Prologue; pleyver: flatlands

Darkness had fdlen over the city. Light from the streetlamps lay in stark white circles againgt the
warehouse walls, with pools of blacknessfaling in between. Overhead, the fixed star of High
Station-Pleyver’ s giant orbiting spaceport-burned down through the skyglow. No one saw Owen
Rossdin-Metadi pass by like an unheeded thought, skirting the edges of the lamplight and pausing to
catch hisbreath in the safety of the dark.

Hewasn't sure how long he' d been running. Hours, it felt like-ever since leaving his Sster back at
Florrie s Place, in an upper room where the acrid stink of blaster fire mingled with the heavier smdll of
blood. He didn’t think anybody had followed him out of there; he' d put most of hisremaining energy into
staying unseen, and Beka had taken care of therest.

Owen didn't like the favor he' d asked from her, that she take on the risk of drawing away the
armed purauit, and he didn’t particularly like himself for asking it. But Bee was a survivor, the kind who
could fight her way from Florrie sto the port quarter and blast off leaving alegend behind her. He' d seen
that much clearly; far more clearly, in fact, than the outcome of his own business on Pleyver.

Nevertheless, he had lied to her.

Well, not exactly lied. But he had et her think that the datachip he d given her, packed with
information from the locked comp-files of Flatlands Investment, Ltd., was unique. HE d never mentioned
the other datachip, the one that he' d come to Pleyver to obtain. The information on the second chip
bel onged to Errec Ransome, Master of the Adepts Guild-or it would if Owen lived long enough to
deliver it.

Maybe | should have given it to Bee.

Owen shook his head. He d briefly considered asking her, but the presence of her copilot had
killed that idea. The dight, grey-haired man she caled the Professor gave Beka an unquestioning
loyaty-that much Owen had perceived without any difficulty-but it was aloyaty that would put Bekafirst
and the Adepts  Guild afar-distant second.

No, it was better to |et the two of them go their own way. From the look of things, Beka had
kept her promise to digtract the ordinary hired help, the oneswho did their fighting with blasters and
energy lances. Dodging the others should have been easy, if only he hadn’t been so stupid asto get
caught once areedy tonight . . .

Owen had shown up outside the portside branch office of Flatlands Investment, Ltd., just before
dusk. He' d hoped to get there earlier, but intercepting Beka at the spaceport and convincing her to
abandon her own designs on the company’ s data banks had taken longer than he' d anticipated.

Bekawanted revenge, plain and smple: revenge on whoever had planned their mother’s
assass nation and revenge on whoever had paid for it. She' d get it, too; Beein pursuit of agoal had a
graightforward single-mindedness that made astarship’ sjump-run to hyperspace look like asightseeing
trip. But that same trait could make her dangerousto be around if your purposes and hers happened to
diverge. Owen didn’t think that the Guild' sinterest in FIL was going to put him in Beka sway, but he
didn’t want to chanceit.

Besides, he reflected as he approached the grey, dab-sided FIL Building, it was easier for one
person to work unnoticed than for two. He could dip in, get enough from the filesto satisfy Master
Ransome and his sister both, and dip out again before Bee was through esting dinner.

The front door of the building was secured by an electronic | D-scan. Owen pamed the lockplate
like any authorized vigitor. Insgde the mechanism, the eectric current flowed through its appointed paths
and channels as the door made ready to regject the identification. Then, without changing his expression or
his physica posture, Owen reached out, using the skillsthat for more than ten years had made him Errec
Ransome' s most valued-and most val uable-gpprentice.

Theflow of eectronsdtered its course. The lock clicked quietly and the door did open.

A dranger waited in the unlit lobby, athin, hunched man in the plain garb of alow-leve office
worker. Owen tensed, but the man didn’t make any threatening moves.



“I’ve got the password,” the worker said.

Owen paused. He hadn’t expected anyone to be here at al. But he hadn’t sensed any wrongness
as he gpproached the office building, and the man himself didn’t project any great amount of menace
ather.

He must be one of Bee's contacts, Owen decided. He' s certainly the type-his coverall might
aswell have atag on it saying “ Disaffected Employee.”

“Wel?" hesaid doud.

Theman licked hislips. “We need to talk about the money first.”

Money . .. Owen knew he shouldn't fed surprised. His Sister was amerchant-captain, and dealt
in the purchase and sale of whatever goods might find amarket. But when Owen worked, as now, inthe
persona of adown-at-the-heels drifter, he carried aslittle cash as possible. A spaceport bum with money
was acontradiction in terms.

“I’'mjust the messenger boy,” Owen said. “Y ou can pick up your fee a the Generd Delivery
office.” In addition to handling e ectronic and hardcopy messages, local branches of the giant
communications firm made convenient, no-questions-asked cash dropsfor dl sortsof legd and semilega
business exchanges. “1’m not authorized to carry cash.”

He braced himself for an objection, and made ready to counter it in much the sameway as he
had dealt with the door. He was mildly surprised when the man only nodded, said, “Right,” and began
fishing in the pockets of his coat.

After afew seconds, the man came up with athin dice of plagtic. “ The password' s on here.”

He held out the keycard. Owen reached out a hand to take the card, and felt the first undefined
dirrings of premonition astheir fingers touched.

Something’ s wrong. He ought to have made a fuss about the money.

Owen looked at the man again, thistime using the physical contact to enhance his perceptions.
Under that deeper scrutiny, the patterns of the office worker’ s consciousness showed up like adark and
knotted skein, with fear and duplicity and greed tangled into an unlovely network.

Now | seeit. He doesn’t mind that he might not get Bee's money. Somebody else has
already paid him more.

Owen amiled inwardly, though the face he presented to the office worker never changed. Sster
mine, it'sa good thing | came to this party instead of you. You were about to walk into a trap.

He tucked the keycard into the breast pocket of his coveral. Then, in acontinuation of the same
movement, hisright arm snapped forward, and he smashed the edge of his hand against the bridge of the
other man’ s nose. Cartilage and bone crushed inward, and afine spray of blood misted out.

Owen caught the man as hefdl and eased him slently to the floor. On hisknees beside the
unconscious man, he searched quickly and methodically through the other’ s pockets, but found nothing of
interest except a second keycard, atwin to thefirst, equally unmarked. He pocketed it and stood up
agan.

He looked down for amoment at the sprawled form of the office worker. Perhapsthe man
would drown in the blood draining from his crushed sinuses, or perhaps not. Owen left the worker there
for those who had hired him, and went about his own business.

Hetook the emergency stairs, not the lift, to the top floor, and paused briefly before the lockplate
of the office a the end of the hall. The security system here presented no more challenge than the lock on
the outside door. In amoment he was in, with the door closed and secured behind him. He' d probably
taken care of any problems by silencing the man below; if he hadn’t, whoever had set thistrap for his
gster would find morein it than they’ d expected.

The desk comp had adot for the keycard. Owen paused for amoment, considering.

Without aphysical card in place to complete the circuits, not even an Adept’ stricks could shunt
the eectron flow to perform the task he needed. But which card to use? Owen weighed them in his hand,
ng them as he had the office worker below. One of the cards, the one that he' d been given, felt
limited, probably crippled on purpose. He discarded it without any more thought and switched to the
card he' d taken from the office worker’ s pocket.



The password worked. He had Bee' s datachip full within minutes; her need for information was
narrow and specific, and easily supplied. Errec Ransome's chip took longer. The Master of the Guild
cast hisnetswide, and in strange waters, for the welfare of the galaxy’ s Adepts.

Errec Ransome had been ajunior Adept in the Guildhouse on Ilarnawhen the Magewar broke
out. Those days had seen daughter done al acrossthe galaxy, but few places had suffered worse than
Ransome' s home planet. Only Sapne and Entibor had experienced more destruction than Ilarna. Sgpne,
depopulated by plagues and reduced to barbarism, had no inhabitants eft alive who could remember its
ruined citiesin their prime; and Entibor was an orbiting dag heap with nothing living onits surface at all.

Seeing adl hisfriends dead and the Ilarna Guildhouse smashed into rubble, Errec Ransome had
|eft the Adeptsfor atime. He had joined the privateers of Innish-Kyl in their hit-and-run war against the
Mageords, fighting other men’ s battlesfor his own purposes. The Mageworlders had been crushed now
for twenty years and more, and Master Ransome had long since returned to the Guild; but hisvigilance
never ceased.

Owen completed his second download and withdrew the keycard. And then-

Danger!

The premonition dammed into him full force. His senses clamored with the awareness of enemies
nearby, and he clutched the edge of the desk with both hands.

Danger! Too close-

Helifted his head to looked around the office, and cursed under his bresth at his own arrogance
and supidity.

What had seemed to be dternate exits-windows and an inner door-he saw now were only
illusons, holographic projections with their redlity enhanced by hisown willingnessto believe. Thetrap
had closed on him in aroom with no escape except by the door through which he had entered. He would
haveto fight hisway out.

He crossed over to the door and put his hand againgt it, still expecting little more than blaster
bravos and hired thugs, the sort of vermin who were hissster’ senemies. Instead . . .

Worse and worse. His enemieswaited for him on the other side. His enemies, and not Beka' s at
al.

Owen paused again in the deeper shadows beside atrash bin and looked around. Still no visble
pursuit. Closing his eyes and drawing a deep breath, he centered himsdlf and cleared his senses as best
he could.

Nobody near. I’ ve lost them. | hope.

He couldn’t be certain; he didn’t have enough energy left to make certain and still keep himsdlf
hidden. Thefight a the Flatlands Investment Building had taken too much out of him-single-handed and
unarmed against too many opponents, while most of hisinner resources were diverted into hiding the
datachipsin his coverall pocket.

He d logt the hand-to-hand fight, but he’ d won the other struggle: he till had both datachips
concealed when his enemies dragged him off to Florri€' s Place. There was somebody at Florrie’s, they
gave him to understand, who was dated for the honor of finishing him off.

He' d never expected to find his sister Bekawaiting for him at the other end of ablaster. Once he
saw her face, he thought for afew seconds that she was going to kill him after al. But she shot the guard
instead, and cut another man’ s throat, and then surprised Owen even further by agreeing to draw away
theinevitable pursuit.

If Master Ransome' s datachip ever made it back home to Galcen, Owen reflected, it would be
mostly Beka swork. For his own part, he' d been haf-blind from the moment he came here.

The blindnesswasn't entirdly hisfault, he supposed. The enemy must have been clouding his
vision ever since he showed up on Pleyver-the old enemy, the oneswho had laid siege to the planet of
Entibor for three years, and not abandoned it until Entibor was dead; who had broken every fleet the
civilized worlds had sent againgt them except the last; who had massacred the Adepts of llarnaand haf a
hundred other planets besides.



There were Mages on Pleyver, and not mere gpprentices or salf-taught dabblersin the ways of
power. The great Magel ords had returned.

part one
I . nammerin: namport; space force medical Sation

galcen: the retreat

WHEN THE courier ship from Gacen Prime arrived on Nammerin, alight but steady rain
covered the entire Namport landing field like afine mist. Lieutenant Ari Rossdlin-Metadi ducked out
through the hatch of the courier, cast aresigned glance upward at the low grey sky, and climbed down
the steep ramp to the ground.

The metd creaked under his boots as he descended. Along with hisfather’ sdark hair and hislate
mother’ selegantly chiseled features, Ari had inherited the size and strength of some unknown ancestor on
the Metadi, or spaceport-mongrel, Sde of the family. Asaresult, he was consderably taller and heavier
than the average Space Force trooper the ramp was designed to support.

With both feet planted on the tarmac, he reached up ahand to steady the courier’ s other
passenger as she emerged. It wasn't along stretch; his head brushed the side of the courier vessel in pite
of the landing legsthat raised the ship agood seven feet off the ground. His traveling companion-a short,
brown-skinned woman with long black hair twisted into aknot at the nape of her neck-took the offered
hand and paused for amoment in the open hatch.

“Rain,” shesad. “Why am | not surprised?’

“Becauseit dwaysrainsin Namport,” said Ari. “The Space Force ‘ Welcome to Nammerin’
booklet saysthat this part of the planet has awet season and adry season, but that’ salie. The only two
seasons |’ ve ever noticed arerainy and rainier.”

The young woman laughed and jumped down to the tarmac, ignoring the ramp completely. Ari
didn’'t fed her weight as she came down, even though her small, trim body carried more muscle than the
appreciative eye might suspect. She' d taken his hand as a courtesy only, and he knew it.

Like Ari, the woman wore the uniform of amember of the Space Force Medica Service, but
where hewore alieutenant’ s bars, she wore no marks of rank at al. Mistress Llannat Hyfid was an
Adept, and while the rules of her Guild alowed her to serve in the Republic’ s Space Force, they barred
her from holding formd rank.

Asfar asanyone could ever tdll, LIannat Hyfid accepted her in-between status with cheerful
equanimity. Mogt of thetime, Ari himsalf dmost forgot that she was anything more than afellow-medic
and agood friend. Almost, but never quite.

Helet go her hand as soon as she straightened from the dight crouch in which she had landed.
“Timeto collect our baggage before it gets mixed in with the mail sacks” he said. “Then we can see
about an aircar rental.”

They rescued their carrybagsjust asthe Nammerin Mail hoverded pulled away from the sde of
the courier. The aircar rental, though, turned out to be unnecessary. When they got to the spaceport’s
vehiclelot, they found Bors Keotkyra from the medica station waiting for them beside the Med Station
scoutcar. The stocky, fair-haired young officer was flanked by two of the hospital’ s senior enlisted
personnel, wearing Ground Patrol brassards.

“I'mimpressed,” said Llannat as she and Ari tossed their carrybagsinto the scoutcar’ s cargo
compartment. “Are you people that eager to see us back?’

“The CO wantsto talk to both of you,” was Keotkyra' s oblique answer. “Nobody’ s sure
whether he wants to kiss you or write you up for Punitive Articles 66 through 134, inclusve.”

“How are the bets going?’ asked Ari.

“Even money either way.” Keotkyra peered into the cargo compartment. “Isthat al you brought
with you?’

“We | eft without stopping to pack,” Ari said. “I’ ve got ten creditsthat sayswe' Il bein officia
disgrace before dinnertime.”

“I’'m not going to take your money,” said Llannat asthey climbed aboard and strapped in.



“Gambling depends on luck-and | quit believing in thingslike that after 1 joined the Guild.”

The Medical Station, when they got there, looked dmost deserted. At the sametime, Ari felt asif
he and Llannat were the focus of amultitude of curious eyes. By the time Keotkyra and the Ground
Patrol escort had finished marching them across the compound to the CO’ s office, he' d prepared himsdlf
to facetheworst.

Asfar asanybody at the station knew, Ari and Llannat had last been heard of asapair of kidnap
victims, seized during an emergency medica call to the far Sde of the Divider Range and spirited
off-planet by aheavily armed ship with an unprecedented turn of speed. Nobody here knew the truth: the
pilot of the ship had been Ari’ s sster Beka-who had dready died, officialy and messily, in a paceship
crash on Artat.

Beka hadn't bothered to ask her older brother if he'd liketo join her in tracking down the men
who had planned and hired out their mother’ s murder. She' d snatched him away from the Space Force
without asking anybody’ s permission, least of dl hisown; and now that she was done with him she' d | eft
him on his own to straighten out the mess.

Ari paused outside the door of the office and looked over at Llannat. The Adept had anervous,
intent expression on her face, asif she were listening for something too faint for othersto hear.

“Wdl?" heasked. Llannat had “heard” things before, apparently pulling knowledge straight out of
theair; she'd saved hislifethat way at least once.

But thistime she gave ahelpless shrug. “ Y our guessisasgood asmine.”

Behind them, Bors Keotkyra cleared his throat.

Ari glanced over hisshoulder at their escort. “All right,” he said. “We can take ahint.”

Ari palmed the doorplate and the panels did apart. The office looked just asit had the last time
he' d stepped across the threshold, severd months before. Printout flimsies covered the desk like fallen
leaves, the CO' s pet sand snake drowsed atop the office safe, and the CO himself wore his habitual
expression of gentle regret.

He aso wore his dress uniform-something that happened at the Nammerin Medicad Station about
as often as amonth without earthquakes. Ari snapped to attention. That settlesit. They re going to
throw the book at us.

Out of the corner of hiseye, he saw Llannat standing at attention beside him. Her |eft hand
brushed the short silver-and-ebony staff clipped to her belt, and Ari felt amoment’ sflash of envy. She
doesn’t have to worry; even if she gets reduced in grade all the way down to a spacer recruit,
she's still Mistress Hyfid, and the Guild takes care of its own.

That wasn't fair, of course. LIannat hadn’t chosen to get caught up in hissster Beka s half-mad
quest for vengeance. The Adept had been in the wrong place at the wrong time, that was dl; and if
Master Ransome could spare her any of the consequences, Ari promised himsalf he wouldn't begrudge
her the good luck.

Caught up in histhoughts, he barely noticed when the CO rose and said, “Follow me.” It took a
cough from Borsto get the whole procession moving again. They |eft the office by the sde door, and
marched back across the compound to the Main Supply Dome.

If protocol hadn't required that Ari keep his face expressonless, he would have frowned in
puzzlement. Busting a couple of junior officers for Unauthorized Absence doesn’t need a building
big enough to park a spaceship.

Then the doors of the supply dome opened.

The crates and boxes normally held in Main Supply had been shoved aside. Where they had
been, in the center of the dome, dl Ari could see was dress uniformslined up in formation.

| don't believe it, hethought. They’ ve turned out everybody but Intensive Care and the gate
guards.

The CO stepped up to alectern facing the assembled ranks and nodded to the chief
master-at-arms.

“Lieutenant Rossdlin-Metadi and Mistress Hyfid,” the master-at-arms cdled out, “front and
center!”



Thisisit, Ari thought, as he and Llannat took their placesin front of the lectern and cameto
atention. They're going to make a public example of us “ for the good of the service.” Maybe |
should have asked Father to take care of things after all.

But he' d never in his career asked for favors because he was General Jos Metadi’ s oldest son,
and hisfather had never insulted him by making such an offer. Jos Metadi had begun his climb to rank
and respectability as a privateer-some of hisenemies said as an out-and-out pirate-and his ethics
remained, to say the least, flexible; but on that subject father and son were in agreement. Ari squared his
shoulders and prepared to take what was coming to him.

If they throw us out, hethought, | can always see if the Quincunx needs a coupl e of
representatives back on Maraghai.

Ari’shonorary membership in thecivilized gdlaxy’ slargest crimina guild-an unintended
byproduct of the Med Station’ s need to obtain asupply of tholovine faster than norma Supply channels
could operate-was a secret he devoutly hoped his superiorsin the Space Force didn’'t share. When a
sample businessded involving the exchange of cash for aperfectly legd but hard-to-obtain drug had
degenerated into arson and armed pursuit, Ari had expended cons derable creative thought on keeping
the Brotherhood' srole out of the officia reports. He' d never expected that the Quincunx would be
grateful, or that their gratitude might comein handy later.

The CO glanced down at asheet of heavy paper resting on the lectern, then looked back at Ari
and Llannat.

“Lieutenant Rossdin-Metadi, Migtress Hyfid, it ismy extremely pleasant duty to inform you that
you have both been awarded the Space Force Achievement Medal.”

Ari heard LIannat’ s breeth catch and become irregular as she fought the urge to laugh. The
Achievement Meda was the smallest award the Space Force had the power to bestow, ranking even
below the Good Conduct Badge. It meant only that the recipient had completed four satisfactory years of
activeduty. It dso implied, to theinitiated, that the officer giving the awvard was mildly surprised that this
should be so.

For hisown part, Ari felt aperverseindignation. If they' re not going to break us, he
wondered, why are they going out of their way to insult us?

The CO looked down at the lectern again for amoment, and then went on. “ The citation for this
award,” he said, “cannot be read aloud at thistime, becauseit isclassfied. Itis, in fact, classified at such
ahighlevd that | mysdalf am not cleared to read it. The name of the classification leve isaso classified.”

He paused, and looked out over the assembly before going on. “I am alowed, however, to say
that the award was signed by none other than the Head of the Grand Council.”

| should have known Father would do something whether | asked himto or not, thought
Ari, asthe CO stepped in front of the lectern to shakefirst his hand and then LIannat’s. He must have
called in some debts from a long way back to get this-there’s no way he could have told anyone
the truth.

A bedlowed command from the master-at-arms signaled the end of the officia part of the
fedtivities. The dress-uniformed ranks broke up, reveding aloaded buffet table behind them. The
half-melted ice sculpture in the center of the table could have been either a spaceship or ashooting star,
but the trays and plates spread out around it were unmistakably food.

