are going?” her mother asked the guards politely.

			The younger guard shifted uncomfortably but the other one just grunted, “The Oman needs you now.”

			Her mother seemed satisfied with that, and once again Tiran wanted to remind her mother to fight back.

			“Needs us for what?” she challenged, gazing boldly at the younger guard. He blushed and looked away.

			“You’ll find out soon enough,” the other guard muttered. “Now shut up, won’t you?”

			Grudgingly, Tiran held her tongue. Normally she would have found it easy to keep silent, but today something impelled her to speak up. Maybe it was her mother’s uncharacteristic inaction. Tiran wanted nothing more than to demand angrily that these guards defend their actions. Not that it would do any good. They were implanted just like her mother. For a moment, Tiran considered that as they trudged through the dim hallways after the guards. Were these men acting against their own better judgment? If they didn’t have those implants would they stand up against the Oman, or would they be joining in anyway? Maybe they had families who were worried sick about them. It was an unsettling thought.

			Finally, after plodding around corner after corner they reached a plain dark door. Tiran could hear the muffled voices of a huge crowd of people. It could be thousands it was so loud. Where was this place? Where were all those voices coming from? She turned to her mother.

			Her mother was standing utterly still, her head cocked and her eyes thoughtful. Obviously she could hear it too. What was going on? Was the Oman going to have them make some kind of public appearance? Maybe he wanted to show them off, gloat a little. Tiran groaned in disgust. Still, she thought more hopefully, that could be a good thing. Maybe it would let somebody know where they were so they could be rescued.

			All of a sudden she could hear footsteps echoing down the hallway. Whipping around, she saw another group of people coming toward them. In the dim light she couldn’t make out much, but she was sure that the front two were guards wearing those billowing robes.

			They walked closer and Tiran could hear a sharp intake of breath from someone in the middle. They were now close enough that she could tell it was another two prisoners. Then her eyes widened in dismay at the sight of Burke and his sister Shelle.

			“‘Lo, Tiran,” greeted Burke morosely, as they drew near the door and stopped. The two new guards moved behind Burke and Shelle so the group was surrounded as they waited at the door. Burke looked awful, not at all like his normal jovial self. His bottom lip was split and puffy, and his left eye was blacked and swollen shut. He had long scratches down the side of his face. Shelle also looked like she had been in a terrible fight. Her face was bruised and it looked like a clump of her hair had been ripped right out of her head.

			“What happened to you?” Tiran breathed.

			“We got ambushed during our trip to the Den, and . . .” Burke started to explain, but then one of the guards snapped tersely, “Shut your trap.” The guard glared around at all of them ordering, “I don’t want to hear a word out of any of you.” Burke’s mouth closed and he looked at the ground.

			“Oh, go shove your nose up a chimney,” retorted Shelle, obviously not cowed. “What more are you going to do to us, eh? You think we’re going to plot some kind of rebellion now?” She snorted. “Have to keep us quiet or we might wake up those dead lumps you call your brains.” The guard muttered back under his breath but didn’t do anything else.

			“That’s what I thought,” Shelle finished with a sneer.

			Tiran laughed before she could help herself. Her mother turned to her and shook her head warningly.

			“You must be Andrea Morten,” Shelle observed, turning to her mother. Her mother nodded with a tentative smile.

			“The famous Sirra Bruche in the flesh,” Shelle commented. “Did you know I hated you for years?” she continued conversationally. Tiran flashed a nervous look at her mother, whose brow had furrowed. “Course I didn’t have much good reason,” explained Shelle. “Only that my smuggling business was pretty much killed when the Union came in. Wasn’t really your fault though. Amazing what propaganda will do to a person,” Shelle remarked without rancor. “Take these slugs,” she continued, pointing over her shoulder at the guards. “Probably hate us all, thinking they’re doing everyone a favor by ridding the world of us. Not a shred of decency or honor left in their souls. A pathetic lot, really.”

			Tiran suppressed a hysterical giggle again. Her scowling guard was studiously ignoring everything Shelle said, but the color was rising in the cheeks in the two back guards. The younger one was staring determinedly at the floor. Shelle was definitely a difficult person to subdue.

			“Where are we?” Tiran asked the group. Her guards remained silent but Shelle chuckled without humor.

			“This is the Mazor Theater. They used to hold plays for the Nobles here before the Revolution. The Oman uses it when he has something special planned for his followers,” she explained drily. From the other side of the door Tiran could hear a loud voice and then thunderous applause. It sounded like some kind of rally was going on. She edged closer to the door, trying to make out the words.

			However, scuffling footsteps announced another prisoner, and Tiran swiveled to see a single person being led by two more guards. For a moment her heart jumped into her throat. It wasn’t Zaq was it? She looked worriedly at Burke and Shelle. If they had been captured during their raid of the Brotherhood’s hideout, where was Zaq? He hadn’t been . . . but no, she couldn’t even think it. Then with relief she realized the new prisoner was a woman.

			Her relief suddenly dissolved into horror.

			It was Sister Marna from the Women of the Tender Heart.

			“Oh, surely not,” Sister Marna whispered softly as she locked eyes with Tiran. Tiran’s heart throbbed painfully. Had she led the Brotherhood straight to Sister Marna? Was it her fault that all these people were standing here in this bleak, drafty hallway?

			She started to ask Sister Marna what had happened, when a knock sounded at the door. The guards turned around and roughly forced the prisoners into a line. Then the first guard opened the door and led them through.

			A sudden roaring swept into Tiran’s ears and a bright light blinded her. She stumbled after her mother, nearly tripping as she made her way up a wooden staircase. The roaring finally coalesced into the cheering of hundreds of people. Tiran’s eyes adjusted, and she anxiously surveyed the scene before her. They were being led onto a huge wooden stage. Staring out from the stage she could see a room filled with rows and rows of people, all wearing dark robes and yelling, clapping, hissing, or jeering. She could see some of the front row and the faces looked deranged. They leered at Tiran, mouths opened as they shouted, their eyes feverish and red. It was as if she had been forced on display in a room full of demons.

			Huge pillars had been erected at the back of the stage with flames spouting from the tops. The smoke burned her nose and made her eyes water. Squinting, she saw a raised pedestal in the center of the stage with five wooden contraptions of some kind placed before it. On the pedestal she recognized the Oman. Othar Eshude was standing with his arms raised in a V and his eyes closed and his chin lifted high. A spotlight kept him brightly illuminated.

			The guards led each of the prisoners to a place behind one of the wooden contraptions, and Tiran saw that they vaguely reminded her of the stocks that used to be used to punish runaway slaves by immobilizing them for hours on their knees. Only there were no holes for her hands. She knew that couldn’t be a good sign. Was this it then? Was it a public execution?

			Behind her the Oman spoke, his harsh voice echoing through the room.

			“Tonight we witness the bounty of the most wonderful Veshti! He has provided us with not only one, but five of the most heinous blasphemers to walk the planet of Corizen.”

			Tiran listened in disbelief. I am a heinous blasphemer? Look in the mirror, she thought rebelliously. Unfortunately the crowd didn’t seem to agree. They were cheering madly at this inflammatory beginning. She glanced sideways at her mother who was standing in front of the center stockade. Did her mother agree with it too? The light reflected off a tear dripping slowly down her mother’s cheek, and her eyes were squeezed shut in obvious pain.

			“Now we will give them a final chance to confess in the hopes that Veshti may find it in his heart to forgive them. Then we will send them to the bar of justice that awaits them after this life,” thundered Othar.

			“Sven Burke, traitor to the Brotherhood, do you wish to confess to your sins?” demanded Othar. Burke was positioned to the far left. Tiran craned her neck to get a glimpse of him. He was slouching in front of the stockade, his head drooping. His guard stood just behind him hefting some kind of heavy glinting weapon in his left hand. Tiran swallowed nervously. Risking a quick glance behind her, she caught sight of the youngest guard positioned a foot behind her. He too held something that looked like it might be a large sword.