“Broiled groundgrubs,” Ari heard Llannat murmuring in the dreamy tones of one who has been
too long on space rations. “ Tusker-ox riblets. Pickled gubbstucker.”

“Go ahead,” said the CO. “Help yoursaves. After dl, you' re the guests of honor.”

Severd minuteslater, Ari had ahegping plate of Nammerinish ddicaciesin one hand and aglass
of thelocally digtilled purple aquavitae in the other. He made his way through groups of well-wishersto
the stacks of boxes at the edge of the cleared area. Llannat was dready there, working on adish of the
broiled groundgrubs. A bottle of Tree Frog beer rested on a packing crate near her hand, and most of
the station’ sjunior officers clustered around her.

Bors Keotkyralifted hisbottle in atoast as Ari gpproached. “ Here' sto the returning heroes,” he
sad. “Whatever you did, it must have been exciting.”



Ari exchanged glances with Llannat. He was no Adept like his brother Owen, who could see
another’ sideas dmogst before they took shape, but it didn’t take any particular gift to know that the
thoughts behind the young woman’ s dark eyes were echoes of his own-memories of blood and desth
and treachery, of his sister Beka reborn as the one-eyed starpilot Tarnekep Portree, of black smoke
risng from the Citadel on Darvell.

He blinked hard to clear the images away, and took along swallow of the aguavitae.

“Yes,” hesaidto Bors, asthe astringent fumes of the liquor chased the last of the pictures back
where they belonged. “It was more exciting than it strictly needed to be.”

The Adepts Retreat on Galcen stood on an outcrop of grey rock in the mountains of the planet’s
northern hemisphere. Over the centuries the massve, high-walled structure had been fortress and
storehouse and hermitage by turns, and even among the Adepts, not many knew itstrue age. Other
planets had their Guildhouses, where Adepts could live and study and go about their tasks-but the
Retrest on Galcen wasthe heart of it all.

To study at the Retreat was a privilege granted to very few, to teach there, an honor granted to
even fewer. For Owen Rossdlin-Metadi, who had done both, the Retreat was home. Thelonger he had
been away, the moreits high grey walls seemed to beckon to him on hisreturn, promising shelter and the
company of friends and achanceto let go of the everlasting watchfulnessthat hiswork demanded.

Thistime, asaways, heleft hisrented arcar in the valey below and went the rest of the way on
foot. He could have stayed in town and called for someone to come get him-the Retreat had excellent
arrcar and comm link connections, and the hike up from Tredin was an dl-day proposition-but he
preferred not to advertise his comings and goings.

The apprentice Adept who stopped him at the gate was new since Owen had |eft for Pleyver,
and painfully young-looking. The boy can’'t be a day over sixteen, Owen thought, forgetting for the
moment that he had come to the Retreat himself when he was even younger. Master Ransomeisreally
robbing the cradle these days.

The apprentice couldn’t have been long on gate duty, either. He ssumbled over the traditiona
greeting. “Welcome, friend. What is your name, and have you-have you-”

“ ‘-have you come to seek ingtruction? ” Owen finished for him. “My name's Owen, and I’'m an
apprenticein the Guild already. Could you tell Master Ransome that I’ ve come back?’

The youth stared at him for amoment. Owen wasn't particularly surprised by the reaction. It
wasn't often that an apprentice showed up at the Retreat |ooking like an out-of-work day |aborer and
asking for the Master of the Guild by name.

“Uh-right,” said the boy after apause. “Y ou wait here and-1 mean, let me call somebody to take
youtohim.”

Owen waited patiently while the apprentice spoke over acomm link to an unfamiliar voice farther
ingde the Retresat. In time another, somewhat older apprentice showed up. Owen didn’t remember her,
ather.

Helet her lead the way through the stone-walled passages to the room that served Master
Ransome as an office. Like everything el se about the Retregt, the room was immeasurably old-so old that
itstal, narrow windows had no panes, not even glass ones. In the wintertime, aforce field kept out the
driving wind and snow, and a ceramic heat bar glowed on the granite hearth. But this was summer; the
hearth was bare, and a cool breeze blew through the chamber unimpeded.

A dight, dark-haired man dressed in tunic and trousers of dull black stood at one of the
windows, looking out. The apprentice cleared her throat.

“Magter Ransome. An apprentice calling himsalf Owenishereto-”

She got no further than the name before the man turned. At the sight of Owen, Ransome' sface
brokeinto asmile of delight that made him look twenty years younger. He strode forward and clasped
Owenttightly by the shoulders.

“It' sgood to seeyou home,” he said.

Owen returned the hug. “Believe me, gir, it’ sgood to be here.”



The apprentice spoke up again, somewhat diffidently. “Will you need anything €lse?’

“Not at the moment,” Ransometold her.

As soon as she had | eft, the Master of the Guild drew Owen over to apair of chairs besde the
empty hearth. The momentary happiness that had passed across Ransome' s features was aready fading,
leaving hisface as somber and weary as before.

Owen saw the change come and go, and felt achill, like the feather of some dark bird drawn
across the back of his neck. Errec Ransome was a good ten years younger than Owen'’ sfather, but there
was something about him these days that made him look &l of General Metadi’ s years and more.

“I’d dmost given you up for dead thistime,” Ransome said as soon as they both were seated.
“And Jos was starting to ask some awkward questions.”

All trace of welcome was gone now. If Owen hadn’t seen the Guild Master’ s momentary change
of expression and fdt the strength of his embrace, he would have stiffened himsdlf to endure a spectacular
tongue-lashing, as befitted an apprentice who' d falen below his expected standard.

“I'msorry,” hesaid. “I amost got caught.”

He looked away for amoment at the bare stone of the hearth-some of the memories from
Pleyver were dtill vivid enough to be painful-then turned his head back to meet Ransome' s dark, inquiring
gaze. “| did get caught, in fact. My own stupid fault, and if Beka hadn’t been in town I’ d never have
gotten away. | couldn’t make it off-planet, though; | had to hide out dirtside until everybody forgot about
me. It took awhile.”

Ransome amiled, aquirk of the mouth that scarcely touched hiseyes. “ That’ san
understatement,” he said. “We have gpprentices at the Retreat who' ve never seen your face-two
seasons worth of them at least.”

“I know; | met acouple of them just now. A bit young, aren’t they?’

“No morethan theusua,” Ransometold him. “Y ou, of course, are about to grow along grey
beard.”

Owen gave ashort laugh. “ After the last few months, | fed likeit.”

He paused, hating to destroy the Guild Master’ s good humor, however faint-but it had to be
done. He drew abreath and went on. “ They were Magel ords, you know, on Pleyver.”

Magter Ransome' sfeatures grew very still, and his dark eyes seemed to focus on something long
ago and far away. “ So0,” he said. “It beginsagain.”

“I'm afraid 0,” Owen said. “We re not dealing with haf-trained agents smuggled through the
Net to do abit of spying, or with afew talented locals who' ve put together aMage-Circle out of what
they’ ve seen in the holovids. At least one of them on Pleyver was a Great Magelord in the old style-as
strong by himself asany Adept I’ ve ever known, even without the power of the othersto back him.”

“The Firg of their Circle, hewould have been,” said Ransome. “If they’ reworking asthey didin
the old days.” His voice sounded as though he had tasted something bitter. “How did you dip past?’

Owen shook hishead. “1 didn’t. | spent the past two seasons on Pleyver working asacargo
handler down at the spacedocks. Eventually the First gave up looking for me, and the rest of them
weren't strong enough to give me any trouble.”

“The First gave up looking for you,” Ransome said. “ Do you have any ideawhat happened to
make him stop?’

“No,” Owen said. “But the wholetime hewaslooking for me| could fed it, evenin my deep.
Once or twice he backed off abit, trying to fool me into making arun for the port, but he was too sirong
to be very good at hiding. Then one day he just wasn't around anymore.”

“Off-planet?

Owen sghed. “I don't know. Maybe. But Pleyver wasn't atotd loss, anyway. | fill havethis”

He pulled the datachip out of the breast pocket of his coveral and handed it to Master Ransome.

“I thought about smuggling it out to you,” he said, “but | couldn’t think of any way safer than
caryingit mysdf.”

Ransome' s hand closed over the coin-sized dice of plastic. Another time, Owen thought, he
would have looked pleased; but now he barely seemed to notice that he held it. “Isthe information till



good?’

“Mogt of it, | think.” Owen leaned back in his chair and gave atired sigh. The datachip had
weighed on him more than he'd known. Thiswasthe first timein monthsthat he didn't haveit
somewhere on his person, and its absence left him feding amost light-headed. “ There salot of trade and
economic data-it looks like we ve got stuff crossing the border zone into the Mageworlds that would give
the Grand Council fitsif they knew about it-plus a bunch of encrypted files| didn’'t have timeto break.”

He paused. “ There were some other filesthat had to do with what happened to Mother. | gave
thoseto Beka.”

“Wasthat wise? Ransome asked. “ Y our Sster is headstrong, to say the least. Therumors|’ve
been hearing say agood deal more than that.”

“She'salso Dominaof Entibor now that Mother is dead-whether she wantsthetitle or not. If
anybody hasaright to thosefiles, it sBee.”

Owen studied Ransome' s dubious expression for aminute and then added, “If she hadn’'t drawn
off the armed pursuit, you probably wouldn't have your data right now. And the fact that al thosefiles
were taken while she was on planet may have sown some useful doubts about exactly who was looking
for what in FIL’ s data banks.”

Ransome nodded dowly and tucked the datachip into an inside pocket of hisblack tunic. “A
persuasive argument,” he said. “And | am grateful, both to her and to you. But | need you to go out again
assoon aspossible. . . we have another situation that needs attention.”

Owen'’sheart sank. He could fed hislonged-for time of quiet safety receding before him likea
wave drawing back from the beach. But he was Master Ransome’ s apprentice, and had promised long
ago that hewould serve.

“How soon?’ he asked.

“Tomorrow.”

“| was hoping to stay here through the fall and winter at least,” Owen protested. “ Teaching a bit,
maybe, and meditating. After dl those months hiding out on Pleyver, I’m so jumpy | twitch whenever the
wind changes.”

“Wedon't havethat kind of timeleft, I’'m afraid,” said Ransome. Hisvoice wasfirm, in spite of
the regret and wearinessin his dark eyes. “Thewind has changed aready, and the storm iscoming
sooner than anyone thinks.”

Ari had been back at the Med Station for over aweek before he remembered to drop by the
dtation post office and pick up hisaccumulated mail. Being himsalf adutiful, rather than an enthusiadtic,
correspondent, he didn’t expect to find anything of particular interest waiting there for him.

The crew member on duty had been at the awards ceremony with everyone else. He handed Ari
amixed bundle of printout flimsies and sed ed envel opes with nothing more than a haf-gpologetic
“Y ou’ ve been gone awhile, so the junk messages had a chanceto pile up.”

Ari glanced at the top item in the stack-a four-color 3-D flyer announcing a specid bargain rate
on the purchase of ten or more cases of Tree Frog beer.

“They certainly have,” he said, tossing the flyer into the trash-disposal unit. He hadn't felt the
same about Tree Frog beer since the affair with the Quincunx, when somebody had tried to poison him
by dipping mescaomideinto abottle of Export Dark. The gaudy little advertisement made an unpleasant
reminder of anight that had begun with fire and attempted murder, and had ended with Llannat Hyfid
fighting a black-masked Mage assassin for Ari’slife.

That particular enemy waslong dead, but Llannat herself had said once that the Mages preferred
towork ingroups. . . Ari growled an oath deep in histhroat, and distracted himsdlf by sorting through
therest of hismail at the counter instead of taking it to his quarters.

He recycled five more advertisng flyers and the catalog of afirm dealing in exotic herbs, scanned
the printout flimsies notifying him of private messagesin the eectronic files (three from hisfather and one
from Beka s old school chum Jlly Oldigaard, all sx months out of date); and set aside for later reading
an equaly outdated but probably <till amusing letter from hisfriend Nyls Jessan, formerly of the



Nammerin Medica Station and last officidly heard from at the Space Force Clinic and Recruitment
Center on Pleyver.

That |eft the newest item in the stack, aplain envelope with aloca postmark and no return
address-just his own name and Space Force directing codes, written in alight, even hand.

Ari worked at the sealed envel ope with his thumbnail. Namport' s moist equatoria climate had
aready weakened the adhesive; after only alittle urging the flap peeled back and he was able to extract
the square of cheap paper insde.

The letter had no sautation and no signature, and only three nesetly |ettered sentences:

If you think you see me, you' re mistaken. It's somebody else; I'm not here. Stick with Mistress
Hyfid and stay out of trouble.

Even if the handwriting hadn’t been familiar, Ari thought, the dliptica stylewould have beena
dead giveaway. Out of the entire population of the civilized galaxy, only his brother Owen habitualy
addressed him with that kind of half-condescending obscurity.

Frowning, Ari tore the envelope and the note into confetti-sized pieces, then dropped the scraps
into the trash digposal unit. “ Stick with Mistress Hyfid and stay out of trouble,” he quoted glumly to
himsdf. Good advice.. . . but | don't think it’s going to help me very much.

ii. the net: warhammer; mageworldsborder zone: rsf karipavo

“CAPTAIN.”

“Mmh?’ Bekadidn't look up from the comp console. Damned Space Force paper pushers,
this checklist islonger than all of Councilor Tarveet’ s speeches pasted together .

“Captain, it' slate”

She nodded absently and flipped to the next screen. “Mm-hm.”

“Captain-”

The change in tone caught her attention. She blinked, wiped ahand across eyes gone bleary from
too long at the console, and leaned back in her chair to look at the speaker for thefirst time.

Warhammer’ s gunner/copilot looked back at her in mild concern. Nyls Jessan-lean and
far-haired, with light grey eyes and pleasant if unremarkable features-had the appearance of asmdl-time
free spacer in adangerous part of the gaaxy, al the way down to the war-surplus blaster.

But appearances could be deceiving, especialy where Jessan was concerned. Her partner spoke
Standard Gal cenian with an upper-class Khesatan accent; he played cards and handled weaponslike a
professional; and he' d abandoned a perfectly good career in the Space Force Medical Servicetojoin
Bekaon Warhammer after her old copilot had died in thefighting on Darvell.

A man of many talents, is our Jessan, she thought, and smiled in spite of herself. “Now I'm
ligening. What' sthe problem?’

“You,” hesaid. “Y ou've been working over that checklist since 0400, and Warhammer’ s not
going to get any cleaner than shedready is. It'stime you got some deep.”

“Isthat what you had inmind. . . deep?’

“Absolutely,” Jessan assured her, straight-faced.

She hesitated amoment, watching him, and then shook her head with afaint Sgh. “We can't
afford to fail our blockade ingpection just because some busybody in a Space Force uniform decides that
| haven't done my paperwork right.”

“Let mehandleit,” he offered. “I’m used to the syle.”

“No. If I'm going to Sgn for something, | want to make dl the mistakes mysdlf.”

He shrugged and stretched out on the padded accel eration couch on the other side of the
common room. “Fine, then. I'll stay up and keep you company.”

“Your choice” shesad.

She turned back to the screen and worked diligently for afew minutes until afaint snore broke
the sllence behind her. She glanced over at the couch. Jessan’s head had fallen back against the cushions
and hiseyes were closed.



“Damned idiot Khesatan,” she muttered, and hit the button to close the comp session.

The console folded itself back into its bulkhead niche, and Beka stood up. She went over to the
couch and touched Jessan lightly on the shoulder.

“All right, Nyls,” shesaid. “Youwin. Let’sgo to bed.”

The chronometer in the captain’s quarters aboard Warhammer sounded its usua wake-up signd
at 0500 Standard. Beka did out from beneath Jessan’ s arm and swung her feet down onto the
deckplates. The alarm button for the chrono had been set into the bulkhead on the far side of the cabin,
and she couldn’t turn it off without getting out of her bunk-which had probably been the designer’s
intention inthefirst place.

Oncethe darm had been silenced Beka started getting dressed, but not in the plain shirt and
trousersthat she' d worn yesterday. Today she wore the lace and ruffles of awell-groomed but
somewhat androgynous young man of fashion from Mandeyn’s Embrigan digtrict, with long brown hair
braided into a queue and finished off with ablack velvet ribbon. This particular Mandeynan, however,
carried a double-edged dagger hidden up his deeve, and had a Gyfferan Ogre Mark VI blaster in aworn
leather holster tied down againgt histhigh.

Shefinished arranging the folds of her white spidersilk cravat, tucked alacy handkerchief into
oneruffled cuff, and contemplated the result with satisfaction. Beka Rossdlin-Metadi, master of
Warhammer and Dominaof lost Entibor, had al but vanished, replaced by Captain Tarnekep Portree:
garpilot, gunfighter, and killer-for-hire.

Now for the final touch.

Beka reached into the storage compartment that held her dirtside gear, took out ared
optical-plastic eye patch, and fitted it into place. The patch covered her |eft eye socket from cheekbone
to brow ridge, giving Tarnekep Portree an oddly piebad gaze. Most people found the glittering red
plagtic disturbing, with its hints of extensive prosthetic work lying hidden undernegth; they would flinch
and turn away without looking closely at the rest of Tarnekep’ s pale and angular face.

All part of the disguise, shereflected. The Prof knew what he was doing when he thought
up thisidentity. Nobody wants to get close to Tarnekep Portree.

Well, amost nobody. When she turned back toward the bunk, Nyls Jessan was awake and
watching her.

“How’ sthe effect?’ she asked.

He amiled. “Excdlent asdways, Captain. Elegant, but with adistinct auraof indefinable
menace.”

“Good. Let’ s hopeit foolsthe inspectors.”

Inspection came at 0911.54 Standard, when Warhammer dropped out of hyper at the edge of
the Net-the artificid barrier to hyperspace trangit that the Republic had imposed upon the Mageworlds at
the end of the war. Making anew jump would be impossible until the inspecting officer sent word to the
generating station to open ahole and let the” Hammer pass.

Like avast spiderweb spun out in magnetic fields from thousands of generating stations, the Net
hung between the Mageworlds and the rest of the civilized galaxy. Any starship coming or going had to to
drop out of hyper and run in real space, where the Republic's Net Patrol Fleet patrolled in force, sensors
always dert for vessastrying to sneak undetected across the border.

One could, Beka supposed, go the long way around, skirting the edges of the Net. Space was
too big for any artificia congtruct to enshroud the Mageworlds completely. Even in hyperspace, though,
such ajourney might teke years.

But Ebenra D’ Caer believed he could make it to the Mageworldsin a single jump from
Ovredis, she thought as she waited with Jessan for the ingpection party to arrive. And somebody sure
fished him out of his cell back at the asteroid base. Llannat said it was Magework, all the way
down the line. “ The Mages make long plans,” she said.

And the Professor, too . . . he talked about five hundred years asif it was nothing.

Shehit her lip. Thinking about her old teacher and copilot wasn't going to do her any good, not



with a shuttle coming across right now from Net Station C-346-one of the checkpoints where al ships
seeking passage had to register and submit to ingpection. She concentrated instead on the details of
Warhammer’s cover |D asthe armed merchantman Pride of Mandeyn (Suivi registry, Tarnekep
Portree commanding).

Soon amuffled clunk and afaint tremor in the deck-plates told her that the shuttle had docked.
Shetoggled open the’ Hammer’ s dorsal airlock and let the ingpection party come in: two Space Force
enlisted personnel, one short, redheaded and femd e, the other dark-skinned, gangly, and male, under the
command of awide-eyed young ensign who had clearly never seen anything like Tarnekep Portree
beforein hislife.

Beka suppressed an urge to laugh. So this product of a sheltered upbringing getsto sit
across the table from me while we go over the paperwork with a magnifying glass. If I’m lucky,
he'll be twitching so hard he forgets half his questions.

The wide-eyed young ensign, however, wasn't oneto let his persond opinions get in the way of
efficient customs procedure. He consulted the clipboard he carried in one hand, then asked for-and
got-the sheaf of printout flimsesthat contained the” Hammer’ s pre-ingpection paperwork; the officia
formsthat confirmed the vessal’ sregigtry as Pride of Mandeyn, and Tarnekep Portree’ slegal ownership
of same; and the imitation-lesther foldersthat held al the relevant licenses, 1D flatpix, and passports
(Mandeynan and Khesatan, one each) for the captain and copilot of the Pride.

He passad the | Ds through the clipboard scanner, which beeped quietly asit communicated with
the link aboard the shuttle. The shuttle would relay the IDs to the Net Station’ s main data banks and pass
any relevant information back to the ingpecting officer.

“Tarnekep Portree,” the ensign said after the beeping had stopped. “ The data net has you down
as Wanted For Questioning back on Mandeyn.”

Bekadidn't blink. “Thisisn't Mandeyn,” she pointed out. “And aWFQ isn't awarrant.”

“Granted,” said the ensign. “Nevertheless, the Space Forceislegdly obligated to pass any word
on your whereabouts back to the Petty Council of Embrig Spaceport.”

“Fine. Tel the council | said hdllo. | lovethem too.”

The ensgn pressed hislipstogether asif suppressing ahasty reply, and glanced back at his
clipboard. When he looked up again at Jessan, his expression had changed from dubious suspicion to
activedistaste.

“Nyls Jessan,” he said. “Formerly of the Space Force Medica Service. Lieutenant commander,
no less. Cashiered.”

Jessan bowed. “ The same.”

Theendgn'slip curled. He turned his back on Jessan completely and spoke to Beka. “Captain
Portree, I'll be going over the Pride’ s paperwork with you. Please direct your . . . associate. . . to assst
my peoplein aphysica ingpection of thevessd.”

“Sure.” Bekawaved ahand at Jessan. “Y ou heard the nice man, Doc. Show our friends
around.”

“My pleasure, Captain.”

Jessan headed off into the depths of the ship with the two enlisted personnel trailing after him, and
Beka sat down at the common-room table with the ensign. The young officer ran through the paperwork
line by line, consulting frequently with his clipboard.

“Energy gunsdorsa and ventra, shields bow and stern-you carry alot of firepower for amerch,
Captain.”

Bekaraised an eyebrow. “We re an armed freighter, like the registry says. When you work in
the outplanets, you can’'t dways depend on the Space Force to show upintime.”

The ensign looked offended. “ Thisisn’t awar zone, Captain Portree. I'm afraid we |l haveto
sed your gunsfor the duration of your stay in the Mageworlds.”

Beka had been expecting to hear something of the sort; the’ Hammer’ s gunswere
|atest-generation technology, newly upgraded at the shipyards on Gyffer. Nevertheless, she scowled.
“What am | supposed to do if somebody over there across the border starts taking potshots at me? Y el



for help and hope the fleet comes running?’

“Y ou're not in the outplanets any longer, Captain. The Mageworlds aren’'t in any shapeto give
you trouble.” He glanced at his clipboard again. “Y ou don’'t have acargo listed.”

“I’m going in empty and looking to pick up acargo once | get there,” Bekasaid. “Likeit sayson
the form, I'm interested in rare earths and botanicals for the medical-research trade.”

“Any Republic currency you' ve got hasto stay on thisside of the border,” said the ensign. * Sorry
if it complicates your business dedlings, but that’ sthe law.”

You're not the least bit sorry, you little bastard, thought Beka. Well, Il fix you. Just watch
medo it.

She emptied the money from her trouser pockets onto the table: five or Sx decima-credit pieces,
arumpled ten-credit chit, and a slver Mandeynan mark with apinpoint blaster hole through the middle.

“Hereyou go,” she said. “Maybe Doc has a couple of ten-chits on him, but otherwise that’ sthe
lot.”

“How do you plan to pay for your cargo, Captain?’

“I don't,” shesaid. “I’m apilot. Other people pay me.”

The ensign looked like he' d bitten down on something sour. He went on with the paperwork,
going back and forth between the Pride’ s forms and the data appearing on his clipboard.

Hunting for something else he can call me on, thought Beka. Aha-now he thinks he’s got it.

“About your crew, Captain. Y ou have only yoursdf and the copilot listed, but you have berthing
spacefor at least Sx.”

Bekadhrugged. “The Pride's a Libra-classfreighter; shewas built to run with afull crew. She's
been upgraded alot since the old days, but nobody ever bothered to take out the extra berthing. We use
it for dopover storage mostly, when we' ve got alot of cargo on board.”

The ensign made anote on his clipboard. “Understood. But Mageworlds nationas can't pass
through the Net in civilian vessdl's, so don't plan on picking up any passengers.”

“Don’'t worry. The damned Mages can rot on their sde of the Net for dl | care. I’'m looking for a
cargo that doesn’t talk back.”

“Wise of you, Captain Portree. We don't tolerate the other sort.”

I’ll bet you don’t, Bekathought, as the ensign continued hisway through the stack of printout
flimses It'sa good thing 1" ve got work to do, or I'd smuggle an entire Mage-Circle out through
the Net just to prove that | could.

Eventudly the paperwork cameto an end. Beka signed the severd forms, intriplicate, in
Portree’ sangular, dashing hand, and the ensign stamped and dated all the signatures. He was down to
the last one when Jessan came back with the two enlisted personnd.

The redhead approached the table. “Everything'sclean, ar,” shetold the ensign. “ And the guns
aresedled.”

“Very good.” The ensgn gathered up the signed and dated forms, and returned the registration
papers and both of the personal-information folders to Beka-pointedly ignoring Jessan, who was
regarding the proceedingsin generd, and the ensign in particular, with an air of bland amusement.

When the ingpection party had departed and the shuttle had pulled away for Net Station C-346,
Beka put the papers and the folders into the ship’ s safe. Then, from asnug and very well concealed
locker, she removed a compact but effective scanner. Only after she had located and deactivated both of
the listen-and-record devices the inspectors had |eft behind-onein the’ Hammer’ s cockpit and the other,
somewhat more imaginatively, underneath the bunk in the captain’s quarters-did she dlow hersdf to
relax.

“Trusting souls, those Space Force types,” she observed to Jessan. “ Do they plant a snoop or
two on every freighter that goes through the Net?’

“Probably,” said Jessan. “And most of them probably get scanned and deactivated. But if you
leave a couple on every ship you inspect, and collect the onesthat are dtill there when the ships come
back, eventudly you get lucky.”

“Y ou have anatura bent for this sort of thing . . . are you sure you were a medic before they



threw you out?’

“It'sdl ontherecord.”

Beka snorted. “We know how much that’ sworth, don’t we?’

“Not everything in thereisfiction,” Jessan protested. “Mogt of it' sthe plain truth, in fact. Easier
to keep things consstent that way.”

Shelooked at the Khesatan curioudy. “Nyls, just what does the record say about the end of
your Space Force career? The way that ensign looked a you . . . ”

“Beautiful, waan't it?’

“I'mserious”

“Black-market trafficking in underage sapients,” Jessan said. “ Quite anicelittle racket.”

“If you call twenty-to-fifty at hard labor ‘nice.” How did you get off?’

“The prosecution was thrown out as void on atechnicality, so | was merdly discharged with
prejudice.” He shook his head mournfully. “I1t wasterrible, redly. Pull up acopy of the court transcript,
andyou' |l seethat my quarterswereillegaly searched, so dl the evidence seized wasinadmissible”

“Very artigic al around,” Bekasaid. “ So that’ s what you and Dadda s aide were cooking up
over the secure comm link, our last night on Innish-Kyl. I’ d been wondering.”

“Captain, I'm shocked. Falsifying official recordsisacrimina offense. Would | accuse a Space
Force officer of Jervas Gil’ sreputation of suborning afeony?’

“Inaheartbest,” she said. Shejuggled the pair of small, button-shaped listening devicesin the
palm of her cupped hand. “Right now, we have some waiting around to do until the’ Hammer getsjump
clearance, and I’ ve till got these little knickknacksto dispose of. | think I’ll head down to the forward
hold for a bit of target practice.”

“Mindif | comedong?’

“Not at dl. | rather enjoy your company.”

They made their way dong the plain sted decks of the ship and through the hatch into Forward.
Bekatoggled a switch to bring up the work lights. She glanced about, finding the hold a shadowy and
oddly echoing space without the crates and pallets that normaly filled it. It was agood thing, she
reflected, that the ingpection party hadn’t bothered to take measurements and compare them with the real
satsfor a Libra-classfreighter. They might have noticed that the forward cargo bay was considerably
smaller than it ought to be-and after that, it wouldn't take them long to figure out about the engines.

Warhammer held anumber of secrets, but the oldest and best kept went back to the time when
Generd Jos Metadi had commanded her. Early in his privateering days, then-Captain Metadi had put his
ship into the yards on Gyffer for an expensive and unrecorded stay. The Gyfferan shipwrights had
removed the origind engines, then they had filled dl the empty space plus aportion of the cargo
compartments with the real space and hyperspace engines of avessdl half again the’ Hammer’s sze.
Those engines, coupled with newer and heavier energy guns, had turned an armed freighter into a ship of
war, strong enough to outfight a dozen Magebuilt fighters and fast enough to outrun the mothership that
carried them.

Not even Metadi’ s copilot of those days, Errec Ransome, had known exactly how fast
Warhammer could travel when the need was on her. Beka had pushed the’ Hammer closeto that limit
more than once-but not since the ship’s most recent visit to the Gyfferan yards, where those outsized
engines had been yet another of the items on the upgradeli<.

With no cargo on board, Bekathought, we could probably outrun a dreadnought if we had
to.

The idea pleased her, and she amiled alittle as she affixed the pair of snoop-buttonsto the
bulkhead near the hatch. The two buttons showed up as dark, coin-sized circles against the stedl.

With Jessan following, she crossed to the far side of the hold and pulled out her blaster. She
checked the charge-ninety-seven percent-and scaled the setting down to afine beam at lowest power.

“No usedrilling clear though the hull to vacuum,” she observed. Then she settled the Mark VI
into its holster and turned her back on the target.

Without warning she whirled, drawing the wespon &t the same time, and fired twice down the



length of the bay. The boltsleft glowing trails of ionized air behind them, and the snoop-buttons sparkled
briefly. She took atwo-handed stance and sent five more bolts into each of the buttons, then switched to
aone-handed grip and stood sidewaysto the target as she fired. Findly, she lowered her arm, thumbing
the blaster back up to full power as she did so, and put the weapon away.

“Whoever that was,” said Jessan, “I think he’sdead.”

“We'll see”

They walked over to the bulkhead where Beka had placed the snoop-buttons. Both of the
recorders were lumps of dag and charred plastic, and tiny pits had been etched into the steel behind
them. Bekatapped at the pattern of blaster-points with one close-trimmed fingernal.

“A decent group,” she said, “but I’'m not getting any better. Dammit, | wish the Prof could be
with usfor thisone.”

“You 4ill misshim, don’t you?’

“Yeah,” Bekasad. “| misshim.”

She pried the carbonized snoop-buttons off the bulkhead and dropped them to the deck, then
ground the bits of glass and plastic into the meta with the hed of her boot. “But he' s dead, so there'sno
point in talking about it. Let’sget moving.”

Jervas Gil-full captain, Republic Space Force-leaned back in the command chair in RSF
Karipavo's Combat Information Center. The comp screens around him showed no activity beyond the
usual status reports, and the battle tank, the big holovid setup that displayed any current action, was
blank and dim. The cruiser was in peacetime watch sections and the CIC was empty except for Gil.

Generd Jos Metadi’ sformer aide, promoted to captain and commodore of the Mageworlds
Fleet, had soon discovered that his new rank presented him with more care and responsibility thet it did
privacy. He found the deserted CIC an excellent place to think and to be alone, or as aone as anybody
ever got on shipboard. Footsteps sounded on the deckplates of the CIC as Gil’ s aide-these days, he
rated an aide of his own-gpproached with a clipboard full of flimsies.

The aide, ayoung lieutenant named Bretyn Jhunne, sdluted and said, “ Daily reportsfor you, Sir.”

“Anything interesting?’

Jhunnel had black hair and along, sallow face. Shetilted her empty hand back and forth like a
scae coming to abaance. “ Same same.”

“Thanks”

Commodore Gil took the clipboard and flipped quickly through the sheets. Most of the reports
were generaly unsurprising, the same as the day before and the day before that: lists of food endurances
on the other shipsin the fleet blockading the Mageworlds; fuel-consumption reports, adaily Stuation
estimate from Space Force Intelligence (based, asfar as Gil could tell, on his own reports from the week
before); and the record of dl civilian ships passing through the Net, with the results of any boarding
Searches.

Gil scanned the last set of papers without much interest. Anything portentous or disturbing
uncovered as aresult of those searches would already have been forwarded to him in a separate
message. Thiswould be the leftovers, the little ships doing the sort of decimal-credit trade that made up
the Mageworlds' limited contact with the rest of the civilized gdaxy-shipswith nameslike Redstar,
Lucky Vi, and Pride of Mandeyn.

He suppressed a start. Somehow he hadn’t expected anything so normal from the likes of the
Genera’ s daughter, just aone-line report two-thirds of the way down the list of ships, an ordinary
boarding and search for contraband, with the resultslisted smply as*“routine.”

Gil forced himsdf to kegp on flipping through the stack of flimsies asif nothing had happened. At
last he handed the printouts back to Jhunne for recycling.

“Well,” hesaid under hisbregth, “it’ sbegun.”

“What' sbegun, sir?” Jhunnel asked.

Gil looked at the fresh young lieutenant-first in her class, the pride of the Service Academy, no
combat experience.



A whole generation, hethought. Has it really been so long?

“The Second Magewar,” he said. After a pause, he added, “Not aword of that to anyone, eh?’

Jhunne’’ sexpresson didn’t change. “Word of what, Sr?’

Gil regarded the lieutenant with gpproval. Discretion was one of the chief marks of agood aide,
and Jhunnel was shaping up nicely. For afleeting moment he thought back to his own recent tour asaide
to General Metadi, and wondered if the Generdl had ever thought the same thing about him.

“Nothing, Jhunnd,” he said. “Nothing. But I’ d like to make this month’ straining schedule
concentrate on combat readiness. Write amessage to the fleet instructing al captainsto exercise their
crews a Generd Quarters.”

“Yes gr.”

“And work up afleet training plan.”

She nodded. “Will that beall, Sr?’

“For the moment. And forget what | just said about the war. The action really started over two
years ago. It’ sjust that no one noticed at thetime. That'sdl.”

Jhunnel saluted and left. Gil sat donefor awhile, thinking, then leaned over and punched the call
button for the commanding officer’ s quarterson the’ Pavo.

“Captain,” Gil said assoon asthered “listening” light came on. “Please put your vessd in
Condition Three”

“Aye aye, Commodore,” the captain’ svoice replied. “ Anything | should know about?’

“No,” Gil replied. “There snothing to know.”

He relaxed back into his seat and waited while the clean-cut young men and women of the’
Pavo, those whose Wartime Cruising watch stations were in Combat, filed into the CIC and brought the
display screens and status boardsto life. Commander Erne Wallanish, the’ Pavo’ s executive officer,
walked up to the command chair.

“No reporting,” Walanish said. He was a stocky, sandy-haired man with a strong outplanets
accent-Pleyver, Gil thought, or maybe Innish-Kyl. “What’ sthe Stuation?’

“Apparently peaceful,” Gil replied. “Carry on.”

“Yes, gr.”

Gil stood and stretched. One good thing about shipboard routine was that it had enabled him to
recommence his exercise regimen and to watch his diet. He d gotten rid of most of the flab that five years
of dirtsde duty had put on him.

“I'll bein my quarters,” he said. “ Any messages can reach methere”

The vacuum-tight door sighed shut behind him as he walked quickly from the space. Oncein his
cabin, he opened the fold-out desk beside the bunk. He pulled over a sheet of flimsy and began to write
areport-in longhand, using the service-issue stylus he carried in his uniform pocket to initia reportsand
Sgn messages.

The Generd had indgsted that anything of the supremest importance needed to be encrypted
before transmisson, without entering it into anything electronic. “Too many ears, Gil,” he'd said.
“Electrons have no friends; they’ Il work for anyone as easily asthey’ |l work for you.”

Gil constructed the code grid from memory and encrypted his message. With luck, even broken
down into plaintext the brief sentence would have meaning for only one person. “Vessd of interest
entered Magezone” wasdl it said. And remembering the Mages and what rumor claimed they had been
ableto do, Gil wished that he hadn’t needed to think about those words as he wrote them down.

What were the odds, Gil wondered, that the Magelords had a spy somewhere in the fleet?
Nearly ahundred percent, he decided. The Adept who had gone with Warhammer to Darvell and
back-Mistress Hyfid, that was her name-claimed that Ebenra D’ Caer had been working for the
Mageworldersdl aong, and that the Mages had extracted him without atrace from his prison cell on
Beka Rossdlin-Metadi’ s asteroid base.

Right, thought Gil. And what Mistress Hyfid knows, the Master of the Adepts Guild also
knows. He' |l have his own agent somewherein the fleet, I'm sure. The Guild isn’'t supposed to run
intelligence operations, but “ not supposed to” never stopped anybody yet.



Gil shrugged, and put both the Magel ords and the Adepts Guild out of hismind. Let the Mages
and the Adepts play their metaphysicad game of hide-and-seek. With any luck, they would neutrdize
each other. He had another mission: to keep the Mageworlds from rearming; and if that effort failed, to
keep the war from touching the Republic.

That was enough of ajob for one man, and if hedid it, he would have done enough.

iii. nammerin; space force medical station; downtown namport

THE SUN had not yet risen. In the Bachelor Officers Quarters of the Med Station, most of the
roomswere sill dark and their occupants adeep. Except for the fading starlight coming in through one
unshaded window, Room 231A was as dark asthe rest; its occupant, however, was awake and had
been for sometime. Llannat was aone-the room had bunks and closet space for two, but Housing hadn’t
seen fit to assgn her aroommate-and she stood in the middle of the bare floor with ashort ebony staff in
her right hand, fighting against shadows.

Here, she thought, blocking where her imagined opponent struck. And here. And the
counter strike-now!

Faster and faster she went through the sequences, until the ebony staff became only adark blur,
amog invisble againg the night. Llannat was sweeting, and the dark coverdl shewore clung to her back
and shoulders, but her bresthing was steady. She practiced every day, if not alwaysfor so long or at such
an early hour. This morning, though, she' d awakened in the silent time before dawn and hadn’t been able
to deep.

She' d been dreaming again-not of Darvell, with its blood and fire, but of Beka Rossdlin-Metadi’s
hidden base in an uncharted belt of asteroids, and of the soft-spoken, grey-haired Entiboran who had
bequesthed it to her. LIannat had never known the man’ strue name. Beka had called him “Professor,”
which suited his demeanor; he had called Ari’ ssister “ Captain” and “my lady” in return, and had given
her loydty until degth.

Nor had Llannat ever learned the Professor’ strue age. He was older than he looked, impossibly
old; she'd heard him speak of centuries as though they were nothing. He had been Armsmaster and
confidential agent to House Rossdlin for along time when the Magewars began. And before that he had
been something ese.

“ ... | foreswore sorcery long ago, when | gave my oath to House Rosselin.”

“ Adepts don’t practice sorcery.”

“No. Adeptsdon’t.”

But the Mages did, and the sllver and ebony rod the Professor had carried with him to Darvell
was aMage ord' s weapon and badge of office. The Professor hadn't returned from that journey, but his
staff had. Bekahad picked it up, either not knowing or not caring about itstrue nature, and had given it
to Llannat without understanding what she did.

Llannat’ s own gtaff, the long one of plain wood that marked her as an Adept, had vanished
somewherein the grey nothingness that those who worked with power caled the Void. Some
people-Ari’ ssgter, for one-might think it was chance that had brought L Iannat the Professor’ s staff in
exchange.

But | know better, Llannat thought. If this staff came to me, it’ s because the Professor
wanted it to.

She hadn’t told Master Ransome about the staff. She' d spoken with the Guild Master more than
oncein the aftermath of the Darvell affair, but she’ d |eft the aff a Prime Base with her luggage every
time. Nor had she told Master Ransome anything about the Professor, except in hisrole as Beka's
copilot. The omissonsworried her. She ought to have told the Master of the Guild everything that had to
do with the Magel ords and the use of power.

It looks like | inherited the Professor’ s secrets along with his staff. He never told anyone
what he was, except me-and what am |, now? What would the Guild Master call an Adept who
carries a Magelord' s staff, and who acknowledges a Magelord as her teacher ?



She didn’'t need any specia wisdom to answer that one. Errec Ransome had never forgotten
what the Mages had done to the Guildhouse on hishomeworld of llarna; nor, so far as Llannat could tell,
hed he ever forgiven it. He dedlt ruthlessy with those remnants of the old Mage-Circlesthat still surfaced
from timeto time, and he would not be gentle toward an Adept who had betrayed the Guild by choosing
to learn from the enemy.

But you can’'t always pick your teachers, Llannat thought. Sometimes the univer se picks
themfor you.