			A moment had passed and Burke had remained silent. Obviously he did not feel he needed to confess to anything.

			“So be it,” declared the Oman. He pointed at Burke’s sister. “Shelle Alain, traitor to the Brotherhood, do you have any final words?”

			Shelle was also silent for a moment. Tiran wondered if her defiance had ebbed away in the face of the malevolent crowd. Then before the Oman could move on, Shelle spoke up. “I used to think you were a prophet,” she said loudly so that the audience could hear her. “I used to believe, but you’re nothing but an imposter!” she accused. Hissing and cries of outrage greeted her statement.

			“May Veshti withhold mercy from your rebellious soul,” replied the Oman coldly. He turned to Tiran’s mother who had her manacles pressed to her forehead by now.

			“Andrea Morten, formerly known as Sirra Bruche, agent of the nefarious Union and enemy to Veshti. Set an example of humility by confessing your crimes one last time,” he ordered.

			Tiran watched her mother fearfully. Was she going to lie for the Oman again? However, her mother didn’t say anything. The seconds stretched out to a minute and still her mother did not speak. It must be costing her tremendous effort to directly disobey the Oman. Tiran risked a glance backward at him; he was frowning down at her mother’s stiff form. Finally, he waved his arm.

			“Your punishment is just then,” he declared shortly. Then, Tiran could feel his eyes boring into the back of her head. She flinched and waited for him to condemn her.

			“Tiran Bruche, also known as Tiran Morten. Enemy of Veshti and corrupter of faithful Brethren, speak your final words before you meet your Creator.”

			Corrupter of faithful Brethren? Did he mean Zaq? What had he done with Zaq?

			“I am not an enemy of Veshti!” Tiran cried out against him. “I’ve never corrupted anyone!”

			The crowd jeered at her but she looked to her right at Sister Marna who smiled encouragingly at her. Her heart was pounding. Wasn’t there some way she could get out of here? She could try to run for it but she was surrounded by devoted, mindless slaves of the Oman.

			“Maybe Veshti will have mercy on one so young, but I fear with such a hard heart it may not be so,” said the Oman sorrowfully. Tiran stared unseeing into the crowd, her eyes filled with tears. At least she would be strong like her mother. She wouldn’t plead with this heartless monster.

			“Ahna Foedor, also known as Sister Marna of the Women of the Tender Heart. You are the worst blasphemer of all—you pretend to serve Veshti yet defile Him by your actions. Have you any last words?” demanded the Oman fiercely.

			“Veshti commands that we love and serve others around us,” Sister Marna stated loudly and clearly. Her voice rang through the stage and even some of the audience quieted momentarily. “Think about what you are doing!” she cried to the faceless numbers before them. “Veshti does not want us to frighten or terrorize or kill our neighbors and our friends and our families! Yet this man is asking you to do all this and more. Your Oman is no prophet; he is a vile servant of the Great Enemy, and Veshti will not allow his oppression to continue forever!”

			“Enough!” bellowed the Oman. The crowd roared, angered by Sister Marna’s words.

			“You can choose good instead of evil!” Sister Marna continued, shouting to be heard over the crowd. “You do not have to follow this false prophet! Listen to your heart; it will tell you that what I say is the truth!”

			The crowd went crazy, most of them spitting at Sister Marna’s plea or screaming insults at her. However, Tiran noticed a face here and there that was thoughtful, obviously taken aback by Sister Marna’s words.

			“Silence her!” demanded the Oman, his calm veneer cracking. He pointed his shaking finger at her. “I refuse to listen to any more of her lies, her hypocrisy!” The guard behind Sister Marna pulled a scarf from his robes and tied it tightly over her mouth, ending her attempts at addressing the angry members of the audience.

			“The time has come,” the Oman declared, inhaling deeply and regaining his composure. “Put them into position.”

			



		

34. The Judgment

			The guard behind Tiran prodded her back. She took a step toward the stockade but couldn’t manage to get any closer. He pressed heavily onto her back, forcing her to her knees, and then clumsily held her head down into place while he lowered the heavy wood beam on top of her neck. Tiran found herself on all fours, her head immobilized by the stockade. The tears were flowing quickly now, and terror threatened to overwhelm her. She tried to twist to see her mother, but her head couldn’t move. Then the young guard shifted to her side. She felt the faint whoosh of air as he raised his sword and squeezed her eyes shut. Silently she offered a plea to Veshti, just as Sister Marna had taught her months ago. Please don’t let me die, she thought desperately. Please save us!

			“Please don’t kill me,” she whispered aloud. There was a stifled choking sound and with a thud, her guard’s sword dropped to the ground.

			“What is the matter?” challenged the Oman incredulously. “Raise your sword, my son. On my direction the blade must fall!”

			“I can’t,” muttered her guard, stepping away. “I can’t do it.”

			“Am I surrounded by the unfaithful?” spluttered the Oman. “Step forward now, or I will . . .”

			A deep rumbling noise rolled toward them. It sounded like a shuttle rushing toward the building, and then suddenly the entire building was shaking.

			“Earthquake! Earthquake!” someone shrieked. Tiran’s teeth rattled in her head and her ears echoed with screaming and crashing. Her body jerked up into the air as the stage buckled. Something slammed into her legs and she was falling, choking on dust, unable to breathe. The thunder and shaking slowly trailed off and Tiran tried to get oriented again. She was covered in bits of wood. The wooden harness that had held her head down had cracked, and she reached up and awkwardly shoved it off her neck with her bound hands. All around her, hysterical screaming and sobbing echoed through the theater. The smell of smoke was heavy in the air, and she could hear the crackling of flames. Scrambling to her feet she saw that her half of the stage had collapsed. The heavy columns had tumbled, and the fire was spreading rapidly into the wooden splinters of the stage.

			“Here,” coughed a voice behind her. She spun to see the young guard crawling toward her. He pulled something from his robes. “It’s a manacle key,” he spluttered, handing it out to her. “Unlock yourself and get out, quickly.”

			Tiran snatched the key and shakily unlocked the iron fetters. “Thanks,” she wheezed, the smoke making it hard to breathe. He nodded and stood. “Get out quickly,” he urged again and then plunged off the stage into the mass of people surging for the doors.

			Tiran whirled, trying to find her mother in the middle of the wreckage of the stage. Through the haze she caught a glimpse of a ghostly hand poking through a pile of rubble. She rushed to the pile and started digging frantically. “Mom!” she called frantically. “Mom, can you hear me?” She uncovered her mother’s arm, then her head. Her mother’s eyes were closed and a gash on her head was bleeding freely. For a moment Tiran’s head swam.

			“Mom!” she called urgently, clearing away the rest of the debris.

			A hand clamped down on her shoulder. She whipped around to see Sister Marna standing unscathed except for a long gash across her cheek. The scarf was still knotted around her mouth. Tiran quickly tugged it down until it hung around her neck. “Unlock my hands,” Sister Marna directed calmly. Tiran fumbled for the key and managed to click open the manacles.

			“Can you rouse her?” Sister Marna asked, crouching next to Tiran’s mother. “We have to get out of here—the fire is spreading quickly.”

			“No,” fretted Tiran, glancing at the flames licking their way up the curtained panels at the back of the stage. She heard a cry to her left and remembered Burke and Shelle.