Thelearning didn’'t always stop just because the teacher was dead, either. In her dream, she and
the Professor had been practicing staffwork in one of the corridors deep benegth the surface of the
asteroid base. Sometimes in these dreams she won the practice bouts, and sometimes she lost them, but
amost dways the Professor talked with her asthey fought.

Tonight he had spoken of Ari Rossdin-Metadi. “ My lady’ s brother is not a man who works to
avoid trouble.”

“Ari couldn’t be inconspicuousif hetried,” she had answered, countering the Professor’ s blow
as she spoke and striking out in turn. “ But the hand of the Guild is over him.”

The Professor turned the stroke aside with ease. * The Guild' s hand? Or your own?’

“I'man Adept,” shesaid. “My hand and the Guild’s are the same.”

She missed her block then, and the Professor’ s next blow camein against her side. He struck
again without waiting for her to recover.

“ Mistress, are you sure?’

“When | came to the Guild,” shesaid, blocking again, “1 told Master Ransome | would obey-"

“-in order that you might learn,” the Professor finished for her. Thethird blow in his sequence
came crashing down past her guard and ended the match. “ Apprentice vows. But no one remains an
apprentice forever.”

After that she had awakened, to lie staring up at the darkness with her ribs aching from blows
that she had taken in adream. Now she moved through the sequences as she had dreamed them, taking
the blows and blocks and countersirikes and working with them until they flowed together without need
for thought.

Shedidn’'t want to think, particularly. It didn’t take dreams and prophecies to know that trouble
was coming, and that when it arrived, the vows of a single medic-turned-Adept would dwindle to matters
of noimportanceat al.

The old section of downtown Namport dated from the first few decades of the planet’s
settlement. In those days, the buildings had been thrown together using locad materid's whenever possible,
to cut down on the cost of importing fixtures and fittings. Later, in the good times after the end of the
Magewar, Namport had grown too fast for the old section to keep up. The wooden-frame buildings with
their shuttered bal conies weren't fashionable anymore. Prosperous citizens moved out to newer parts of
town, leaving the run-down older houses for the workers who provided casua labor around the port and
theindudtrid didtricts.

Namport' straffic, likeits architecture, was amix of gaactic technology and locd materias. Most
of the city dwellers drove nullgrav-assisted hovercarsthat didn’'t need roadsin order to operate; and the
smadl-time farmers who harnessed the native tusker-oxen for draft animas had no use for pavement at dl.
Pedestrians like Owen Rossdlin-Metadi had to pick their way through the mud from puddle to puddie.

Owen lived in one of the old quarter’ s oldest buildings-a dowly decaying clapboard structure
painted afaded and peeling green-and his current job, in the laundry room of abathhouse at the edge of
the spaceport, had him working nights and walking home aong the unpaved sireets as the sky grew light.
Today the street outside his apartment building was deserted except for the neighborhood drunk deeping
propped up againgt atrash bin. Even the one or two streetwalkers who worked this part of town had
gone home,

The main door of the building was open, as usual; whoever owned the place and collected the
rent wasn't going to waste good money on scan-locks or security guards. Owen climbed up the four



flights of stairs-ignoring the lift, which had been broken for so long most of the tenantsdidn’t redlize thet it
existed-and unlocked the door to his room.

His apartment was “furnished,” which in this section of Namport meant that it contained atable
with one leg shorter than the other three, afolding metal chair with dentsin the seat and back, and a
narrow cot with alumpy mattress. The sheets on the mattress were Owen'’s, purchased out of hisfirst
week’ s pay. Master Ransome had supplied him with enough funds to cover his expenses, but he
preferred to work hisown way as usud, leaving theroll of credit chits tucked inside the mattress cover
for an emergency backup.

Nobody had comeinto hisroom since he' d lft it the evening before. He would have known if
anybody had. After Pleyver, he' d taken precaution upon precaution, but if there were any Mages|eft on
Nammerin they were keeping their distance. Owen had counted on setting something in motion with his
arriva, anything from adisturbance in the currents of Power to aphysicd attempt on hislife, and he
found the lack of interest disturbing.

The Mages ought to be here, he thought, as he stripped out of hisworking clothes. They’ ve
had a functioning Circle on Nammerin for a long time, and it shows. All the patterns have knots
and kinks in them; they’ ve been twisted out of shape by sorcery. | should have startled the Circle
into action just by showing up.

Hefolded his discarded garments and laid them on the chair, with his shoes Sde by side on the
floor benesth, then stretched himsalf out on the lumpy cot. Sleep tugged at him like an undertow, trying to
pull him away from the shore, but he forced himsdlf to stay awake and keep thinking for afew minutes
longer. He had work to do, and-if Master Ransome was right-little enough timeto do it in. If the Mages
on Nammerin weren't going to reved themselves of their own accord, then he would haveto gtir them
into action.

Tomorrow, hetold himsdf. Tomorrow' s a better time for it. | can wait. Timeisn't just on
the Mages' side. It works for me aswell.

In the quarters he shared with another of the Medicd Station’slieutenants, Ari Rossdin-Metadi
squeezed adollop of shaving gel out of the tube and rubbed it onto his cheeks and chin. Whilethe
depilatory was doing itswork, he laid out his uniform on the neatly made bottom bunk.

He d gotten dressed asfar as socks and trousers when he was interrupted by a pounding at the
door.

Bareto thewaist, with the greenish shaving gd stiffening on hisface, Ari padded acrossthe
room. The old scars of an encounter with a sigrikka-one of the great predators on the planet
Maraghai-stood out against the massive, heavy muscles of his bare back and arms. He pamed the
lockplate and the door panel did aside.

Out in the halway, the greyish pink light of early morning filtered down through the skylight onto
the touded hair and short, stocky form of Bors Keotkyra. The younger officer was carrying athick
bundle of printout flimsiesin one hand.

Ari scowled at him. “What' sthe racket about? Thomir just got in from being night officer, and
you' re pounding loud enough to wake the dead.”

“Promation ligsarein,” said Bors. “Three people from the station made lieutenant commander,
and you're one of them.” Herattled the sheaf of flimses. “And new orders came in dong with the
promotion lists-you’ ve got some of those, too. Orders, | mean. Y ou' re getting out of this mud-pit. Some
people have dl the luck.”

“I'll trade my luck for yoursany day,” Ari said. “Y ou don’t happen to know where they're
sending me, do you?’

Bors shook hishead. “Y ou’re getting aship tour; that’sall | know. Seeyou at bregkfast-1 have
to go finish spreading the good word. Later!”

“Later,” said Ari. He hit the lockplate again, and the panel did shut.

Over inthetop bunk, Thomir lifted his head off his pillow far enough to ask wearily, “What was
that all about?”’



“Orders and promotions.”

“Oh,” Thomir said, and yawned. “And here | thought it was something important.” Ari’s current
roommate was both arecent arriva on Nammerin and anewly minted lieutenant; promotion and
reassignment wouldn't be coming hisway again any time soon.

“Wdll, it isn’t. Go back to deep.”

Ari wiped off the shaving gel with adamp facecloth-actualy, asquare of the standard-issue
reclaimable synthetic that the Space Force used for everything from bandages to blankets-then stuffed
the cloth into the recycler and began putting on the rest of hisuniform. He did hisarmsinto the deeves of
his tunic and shrugged it into place, then seded the tabs and went back over to the closet. A leather gun
belt hung from a hook inside the closet door.

The gun belt supported a heavy, war-surplus blaster. Ari belted on the weapon and straightened
it 0 that that holster lay dong the outside seam of histrousers. He gave hisuniform afina check in the
mirror, then headed out of the room and down the corridor to the officers mess.

The doors of the dining hall did open, and Ari caught the Nammerin station’ sdistinctive
early-morning smells of water-grain porridge and fresh-brewed cha a. A babble of voices mingled with
the clink of glasses and tableware. Even the people who usudly didn’t spesk to anybody until after the
third cup of cha aweretaking, passing the printout flimses of the promotion and reassgnment lists back
and forth and checking for news of friends and acquaintances.

Ari got himsdf abowl of porridge, amug of cha a and amug of the dudgy local drink called
ghil. He carried histray over to the nearest table. Esuatec from Outpatient waved ahandful of flimses at
him as soon as he sat down.

“Hey, Ari!” shesad. Y ou made lieutenant commander.”

“I know,” Ari said. “Borstold me. Who'sgot thelist of billet assgnments?’

“I do. I’'m going to the supply depot on Agameto.”

“Not bad.”

Esuatec nodded. “Could be worse. Y ou know what they say: ‘“Why die? Go Supply! Stay in the
rear and count the gear.” ”

Ari drained hismug of ghil in onelong swalow, and followed it up with amouthful of cha'ato
rinse the grit out of histeeth. Asfar as he was concerned, ghil ranked as one of Nammerin’s better
contributions to the problem of breskfast-it combined the high protein of anourishing soup with the
added bite of amild stimulant-but even native-born Nammeriners admitted that the texture required some
getting used to.

“| suppose supply clerks on Agameto get sick onceinawhile” hesaid. “And | hear the
wegther’ s nice there. What about me?’

“You' vegot-" Esuatec flipped through the pages. “-oh, thisis agood one-you' ve got a berth as
head of the medica department on board RSF Fezrisond.”

“The Fezzy has't gone anywhere outside the Infabede sector inyears,” Ari said. “And she's
Admira Vdiant' sflagship, to boot. Formalities. Spit and polish. Inspections and visiting diplomats and
dressuniforms at breskfast.”

The complaint was mosily for ritual’ s sake. Ari was not at al digpleased with the assgnment:
nothing flashy, but agood, solid promotion into aresponsible position. He turned to his bowl of
water-grain porridge with a sense of satisfaction and agenerd fedling that the day had begunon a
propitious note.

A shadow fell across histray as somebody €l se sat down across the table from him. He looked
up. It was LIannat Hyfid in her customary unmarked uniform, with the ebony staff clipped asusud to her
belt. She looked thoughtful. He watched her as she put milk and sugar into her cha’aand drank haf of it
before setting the mug down again on her tray.

“Theordersarein,” he said findly. He didn’t suppose she would care much about the promotion
list, snce Adeptsdidn’t carry rank.

“I heard,” shesaid. “Bors?’

“Who 2?7’ Llannat Sghed. “He meanswell. But dl that boundless enthusiasm makes mefed



old sometimes.”

“Wait until he's been in the service acouple moreyears,” said Esuatec. “He |l be asancient as
therest of us”

Ari shook his head. “No such luck. Borswill till be young and enthusiastic when he'sahundred
and two.” Heturned back to Llannat. “ So what did you get, anyway?’

“Didn’'t Borstell you? They love me so much here on Nammerin they’ re keeping me around
indefinitdy.”

“Oh.” Ari took up aspoonful of porridge, looked at it for amoment, and let it fall back into the
bowl. He turned the empty spoon over in his hand, then turned it bowl-up again and laid it down on the
tray. “1t'll save you packing and unpacking, | suppose.”

“Yes.” Shedrank more cha a. Her dark eyes seemed focused on something halfway between the
far sde of the table and the rim of her mug. “Y ou have aship tour?’

He nodded. “On Fezrisond.”

“That’ sgood.”

“| supposeitis. Or maybe not. | don’t know.”

Llannat put the empty mug down without looking at it. “'Y ou were probably right thefirst time.”

Esuatec looked from Llannat to Ari and back again, then stood up. “I’ ve got to go,” she said.
“They need me early over in Outpatient thismorning.”

Ari pulled histhoughts together enough to say something polite, but Esuatec was dready gone.
Llannat was gill gazing out into the empty space over the tabletop.

“I thought you' d be glad to stay on Nammerin,” said Ari finaly. “Y ou told me onetime that it
reminded you of home.”

“Partsof it do,” Llannat said. “But | didn’t join the Space Force because | wanted to stay on
Maragha.”

“I guessnot.” Ari thought for amoment. “Y ou could always ask the Guild-"

“No,” shesaid. “It doesn't work that way. | decided to stick with the Space Force, and that
means | go where the Space Force sends me. Or doesn’t send me.”

“WEe re-you're stuck, then,” Ari said. “Nammerin until further notice.”

Shesghed. “I know. Think of usdirtsiders once in while when you' re out there zipping through
hyperspace and touring the galaxy.”

“If the Fezzy makesit outsde the Infabede sector while I’'m on her,” Ari said, “I'll pay you fifteen
credits and buy you adrink the next time we re on liberty in the same port.”

Llannat smiled for thefirst time that morning. “Make it twenty creditsand dinner,” she said, “and
Il take your bet.”

The afternoon sunlight faling across his pillow roused Owen from deep. He lay for amoment
with his eyes closed, testing his surroundings for danger. Nothing. The currents of Power flowed asthey
aways had, their patterns undisturbed except for the constant underlying distortion that marked the
presence of aworking Mage-Circle.

| learned to recognize that on Pleyver, hethought, even if | didn’t accomplish much elsein
all thetime | spent there.

He got out of bed, yawned, and stretched. From the stretch, he moved smoothly into the
ShadowDance routines that the Adepts at the Retreat taught to al their students. He could have
performed the ShadowDance for much longer than it took him to finish the basic sets; he enjoyed losing
himsdf in the dow, graceful movementsthat needed only asmall change in emphasisto become quick
and deadly.

But he had thingsto do, and alimited time to in which to do them. When he’ d finished the last
s, he sponged the sweet off his body with cold water from the sink in the kitchen nook-the shower in
the gpartment’ stiny bathroom didn’t work any more than the lift did-then dressed in his second set of
work clothes, the clean ones, and settled himsalf cross-legged on the bare floor to meditate.

Thistime his meditations took amore active form. Much as he had tested the gpartment and the



neighborhood for trouble when he first awoke, he extended his awareness out further, taking in more and
more of Namport. He was looking for Mages, which was nothing new-he’ d done that every day since he
first arrived on-planet-but thistime he was't bothering to hide histracks.

Let the Circle notice me, hethought. If they get nervous, they' Il do something rash. And
then I’ll have them.

Nothing happened, however. He was almost ready to end the session and get on with his normal
workday when he felt the patterns ater. Someone was coming-someone was looking for him, with more
than physical senses. The approaching presence brought with it something of the pattern he had learned
to recognize as Magework.

I’ ve found them, he thought. And then corrected himsdlf. No. I’ ve found somebody-but |
don’t think it'sthe Circle.

For there was no malice in the presence, and no fear. Whoever came seeking him wasn't an
enemy, as any of the Nammerin Mages certainly would be, and might even be afriend.

Hewaited. Before long, he heard the stairs creak, and a knock sounded on his door.

“Thelock’san easy one,” hecalled. “Comeonin.”

He heard a click, and the door opened. The young woman who stepped across the threshold
wore a Space Force uniform without inggnia, but her rather plain, dark features were familiar enough.
He' d known Llannat Hyfid when she was an apprentice at the Retreat on Gal cen-a confused and
uncertain medica-service enagn with alate-blooming sengtivity to the currents of Power.

“Migtress Hyfid,” he said, giving her the courtesy due to thetitle while he continued to assessthe
changes time and experience had brought.

She' d made progress, no question about it, steadying and strengthening more than he' d expected
inthetime since he'd last met her. There were other changes, too, chief among them the short,
slver-trimmed ebony staff she wore clipped to her belt. The distinctive auraof Magework clung to the
gaff like purplefire, its patterns clearly visible to Owen’ s aready-sensitive perceptions.

Where did she get that thing? he wondered. And how can she touch it without knowing
what it is?

“Owen,” shesaid. If she noticed hisreaction to the saff, she didn’t show it. Ignoring the cot and
therickety chair, she sat down on the floor across from him. “I1t’ sbeen awhile-and thisisn't where |
expected to see you again.”

For amoment Owen was uncertain how he should dedl with his unexpected visitor. He watched
her, not spesking, while he sorted through the possibilitiesin his head.

Does Master Ransome know what she's carrying? Should | tell him . . . no. She's Adept,
not apprentice; she has the right to make her own decisions, and she doesn’t feel like a traitor .

But the gtaff made him uncomfortable just the same. If the local Mages could senseit, they might
do-who knew what they might do? Unless the power it represented in the hands of an Adept made even
them nervous.

It ought to. It makes me nervous.

“You shouldn’t be here,” hesaid findly.

“Maybeyou'reright,” LlIannat said. “ But you might aswell be broadcasting yourself over al the
holovid networksin Namport. Y ou were certainly giving me headaches asfar out asthe Medica
Sation.”

“Y ou should have taken the hint and stayed away.” He leaned forward alittle, catching her gaze
and holding it. “Listen to me. Y ou being hereis dangerous. For me, for you. Don’t ask why. Just go.”

Shedidn’t look surprised. “Not yet,” shesad. “| have aquestion for you first. Guild business.”

“I doubt if I can answer it for you,” he said. “I’m just an gpprentice, remember?’

Llannat shook her head. “Y ou’ re more than that, and every Adept in the Guild knowsit. | want
you to tel me what' s going on with Ari. Master Ransome sent me here to play bodyguard for him-so
why ishe being shipped out when I’'m not?’

“I don’'t know,” said Owen truthfully. Master Ransome hadn’t mentioned Ari in their discussions
back at the Retreat. Even the cautionary note Owen had sent to the Medical Station had been hisown



idea. He and Ari had never been close-quite the opposite, in fact-but there was always the chance his
brother might spot him by accident in the Namport crowd. “ The orders probably have something to do
with Space Force policy, whatever that is.”

“That'swhat | mean,” shesaid. “Thelast timel got any orders, Master Ransome pulled strings
or pushed buttons or did whatever it ishe does. Next thing | knew, instead of going to Galcen South
Polar and tresting recruitsfor snow blindness, | was wading through the water-grain paddies on
Nammerin with your brother. Thistime, though, nobody did any such thing-and | want to know how I'm
supposed to be protecting Ari if he's off on aship somewhere and I'm stuck down here on the mud flats
until further notice.”

“It could be that Master Ransome has assigned someone el seto look after my brother. Or he
may not need looking after any more. Who knows?’

“I think you do. Areyou hereto guard him?’

Owen hesitated. The question was coming too close to matters that shouldn’t be spoken of
aoud-not to someone who carried aMagelord’ s saff on a planet where aMage-Circle still worked as
Circleshad inthe old days.

“I think you ought to go now,” he said. He saw her drawing hersdlf together, asif gathering her
resolve. Then she spoke, quietly and with atouch of reluctance. “I don't want to do it like this,” she said.
“Butit'sAri’slifewe retaking about. I’'m an Adept, Owen Rossdlin-Metadi, and you're ill an
goprenticein the Guild. Y ou owe me an answer. I'm waiting.”

“Asyouwill, Migress” hesaid formaly. She really has changed. The Llannat Hyfid who left
the Retreat for Nammerin would never have had the nerve to ask me like that. “No, | didn’t come
here to guard my brother.”

“Then why are you here?’

“I’'m here because | was sent here, like you. But unless Master Ransome told you to make
contact with me, pleaseleave. Y ou're putting us both in danger aslong asyou stay.” He didn't wait for
her reaction thistime, but closed hiseyes and let himsdf sink back into degp meditation. It wasflight,
pure and Smple: questions he didn’t hear, nothing would oblige him to answer. Eventually, shewould
grow tired of waiting and go away.

When he opened his eyes again, the apartment was dim and empty, and the door was closed.

Owen unfolded himsdlf from his Stting position. The rush of blood to the limbs made him sway.
He had been far under thistime, farther than he’ d expected when making his escape from Llannat’s
guestions. He shouldn’t have brought anything with him out of atrance that deep except arenewed sense
of cam, but thistime afaint disquiet still remained: perhgps an echo of Llannat’ sworries, but more likely
an echo of hisown-for he knew, with a conviction beyond knowing, that hisolder brother Ari still needed
an Adeypt to look out for him.

iv. raamet: gefalon; nammerin: namport

EVEN IN the Mageworlds, Jessan reflected, a spaceport remained a spaceport. There was
something about building acity on thewidest, flattest piece of ground available that made places as
different as Embrig and Namport unmistakably members of the same family. Galcen Prime was different,
of course-Galcen Prime was dways different-but Prime had ruled aworld long beforeit went onto rule
most of the civilized galaxy, and in any case Galcen South Polar had more than enough wideness and
flatness to make up for the lack.

Gefdon on Raamet was another example of the breed. The sun beat down on acity built out of
rock, in the same bleached-out brown color asthe arid landscape. A range of blue-green mountainsin
the far distance, with clouds wreathing their snowcapped peaks, suggested that Raamet might esewhere
have better, and cooler, scenery to offer, but no starpilot would risk traveling away from the port to find
out. Not on this side of the Net, anyway.

The spaceport itself was mostly landing field, with none of the Republic's high-tech docking
facilities. Ships here didn’t even set down on tarmac. The lines marking off the vast areainto sections had



been etched directly into the packed and hardened earth. Jessan wondered how oftenit rained in
Gefdon, if it ever did-and how many Mageworlds warships over how many years of conflict it had taken
to bake the desert ground into a surface as hard as rock.

Gefadon had been one of the Magdlords staging basesin the old days, and the landing field
looked big enough to hold an entire fleet. Those days were gone, though; the Mageworlders had been
gripped of their starflight capability at the end of the war. The few ships currently in port wereall
registered in the Republic, and had passed through the customs inspection at one Net Station or another.

Jessan and Beka-No, he reminded himsdlf, Doc and Tarnekep Portree-sat at tablein an
open-air diner just outside the spaceport landing field. A roof of corrugated metal provided shade, and at
the brick grill in the center of the diner abored cook tended small bits of anonymous mest threaded onto
gicks.

Theloca beer was unspeskable. But the local wine-or so the interpreter sharing Doc and
Tarnekep' stable had advised them-was even worse. Asfor the water, Jessan’ s medical training made
him chary of drinking anything remotdly resembling thet liquid in an unfamiliar and primitive port.

But we have to drink something in this climate, he thought with resignation, unless we want
to add dehydration to the rest of our problems. So beer it is.

Jessan refilled his glassfrom the pitcher in the center of thetable. Tilting back his chair, he
watched with half-closed eyes as Captain Portree negotiated for a cargo with a Raametan from
somewhere on the other side of the mountains.

According to the interpreter, the small, dusty-looking man claimed to be Raamet’ s foremost
deder in medicind herbs, barks, and mineras. His claim, Jessan reflected, might even betrue. If so, the
Mageworlds had come down along way from the height of their power, when their medica and
biochemica technology had been preeminent in the gaaxy.

“Takeit or leaveit,” Tarnekep was saying, while the interpreter murmured his running trandation
asentence or o behind. “But | can’'t guarantee adelivery date for your materid. The quantitiesyou're
talking about aren’t enough to fill aquarter of my cargo space. I’ m not going to go straight on to-what's
its name?-graight on to Ninglin with most of the hold empty; I’m going to hit acouple of closer systems
first. Anything that’ s perishable, if it’ s not too bulky, I’ ve got stasis boxes for-or | can carry it frozen,
whichisalot cheaper becauseit does't eat up power like the box does. Y ou still interested?”

The herb merchant replied in arapid patter of sentencesthat the interpreter relayed in accented
Gdcenian. “| aminterested. But it is not me you will be collecting payment from. My associates on
Ninglin may not wish to giveyou thefull feeif shipmentisddlayed.”

“What delay?’ Tarnekep demanded. “ Y ou didn’'t have acarrier lined up beforel got here. If |
wak away, you may haveto wait another month or so before you find another. I'll settle up with your
buddies, don't worry. Isit aded or not?’

The merchant shrugged and said something brief and final-sounding. “A dedl,” relayed the
interpreter.

“Good,” said Tarnekep, and held out his hand. “Done?’

The merchant met the captain’ s grip and uttered what might have been his only word of
Gacenian. “Done”

Tarnekep nodded. “Have the stuff here before dark so we can get it loaded,” he said as he drew
hishand away. “I’mlifting ship firg thing in the morning.”

After the Raametans had |eft, Tarnekep picked up his untouched glass of beer and drained it,
grimacing alittle at the taste. He set the glass down on the table and regarded the two empty chairs.

“I wonder,” he said thoughtfully, “which one of our friendsisthe spy.”

“Y ou have a nasty suspicious mind, Tarnekep Portree,” Jessan said. “ Sandering a couple of
honest businessmen like that. They’ re probably wondering the same thing about us.” Hetook asip of his
beer and added, “My bet’ s on theinterpreter.”

“Too easy,” said Portree. “I think the interpreter’ s just for show. That little worm of adedler,
now-he understands more Gal cenian than he letson.”

“Y ou could beright,” Jessan said.



“I know I’'mright,” Portreetold him. “Did you see his eyes? He was listening to me, not to the
interpreter. But it doesn’'t matter-aslong as he' sgot alegitimate cargo bound for Ninglin, | don’t care
who hetellsabout how much | chargeto carry it. Think of it asfree advertisng.”

“Out of what we re charging him for that run, we could put up aholosign over every bar in
Gefdon.”

Tarnekep shook hishead. “ Y ou'retoo soft, Doc. | was earning my living at thisjob while you
were gill giving physical examinationsto lonesomerecruits. Traderslike usare dl the intersystem carriers
the Mageworlds have these days.”

“Theonly gamein town.” Jessan took another sip of beer, and his dubious expression was not
entirely for the taste of the pale yelow liquid. “ That' s not going to make us particularly loved by any of
our customers, mind you.”

“I’'m not asking them to love me,” Tarnekep said. “ Just to pay up when | hand them the bill.”

Jessan considered the statement for a moment. “Prompt payment isusualy agood idea,” he
conceded.

“Damned rightitis.” Tarnekep scowled at the pitcher of beer. “And it looks like our friend and
hisinterpreter have gone off and left us with the tab for the bar.”

“Oh, dear,” Jessan said. “Do we have any local cash at al?’

“Zero point zip. W€ re going to have to turn one of our Ophelan bank drafts into something
negotiable before we can settle up and get out.”

Jessan finished his beer and stood up. “1 can handle the money changing,” he said. “Y ou hold
down the table so the manager won'’t think we' re trying to skip town without paying.”

“That'sright,” said Tarnekep. “ Stick me with having to drink some more of this stuff.”

Jessan nodded toward the grill. “ Order some of the lizard-on-a-stick instead. It can’t be any
worse.”

“Youredly think it' slizard?’

“Who knows?Y ou can tel mewhen | get back.”

“Hah.” Tarnekep looked up at Jessan. As always, the red plastic eye patch madeit hard to read
the expression on the captain’ sface. “Y ou take care, Doc, wandering around dirtside with al that money
onyou. I'd hate to lose a perfectly good copilot.”

The sun was coming up over Namport, and Klea Santreny wastired. She picked her way along
the dirty streetsin her uncomfortable shoes-her working shoes, chegp and flimsy and overdecorated,
with open toes and with heelstoo high and narrow for the sticky black Namport mud. Even though she
stayed on the duckboards as much as possible, she would have to clean the shoes when she got home,
no matter how tired shefdt.

One more chore to do before | can sleep, shethought weerily. If | can get to Sleep at all.

She hadn’t dept much yesterday or the day before: the nightmares were back again. She'd had
bad dreamsfor aslong as she could remember, dark and confusing stories with no beginning and no end,
but never as often or asdark aslatdly.

| don’t even remember what | dreamed yesterday. But it was bad, | know that much.

Tonight, though, had been even worse. Sometime around the third trick of the evening, she'd
garting seeing things again. The picturesweren't red-she d figured out that much by now, but the
knowledge didn’t help. The pictures were thoughts, other peopl€ s thoughts, come loose somehow and
crawling into her head: images of facesthat weren't in front of her, drifting patches of color, astab of pain
in someone elsg’ sleg, the occasiona word . . . Bitch. Sut. Whore.

Klea hadn't thought anything could be worse than the pictures. She' d actualy begun getting used
to those, or at least she' d Sarted learning how to sort them out from her own thoughts. But the images
kept getting sharper, and the words kept getting louder, and now the fedlings weren't just the ones on the
surface anymore. She' d wondered sometimes what the customers at Freling' s Bar redly wanted when
they bought themselves afew minutes use of her body in one of the rooms updairs; lately shewas
finding out. A stiff drink-ared drink, not one of the fakes she had while she was working-helped blur the



thoughts alittle, but not enough.

If it’ s like this again tomorrow, night | don’t know how I’m going to stand it.

She laughed unsteedily. “ If today’ s as bad as yesterday, kid,” she said doud, “you may not last
until tomorrow night.”

One of the neighborhood' s early risers was passing by in the other direction, on hisway to
whatever crack-of-dawn job forced him awake and out onto the streets. He caught what she was
saying-she hadn’t made any effort to lower her voice-and increased his pace.

Emotions touched her as he went past: a suffocating wave of disapprova . . . eectric bluetickles
of fear . . . adark image of the warehouses by the spaceport.

“No,” she muttered-under her bregth, thistime. “No, damn you. I’m not coming from the port.
And I’'m not going there ether.”

She' d worked in Namport for five years now, long enough to know that for a hooker, the bars
and the narrow streets around the edges of the spaceport were the last stop. She shivered.

If I don’'t quit acting crazy | will be working there. Freling isn’t going to want a crazy
woman hanging around his bar, and if he knows I’ m cracking up he' s going to spread the word.

I’ ve got to get some sleep.

She was approaching the street of old, close-packed houses where she had her gpartment. On
the corner of the block, abit closer to her, was one of the few places open at thishour: thelittle
hole-in-the-wall grocery where she did most of her shopping. She quickened her stride, sumbling alittle
asthe high heds of her shoesdid in apatch of mud that some earlier pedestrian had left on the sdewalk.

Outside the shop, she paused for a second on the woven grain-straw mat, steadying herself with
ahand on the doorframe as she wiped the clots of mud off her shoes. She caught a brief glimpse of
hersdf in the shopwindow as she did so: hollow cheeks, shadowed eyes, and a bright red dressthat only
madeit dl worse,

| look like a hag.

Sheran her fingersthrough her brown hair in afutile attempt to improve the swesty, tangled curls.
The colored lightsin the shop window bounced off the mass of bangle bracelets on her arm. The sudden
painful glare made her head spin; she clutched the doorframe even tighter until the dizziness faded and her
head came back to something like normd. Still shaking, she pushed the door open and went in.

At this hour, the shop was empty except for the owner at hisusua place behind the front counter
and atawny-haired young man in aworn beige coveral. The young man was one she d seen afew times
around the neighborhood, usudly in the [ate evening or the very early morning; he was looking &t the
shelvesin back, and she supposed he must be another person who worked nights and dept-or tried
to-during the day.

The shopkeeper smiled and nodded at her as she entered. But the gesture was an empty one: just
beneath the surface of hismind the small ugly thoughts twisted and squirmed, while his pleasant
expression never changed.

Liar, she thought, biting her tongue to keep from saying the word aoud, and forced hersdlf to
nod back. Her money was as good as anyone' s, no matter what she had to do to earn it, and Ulle would
keep hisopinionsto himsdf aslong as she had something to spend.

Nobody’ s hurt by what he doesn’t say, shetold herself. Nobody except you, anyhow, and
that doesn’t count.

She picked up abasket from the stack by the counter and began tofill it. A box of water-grain
cereal for porridge-abundle of fresh greensfor stewing-abrick of frozen marsh-edlsthat probably
wouldn’t taste too bad when she added them to the greens-and then she was at the racks of bottlesin the
back of the store.

“Can’'t have marsh-edl soup without beer,” she said. She wastalking to herself out loud too much
these days, she knew that; but it helped her keep track of which thoughts were hers. “Beer for the soup,
and agua vitae for the cook.”

She put a couple of bottles of Tree Frog beer into the basket. The square purple bottles of agua
vitae were on the top shelf; shewas going to have to stretch to get one. The thought of doing so made



her aware that her legs weren't as steady as she had thought. Better not to try at al than to reach for a
bottle and fal down while Ulle was watching.

She could fed the shopkeeper’ s gaze like hands on her back, following the movements of her
hips under the tight red skirt. Vertigo struck again without warning; her head redled, and the bottles of
beer and ingtant-heat cha aiin front of her wavered and blurred, overlaid with a grotesque, distorted
image of her own body seen from behind. Redlity and halucination ran together like weter, and she
watched the dress pedl away from her flesh, showing Ulle her naked back and buttocks.

Klea sgorgerose. She gripped the edge of the shelf in front of her and swallowed hard. The
image faded and the nausea went with it, leaving her soaked in cold swest.

“Damn,” shewhispered hoarsdy. “Damn, damn, damn . . . kid, you have got to get some deep.”

She drew along, shaky breath and reached again for the aqua vitae. It was no good-her knees
started to buckle under her and she knew shewas going to fall.

A hand caught her under the elbow, supporting and steadying her. “Let me,” said astrange
voice-ordinary, except for afaint trace of some accent she didn’t recognize. “No point in confirming
Gentlesir Ull€ sworst suspicions, isthere?’

It was the man in the beige coverall. As soon as she was solidly on her feet again, hishand fell
away from her arm and he reached up to take the bottle of aqua vitae.

“Here” hesad, putting it into her shopping basket. “It’ s not going to help you any, though.”

The comment washed away any impulse toward gratitude she might have had. “1 don't need a
sermon, thank you very much.”

He amiled briefly, but his eyes-hazel under dark lashes-remained serious. “ Good. I’'m not in the
sermon business”

“Y ou couldn’t proveit by me.”

“Look,” he said. “Drinking purple rotgut until your skull popsisn't going to keep you from seeing
things and hearing voices. | know.”

How does he know . . . ? The shock of hearing her madness spoken out loud by a stranger
made her sway and grab the shelf again. “Who the hell are you, anyway?’

“A neighbor of yours,” he said. “ And somebody who can show you how to take care of your
problem.”

Shelaughed roughly. “Right,” she said. “Tell me another one. Thet line€ sso old it hasmaossoniit.”

She turned her back on him and strode to the front counter, angry now at having the unexpected
kindness spoiled by one more ploy like the ones she heard every night a Freling’s Bar. The anger
buoyed her up, pushing her out of reach of Ull€ s nasty little thoughts and keeping her going dl the way
down the street and up the stairs to her third floor wak-up apartment.

Klea had aready locked and bolted the apartment door behind her before she realized the most
truly odd thing about the stranger: for thefirgt timein days she’ d gotten no assault of unwanted fedings
and images, in spite of the fact that he'd stood closer to her than anybody ever got who hadn’t paid in
advancefor the privilege.

But he could hear my thoughts, oh yes he could, even when | wasn'’t talking to myself like a
crazy lady. Maybe he wasn't just trying to get a freebie from the local hooker . . . maybe he does
know how to stop what’s going on with my head . . . maybe. . . maybe. . . damn.

“Kid,” shesad, “I think you' ve screwed it up again. One more for thelist.”

Therewas't anything she could do about it now. Moving dowly and carefully, she put the
water-grain on the shelf by the stove, the bundle of greensin the cool-box, the marsh-edsin the freezer,
and the bottle of agua vitae on the table beside her bed. Then she stripped off her working clothes,
Suffed them into the bag with the rest of her dirty laundry, and pulled on aplain white nightgown.

Shetook aclean glass out of the cabinet and carried it over to her bed, where shefilled it asfull
of purpleliquor as her unsteady handswould alow.

“And here sto you, KleaSantreny . . . if thefirst one does’t do it, we' |l keep on trying until we

getitright.”



In spite of Tarnekep’ sworries, Jessan was able to convert the bank draft into Raametan cash
without any trouble. A dgn a the gate of the landing field advertised anearby establishment specidizing in
currency exchange; the street directions, in ungrammatical Galcenian plus three aphabets Jessan didn’t
recognize, suggested that it handled awide range of customers.

The establishment itself, when Jessan located it, turned out to be akiosk on astreet corner. The
shabby, wrinkled man on the other side of the counter appeared to be running the operation without the
ad of any comps or comm links. The only specidized equipment that Jessan could see wasametd cash
box. Without much optimism, the Khesatan unfolded his bank draft and spread it out for the money
changer to look at.

“Can you changethis?’

The shabby man squinted at the sedl on the bank draft, then held it up to the sunlight to check the
watermark. “ Ophelan,” he said. He spoke Gal cenian with an accent even worse than the interpreter’s.
“Isred thing.”

“I know it’sredl. Can you changeit?’

The man nodded. “ Cogt you twenty percent.”

“Thet’ sridiculous.”

“Isbest rate in town. No find better.”

“I'vegot hdf amindto try,” said Jessan. “But | haven't got the time. Twenty percent itis.”

The shabby man opened the cash box and tucked the bank draft under a clip with a sheaf of
smilar papers. He peded off severa dozen greyish blue chits marked on both sides with what Jessan
supposed were Raametan characters and dipped them into an envelope.

“Here,” hesaid, holding out the envelope to Jessan. “Don’t spend dl in same place.”

“I'll try my best to spread the money around properly,” Jessan assured him. Tucking the
envelope of Raametan money ingde his shirt, he made hisway back to the open-air diner.

Tarnekep was dtill there, an untouched glass of beer at hisright hand and an empty skewer ona
platein front of him.

“It'snot lizard,” he said as Jessan sat down. “Lizard tastes better. Have you got the cash?’

“Right herewith me,” Jessan said. “Now, if we can just figure out which are thelarge billsand
which arethesmall ones...”

“Most of theworldsthis closeto the Net use Ninglin notation,” Tarnekep said. “ The Prof had a
bunch of comp files on the Mageworlds back at the base, and | transferred them to ship’s memory
before we started thisrun. | haven't had timeto look at any of the language stuff, but | think | can count
from one to twelve wdl enough to handle thelocal money.”

“Fine,” said Jessan. Hetook out the envelope and gaveit to Tarnekep. “ Y ou figure out the bill.”

“No problem,” Tarnekep said. Heriffled through the contents of the envelope and pulled out a
chit, and then two more chitswith a different set of symbols on them. He kept on talking as he did so.
“Thisshould doit . . . by theway, we' ve got a passenger for thefirst leg of the run to Ninglin. Fellow
wantsto ride dong and get off a Cracanth.”

“Isthat legd?’

Tarnekep raised an eyebrow. “Do we care?’

“I don’'t want to give our conscientious friends back at the Net an excuseto lock usup and
forget the code.”

“Don’'t worry. What our friends don’t know won't hurt them-and besides, nobody caresif we
haul passengers between planets, just aslong as we don't try to sneak them back acrossthe Net. It's
part of thelocal trade, and the pay isgood.”

“I'msureitis” Jessansad. “But isit safe?’

“Maybe.” Tarnekep smiled. Jessan recognized the sharp, chalenging expression that meant the
captain had aready weighed the risks and decided to ignore them. “ And maybe not. But | didn’t come
here because | wanted to play things safe.”

v. warhammer : hyper spacetranst to cracanth; nammerin: namport



THE PASSENGER showed up at firg light the next morning. Hewastall for a Raametan, and
nestly dressed in clothes no more than three or four years out of fashion on the other side of the Net.
He d brought along aleather carrybag and a battered metal footlocker, but no other luggage.

Jessan met him at thefoot of Warhammer’s ramp. “I takeit you' re the gentlesir who'sriding
with usto Cracanth?’

“That'sright,” theman said. “Vorgent Elimax. Who're you?’

The passenger’ s Gal cenian wasn't up to educated standards-far lessthe equd of the captain’s
elegant native-born speech-but Jessan felt certain Elimax had learned it somewhere within the boundaries
of the Republic. The thought did not rousein him any digposition to be trusting.

“People cal meDoc,” hesaid. “Comeaong and I’ll show you to your cabin.”

Jessan waited until Elimax had picked up the carrybag and the footlocker, then turned and
gtarted up the ramp without waiting to seeif the man followed. He led the way to the’ Hammer’s
passenger quarters-actually one of the unused compartmentsin crew berthing-and opened the door with
atouch on thelockplate.

“Hereyou are,” he said. “The bunk doubles as an accel eration couch. Stow your gear in the
compartment over there, then strap yoursdlf in and stay strapped until we make the jump to hyperspace.
After that you can ungtrap and make yoursdf at home.”

Elimax looked at the bare grey walls of the compartment. “How long will it take to get to
Cracanth?’

“Long enough for you to get tired of thetrip,” Jessan told him. “Y ou have ataper in the bulkhead
over there, and a holoset with abunch of canned entertainment vids. The head’ s behind that door. Don't
useit unlessthe gravity’ son.”

“What about meals?’

“I'll bring you atray from the gdley whenit' stime.”

Elimax frowned. “Don’t | get to look around the ship?’

“No,” Jessan said. “ Thisisaworking freighter, and we' re not set up to carry passengers. If we
let you run around loose, you might do something stupid like faling into the hyperspace engines by
mistake. Then you' d be dead, and the captain would be angry because he' d have to suit up and scrub
out the mess”

Kleawoke, swesting, in alightlessroom.

Thisisall wrong. It shouldn’t be so dark.

She sat up in bed. The aguavitae weighed her down, swaddling her like aheavy blanket. She il
couldn’t see anything.

My eyes are open. | think.

She brought a hand up to her face, moving dowly under the pull of the aqua vitae, and touched
her eydids.

Open. I’'mblind.