			“I’ll take your mother; go find the others,” ordered Sister Marna. Leaving her to drag her mother away from the stage, Tiran skirted a large pile of what looked like the ceiling and climbed up a metal girder onto the part of the stage that was still standing. She stopped in shock as she reached the top. One of the columns had come down right onto the Oman. She could see just enough to be sure he had probably been crushed instantly. For a moment she gagged as the bile rose in her throat. Then she edged quickly around the column with her eyes averted. She found Shelle and Burke still stuck in the stockades. Rushing to Shelle first she shoved the wooden bar off her head and then picked open the manacles. Without stopping to check on the moaning Shelle she moved to Burke, freeing him as well.

			Burke staggered to his feet. His leg was sliced open, and he could barely manage to walk. Shelle appeared at their side and without a word, slung her brother’s arm around her shoulder and started to ease him back toward the door. Just then a flaming beam tumbled from the already crumbling roof in front of them.

			“Looks like our way is blocked,” grunted Shelle. “Guess we’ll follow the crowd.” She heaved her brother toward the edge of the stage, Tiran leading the way.

			“See any way out of here?” asked Shelle. Tiran scanned the quickly emptying theater. There seemed to be two exits in the back, but they were so packed with bodies it might be impossible to get out. Finally she spotted Sister Marna, still dragging her mother toward a door at the bottom level of the seating.

			“There,” Tiran pointed. She jumped down off the stage and helped Shelle ease Burke down. As quickly as Burke could hobble, they made their way toward the door where Sister Marna was headed. It was getting harder and harder to breathe. Tiran’s eyes were watering so badly she could hardly see, and every so often coughs wracked her body so hard she couldn’t draw a breath. When she reached Sister Marna she grabbed her mother’s legs to help lug her unconscious body from the room. Once all five of them had made it into the hallway Sister Marna turned to the others.

			“Does anybody know the way out of here?” she asked, her voice tight.

			“Let’s just head down the hallway, anywhere’s got to be better than right next to the inferno,” suggested Burke wincing.

			“That way,” suggested Shelle pointing to the left. “The smoke seems less in that direction.” They trudged down the hallway for another five minutes, passing several doors on the right. At each door, Shelle eagerly pushed it open, only to find yet another dressing room or storage room. There didn’t seem to be any way out of this place at all. Tiran tried not to think about it. Instead, she concentrated on just moving her mother’s inert form down the hallway and farther from the fire. She’ll be fine, she told herself. We’ll get out of here and everything will be all right.

			It seemed hours later when Tiran and Shelle finally pushed their way through a partially blocked doorway into the sunlight. In reality it had only taken probably five minutes. Once an aftershock had forced them to stop, and it sent more debris raining from the ceiling. Fortunately the backstage area of the theater seemed to be made of stone, and there was little smoke from the fire on the stage. At last they emerged into an empty lot that bordered the back of the theater. Tiran got her first glimpse of the town as they rounded the corner of the huge theater building.

			“Where are we?” she gasped.

			It looked like it had once been a very upscale town. Almost all of the buildings were made of some kind of stone that sparkled in the sun. There were large mansions five and six stories tall, still enclosed by towering walls.

			“This is the town of Mazor,” observed Shelle with a shudder. “Before the Revolution it was called the Playground of the Nobles. Awful things happened here . . .” her voice trailed off. “Evil things. When the Royals and Nobles who survived the Revolution left for Nubia it was abandoned. Nobody came here because of its past, so the Brotherhood made a base of sorts here.”

			Tiran stared around her, chills sneaking down her spine. Vines crept over the walls, and weeds poked through cracks in the pavement. Damage from the earthquake could be seen as well. Some of the walls had crumbled completely, and several of the tall mansions had partially collapsed. In some places though, Tiran couldn’t be sure if the damage was from the earthquake or just the passage of time. For instance, she couldn’t see a single window that hadn’t been broken, but she wasn’t sure if that was from the earthquake or before.

			Even though the street appeared to be deserted, Tiran could hear shouting and crying in the distance. Mazor wasn’t deserted at the moment, anyway.

			“We need to keep moving,” Sister Marna urged. Tiran once again helped lift her mother’s body. They trudged forward a few paces, Tiran’s arms aching from the strain. They hadn’t even made it out to the street when Burke groaned and stopped. “I can’t go any farther,” he grunted. “I’m getting faint. If we don’t get this bleeding stopped I’m going to die.” Tiran looked at his tattered leg and then at Shelle, whose lips were white. Her own stomach lurched again. She couldn’t even begin to think what should be done for Burke’s leg. Then Sister Marna gently lowered Tiran’s mother to the ground and pulled off the scarf still tied around her neck. Snatching a small wooden stake from the ground, she used the scarf and the stick to fashion a tourniquet for Burke’s leg.

			“I think someone is going to have to go for help. Burke can’t walk, and Madam Morten is still unconscious,” Sister Marna directed.

			“I’ll go,” Tiran volunteered, trying to sound brave. The thought terrified her but she just couldn’t stand here. “But I don’t know where to go . . .” she trailed off.

			“I’ll go with you,” Shelle decided. “The Sister can stay here and watch over the others.”

			“May Veshti protect you. And hurry!” urged Sister Marna. Shelle raced down the lot to the street and Tiran followed her blindly. Another miracle, that’s all it would take. They had been granted one reprieve; they just needed one more.

			“Come on,” directed Shelle, starting down the street at a brisk pace. “This town is probably deserted of anyone but the Brotherhood right now, but we need to find someone with access to a terminal, or if we’re lucky, there’s a doctor in this crowd.” Tiran followed her until they reached the street corner. Rounding the corner she halted abruptly. They had run right into a large mass of black-robed people milling in a large open square. Some were injured and some seemed to be dazed. Others were nearly hysterical while a few hardy people were capably tending to those who were hurt.

			To the left, Tiran could see a couple of open doors with smoke pouring out. Immediately she understood. This was the front side of the burning theater where the crowd had been pushing to get to.

			Tiran clutched at Shelle, trying to pull her back behind the corner.

			“Shelle!” she whispered urgently. “I think we should go back. What if someone recognizes us?”

			“There is no one living in this town, Tiran. We are not going to find a terminal anywhere else,” reminded Shelle.

			“Still, there has to be another way to do this,” protested Tiran fearfully. “They’ll kill us!”

			Shelle shook her head. “Didn’t you see? The Oman’s dead. Everyone’s going to be back to normal. Someone in this group will be able to help us.”

			But Tiran’s feeling of dread only increased. Some instinct warned her away from this group of people who had been so eager for her death only a short while earlier. Shelle moved forward into the crowd, but Tiran hung back at a distance watching warily. A woman kneeling not too far from her was rocking back and forth. “He’s dead!” she wailed, keening piteously. “Our prophet is dead!” A man a bit farther off was shaking his fist at the sky. “How could you do this to us, Veshti? Were we not worthy enough of his presence?”

			All around, Tiran listened in horror to the expressions of grief and fury at the loss of the Oman. It didn’t sound at all like those implants had quit working just because the Oman had died.

			“There she is! One of the traitors!” an angry voice shrieked. “She’s the one who brought this on us! Her and the other traitors! Veshti took away our prophet because we let them live!” A mob of people suddenly converged toward a spot not fifty feet from Tiran, in the direction that Shelle had pushed.

			Tiran started forward in horror. Were they yelling about Shelle? She couldn’t see over the horde of bodies. Turning back to the building, she spotted several fallen beams and started to climb.

			She heard Shelle’s loud voice above the crowd. “I am one of you! I just need some help, that’s all!” she cried.

			“You are a traitor!” yelled some unknown harasser. “Death to the traitor! Death! Death!” The chant was taken up by the crowd.

			Death! Death!

			Tiran reached the high point of her precarious position on the fallen support beams and turned to the roiling throng of humanity. She couldn’t see Shelle at all among the flailing arms and flying rocks. Her stomach lurched. A wave of faintness swept over her and she nearly lost her balance.