A kind of duggish panic rose up in her at the thought. She reached out for the aqua vitae on her
bedsidetable.

The bottle wasn't there. Neither was the table, nor-her groping fingerstold her-the bed itself. She
didn’t know what she was Sitting on, except that it was hard and level; or where she was, except that it
was dark.

Maybe I’ ve already gone crazy. Maybe thisis what crazy looks like once you get there.

Off inthe distance, or at least in what felt like the distance, alight flicked on and began to burn
with asteady glow. Rdlief flooded through her, and she sat for awhile just watching. Gradudly she
became aware of sound in the darkness, amurmur of voices somewhere out there with the light.

She stood up and walked toward the sound. The light grew closer and became a cool whiteness,
suffusing an areawhere dark, hooded figures gathered in acircle. The voices came from them, hushed
words passing back and forth in alanguage she didn’t understand.



At firgt she thought that the dark ones had no features-only ablack opening under their hoods.
Then she saw that what she had believed empty wasin fact a mask, afeatureless visage molded from
hard black plastic. In the circle of watchers, no one would ever need to recognize aneighbor’ sface.

Watchers. . . why do | think they’ re watching something when they can’t even see me?

Asif in response to her thought, the black-robed circle seemed to expand and take her in so that
she stood with them, seeing what they saw themsealves: in the open space at the center of the circle two of
the masked ones fought one another, gripping short black stavesin their gloved hands. The air shone
around them like an aurora, in flares and surges of many-colored light that somehow combined to make
the clear white glow she had seen from far away.

Kleaknew, somehow, that the two who fought had been doing so for along time. No anger
came from them, only mingled fedings of exhaustion and pain. Y et she knew that thisfight would continue
until one of them was dead.

Where am |? shethought. What is this?

As soon as her mind framed the words, she redlized that the question was amistake. The onesin
the circle hadn’t noticed her before; dl their attention had been given to the two who struggled so
wesarily. But they had marked her now; the low murmur of voicesrose to astrident, angry babble, and
the masked and hooded figures began closing in around her.

“No!” she cried out in the darkness. “No-stop! | haveto get out!”

The hooded figures pressed closer. Then, abruptly, they were gone, al but one who stood with
her in sllence, washed by alingering pae remnant of the circle of light.

She knew him, she knew she knew him. She reached out a hand and pulled the mask from his
face.

Hazel eyeslooked back at her. It was the young man from the grocery store on the corner. Her
fingersloosened on the mask, and it fell from her hand without a sound.

Shewet her lips. “Whereareyou . .. 7’

He shook his head violently. “ There sno time. Run. Save yoursdf. I'll try to keep them from
getting you.”

Without warning the colored lights were back again, and the man from the grocery was gone.
Only the faceless ones remained, watching her from eyes hidden beneath dark masks. In sllence they
moved closer, tightening the circle around her.

| told you once already: go!

The voiceless shout came out of nowhere, but it had the snap of command to it. She turned and
ran.

The masked ones followed. Shelengthened her stride, but it was like running in anightmare-she
couldn’'t get away, and the blackrobes were gaining on her. The nearest one grabbed her arm, and she
awoke.

In the dark interior of the captain’s cabin Bekalay half-adeep, listening to the ship around her.
Warhammer had jumped into hyper shortly after leaving Gefalon Spaceport at local dawn, and the deep
roaring of the realspace engines had been replaced by the steady, dmost-inaudible hum of the
hyperdrive. The ventilation system sighed gently, and the myriad €l ectronic devicesthat kept the’
Hammer functioning underlaid everything with their own subliminad background music.

Even more than the soft, regular breathing of Nyls Jessan, lying deep adeep beside her, the
sound of Warhammer in undisturbed hyperspace transit gave Beka a feding of security. Dirtside troubles
couldn’t touch you in hyperspace; even other starships had to catch you before you jumped or wait until
you cameout again. “ In hyper, the only problems you’ ve got are the ones you bring along with
you” -her father had told her that years ago, when she was still a gawky adolescent barely big enough to
reach al the controls on the” Hammer’ s main pand.

| didn’t know what he meant back then. But | do now.

It was one of those problemsthat kept her from relaxing completely, evenin deep. The
passenger from Raamet had looked like a good dedl when he showed up in the off-port diner: alot less



mass than aregular cargo, in return for alot more cash. He probably was agood ded, too. Even
Mageworlders-if Elimax redly was aMageworlder, which Jessan claimed to doubt-could have legitimate
reasons for traveling between planets.

Just the same, she thought as she drifted off, there's a stranger on my ship. And thisisn’t the
time to be careless.

The beeping of an darm brought her back awake in an instant. She sat up and saw atelltae
flashing orange on the far bulkhead.

“Damn,” she muttered. She flung the sheet aside and strode across the cabin to press the security
plate next to the telltale. A section of the bulkhead did aside to reveal an array of monitor readouts, a
duplicate of the“ship’sgatus’ display inthe’ Hammer’ s cockpit.

Most of the readouts showed a steady, normal green. One section, however, was bright
orange-“Damn,” shesaid again.

“What'sup?’ said Jessan from the bunk behind her.

“Better get dressed,” shetold him. “There’ s non-atmospheric gasin the air over in crew berthing.
And somebody down thereisfiddling with thelock on the door.”

“The passenger,” Jessan said. “ Shadl wego tdl him thisis't going to work?”

“Why disillusion him? Did you bring the Prof’ s pocket holoprojector dong on thistrip?’

“It'sright here in the toys-and-entertainment drawer.”

“Get it out. When our passenger shows up, we'll beready.”

Klealay shaking in bed for amoment, amid atangle of swesty sheets. Her left arm was twisted
and caught in afold of the cloth. Outside the window of her apartment, the late-afternoon sky was
darkening on toward night. Soon it would be time for her to go to work.

The man in the store had been right, she concluded wearily. The agua vitae hadn't helped, and
she might aswell not have dept at al. She got up, turned on the heat under a saucepan of water on the
stove, and went to take her shower.

In the tiny bath cubicle, she soaped and lathered hersalf well, making her body clean before the
evening’ swork. The hot water washed the dried sweat of her nightmare away aong with the sogpsuds.
When she was done, she turned off the water and stretched out an arm for her towel.

The movement brought atwinge of pain; her left arm was sore where she' d dreamed that one of
the black-robes had grabbed her. | must have twisted it in the sheet, shethought.

Shelooked at her forearm, small-boned and narrow-wristed, with the pale scars of long-ago cuts
across the flesh where the bangle bracelets usualy lay. Y es, she had abruise coming, dl right. The purple
blotches were dready showing up on her skin like so many fingerprints, and she was going to haveto
wear along-deeved blouse tonight. No sensein giving Freling' s customers the idea she liked getting
beaten up-enough of them thought of that al on their own.

When she came out of the shower, the water in the saucepan was hot. She made acup of ghil,
then dumped ahandful of water-grain into the steaming cup to soak while shefinished dressng. Ghil
-and-porridge was farmer food, but it was nourishing and cheap, and she'd grown up onit.

After shewas dressed, she ate breakfast, then washed out the cup and saucepan in the sink. She
was putting the dishes in the rack to drain when she staggered suddenly under the weight of a dreadful
apprehension-aformless, heavy darkness that came pouring down on her like water out of a bucket.

...help...lost...pain...

She gripped the edge of the sink and willed the alien fedlings to go away. She didn’t know who
she was eavesdropping on-in this part of Namport, almost anybody could be that miserable without even
trying-but the voices and fedings were starting earlier than usua. That meant tonight was going to get
bad.

Damn, shethought. | don’t know how much longer | can stand it.

She looked back at her bedside table. There was still some aqua vitae left in the bottle.

I’ ve never had a drink before going to work before.

She laughed under her breath, a harsh sound without humor. You’ ve never gone crazy before,



either. Do you fedl like trying?

“Not tonight,” she muttered. She pulled out the stopper and put the bottle to her mouth, taking a
long swallow, and then another. “Not if | can helpit.”

By the time the agqua vitae was gone, the darkness had subsided. She put aside the empty bottle
and walked out of the gpartment, heading down the stairs and off toward Freling’ s Bar. The last rays of
sunlight were shining outside, and high above Namport the bright star of aship in low orhbit glittered. A
ship in orbit meant that portside would be jumping.

The road to the spaceport lay just ahead. Fast money, Kleathought wistfully. Easy. Nobody
just off a ship is going to care whether you're seeing things or not.

“No.”

She turned her back on the port and walked asfast as she could in the other direction, without
caring where her footsteps took her. She knew the route to Freling’s Bar so well by now that she could
walk it in her deep, anyway-she dmost had, more than once.

Thistime, in her haste to leave the port district behind her, she must have taken awrong turning.
By the time she noticed her surroundings again, she had cometo a part of town that she didn’t recognize.
The streets here were narrow and shadowy, mere aleyways crowded between tal buildings that could
have been warehouses or manufactories or even officesfor dl Kleacould tdll; the grime-smeared names
and logos painted on their looming walls gave her no clue. All of them were dark-windowed and
deserted.

Kleabegun to fed afraid, and thistime she was sure it was her own emotion, not someone else’s.
She could get her throat cut in one of these dleys, and nobody would know until tomorrow morning
when people started showing up for work. She cast a nervous glance down the nearest Sde Stret,
half-expecting to see the amiler with the knife dready waiting.

Instead, and worse, she saw the body of aman, lying on hisback in themud.

Let himliethere, shetold hersdf. He' s probably just another drunk.

But she hadn’t seen any barsin thisdigtrict, or even a store where a down-and-outer might get
enough cheap booze to put himsalf out for the night. She turned and headed down the dley toward
where the man waslying.

When she reached him, atremor of shock ran through her. Thiswas no derdlict, or even an
unknown victim of the violence she had feared for hersdlf. It was the young man who had spoken to her
in the corner grocery-and once again in the midst of her nightmare-now sprawled unmoving &t her fet,
histawny hair matted and dick with blood.

Klea squatted beside him, balancing awkwardly on the spindly hedls of her working shoesto
keep the mud from soaking the hem of her dress. From this close up, she could see his chest risng and
falling under the beige coverall. He was il dive, but helooked like he needed serious help.

She glanced over her shoulder and frowned. She couldn’t even see the mouth of the alley. Wait
aminute. . . how did | spot himfromwhere | was standing? That big garbage bin isin the way.

You' re seeing things these days, remember? So this time you saw something that turned
out to bereal.

“Hang on,” shewhispered. “ Just hang on. I'll call Security and they’ll take care of you.”

The man’ s eyes snapped open. Fever-bright, they glittered in the reflected light from the city
around them and the last rays of sunlight before full dark. “No! No Security.”

He d raised hishead a bit in his agitation; now helet it fall back and closed hiseyes. “No
Security,” he said again, hisvoice barely audible. “ Just take me homeand I’ ll be dl right. Please.”

“If you say s0. Where exactly do you live?’

Therewas no answey.

Damn, thought Klea. Now what do | do?

It wasn't any of her business. She should just call Security and walk on.

But he was in my nightmare, trying to help me. . . He said in the store that he could help

It was too confusing. The agua vitae she d drunk earlier was fuzzing up her brain, making it hard



to decide things. And Freling would be wondering where she was by now.

“Hdl with Freling,” she muttered, put an arm under the man’ s shoulders, and hauled him to his
feet.

Hewas light, and the years on the farm had lft her stronger than she looked. Bracing him on her
shoulder and hip, she guided him to the street, then started walking him back to her apartment. Shedidn’t
need to work tonight. The rent was paid to the end of the week.

In the captain’s cabin aboard Warhammer , everything was quiet. A metdlic clink camefrom
outside the vacuum-tight door. The “sedled” light abovethelintel cycled from red to green, and the door
did open.

Another moment, and VVorgent Elimax dipped through the open door in aquick sdestep. The
low lights of the chronometers and readouts reflected from the respirator he wore over his nose and
mouth. Elimax looked for amoment at the two people adeep on the bed: Doc on his back, breathing
softly, and Tarnekep Portree lying stretched out beside him, the | eft Side of the captain’ sface resting on
thetall Khesatan’ s shoulder, and one arm flung across his copilot’s chest.

Elimax raised hisblaster. The ugly snarl of the wegpon filled the cramped space as he sent two
high-power beams on tight focusinto the heads of the deepers.

In the silence that followed, another sound erupted-the buzz of asingle-shot needler, fired at
closerange. Elimax crumpled forward; hisblaster fell to the deck.

Beka stepped out of the shadowed corner where she' d stood watching, and switched off the
miniature holoprojector clipped to the bulkhead. The deegping images on the bunk-unchanged in spite of
the blaster bolts that had charred the pillows benesth them-winked out and Ieft only rumpled sheets
behind. She dipped the holoprojector back into the cabin’ stiny entertainment locker, and brought the
lightsup tofull.

“A useful device, that projector,” commented Jessan from the other side of the cabin. Ashe
spoke, he pocketed the single-shot needler that had brought down Vorgent Elimax. “ And better than
anything I’ ve seen on the regular market. I’ m surprised the Professor never tried to sdll it anywhere.”

“Hedidn’t need the money,” said Beka. She bent over Elimax’ s body, checking the unconscious
passenger for concealed weapons and stripping off his respirator. “ He put together that sort of thing just
for fun. Elimax, on the other hand-1 wonder what he was after. Was he an independent piece of lowlife
trying to get a ship of hisown any way that he could, or was he working for someone else?’

“We could dways ask him when he wakes up.”

“I likethat idea,” Bekasaid. She started to smile. “I like that ideaa lot.”

Jessan looked down at Elimax and his mouth tightened. “ Better move him out of the cabin, then.
Things could get messy before we' re done.”

By the time they had the passenger bound hand and foot to a chair in the” Hammer’ s common
room, he was aready starting to twitch. Jessan pulled the last strap tight and stepped back.

“You keep aneyeon him,” hesaid. “I’ll go get the Professor’ s question-and-answer kit.”

“Nyls-wait.” She caught him by thewrist asheturned to go. “If you don't wantto doiit, | can
aways ask the questions mysdif.”

“The old-fashioned way?’ Jessan shook his head. “ That’ s no good. We need answers we can
trug.”

“If you'recertain.”

“It'syour brother Ari who doesn’t like using chemicals,” Jessan said. “Not me.”

“Good.” Shelet her hand fal back to her sde. “ Go get whatever you need.”

Jessan | eft. Bekawatched Elimax mumbling and jerking againgt the restraints as he came up
through the find stages of the needler’ s effect. By the time his eyes were open and fully aware, she had
drawn the double-edged dagger from its sheath up her deeve and wastesting its point against the pad of
her index finger. A dight tilt of her wrigt, and the light from the overhead glow-panel glanced off the blade
directly into Elimax’ sface.

Heflinched. Beka smiled down a him.



“Hello, Elimax,” she said. “ Somebody should have told you that the ventilation systems on this
ship aren’t cross-connected any more.”

“But you' re dead-I saw-"

“Don’t believe everything you see,” Jessan said as he came back into the common room. He
carried ablack meta casein one hand. “An important lesson, but one | fear you'relearning alittle bit too
late”

Hetook a position at the common-room table just out of Elimax’sfield of view, and set the case
down within easy reach. “Areyou ready, Captain?’

“Absolutely,” Bekasaid.

She st the point of her knife under Elimax’ s chin and put enough pressure behind it to dimple the
skin and force his head up againgt the back of the chair.

“My friend,” shesad, “it’slikethis. You tried to kill me, and | intend to find out why.”

Elimax attempted to shake his head, and stopped the movement when she pressed in harder with
thetip of the knife. “I have no ideawhat you' re talking about.”

“I don’t believeyou,” Bekatold him. “1 believe my monitoring systems, and they tdl meit was
Sonoxate gas you released into the ventilation system. Sonoxate' s a proprietary brand-Nine Worlds
Chemica makesit for dirtsde Security forces-and not only isit expensve, it'ssold exclusvely on the
Republic sde of the Net.”

She pulled the knife away and pointed at Elimax with it, moving the blade gently back and forth
at theeyelevd of the bound man.

“And then there' syour lockpick,” she went on. “ Already set up to work with the standard cipher
keysfor a Libra-classfreighter. It was your good luck that the door mechanisms are about the only
things on thisship | haven't modified. But I'm afraid your luck wasn't quite good enough, because that
lockpick tells me you weren't waiting for just any ship to turn up in Gefalon Spaceport. Y ou werewaiting
for mine”

Free of the knife' s pressure, Elimax shook his head violently. His voice was a hoarse croak.
“No!”

“Yes,” said Beka “ Somebody hired you, and | intend to find out who. Now, I’ d be perfectly
happy to work on you mysdlf until you' re ready to tell me things-but Doc, here, doesn’'t care for that
idea. He says he’' sgot some chemicalsthat’ Il do the same thing, only faster and with less blood to clean
up afterward. | want to seeif he'sright.”

She looked over at Jessan. “Okay, Doc. He' s all yours.”

Jessan opened the black box. The click of the latch was sharp and distinct in the silence. Elimax
grained his head Sdeways, trying in vain to see what Jessan was doing. His eyeswere wide and dark
with panic, and his breeth camein ragged, choking gasps.

Then Elimax screamed. The scream ended in an ugly ripping noise like nothing Beka had ever
heard before, and afountain of red burst out through the front of his chest, soaking his shirt and running
downinto apuddle at hisfest.

Beka swallowed hard. “What the hell did he do?’ she demanded hoarsely.

“Blew hisown heart out,” said Jessan. “And no, | don’t know how hedid it.”

“Damn. | wanted him dive.”

“We ve dill got sx minutes of brain function left,” Jessan told her. His hands were dready
moving as he spoke, pulling more items out of the black box-items she didn’t recognize but didn’t likethe
look of at dl-and fastening them to the dead man’ s head and throat. “Whatever questions you have, start
asking them now. Y ou won't have a second chance.”

vi. nammerin: downtown namport; space force medical station
THIRTY-SEVEN HOURS before he left Nammerin for good, Ari Rossdlin-Metadi took the

regular Med Station bus into Namport. He got off at the next-to-last stop on the outbound run-an arcade
of moderately expensive stores near the spaceport proper-and walked the rest of the way to his



destination.

Strictly speaking, Namport’ s old quarter wasn't off-limits to Space Force personnel, but nobody
in authority had ever seen any point in making it easy to get to, either. It was adistrict where old buildings
crowded together along muddy streets, and worn canvas shop awnings cast blue-grey shadows over the
wooden sdewaks; and the community’ srougher dementsfound in it their natural home.

Nobody bothered Ari, however, and he found the place he was|ooking without much difficulty.
A flatsign over the door, il relatively new, identified the establishment as FIVE POINTS IMPORTS In
bright red letters picked out in gold paint. Munngralla, the big Salvaur who owned the shop, had lost no
time in getting started again after theloss of his previous storein afire; the odd bit of arson wasjust one
of the hazards of doing business as the main on-planet operative for the Quincunx. This neighborhood
was much the same as Munngralla s old one, or possibly atrifle more prosperous, and the contents of the
new shop were amogt identical with the old.

Ari pushed open the door and went in, threading hisway between tal stacks of localy woven
grain-straw hats and dangling strings of musical seashelsfrom Ovredis. Munngralahimself wasworking
at therear counter, saving Ari the trouble of waking him up from amidday nap.

Waking up a Selvaur was not something to be undertaken lightly. Like dl of hiskind, Munngrala
had athick, scaly hide covering his massive body from head to foot. Hisfront teeth were acarnivore' s
pointed fangs, and the pupils of hisyelow eyeswere vertica black dits. At dmost seven feet tal, not
counting the crest of emerald scales atop his rounded skull, the big saurian was one of the few peoplein
Namport who could look Ari directly inthe eye.

Nevertheess, even honorary membership in agang of smugglers and black market traders
carried with it certain socid obligations, and Ari had been properly brought up. Neither hislate mother,
the Domina, nor hisfather, the Generd-and most especidly not his Selvauran foster-father, Ferrdacorr
son of Rrillikkik-would have alowed him to commit the socid and business gaffe of leaving Nammerin
without first paying afarewd| vigt to the local boss.

The Selvaur came out from behind the counter to envelop Ari in an embrace that might have
crushed asmaler man.

*Welcome!* he growled, in the degp, rumbling tones of Salvaur speech. *Y ou could have come
herein uniform,* he added. * Everything you see out hereislega .*

Ari forced his own voice down into the bottom reaches of its range. Not many humans could
manage the hoots and rumbles of the Forest Speech, but Ari had been blessed with both the voice and
the ear-and he' d grown up on the Selvauran homeworld of Maraghai.