			Clinging to one of the beams, she tried to breathe deeply. She had to be calm. The most important thing was to get away before someone saw her. She had to find help from someone. Far too late to help Shelle, but she could still help her mother and Sister Marna and Burke. Opening her eyes and drawing a deep breath, she slowly and quietly made her way back down to the ground.

			“Look!” screeched a voice. “There’s another one!” Tiran didn’t waste time looking back. Instead, she sprinted down the street. She heard cries behind her as some of the crowd gave chase. Tiran ran as she never had before. Her chest felt like it might explode and a stitch was forming in her side, but still they were gaining on her. She could hear the footsteps pounding right behind. A sudden flash blinded her and she tripped and slammed onto the ground, her hands just barely breaking her fall. Instinctively she curled into a ball, protected her head with her arms and waited for the blows to come.

			



		

35. Fury

			Andie woke to the sound of low moaning to her side. Her eyes fluttered open and she saw that she was lying on some kind of hard pavement facing a dull gray sky. Rolling over, she saw that the moaning was coming from a man on the ground beside her with a horribly gashed leg and a battered face. Quickly she tried to sit up.

			“Easy there. I think you might have a concussion,” advised a quiet voice. Andie turned to see a stately woman with a smudged blue dress and tangled white hair. She immediately recognized her as the prisoner the Oman had referred to as Sister Marna. Another blasphemer like me, she thought, but then shook her head. Where did that come from? She had no reason to judge this woman. She pressed a hand to her aching temple.

			“What happened?” she asked shakily.

			“There was an earthquake,” Sister Marna said solemnly. “I think it may have been a judgment, actually,” she added, more to herself.

			“An earthquake?” Andie repeated anxiously. “Was anyone hurt? Where is Tiran?”

			“Tiran’s fine. She went with the other woman—Shelle, I think her name was—to get some help for us,” explained Sister Marna. Andie twisted uneasily trying to see down the street. Looking up, she saw the smoke rising from the building next to them.

			“Is that the building we were in?” she asked, her voice shaking.

			“Yes,” Sister Marna answered. “With the earthquake the stage caught on fire.”

			“But the Oman, did he get out?” Andie asked anxiously. “He got out didn’t he?” Then she grimaced. Why in the world was she worried about this man who had just tried to have her daughter executed? Still, the tight feeling in her chest continued and she restlessly wanted to dart back into the building to look for him. Sister Marna was frowning at her.

			“It’s all wrong,” Andie murmured, her head pounding. “These feelings, they are all wrong. It’s not me at all.”

			Faint chortling startled her. Andie and Sister Marna both turned in surprise.

			“No, it’s not you at all,” the man chuckled feebly.

			“Do I know you?” Andie asked, her brow furrowing. It was so hard to think. Her head ached terribly.

			“Not formally,” the man said. “We had the pleasure of meeting once before, long ago, but I don’t think you’d remember. Name’s Burke.” Andie studied his face, puzzled. Did she know a Burke? It didn’t sound familiar.

			Sister Marna knelt at his side. “You need to rest, Burke,” she chided gently.

			“I’m resting. Lying here like a sack on the ground. Can’t rest any more than that.” He turned his head and nodded at Andie.

			“I owe you an apology,” he began, his voice more serious and scarcely louder than a whisper.

			“An apology?” asked Andie bewildered. “What for?”

			“For taking you away from your home. For selling you to Jaory. I was a foolish man, and all of us, we only thought of the money. I never thought I might be ruining your life,” he explained, his voice hoarse.

			“Oh,” Andie exhaled. “You were one of those smugglers.”

			“I was. I stood next to you and delivered you into the hands of a man without conscience, and I can only say I’m sorry. Just glad I get to apologize before I die,” he added with a weak laugh. Andie stared thoughtfully at Burke for a moment and then she leaned over, her face next to his.

			“It didn’t ruin my life,” she told him softly. “It’s been a rough ride sometimes, but I wouldn’t change any of it. Not a thing.” It was the truth. Her life had been hard and frightening at times, but in the end it had all been worth it.

			Burke smiled widely and then groaned, his lips white. Andie watched anxiously as Burke’s eyes drooped shut.

			“I hope he can hold on just a little longer,” Sister Marna worried, looking around them impatiently.

			Suddenly the distant shouting swelled.

			“They’re coming toward us,” Andie whispered. Sister Marna looked toward the street then around the empty lot. Andie followed her gaze. At the back of the lot was another building but there were no doors. The side opposite the theater was blocked by a large building also, but there were some stacks of crates. Some of them had been smashed by falling roof tiles, but it was the only possible cover near them.

			“Can you get to your feet?” Sister Marna asked anxiously.

			“I think so,” Andie answered, taking Sister Marna’s proffered hand. Unsteadily she rose, her vision swimming. She tried to take a step but tottered to the side. Her balance was off. Sister Marna grabbed Burke under his arms. “I’m going to have to drag him,” she grunted. “It doesn’t look like you’re going to be able to help. Let’s head for those boxes so we can stay out of sight.” The older woman then started to heave Burke across the lot, but Andie could hear the voices coming closer, and now she could hear the chanting.

			Death! Death!

			She whipped around to Sister Marna, her ears ringing. “Just get him out of sight!” she urged. “I’ll delay them.”

			“No, wait!” protested Sister Marna, but Andie ignored her. Stumbling up the lot she headed for the street. It was maybe twenty-five feet away, but judging by the death chant of the crowd, it would only be moments before they rushed into view. Her head whirling she staggered forward a few more steps.

			Suddenly a host of people burst into view running down the street.

			“Look!” a woman screamed. The people in front skidded to a stop and Andie found herself facing about twenty furious black-robed figures. She held up her hands.

			“Wait!” she protested.

			“It’s Sirra Bruche!” shouted a man. “Sirra Bruche the traitor! Sirra Bruche the murderer!”

			“I know what you think of me!” cried Andie desperately. “And maybe you’re right. But this isn’t how it’s supposed to work! If you kill me now, here in the street, you will regret it forever. You are not killers!”

			That gave the group pause. Andie held her ground.

			“The Oman did something to us, to all of us,” she explained loudly. “He embedded some kind of transmitter in our necks. It changes the way we think but you can still choose for yourselves. You still have free will!”

			“You are not killers,” she repeated firmly. “That’s not who you are. I just need you to remember that. Please, remember that.”

			“No,” challenged a voice. “We are not killers. You are! The Oman is dead, and it is all your fault!”

			Andie gasped as if she had been punched. The Oman was dead—no, he couldn’t be dead. A wave of panic swept over her. What was she going to do without the Oman? He was the only one who could make things better on Corizen. Then, she caught herself. That wasn’t what she really believed.

			“I know you are worried and you are scared without the Oman,” she comforted, trying to keep her voice steady. “But life here on Corizen can get easier, even without him. We can all work to make this planet a better place to live.”

			“You are not one of us,” accused a woman shrilly. “You are one of Them. You don’t care what happens to us.”

			“Corizen is my home!” she refuted. “I care about what happens to you, and I am not the only Citizen who does.”

			“Bah, all Citizens are scum,” denounced a surly man. Cries of agreement erupted from the group. The man closest to her advanced on her slowly. His head was shaved and his dark eyes sparked with hatred under thick menacing eyebrows.

			“The Oman brought you here to receive justice,” he stated, his voice clear and cold. Everyone around seemed to hold their breath at his words. “Now he is dead and cannot fulfill his purpose, so we will do it for him. We are dispensing justice, and you deserve to die!” The crowd moved toward her menacingly and Andie took a step back, her hands still held up. Glancing around she could see no escape. Then before she could move, the first man was on her, his hands on her throat choking off her breath. Struggling fiercely, she was pulling at his arms when suddenly a canister dropped onto the ground next to her. She stared at it in surprise and then heard the hissing. Her attacker backed hastily away and turned to run but it was if he was moving through mud. Dizzily she watched him collapse onto the ground. A rushing filled her ears and she stumbled to her knees, her vision swimming. The last thing she saw was the dusty pavement swirling toward her face.