*|t' ssafer for both of usif | show upin civies* hetold Munngrala. *Y ou don't need arep for
talking to the Space Force-and | don’t need to give the service arep for dealing with you.*

Munngralla chuckled, alow booming sound that caused some of the more fragile bits of
bric-a-brac to rattle dightly on the shelves. * Neither of us needstrouble like that.*

Hewastdling the truth. Five Points Imports, regardless of how much legitimate businessit did,
was primarily afront. The Quincunx boasted that it could supply a customer with anything-from the
merely hard-to-get, like tholovine, to the gtrictly illegd-as long as the customer was willing to meet their
price.

*Come here to say good-bye, have you? Munngralla continued before Ari could draw breeth
for his carefully thought-out speech of leavetaking.

“Y ou're not supposed to know that!”

Munngrala snorted. * Don’t make me laugh, thin-skin. We ve got our sources.*

“Why am | not surprised?’ Ari said. Then he dropped back into the Forest Speech. * And you
know better than to call Ferrdacorr’ sfosterling a*thin-skin”-so don't go making me laugh, either.*

Unlike his membership in the Quincunx, Ari’ s clan status among the Selvaurs was anything but
honorary. He' d spent more of his childhood and adolescence among the saurians than he had with his
human family. And once Ferrda had redlized just how big and strong Jos Metadi’ s firstborn son was
going to grow, Ari had gotten the same education as any other youngling among the Forest Lords.

He d earned hisfull adult status the traditional way-by stalking and killing barehanded a sigrikka,



one of the great predators of Maraghai-and il carried the scars of that fight on hisback and arms. As
far as Sdvauran law and custom were concerned, trifling details of species and skin thickness made no
difference: Ari was aForest Lord like any other. And he was not inclined to let pass without comment
anything that might imply otherwise.

That, also, was good manners among the Forest Lords. Munngralla made the bresthy hoo-hoo
that served as both approva and wordless apology, then changed the subject. *Where are they sending
you?*

“Y ou mean you don’'t know that, too?” Ari Sighed. “Never mind. I’ ve got duty on RSF
Fezrisond, off in the Infabede sector.”

*|nfabede. We have people there.*

“Not on shipboard, | hope.” Ari held up ahand to ssop Munngrallafrom replying. “Don’'t say
anything. | meanit. | can stretch my oaths to the service and the Republic far enough to keep quiet about
things that happen off-base and out-of-uniform. But if you’ ve got stuff going on any closer to methan
that, don't even think about telling me, because I'll haveto turnyouin.”

*Don't try to teach an old wrinkle-skin his business, youngling,* said Munngrala. *Y ou need the
Brotherhood out there in Infabede, you'll have to make the contact yourself.*

“| don't expect to need anything.”

*Y ou did before* Munngrala pointed out. * On Darvell.*

“Darvel wasafluke”

*Darvell wasamess,* corrected Munngrdla. * Not your fault, though. We heard about how you
took care of our problem there for us*

“I"'m surprised anybody in Darplex istalking,” said Ari. He switched again to the Forest
Speech-always better for talking about a good fight. * They got their noses pretty well bloodied that day,
and | can’timagine them wanting to brag about it.*

*News gets around. And the word from higher up isthat the Quincunx is grateful .*

“What was | supposed to do? Leave the bastard alive so he could keep on using the
Brotherhood' s name as bait for a Security trap?’ Ari bared histeeth. * Come on-Ferrda taught me better
than that.*

*Lookslikehedid,* said Munngrdla *And likel said, we' re grateful. If you re ever in the sort
of trouble that your buddiesin uniform can’'t help with, cometo us.*

“I'll kegpyouinmind,” Ari said. “Meanwhile. . . thisismy last day here, so | came by to let you
know I'm gone.”

Munngrala s crest flared briefly in surprise. Hislocal contacts must not have mentioned that Ari
would be leaving quite so soon. * Somebody’ sworking fast,* he said. * Thelittle Adept-is she going
tomorrow, too?*

“No. She' sstaying here.”

*Funny. | thought . . . never mind. You tdl her, sheisn't Quincunx, but she’ snot bad, for a
thin-skin. She can cdl hersdf afriend of Munngralla s any time she wants.*

“Right,” said Ari. “I’ll passtheword dong.”

He stopped talking for amoment, to cover the sudden tightnessin histhroat. I’ m supposed to be
glad I’'mleaving, he thought unhappily. | ought to hate this place, after everything that happened
while | was here.

But hisfedlings had never answered to reason before, and they didn’t answer now. He'd been
gtationed on Nammerin during some of the most desperately unhappy months of hislife, atime when not
even the chance to strike out against a deserving target had been able to lift the weight from his spirit for
very long. Nevertheless, Ari discovered, he was going to miss Nammerin. He d logt, and found, too
much on thisworld ever to forget it.

*Good hunting,* he said to Munngradlafindly, the forma leavetaking of one Forest Lord to
another.

*Good hunting to you on the star-trails, brother,* Munngralareplied. * And remember what |
told you about asking for help.*



Ari didn't see Llannat Hyfid until much later that evening. The Space Force contingent & the
Medica Station had spent the earlier part of the day decorating the junior staff lounge with balloons and
colored streamers. Now they had set up arudimentary bar at atablein the rear, and were bidding a
high-spirited farewell to Ari and the other departing officers. Tree Frog beer was very much in evidence
asusud, in both the Export Dark and the Moonlight Pae varieties. Ari contented himsalf with alarge
tumbler of aquavitae instead.

Drink in hand, he made hisway through the crowd to the corner where the commanding officer
of the Med Station was standing. The CO had brought along his pet sand snake to the party, wearing the
creaturein aseries of loops around his shoulder like abizarre piece of decorative braid. Fromtimeto
time, the snake would dip its wedge-shaped head downward, put out along, forked tongue to taste the
CO’ s beer, and then curl up again.

The CO himsdlf appeared pensive and faintly melancholy, but Ari felt no particular worry on that
account-such alook was the station commander’ s usua expression. “Rossdin-Metadi,” he said as Ari
approached. “WEe || missyou around here, you know.”

“I'll missworking here,” Ari said honestly. The sand snake flowed down the CO’sarm, flicked
itstongue lightly over the bright purpleliquid in Ari’ s glass, and then withdrew. Ari chuckled and drained
the glass. “ Shipboard duty is going to take some getting used to after this”

“Shipboard duty iswhat the Space Forceisdl about,” the CO said. “Everything eseisjust the
fancy trimmings”

“That’ swhat my father says.”

“Trugt him, Rosdin-Metadi. He' susudly right.”

“Yes, dar.” Ari looked down into histumbler. Only afaint sheen of lavender remained on the thick
glass at the bottom. “At least I'll be able to put my blaster back into the arms locker whereit belongs.”

The CO shook hishead. “I’'m afraid not. The authorization and the orders are part of your
permanent file”

“Damn,” said Ari without thinking. He felt hisface reddening dightly, but pushed on. “I’'m sorry,
ar... but I’'m going to be heading up the medica department on RSF Fezrisond. How am | supposed
to dothat if I'm carrying a piece of hardware that makes me look like Black Brok, the Terror of the
Spaceways?’

“Force of persondity?’ the CO suggested mildly. “You'll do fine, Rossdin-Metadi. | wouldn't
worry.”

Ari was slent for amoment, warmed by the unexpected compliment. He looked about the room
and noticed that LIannat Hyfid had joined the party while he and the CO were taking. Tonight, for some
reason, she' d chosen to wear the formal black tunic and trousers of afull Adept. The silver-and-ebony
gaff she'd carried away from Darvell shone with asoft luster against the dark cloth.

She's never worn formal blacks around here before, Ari thought, frowning. Hewasn't certain
what she’ d meant to show by her choice of clothing, but he found it disquieting.

“Excuseme,” hesaid to the CO. “I haveto tak to Mistress Hyfid.”

He made hisway to the bar tofill his glasswith more of the purple agua vitae, then went over
and joined LIannat.

“Thanksfor coming,” hesad.

“Any excusefor aceebration,” she said. “But good-bye parties aren’'t exactly my favorite.”

“Mineether. At least thisone lookslikeit’s going to behaveitself and not turninto a
free-spacer’ swake.”

“Don't tempt fate by taking. The night is<till young.”

“| thought Adepts didn’t believein fate and luck and thingslike that.”

“We don't. But the universe has patterns, and currents that flow throughiit . . . and the farewell
bash my shipmates gave me before | went off to the Retreat wasared classic.”

“The wegther got atrifle drunk out?’

“Morethan just atrifle. | still had ahangover when | got to Galcen.”



“You?" Ari shook hishead in dishelief. “I’ ve never even seen you get alittle bit looped.”

“That wasalong timeago,” Llannat said. “I1t helped me turn off the voices | was hearing insde
my skull. Not the safest way in the world to do it, but the best | could manage on my own.”

She gave him acrooked amile. “Believe me, Ari, | needed to learn everything the Adepts could
teach me.”

A good enough explanation of why the Guild has her loyalty now, hethought. Maybe that’s
why she wore her blacks tonight.

He wrenched his mind back to the matter at hand. “| haveto tell you something. But not in here.
Too many people listening. Will you take awak with me outside?’

Her face brightened-a change that aways reminded him of sunlight breaking through clouds. “ Of
course.”

Outside the converted storage dome that served as a staff lounge, the medical service compound
was quiet and dark. A light mist was faling, making the protective force-dome glow afant pink
overhead. Ari walked along beside LIannat, enjoying for alittle while the smple pleasure of her company.
She had an interior calm that he had dways envied; now, as often happened, it seemed to flow into him
from her presence.

Hesghed. “I’'m going to missdl of this”

“Nammerin, you mean?’

Not exactly, hethought. But . . . “Yes.”

“I-wée Il missyou, too.” She hated, and Ari perforce had to stop with her. *Y ou said you had
something to tell me.”

“A message,” he said. “From Munngrala”

“Munngrala.” Her voice was expressionless, in the darkness he couldn’t see her face. “What
does he haveto say?’

“That you' re not Quincunx-"

She snorted. “Not much chance of that.”

“-but you' re not bad, for athin-skin.”

“Such flattery. | don’t think | can stand it.”

“Headso saysthat you can call yourself afriend of Mungrdla s any time you want.”

“Now, that's more useful. Having someone like Munngrala owe you afavor islike having money
inthe bank.” She paused again. “Isthat dl?’

“Mogt of it.” He clenched hisfigts, grateful that the night hid hisfeaturesaswell ashers. “I'll miss
you, too, Llannat. It's so easy to lose touch with people, in the service-everybody is aways moving on. |
don’t want that to happen again thistime.”

“Itwill,” shesaid. “It dways does. The friends | had when | |€eft for the Retreat stopped writing to
me before the year was out.”

“You aren't leaving me behind that easily, I'm afraid,” hetold her. “I’m not avery good letter
writer, and | hate making voice-message chips. But | won't let that stop me.”

“It' sgoing to be harder than you think.”

Something had changed in her voice, reminding him suddenly that Adepts didn’t see the past and
the future in the same way as ordinary people did, and the difference shook him.

“What do you mean?’ he asked. “How isit going to be harder than | think?’

“I don't know,” she said. “ Sometimes | hear mysdlf saying thesethings, and | haven't the faintest
ideawhat I’'m talking about. But there’ strouble coming-we knew that along time ago, back before we
went to Darvell. And it’ sgoing to be bad.”

She sounded frightened, which scared him. He' d seen LIannat Hyfid face down aMagelord
without flinching, and legp over awal into hogtile territory without turning ahair. He didn't like to think
about what she might find frightening.

“| thought that Darvell was the bad trouble that was coming,” he said. “Y ou mean there s more?’

“I think 0.”

“Don’tworry,” hetold her-afutile exhortation, but till one he couldn’t help making. “Aslong as



I'm il dive, you'll hear from me. It may take awhile sometimes, but don’t give up.”

“Ilwon't,” shesad. “I promise”

She reached out and touched his chest lightly with the tips of her fingers. It was the faintest of
contacts, and yet he seemed to fed it warming him dl the way through the tiff cloth of hisuniform tunic.
He could hear her bresthing, too, fast and dightly uneven.

“Ari-" she began.

Before she could finish, the door of the staff lounge opened and disgorged Bors Keotkyra. The
junior officer lost no time in hurrying across the compound toward them.

“Hey, Ari! You' ve got to come back insde right now. They’ re about to start making the
speeches, and you don’t want to miss your engraved holocube with a picture of the main gate of the
Medicd Sationinit.”

Llannat’s hand fell away, and Ari heard her sigh. “1 suppose he doesn’t,” the Adept said. “Go on
back in, Ari-1 need to get to my room and grab some deep before tomorrow morning anyhow.”

Llanna Hyfid awoke early the next morning, well before breskfast. Ari would be leaving the
Medica Station right about now, and she had duty starting in alittle over three hours. She didn’'t have the
time to say good-byeto Ari at the spaceport and then make her way back to base. But she had been
charged by Master Ransome with watching over Ari Rossdin-Metadi aslong as he was on Nammerin,
and shewould stay with him until the shuttle lifted for orbit.

Shelay with her eyes closed, clearing the digtracting thoughts from her mind. Going out of the
body had its dangers, and back at the Retreat the students had always worked with ateacher or
practiced in pairs-“ one to walk and one to watch,” asthe saying went. But an Adept in the field might not
have the luxury of acompanion, so the apprentices had learned the basic techniques for working alone as
wall.

“Find a safe place where you won’'t be disturbed.” She remembered the way Owen
Rossdin-Metadi’ s voice had echoed dightly off the cool stonewalls of the practiceroom. “ Lie down if
you can-if you're able to get a mattress or a pallet under you, that’s even better. Then, when
you' re ready, stand up and walk away from yourself.”

She' d had adifficult time of it at first. No matter how hard shetried, she and her body had
remained obgtinately and indissolubly one. Again, memory brought her the sound of Owen’svoice, this
time asking aquestion: “How long have you fought against doing this by accident?’

“Years,” she had said without thinking, and was surprised to redlize that it wasthetruth. * It was
the first thing to start happening to me. | used to feel myself coming apart like that, and it scared
me out of my wits. What happensif | can’t get back?’

“Don’t worry about it,” Owen had said. “ Breaking completely away from your body is
harder to do than you think. And while you’'re practicing, 1’1l be keeping watch for you.”

Reassured as much by his presence as by hiswords, Llannat had gradually learned how to do on
purpose what she had resisted for so long. Now, in her darkened room in the BOQ, she let her
corporeal and noncorporea salves drift gpart. She looked down for amoment at the Llannat who lay on
the bunk asif degping, then passed out of the room through the unopened door.

The Med Station bus was hovering on its nullgravs at the main gate. Unseen and insubstantid, she
entered the vehicle. Ari was dready there, ditting with hiseyes shut in a seet close to the rear window.
Severa more people from the Med Station boarded the bus. A bell sounded, the door did shut, and the
bus floated smoothly away from the main geate.

Ari dept, or seemed to deep, most of the way into Namport, opening his eyesjust asthey
passed through the gates of the shuttle field. Still bodiless, Llannat followed him from the busto the main
building. Indgde the building, flatscreensfull of arrival and departure information covered most of the
availablewall space. Ari checked the display on one of them and nodded with satisfaction, then found a
chair and sat down.

Almost haf an hour later, the speaker system crackled and blared out, “ Shuttle to RSF
Corisydron, outward bound from Nammerin to the Infabede sector, now boarding.”



Ari stood, stretched, and walked out onto the shuttle field. LIannat followed, seeing but unseen,
al theway into the shuttlecraft itself. Ari shoved his carrybag into a sorage compartment and claimed a
Sedt.

Llannat heard the premonitory rumble of the shuttlecraft’ s engineswarming up and knew it was
timefor her to go. It wasn't agood ideato leave planetary orbit while waking out-of-body; only the
most skilled of Adepts could work at that much distance from the physical seif.

“It'sall metaphor,” Owen had said. “ Once you’ re out of the body, place and time don’t
really exist. But the human mind can only take so much metaphor without breaking. So don’t go
off-planet, don’t cut the cord that ties you to your body, and don’t start wandering around in
time. Those are all good ways to get lost and never come back.”

She gave an insubstantia sigh. Then, even though she knew Ari could not see or hear her, she put
out a hand and touched him on the shoulder as he sat waiting for the liftoff.

“Take care of yoursdf, Ari, please,” she said. “ There' s no one ese who can do it anymore.”

Klea Santreny looked down at the man adeep in her bed. She' d cleaned the blood and dirt off
him and put bandages and sprain-tape on dl hisvisibleinjuries, but she still wasn't sure that she' d done
enough.

It's been a night and a day, shethought. If he doesn’t wake up by himself real soon, I'm
going to have to do something drastic, like drop him out back by the garbage cans and then tip
off Security that he’ sthere. They’'ll take him to a medic as soon as they pick him up.

Over in the kitchen nook, the oven beeped to remind her that the brick of marsh-edls had
finished thawing. Sheleft the bedside and retrieved the edls, now spread out on the plate like atangled
skein of thick knitting yarn. The greens were dready stewing on the cooktop; shetilted the edls and their
broth into the pot and gave the soup astir. A cloud of steam billowed up from the bubbling liquid, filling
her nose with the rich unfolding scents of warm greens and cooking edlflesh.

She' d aways been agood cook-“a good cook and a hard worker,” that’ swhat her father had
said the summer after her mother had died, and she' d seen dl her brothers nodding agreement. That was
when she knew she was never going to get away from the farm, not to go to upper school in Two Rivers
like she and Mammahad planned, not even to marry into some other family. Dadda was stingy, too
gtingy to hire help when he had a daughter old enough to cook and mend and clean, and her brothers
were just the same and more of them, so she' d looked down at her 1ap to hide her face and said, “ Thank
you, Dadda,” and the next morning before light she' d hitched aride with awater-grain hauler bound for
Namport and never gone back.

And thisiswhere it ends up, shethought. Some choice. Wearing myself down bit by bitin a
backwater farmhouse, or turning up dead some morning in a portside alley.

“Don’t blind yoursdlf,” said the stranger’ s voice from the bed across the room. “If you keep
telling yourself that those are your only choices, then those are the only choicesthat you' Il ever make.”

By now shewasn't surprised to find that the young man could listen to her thoughts. Turning, she
saw that hewas Sitting up in her bed, the sheets wrinkled around his hips. Hewas il pae, with dark
smudges under hishazdl eyes, but his expression was dert enough to make her uncomfortable.

“Soyou'reawake,” she sad.

“It seemsthat | am.” He glanced around the gpartment. “ At the risk of sounding like something
out of aholovid script-wheream 17’

“My place,” shesaid. “I brought you here. Y ou' d been beaten up or something, and you looked
like you needed help.”

“Thank you.”

“Isthat al you're going to say about it?" she asked. “What the hell happened to you, and why
was | dreaming about you the night before? And who are you, anyway?’

He sighed. “My name' s Owen, and | think I’'m an upstairs neighbor of yours. Y ou' re dreaming
about me for the same reason you' re seeing things and hearing voices. Y ou have alatent sengtivity to the
currents and patterns of Power flowing through the universe-only your sengitivity doesn’t want to be



latent anymore.”

“ *Currents and patterns 7’ she said. “1 heard an Adept talking that way on the holovid news one
time, when | was akid. Isthat what you are?’

“A kid?’ He actudly smiled for amoment. “I’ ve got an older brother who accuses me of
permanent irrespongibility, if that counts.”

“No,” shesaid. “An Adept. You tak like one.”

“Jugt an gpprenticeinthe Guild, I'm afraid.”

She wet her lips. “Did you-”

“See things and hear voices?’ He shook his head. “No. Not like you' re doing, anyway. | more
or lessgrew up with it-the hard part was learning that most people couldn’t see thingstheway | did. But
I’ve met enough late-bloomers at the Retreset that | can recognize the symptoms.”

“The Retreat?’

‘“The main home of the Adepts Guild,” he said. “On Galcen. Apprentices go therefor training.”

“Galcen’salong way from Nammerin,” she said. “And starship tickets don’t grow on trees.

Y ou'revery kind, Gentlesir Owen, but somehow | don’t think thistraining thing is going to help me very

“I'll figure out away to wangle you a passageto Galcen,” hetold her. “It'sonly fair, snce having
me move in upstairs probably helped force your latent sengtivitiesto the surface. In the meantime, I'll
teach you what | can-enough to keep Ull€ snadty little fantasies from disturbing you while you're
shopping, &t least.”

“Youredly can do that?’

He looked embarrassed at the gratitude in her voice. “It'snot much,” he said. “If you want
proper training, it's barely thefirst step on along road.”

Shedidn’t care. “But you can doiit.”