			♦

			When Andie finally opened her eyes again, she found herself lying in a soft bed facing a sparkling clean window with elegant lace curtains. The first faint rosy light of dawn colored the sky beyond. Had she died then? Where was she? Her head was throbbing a bit. Surely if she had died her head wouldn’t hurt any more would it?

			“Good morning, sleepyhead,” greeted a cheerful voice. She turned stiffly.

			“Casey?” she asked in wonder.

			“Hey.” He looked so tired. She reached a hand out to him that he clasped with both of his. She was so confused. Hadn’t Casey been arrested?

			“Where are we?” she managed in a dry, raspy voice. “Where’s Tiran?”

			“This is Jerrapo’s house. Tiran’s asleep in the next room.”

			A tight knot seemed to loosen in her chest. She drew breath in a deep, shuddering gasp. All her memories came flooding back: her arrest at Kruunde Manor, the murky early days in the hands of the Brotherhood, her “confession” on the live transmission, the execution.

			“Oh,” she choked.

			“What’s wrong?” demanded Casey worriedly, leaning forward.

			“I’m so sorry, Casey,” she sobbed. “I’m so very sorry. I never should have said those things about you, naming you as the traitor. I should have been stronger.”

			“Hey, hey, it’s all right,” Casey soothed. “I know why you did. It wasn’t your fault.” He smoothed her hair, his other hand holding hers tightly. “It’s going to be fine. It’s over now.”

			“Over? How can it be over? I have some piece of metal stuck in the back of my neck that makes me think that the Oman was the best thing ever to happen to Corizen!”

			Casey laughed. “Do you really think that?”

			“Yes, or I get this blinding headache . . .” she trailed off. No part of her mind at all was singing the praises of the Oman. She reached a hand behind her neck and touched the small incision mark. She flinched; the spot was inflamed and tender.

			“Zaq told us it might be sore for a few days. Does it hurt much?” Casey asked with concern.

			“Just a little. Who is Zaq?” she questioned, confused.

			“A friend of Tiran’s. He’s the one who told us where we could find you,” Casey explained.

			“What happened?” Andie wanted to know, sitting up in bed. Her head spun a bit and Casey leaned forward.

			“You should be resting. You got a concussion in the earthquake, and your body just isn’t that resilient right now. Not too long ago you were in coma, after all. I’ll tell you a little bit if you promise to lie down and rest.”

			Andie meekly complied. It was worth it if she could get some answers. She had so many questions agitating around in her head.

			“When this kid Zaq gave us your location, Jerrapo decided to take matters in her own hands,” Casey explained. “She and Saren . . .”

			“Mikal Saren?” Andie interrupted in disbelief. “From the Resistance Council?”

			“Yeah. Anyway, they planned this commando mission to go in to Mazor and snatch the Oman. Of course when we got there . . .”

			“We? You mean you went with them?” Andie was horrified.

			“Are you going to let me finish or are you going to interrupt me every few seconds?” Casey asked in mock exasperation.

			“Sorry,” muttered Andie sheepishly.

			“We got there just before the earthquake hit. By the time the team got into the town they found a whole crowd of injured members of the Brotherhood, a dead Oman, and two separate mobs intent on killing the most important women in my life. I think the guys chasing Tiran got the shock treatment while yours got riot gas. Knocked you out too but at least you’re alive.” The relief in Casey’s voice was palpable. She squeezed his hand.

			“The commander called for reinforcements to take care of the incapacitated Brotherhood, and we brought you, Tiran, a guy named Burke and some lady named Sister Marna back here to Roma. That was more than two days ago.”

			“I’ve been asleep all that time?” asked Andie suspiciously.

			“Well, asleep or sedated. They let me bring you here just last night. But the best part,” Casey lowered his voice, “was that this Burke that was with you has invented a tool of some kind that makes those implants quit working. He had brought it to Roma but it had gotten left in some inn when he got captured.” Casey traced her neck gently with his finger.

			“Zaq went and found it and brought it to us. We used it on you to short out your implant,” he finished, his voice a whisper. Andie thought for a moment while that sank in. She could think whatever she wanted without effort. She turned her thoughts to the Oman and effortlessly rejected the idea that she had somehow sinned by helping the Resistance. In relief she closed her eyes.

			“You’re free,” Casey told her gently.

			“I’m free,” she whispered. After all these years it was truly over.

			



		

36. The Last Piece

			To Casey’s great relief, Andie was up and walking around within a day. She had had a tearful reunion with Tiran and then with Jerrapo. By the evening, she was itching to get out of Jerrapo’s house, and though Casey insisted that she stay inside and rest, he was very reassured. Andie was going to be just fine.

			The next day he agreed to take Tiran to Roma Central Hospital to see Burke. He had waited unobtrusively to the side of the room while Tiran had sat at Burke’s side talking softly to him. Casey couldn’t help but feel immense gratitude toward the man. He had sheltered Tiran for weeks at great personal risk. He had nearly lost his leg to injuries. In the end, he had even lost his sister to the crazed mob of the Brotherhood.

			“Ambassador?” croaked the man from his bed. Casey moved closer and sat down near his head. “Yes?” he answered.

			“On that stand behind you there’s something I want you to have,” he whispered. Casey picked it up. It was a tiny metallic object.

			“I had them take it out of Shelle’s body. I didn’t want her to have to bear any part of that monster Othar, not even in death,” he managed weakly. “You should know I was one of the members of the crew that originally brought these implants to Corizen. We picked them up from a plant on Caligua. I’m willing to testify about it to the Security Council or whoever you need me too.”

			“Thank you,” Casey responded thoughtfully, pocketing the implant. “That is more interesting than you know.”

			“Just catch the bastard that made them. He’s just as responsible for Shelle’s death as Othar Eshude,” insisted Burke hoarsely.

			That night after Andie had fallen asleep, Casey sat in a chair next to her, turning the implant over and over in his hands. Finally the pieces were starting to fall into place. Only a few more holes to fill and the real traitor would be in his hands.

			The next day Casey set out for downtown Roma. Fortunately Captain Jirac’s trial was still two weeks away, and this time the Denicorizen policy of no bail was in his favor. Casey met with President Gulann first, and then accompanied by several CPF interrogators, he went to see Jirac himself. Jirac had been devastated by the loss of the Oman and was more willing to cooperate than anyone would have guessed. Finally he had everything he needed. His next step was to contact Admiral Hernandez who was still on Corizen. Fortunately the Admiral had a small detachment from the Armada in orbit around the planet.

			Later that afternoon, Casey made his way to the small conference building in the International Complex that was still being used as the temporary embassy. He was greeted warmly by Steven in the lobby, who hugged him with one hand before stepping back.

			“Are you sure you want to do this?” Steven asked seriously. “You can just let the Armada guys take care of it you know. Admiral Hernandez commed me, and they should be here any minute.”

			“I know,” Casey replied, running his fingers through his hair. Then his expression hardened. “But this is just something that I have to do.”

			“All right then. He’s upstairs in the corner lounge. He thinks he’s waiting to meet with the Senior Congress Representative. You have about ten minutes.”

			Casey thanked Steven and trudged up the one flight of stairs and turned down the hallway. He hesitated a moment before knocking on the lounge door but then rapped once.

			“Come in,” a business-like voice commanded. Casey pushed open the door to see Councilor Meecham relaxing on the sofa, a drink in his hand.

			“Hello, Morten,” he greeted casually. “I wasn’t expecting you. What brings you here? Shouldn’t you be out celebrating?”
“Celebrating?” Casey frowned.

			“You know, your acquittal, the death of that crazy Othar Eshude, all that.”

			“Maybe I will,” Casey shrugged. “There’s still one matter of business I have to resolve first though.”

			“Oh, yes,” Meecham’s voice hardened. “Could that be your impending extradition to Tyre? You know, you may have swayed that corrupt Denicorizen Congress into letting you go, but the Security Council hasn’t dropped any charges against you. Not all of us believe your little farce at the trial.”

			Casey ignored Meecham’s threats. Instead, he strode to the low table arranged before the sofa and dropped a tiny metallic wedge on the top. Meecham looked down at it in surprise.

			“What’s this?” he asked, his eyebrows raised.

			“It might surprise you to know, but the team that raided Mazor a few days ago rescued a man named Burke who did quite a bit of smuggling for the Oman a few years back. I guess he picked up a whole shipment of these little implants from a factory on Caligua. Your home planet.”

			“Are you sure about that?” Meecham’s eyes flashed.

			“I also had a little chat with that fake Captain Jirac who testified at my trial. Seems he has had several conversations with you over the years. He says he even acted as a courier between you and the Brotherhood.”

			Meecham shot to his feet. “You can’t prove anything!” he hissed.

			“Now that they really know where to look, I imagine they’ll find plenty of evidence. Real evidence,” stated Casey baldly.

			“Then what are you doing here?” Meecham asked nastily. “Come to gloat? Or did you want to warn me to flee before they can extradite me like you did?”

			“I just want to know why,” Casey said simply.

			“Why should be obvious, Morten. Even someone as limited as you should be able to see what I was after.”

			“Oh, I know you were trying to frame Premier Rhodam so you could take her place,” Casey conceded. “I’m sure you had that part all set up as well. What I meant was, why pretend to be my friend? You could have done everything without taking the effort to con me personally.”

			Meecham shrugged. “You were the one person with the potential to mess everything up. The closer I was to you, the easier it was to keep you headed in the wrong direction.” Casey listened sadly. It didn’t surprise him, but still some small part of him had been hoping that it was all a mistake. So much for that.

			“You know,” Casey began, “last time we met you told me that I needed a better defense. Now the tables are turned.”

			“Oh, I’m not worried,” Meecham replied airily. “I’ve planned for this as well, Morten. No jury is going to convict me.”

			“I guess we’ll see. And I won’t even return the sentiment of ‘I hope you rot in hell,’” Casey said pensively. “I think that time on the prison planet will do the job just fine.”

			Meecham scowled at him. Then Casey’s voice hardened and he stared unflinchingly at Meecham. “But I promise you this, Meecham. You’d better never return to Corizen, or plenty of people will see to it that you do rot in hell.”

			Then the door burst open and Meecham found himself surrounded by five armed Armada soldiers. They roughly pinioned his arms behind his back and locked them.

			“Councilor Cory Meecham, you are under arrest for treason against the Planetary Union,” one of the men said flatly.

			“You can’t arrest me here,” Meecham protested angrily. “This is Corizen. The President or their Congress has to approve my extradition.”

			Casey pulled an envelope from his jacket and tucked it into Meecham’s front pocket. “There you go, Meecham. Reading material for your trip back to Tyre. It was signed by President Gulann this morning.”

			The soldiers led Meecham out of the room and Casey finally unclenched his fist. He had been itching to swing at Meecham almost the whole time. Walking to the window he stared thoughtfully out over the grounds. The grounds were nearly deserted, but with summer rapidly approaching the trees were green and brave little flowers were poking up through the neglected lawns. He was still lost in thought when the door opened again. He turned around to find himself face to face with Madge.

			“Hello, Ambassador.” She walked to Casey’s side and gazed out the window also.

			“The Admiral says the ship taking Meecham to Tyre is leaving in two hours and I decided to go with it. However, I had to come see you first,” she explained, her voice stiff. Casey half-turned toward her, raising his eyebrows.

			“I owe you an apology. I was mistaken when I believed you were the traitor. I am ashamed to admit it now, but Meecham made statements about you that led me to suspect you. I didn’t realize he was setting you up.”

			Casey sighed. “Yeah, well he was setting all of us up. Don’t worry about it.”

			“I just wanted you to know that after I heard from the Admiral about Jirac, I pulled Kerry Laine’s files. I thought you should know that before Meecham hired her as a staffer, she worked as an administrator at a manufacturing facility that the Meecham family owns on Caligua. Apparently they made medical devices that can be implanted into people with spinal injuries to help them have motor control.”

			Casey ruefully shook his head. “What a coincidence.”

			“I’m sure that when it is investigated, things will be cleared up pretty quickly and all our charges will be dropped against you. In the meantime, President Gulann refuses to allow your extradition, so,” she sighed exaggeratedly, “I guess you’ll just have to hang out on Corizen for awhile.”

			“Such a hardship.” Casey grinned. Madge shook his hand one last time and wished him good luck before moving to the door.

			“Thanks, Ambassador. We owe you one,” she said, and then left the lounge. Casey glanced out at the grounds again.

			Spring meant new beginnings, fresh starts. Casey had just been granted a fresh start. Maybe Corizen had just been granted a new beginning as well.

			



		

Epilogue

			The afternoon sun was starting to dip down to the west, deepening the shadows in the park. A breeze rustled the branches of the trees lining the lanes of Waterside Park, cooling the pedestrians who walked along the water. Tiran watched the water sparkle and listened to the mad chattering of the birds. It was a nearly perfect summer afternoon here in Roma. When Zaq had come to ask her to take a walk with him, she had eagerly assented. With the death of Othar Eshude and the dissolution of the Brotherhood, Roma had become so much safer that for the first time in her life, Tiran was free to visit most areas of the city.

			“So I hear you are moving off to the Provinces,” Zaq mentioned as they slowly made their way through the busy park.

			“Actually, just my parents are headed off to live like hermits. Bret Ka got named Governor of the brand new territory Chiapa, and he convinced my parents to go too, now that the Security Council officially cleared my father,” Tiran explained, stooping to break off a reed from the marshy edge of the pond.

			“Your father is retiring as Ambassador?” Zaq asked.

			“Yeah, I think he had enough of politics to last him a lifetime. I think his aide Steven is going to be officially named the new Ambassador next week.” Tiran ran the reed through her fingers. It would be different without her father working for the Union. Nothing would ever go back to the way it had been during her childhood, but that wasn’t an entirely bad thing.

			“What are they going to do then? Farm? Raise sheep? Isn’t Chiapa going to be a livestock-based colony?”

			Tiran giggled at the mental picture that created of her father. “Yeah, I can just see my dad chasing sheep over the hills. Actually, he’s planning to teach school, which I can barely imagine either.”

			Zaq laughed. “And your mother?”

			“Planning to be the one who goes to Croask for supplies every other weekend. I think she was just anxious to be able to fly a ship again.”

			They stopped and sat under one of the big weeping willows on the banks. Tiran shredded her reed absently. “How is your job going?” she asked curiously. Zaq had been spending the whole summer tracking down former members of the Brotherhood in Roma and convincing them to have their implants deactivated. He was technically working for the CPF intelligence division but the job was supposed to be temporary.

			“It’s going fine. Same as usual. Some people I simply can’t find. Others want nothing to do with me. Still, I’ve been bringing in two or three people a week to have their implants deactivated. The CPF has been recruiting new agents from some of the deactivated Roma guys, so I don’t imagine they’ll need me here much longer.”

			“Why didn’t they send you to Kruundin City in the first place? You actually knew people there—I would think you could be more effective,” Tiran mused.

			Zaq shifted on the grass self-consciously. “They wanted me to,” he admitted. “I just didn’t want to leave Roma.” Tiran looked up, catching his eyes.

			“I didn’t know you’d come to like it so much,” she said in surprise.

			“It wasn’t the city,” he confessed. Tiran felt a blush rising to her cheeks. Was he suggesting what she thought?

			“So have you decided to go to the International University this fall?” asked Zaq, changing the subject. “I hear they are planning to offer more classes again.” Tiran brushed her hair back from her face and looked sideways at Zaq.

			“No, I decided to go to school somewhere else,” she told him, trying to keep her face serious. She had some exciting news for Zaq but she didn’t want to tell him just yet.

			Zaq’s eyes dropped. “Oh.” His shoulders drooped dejectedly.

			“Do you think there’s a chance you could get your assignment switched to Kruundin City?” she interjected hopefully. Zaq raised his head. “Kruundin City? Are you going to the university there?”

			“Yep, I just passed the entrance exam last week,” she told him happily.

			“Congratulations,” Zaq offered, though his eyes were on the ground.

			“I’m going to be spending the weekends back with Sister Marna,” Tiran told him, leaning back against the tree. “I think I might be able to learn things from the Sisters that I won’t from my classes,” she continued thoughtfully.

			“There’s a good chance of that,” agreed Zaq. “There is more to life than books after all.” Tiran hesitated, and then decided to ask Zaq something that had been bothering her ever since her ordeal in Mazor.

			“Do you think it was a coincidence, Zaq?” she said hesitantly. “The earthquake that killed the Oman?”

			Zaq sat silently for a moment. “No, I don’t think it was a coincidence.”

			Tiran squirmed uncomfortably. The thought that there really might be a Veshti who was able to strike with earthquakes was unsettling. Zaq squeezed her hand reassuringly. “I know you find that frightening, but it’s actually the most heartening thing that I’ve ever experienced,” Zaq continued.

			“What do you mean?” Tiran wanted to know.

			“Well, look at it this way. Our planet has been trying very hard for the last ten years to create a new world where everyone has a chance to make something of their life, no matter what their background. It only took a couple of greedy, evil men to nearly destroy everything. Yet some Higher Power stepped in and prevented us from losing everything.”

			“Even saved our lives,” Tiran whispered.

			Zaq sat up straighter, staring across the grassy meadow. “I always thought it would never be possible—that our new government was doomed to failure. Yet now I know we have a real chance to make something of this planet, Tiran.”

			“Now I just need to figure out where I should start,” he added more quietly.

			Tiran decided it was time to share her news. “I think you should start by taking the university entrance exam,” she suggested, looking slyly over at Zaq. “If I can pass it, I’m sure you can.”

			“What are you talking about?” Zaq was puzzled.

			“See, you’ll only be able to enroll if you pass the entrance exam. Of course, Jerrapo is only going to pay your tuition so you’ll still have to work to pay your board. What do you think? Would you like to go to the university also?”

			“As a student?” asked Zaq in shock.

			“Of course as a student!” Tiran laughed, watching his face as the news sank in. It was as if a sunrise had dawned in his eyes; it lit up his whole face.

			“I don’t know what to say,” he stammered. Tiran climbed to her feet, pulling him off the ground.

			“Say yes. This is your dream, isn’t it?”

			Finally Zaq laughed and pulled her closer. “OK, I accept. Only if you promise to be there.” They stood there for a long moment, Zaq’s eyes burning into hers. Tiran relaxed into his arms. A future without the Brotherhood, and a future with Zaq by her side. Finally, she could look forward without fear. Truly, as Jerrapo had asserted months earlier, darkness does not last forever.
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special preview of
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			EDGE

			the next Roran Curse novel

			Jenna Donnell is determined to escape her past and become a famous architect. When she lands her dream job with the most prestigious firm on the planet Zenith, her boss has given her an ultimatum: charm Zane, the son of the most notorious man in the world, to win the contract for his new resort or lose her job. But Jenna instead finds that her attraction growing toward Zane’s friend Jimmy.

			Jimmy Forrest was banished from his home planet of Terra and shipped off to backwoods Zenith to stay with his father’s business partner, and he’s been given an ultimatum of his own: shape up and do his part to help the risky family business or else. But the Quintan Edge resort beckons, and he can’t get Zane’s girlfriend off his mind.

		

		
			





1. The Red Zone

			“This area is restricted to adults. Travel at your own risk.”

			The large red warning signs were not just for show. Jenna Donnell never traveled into the infamous Red Zone of Omphalos without making sure she was armed and prepared for anything. Nothing was illegal in the Red Zone. One could use drugs banned elsewhere, hire a prostitute, drive like a maniac, join a high-stakes gambling ring, or fly a skiff through the narrow alleyways. 

			One could also rob, rape, and murder with impunity.

			Not a place for a young woman to walk at night. Not a place for anyone to walk at night, really. Yet here she was, heart racing, every nerve on edge, palms clammy, trying to walk casually into the Red Zone when she’d rather be hurrying the opposite direction.

			Jenna usually gave the Red Zone a wide berth. She had no interest in mind-altering drugs, no interest in gambling, and definitely no interest in becoming a pillage-and-rape statistic. However, the most lavish (and notorious) resort in the whole Planetary Union was also located in the Red Zone: the Quintan Edge. Unfortunately, this was the one place where Jenna had been spending more and more of her time. It came with her job.

			Jenna had graduated with honors from the University and had had the astounding good fortune to get hired with the most prestigious architect firm on the planet Zenith, Carter & Yen. Her position was very junior and she often felt like a glorified errand girl, but she had hopes to climb higher and eventually make her mark on the capital city of her home planet. With the current boom, there were hundreds of new buildings going up and plenty of work for her firm. She had proven herself with the minor, routine jobs so well that when she received the message that Mr. Carter wanted to speak privately with her, she had been hopeful that he was about to offer her the lead on a project where she would have real creative license.

			She should have known better, considering that all the project leads at Carter & Yen had years more experience than she did. Instead, she had gotten a different kind of assignment. One related to the young man walking at her side.

			“Are you hungry, Jenna?” Zane asked solicitously.

			“A bit,” she admitted, her eyes still roving in all directions. They were almost past the signs marking the line between order and lawlessness. Zane didn’t even seem to notice. Maybe being the son of the owner of the Quintan Edge made him feel invulnerable. Zane had explained to her that his father had his own private security that monitored the stretch around the resort. It would be bad for business if Mr. Quintan’s rich and high-profile visitors were regularly attacked before they could even enter the front doors.

			Jenna still didn’t relax her vigilance. Horrible things tended to happen to the people around her. It would be her luck that some reckless Red Zone criminals would dare to attack them, despite the private security. Fortunately, the walk to the entrance of the QE was only a short one past the looming red warning signs. So Jenna was inordinately annoyed when they reached the nondescript metal door that was the official entrance to the resort and Zane insisted on lingering outside, chatting meaninglessly about some improvements he’d made to his rocket sledge. She wanted to drag him inside the door, but she held her peace, her only sign of impatience a slight tightening of her smile. She couldn’t afford to offend Zane. She’d been ordered to court Zane’s approval and interest in hopes that Zane would choose Carter & Yen to design his father’s new resort, Quintan West. Mr. Carter had been blunt. Carter & Yen wanted that project; it was going to be huge and probably the most high profile project the planet had ever seen. Jenna was the bait they were going to hook Zane with. At least, Jenna had to catch Zane if she wanted to keep her job.

			It made her feel slimy every time she thought of it.

			Luckily, Zane had seemed to take an interest in her without her having to resort to anything at all. The first time they had met to go over the preliminary project proposal, he had asked her out to dinner. Over the last few months, Zane and Jenna had continued to date, Carter & Yen’s design proposal had made Mr. Quintan’s short list of favorites, and Jenna had kept her self-respect intact. Zane was a nice enough guy, and he was pleasant to go out with. He was even pretty attractive, in a tall, dark, and brooding sort of way. In time maybe she would actually feel some romantic interest in him. If not, she hoped that their casual dating could last long enough for Carter & Yen to win the bid. In the meantime, she just had to keep from offending Zane.

			So she kept her mouth shut and smiled at him, all while scanning their surroundings for threats.

			“I wonder what’s keeping Jimmy and Grier,” Zane finally said.

			“Oh, are we waiting for someone?” Jenna asked, trying to keep her voice neutral. She had thought this was going to be just a typical night at the QE, watching Zane race with his friends. However, first Zane had commed her saying he wouldn’t be able to pick her up and asking her to meet him at the tube stop nearest the QE. Now they were going to stand around and wait outside the resort for who knew how long. She eyed the empty street nervously. The building across the way had several dark stairwells leading down to basement entrances. Anyone could be lurking in the shadows over there. She hoped Zane had bodyguards just out of sight.

			“Yes, James Forrest and Grier Nuris. You’ve met Grier, though you probably don’t remember. He is one of my father’s drivers and bodyguards. He’s making sure James makes it here without any problems. He just arrived today from Terra.”

			The guy must be special, Jenna mused, if he’s being escorted by Lev Quintan’s own driver. Her interest was piqued.

			“Who is James Forrest?” she asked curiously. 

			Before Zane could answer, she spotted two figures striding down the opposite sidewalk. Well, one of the figures was striding. The other trailed a little behind, clearly more interested in his surroundings than reaching the entrance to the resort. They drew close enough that Jenna could recognize Grier. She did remember meeting him; he had driven Jenna and Zane the first time they had gone out to dinner. His bald head gleamed under the streetlamps. She was reassured by his thick, muscular arms and broad shoulders. Any thug would think twice about attacking them when Grier was around. Her eyes flitted to the mysterious James Forrest. He was short, barely taller than Jenna herself, and he had a bounce in his step and swung his arms loosely as if he was on a pleasant sightseeing expedition rather than entering the most dangerous part of town. His dark hair stuck up in wild curls that she could see even from across the street. 

			“Why are they walking?” Zane spoke suddenly, his tone annoyed. “Grier is supposed to be driving him in my transport!”

			“Maybe it broke down?” Jenna suggested doubtfully. Zane’s luxury personal transport was brand new so that wasn’t likely. Then she noticed the eager way that James was goggling at his surroundings like an oblivious tourist and wondered if he had chosen to walk to the Quintan Edge like a regular guest on purpose.

			The new guy was still craning his head backward at the red warning signs when a dark figure rushed from the shadows and swung a club directly at Grier’s head. Grier crumpled to the ground and his assailant rounded on James, who had stopped dead in the street.

			James’ cry of alarm shattered the quiet night. Zane reached for his netband but before he could even speak Jenna was pulling her atlatl gun from her purse. James was backing away from the thug, who was now shouting incoherently as he raised his club. Jenna took a deep breath, aimed carefully, and fired four shots in quick succession.

			All four darts hit him in the back, the electrical charge snapping loudly. The thug’s body jerked violently and he toppled to the ground, his legs still twitching. Jenna didn’t lower her gun, keeping it trained on the inert figure. Four direct hits from an atlatl gun was usually incapacitating, if not fatal, but there had been cases where men had shaken it off and recovered enough to resume their attacks. Jenna was not taking any risks at all.

			Zane rushed over and knelt by Grier. Security was pouring out of the resort through some unseen doors. In less than a minute several of them had surrounded the downed man and several more were with Zane, checking over Grier. Jenna carefully disarmed her gun and put it back into her purse.

			James was still rooted to the same spot barely a foot from the attacker’s fallen body. His eyes locked with Jenna’s. She grimaced a bit, wondering if this friend of Zane’s was appalled by her actions. Was he one of those peace-at-all-costs types that seemed especially likely to come from Terra? Maybe he would think that she should have just waited for the security to handle it. Of course, by then James would have probably been lying on the ground helpless and injured like Grier. She had been right to stop the assailant. No telling if he would see it that way though.

			Well, she was about to find out. James’ frozen stance had cracked, and he threaded his way through several security officers to reach her. She braced herself for recrimination, but when she looked at him he was smiling broadly.

			“You are my angel of deliverance,” he declared gratefully. “Another moment and I would have had a rotten ending to my first day on Zenith.” He took her hand and raised it to his lips in a quaint gesture, something she had only seen in old holos. Her skin tingled at the touch of his lips, sending shivers up her arm. Her stomach twisted pleasantly, something that she hadn’t felt in a long, long time. Careful, Jenna, she warned herself. Don’t let your hormones get the best of you. She gently extricated her hand. “I’m glad I could help,” she said smoothly, trying valiantly to mask any awkwardness. “All those hours spent practicing with the atlatl paid off.”

			“Jenna! Are you all right?” Zane swooped in and took both of her hands. She glanced over his shoulder and saw that the security guys had Grier stretched out on a gurney and were floating him toward one of the previously concealed doors in the face of the QE. Another trio of security officers had their attacker strapped down to another gurney to follow. He moaned and shifted. Still alive, then. Though if the rumors were true, he would wish otherwise once the QE security was through with him. Their notorious reputation usually kept any sane criminals from attacking anyone headed to the resort.

			Zane pulled her to his chest, and Jenna noted with satisfaction that her hormones were firmly under control now. No tingles when she touched Zane. “I cannot believe you had to shoot someone. Do you need to sit down? We can get you straight into the lounge.”

			Jenna shook her head, smiling a little. “I’m fine, Zane. Tougher than I look.” She was fine. She’d always heard that shooting someone was seriously disturbing, but it wasn’t bothering her at all now that her heart rate had returned to normal. He had been attacking violently enough to kill; she had had the means to stop him. It had been straightforward. Though perhaps it would haunt her later. All kinds of things haunted her when she woke in the middle of the night and couldn’t get back to sleep.

			Zane stared at her a moment, his brow furrowed. “How is Grier?” she asked hastily. She didn’t want him to think she was a heartless monster.

			“He’ll be okay. The preliminary scan showed a concussion. They’re taking him into the infirmary now. Security will certainly hear from me tonight! Their perimeter sweeps are clearly not good enough,” Zane fumed.

			“Zane,” Jenna interrupted, hoping to distract him before he stormed off and terrorized the QE security force, “you haven’t introduced us.” She gestured at James.

			“My apologies. I had forgotten in the midst of all the commotion that you two haven’t met before. James, this is Jenna Donnell, the most beautiful woman in all Omphalos.” Jenna didn’t even blush. She was used to Zane’s standard line; he used it every time he introduced her to someone new. “Jenna, this is James Forrest, the son of my father’s Terran partner.”

			“Call me Jimmy,” he corrected, taking Jenna’s hand again. Her traitorous stomach flopped again. Stop it! she ordered herself. You are not some silly teenage girl! “You’ve earned the right to call me by my nickname, I think.” Jimmy smiled a quirky, lopsided grin. “My father shipped me out here to be of some use in the family business. He’s tired of my lazy, useless ways. He thinks I can learn something from Zane, since he’s the model businessman’s son.”

			Zane smirked. “I’ll get you whipped into shape in no time.”

			“I intend to do my best to corrupt you, Zane,” Jimmy countered playfully. He was still holding her hand. She finally pulled away. Jenna’s cheeks were burning. Not only was her body absolutely betraying her—she had no intention of falling in love with anyone, ever, so she definitely needed to squelch this attraction right away—but the last thing she wanted to do was alienate Zane. Her job was on the line.

			She couldn’t quite keep herself from sneaking another glance at Jimmy’s dark eyes though.

			The story continues in The Quintan Edge.
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