“Ves”

For thefirgt timein months-for the first time, redly, ance the morning five years ago when she'd
diced her left arm open with one of the kitchen knives and then found out she didn’t even have the gutsto
let hersdf die-Kleafdt agtirring of hope. The new sensation went to her head like a shot of aguavitae on
an empty stomach; not until quite awhilelater did she redize that Owen had left unanswered the most
important of her questions.

No matter who had left him for dead in the aley, and no matter why they had done so, her
upstairs neighbor clearly had no intention of explaining any part of it.

vii. galcen: primebase; ninglin: ruis port

GENERAL Jos Metadi looked at the miniature hand-blaster lying on his desk and frowned. At
Sxty-two percent, the blaster’ s energy level waslower than he usudly liked. It wouldn't last through any
sort of prolonged encounter with that kind of charge. Most people wouldn’t have worried-nobody
expected a holdout gun to take them through an extended firefight-but Metadi hadn’t survived as much as
he had by being careless.

He pressed a button on the desktop. Part of the smooth black surface did aside. Thelittle niche
thus reveded held a half-dozen of the small square power packs the Space Force used in its ubiquitous
clipboards and datapads. He took one out, then broke open the hand-blaster to remove the low-charge
pack gtill insgde. After switching in the fresh pack, he put the old oneinto the desktop to recharge and
pushed the button again. The niche did closed as Metadi tucked the miniature blaster back into its
grav-clip up hisdeeve.

That taken care of, he turned his attention to the stack of printout flimsies that had been waiting
for his attention ever since he cameinto the office. His new aide, Commander Quetaya, had aready
sorted through the morning message traffic and weeded out al thoseitems that could be handled
effectively at some lower levd. The messages that remained, Metadi knew from long experience, would
concern problems so touchy, secret, or complex that they couldn’t be solved, only worried about-and



that, by somebody of the very highest rank.

Asif | didn’t have enough to deal with already . . .

Metadi |et his gaze drift from the pile of flimsiesto the holocube beside them. Three of the four
sde faces of the cube contained images of his children: Bekaat her coming-of-age party; Ari in dress
uniform; Owen in the plain garments of an apprentice Adept. The fourth side, and the one currently
closest to the Generd, held the holographic likeness of adender, fair-haired woman in Councilor’ srobes
and atiaraof plain black metal.

You drive a hard bargain, my lady. If I’d known thirty-odd years ago where your job was
going to lead, | might not have had the nerve to take it.

The Domina Perada Rossdlin of Entibor looked back at him from the holocube and said nothing.
More and more, these days, Metadi found himsdlf conversing with hislate wife asif shewere il
present. He supposed it meant he was growing old-or maybe he was just running short of people he
could talk to.

The family’ s all gone now, hetold the holopic, and the house is so empty you wouldn’t
recognize it. Ari’ s off somewhere between Nammerin and Infabede, Beka’' s poking around on the
far side of the Net-stirring up trouble, if I know the girl!-and Owen . . . these days | never know
where heisor what he'sdoing.

Metadi shook his head. Everything Owen finds out goes straight to the Guild anyway. If |
want Errec to know something I'll tell him myself and get the story right the first time.

He pushed back his chair and stood up. “ The hell withit,” he said aloud. “Metadi, what you have
to do isget out of town for awhile.”

In the next room, the Generd’ s aide was hard at work dealing with yet another stack of message
flimsies. Unlike Jervas Gil, who had been so ordinary in his gppearance asto be effectively invisble most
of thetime, Rosdl Quetayawas trim and strikingly good-looking, with ivory skin and glossy black curls.
She looked up asthe Genera strodeinto her office.

“Commander,” Metadi said without preamble, “give mealist of sectorsthat could use asurprise
ingpection.”

“Yes, sr.” The commander set the messages aside and began keying search criteriainto her desk
comp. “We have an entirerange of possibles,” shetold him after afew moments. “Do you want the units
in question merely startled, somewhat astonished, or caught with their pants completely down?’

“I'm not interested in the smdll Suff,” Metadi said. “But if there’ s anybody out there with serious
bodies buried in their backyard, | want things dug up and straightened out while we till have achanceto
doit”

“Right. We re taking wrath-of-the-gods time, then.” She tapped afew more keys. The comp
extruded adip of flimsy, which shetore off and handed to the General. “Thisisthe short list based on the
extended criteria”

Metadi scanned the printout. “ Hah. Here' s something that could stand looking into. Infabede
sector, Admiral Valiant commanding. It says here the last five lieutenants Space Force assgned to staff
duty with Vaiant dl resgned their commissions before the end of their tours.”

Quetayanodded. 1 asked for unusua turnover patternswhen | did the search.”

“Good thinking. It could just be that thefood on Admiral Vdiant’sflagshipisbad. . . but | don’t
think s0.” And Ari’ s outbound from Nammerin for the Fezzy, which meansiif there' s anything
wrong on her he's going to walk straight into it. That boy draws trouble the way a tree draws
lightning; | swear | should have let Ferrda keep him on Maraghai . “Let’sgo to Infabede and find

“Yes, dr,” Quetayareplied. “Will you want me to file the movement report?’

“And give everyonein the galaxy word on whereI’m going? | don’t think s0.”

Quetayalooked doubtful. “The regulations say-"

“I| wrotethoseregs,” Metadi told her. “ The first draft, anyhow. Now get mealist of ships
currently in close orbit or on the ground at Galcen Prime.”

“Yes, gr,” Quetaya said again. She turned back to the comp. A few keyclicks more, and a



second dip of flimsy appeared. “ Departure schedules for al available ships.”

The Generd scanned theligt. “There,” he said, hisfinger stabbing toward aname. “RSF
SHsyn-bilai. Stores ship outbound for Infabede with afresh loadout of supplies. She'll do. Now get me
asecure lineto the base CO, so hewon’'t have fitswhen | turn up missing.” The General chuckled. “No
sense dipping away undetected if we start a galaxy-wide manhunt in the process. That would ruin our
incognito for sure”

Quetayalooked up from punching arouting code into the comm link. “Incognito?’

“That' sright,” Metadi said. “Vigting brass hats never hear about the down-and-dirty stuff, the
sort of things that get handed over to junior officers and enlisted types and then forgotten about. | want to
poke around in Vaiant' sterritory for afew daysbeforel officidly turn up.”

“Someone' s bound to recognize you,” Quetaya protested. “ Y our picture sal over the place.”

“People don't seethe face, they seethe uniform. And if Warrant Officer Bandur downin
Engineering happensto look alot like Generd Metadi in the holonews broadcasts. . . well, it' sabig
galaxy, and Bandur sure would like to be drawing the Generd’ s pay instead of hisown.”

“I| undergtand,” said Quetaya. “I’ll get uniformsand ID plates ready for you in the name of
Gamelan Bandur.”

“Y ou do that, and think of anamefor yourself whileyou'reat it.” The comm link’ s buzzer
sounded. Metadi picked up the handset. “Metadi here.”

“Good morning, Generd.” The commanding officer of Prime Base sounded a bit surprised to be
hearing from Metadi at this hour on asecureline. “Any trouble | should know about?’

“No trouble, Perrin. I'm granting myself some leave. If anything comes up, handleit.”

“Handleit, aye,” the CO said. “Enjoy your leavetime, Generd.”

“There sthat,” Metadi said as he switched off. “Now let’s get moving. Salsyn hops out of orbit
at 1149.45 Standard, and we have to be aboard her with in-trangit orders cut for-let’s make it for the
supply depot on Treidd.”

As soon as Commander Quetaya had gone to take care of the uniformsand ID, Metadi reached
over and touched another key on the comm pand. “Metadi here,” he said, as soon asthe link opened.
“Patch me through to the Retreat. And go secure.”

“Secure aye,” said the voice on the other end of thelink.

A seriesof clicks and beeps marked the progress of the transfer, followed by a synthesized voice
informing him that he had contacted the Retreet’ sinformetion center and inviting him to leave hiscomm
code and a message.

“Private message for Guild Master Errec Ransome,” Metadi told the voice,

“Please enter authorization code for direct messagesto that recipient.”

Metadi punched in the code sequence for Ransome' s private message queue. For amoment, he
considered using the persona code that would, within minutes, fetch Errec Ransome himself to adirect
voicdink from anywhere on Galcen, then decided againgt it. He' d used that sequence only two timesin
the past five years-once when the news came in about Beka supposedly crashing Warhammer outsde
Port Artat; and once before that, on the night that Perada had died.

No point in scaring whatever poor kid's got the job of monitoring the Retreat’s comm
system this morning, he thought, and left a recorded message instead.

“Errec, Jos here. Don't bother trying to find mefor awhile. . . | won't be around. Tak with you
when | get back. Metadi out.”

He switched off. Back in hisown office, he took hisuniform tunic out of the closet and began
removing the ribbons and collar tabs. Once his aide brought the proper insgniafor an engineering
warrant officer, the tunic would do aswell for Gamelan Bandur asit had for Jos Metadi. Selsyn-bilai
was large enough for him to be just another service member in transit-and large enough, do, that the
warrants would have their own mess. That way, Warrant Officer Bandur didn’t have to worry about
getting bumped up into the wardroom, where there was dways the outside chance he might run into
someone who'd met the Generd in person.

Sometimelater Commander Quetaya returned, wearing an enlisted crew member’ s uniform and



carrying an assortment of insignia, nametags, 1Ds, and orders.

“All cleared,” shesaid. “I sent the clerk on an errand over to Records and did up the orders and
the nametags mysdf.”

“Good,” Metadi replied. “1 knew there was areason | grabbed you out of Intelligence. Have you
decided who you're going to befor the trip?’

Shewaved aflimsy at him. “ According to this” shesaid, “I’m aclerk/comptech first class named
Ennys Pardu, going to hep maintain the sysemson Treide.”

“Soundsfineto me. Let’sfind some ground transport over to the docks and see about getting
back into space.”

Wearing their uniforms as enlisted and warrant, Commander Quetaya and the Generd made their
way to the transit deck just below the HQ building. From there, they took the next glidepod to the main
port, getting off at the Orbita Arrivals and Departures section. Rows of flat-displays dong the wals listed
the shuttles to and from the various ships currently in orbit, including ashuttlelifting for Selsyn-bilai,
outward bound for Treidel at 1149.45 Standard.

Metadi and Quetaya made their separate way's through the paperwork drill. Their orders and
false IDs passed officia scrutiny with ease-the commander had done her work thoroughly-and in short
order awarrant officer and a clerk/comptech first class joined the twenty or so other people aboard the
shuttle. The craft lifted from Galcen shortly afterward.

The pilot’ s accdleration was smooth and the orbits were matched with flawless precision, but
Metadi felt his pamsitching nevertheless. It had been years since he d been anywhere during alift
besidesthe pilot’s seet or somewhere close by it, and he didn’t like the sensation.

They docked first with RSF Margamine, where eight of the passengers shuffled off under that
ship’'sartificid gravity. Then the shuttle broke free again and boosted to another and, Metadi knew,
higher orbit. A little later, they linked up to Selsyn-bilai with aclick of magnetic grap nelsand asigh of
ar sysems matching. Metadi and Quetaya-as well asalieutenant commander in traveling blues, three
spacersfirgt, and a petty officer clutching athin-fold tool case-unstrapped and walked through the
connecting passageway to the Selsyn’s quarterdeck area.

A young lieutenant was on watch, aided by a clerk/comptech and arunner. Asthe seven new
arrivas entered the space, the comptech ticked each one off on anearby flat-display.

“How’ s everything been, Arlie?’ the lieutenant commander asked as he emerged from the
passagewey .

“Niceand quiet,” the lieutenant replied. “Going to be a smooth one thistime. How was leave?’

“Qutgtanding. Il move aong and let you get on with things here. Later.”

The three spacers-first and the petty officer, like the lieutenant commander, also appeared to be
well known to the quarterdeck team. The young lieutenant processed them quickly before turning to the
pair of trandents-Metadi and Quetaya.

“I don't have elther of you on the manifest,” he said. “ Are you sure you' re on theright ship?’

Metadi showed him the ordersand the ID. “I’m directed to travel by quickest available meansto
Treidd.”

At anod from the lieutenant, the comptech ran his scanner first over the top copy of the orders,
and then over the ID plate. The scanner beeped twice.

“Everything checks,” said the comptech.

“Fine” The lieutenant turned to the runner. “Take Mr. Bandur down to the Supply Department
and get him berthed.” Then, to Metadi, “Welcome aboard, sir. I'll et the chief engineer know that you're
here so he can put you on the watch hill. The skipper doesn’t believein carrying passengers who don't
work.”

“That’ sfinewith me,” said Metadi. “Neither do|1.”

Inasmoky divein Ruis, the main port city for Ninglin on the Mageworlds sde of the Net, Nyls
Jessan stretched out hislong legs and leaned back in his seat. When he did so, his shoulders touched the
wall behind him. Ever since hel d started working with Tarnekep Portree, he' d found that having awall at



his back made him fee more comfortable than otherwise. Not that he ever truly relaxed these days. He' d
lost that easy sense of security months ago, on the night when the Med Station on Pleyver had exploded
around him and Beka Rossdin-Metadi had comeinto hislife.

The dive was crowded tonight, mostly spacers from the Republic with a scattering of Ruisans. A
locd band was on the stage, playing unfamiliar ingruments, and ayoung femae Mageworlder was Snging
in whatever uncouth tongue they used here. Jessan poked at the green paper flower that adorned the
glassin front of him. The bartender had folded the many-petaled blossom out of a single sheet while
Jessan watched, and then had set it afloat on the date-colored drink.

Barbarous planet, Jessan thought, rescuing the now-soggy flower before it sank and setting it
down on the ngpkin to dry. Wasting art like that on cheap booze.

A young woman wearing blue spangles and very little else did into the empty chair next to him.
“Héllo, spacer-new in town? Looking for agood time?’

“I had agood time once,” Jessan said. “I didn't likeit.”

Thewoman shrugged-an interesting effect, considering the spangles-and moved on to another
table. Jessan sipped his drink, harsh with the flavor of raw acohol, and listened to the strange tones and
intervals of the dien music.

The song had ended and another had begun before aman sat down in the chair the woman had
vacated. “Y ou brought the ship?’ the stranger asked without preamble.

Good, Jessan thought, careful not to show hisrelief. The code phrase worked.

He nodded. “ She' s down at the port.”

“That'sall right, then.” The man sat back in his chair. He was shorter than Jessan, dark and wiry,
with athin black mustache and sharp, watchful eyes. “Can you understand what they’re inging?’ he
asked, nodding at the stage.

“No.”

“ My nameis nothing extra, sothat | will not tell,” ” the man trandated. “ ‘I’'m astranger inthe
world that | wasbornin.” ” He paused. “They hate us, you know.”

“Sol’veheard.”

Us, the man had said. So he was admitting to being-or claiming to be-a citizen of the Republic.
To Jessan's ear, at least, he had the accent, which was good. From the moment Jessan had |eft the ship,
he' d been afraid of meeting someone who expected him to speak alanguage he didn’t understand.

Logic had told him not to worry. The assassin on board Warhammer had spoken Galcenian,
even in the last extremity, and the recognition routines he' d surrendered to Jessan implied ameseting of
strangers. But logic did little to calm nerves that were still on edge from that macabre interrogation of a
man aready dead. Jessan had asked as many questions as he could during those last Six minutes of brain
function-watching the readouts change when he encountered truth, unscrambling the sgnasfrom the
induction loop around the N’ sthroat to turn subvocalized thoughts into words. But Six minutes
wasn't enough, and he knew it.

It's always the things you don’t have time to ask that come back around and kill you.

Without warning, the lights went up and the music stopped. Jessan blinked in the sudden glare
and saw a half-squad of troopers standing at the door. Another uniformed man dipped in through the
rear exit to block that way out. Talk stopped at al the tables and nobody moved.

“Damn, it' sthe Pemies,” the dark man muttered. “1 hope you have good identification.”

Jessan nodded, keeping his attention on the troops. According to the comp files back on
Warhammer , the Pemieswere locals, hired by the Republic to keep the peace and maintain order under
the appointed governor of the planet. Not exactly a setup that I’ d appreciate if somebody tried it
back home on Khesat. And | can just imagine the sort of recruits they get.

The Pemies|eft one man at the front door and another at the back. The other four split up into
two pairs and went from table to table looking at identification cards. No one put up any resistance.
Finaly one set of troopers came around to where Jessan was sitting. The stranger pulled out acard and
laid it on the table. Jessan extracted his own I D-taken from the n aboard Warhammer, and
altered to show Jessan’ s picture in place of the dead man’ s-and held it up. The two Pemies squinted &t it



for amoment.

“Youthere,” ordered one trooper in heavily accented Gacenian. “ Stand.” His mate took a step
back, dropping his hand to the grip of his gun-a chemica-energy weapon, Jessan noticed, and not one of
the blasters that were universal on the other side of the Net.

Jessan put the ID down on the table and stood, dowly. Chemica-energy wesapons were clumsy
and noisy and carried only afew charges, but they could kill you just as dead as a blaster.

“Raise your hands.”

Heraised them.

“Turn around.”

Jessan turned to face the wall, feding his shoulders prickle at the loss of its protection. Hands
reached to his belt and removed his blaster from the holster; then the same hands patted him down and
took hisdeeve gun aswdll.

“Y ou have a permit for these?’

“It sonthetable”

“They must be checked, in case they are wanted in acrime. Come tomorrow to headquartersif
you want them again.”

Jessan turned back to the two Pemies. His blaster and deeve gun were already tucked under the
first trooper’ sbelt. “May | please have areceipt for my weapons?’

Before the trooper could answer, aman sitting at atable farther into the room legped to hisfeet.
He dashed for the back door, hitting the Pemi there in the ssomach with his shoulder. The man went
down. One of the men standing in front of Jessan drew his weapon and fired-the exploson sounded
tremendous in the closed room. Then dl the Pemieswere sprinting for the back door on the track of the
fleeing men.

“Comeon,” said the stranger. Jessan could barely hear him abovetheringingin hisears. “Let’s
get out of here”

They left by the front door. “What was that all about?’ Jessan asked, as soon as they were out
on the darkened street and heading in the direction of the spaceport.

“The Pemies keep down subversion and unrest, and investigate crimes against the peace,” the
man answered. “1 can’t imagine why people don’t want to talk to them. Now suppose you show methe
ship”

“Okay,” Jessan replied. “I'vegot it.”

Silently, he wondered if he should demand to be paid right away, and then vanish. Exactly when
the payoff would take place was one of the things he hadn’t gotten around to asking the n during
those last Sx minutes.

| hope | don’t blow the game by asking for my money too late. Or too soon.

They continued on, grabbing one of thelocd jitneys-wheds, no nullgravs, and anoisy engine-for
the rest of the journey to the port. During the ride Jessan kept hisfeatures cam and his manner schooled
to only causal interest, but inwardly he continued to fret.

That raid was a little too convenient. Maybe the whole thing was staged to get a look at
my 1D, or to make sure | got searched and disarmed before we headed back to the ship. Mustache
here certainly knew | was going to show up-if not tonight, then some other night.

Jessan dlowed himsdf afaint amile. If the stranger was expecting to ded with an unarmed manin
adeserted ship, he was going to have avery unpleasant surprise.

The Space Force Headquarters Building on Galcen presented viewers with an imposing
facade-the design had won its architect severa distinguished awards-and those members of the public
with businessingde the structure usualy found its upper reachesfull of activity. Mogt visitorsto HQ
never ventured asfar as the sub-basement equipment bay at the rear of the building, an echoing,
extremely unaesthetic concrete space where ddivery vehicles came and went, minor civilian employees
staged their hovercars during bad wesather, and the crumpled and shredded trash from the rest of the
building was collected and sorted for recycling.



Security Operatives Ryx and Tarrey had the responsihility thisweek for checking out Space
SB-2 at regular intervals. It was adull job, usudly reserved for people on the chief’ s scutlist-no danger,
nothing to screw up, and no chance for glory-but someone had to walk aong rattling the doors and being
apresence.

At the moment, though, the only visible activity in the bay wasthe regular progress of the
automatic garbage handler, abig, dab-sded machine more than twice the height of aman. The handler
floated on heavy-duty nullgravs afew inches above the floor, while itslong robotic arm picked up the
trash bins along the side of the bay and dumped their contentsinto its hopper for sorting. The binswould
befilled up again later by the host of inside-collection robots that emptied smaler containers on thefloors
above. Everything that Headquarters discarded eventualy made itsway down into Space SB-2.

“Makesyou think, doesn'tit?” said Ryx, who tended to wax philosophica on occasion. “All
those important people and conferences and things upstairs, and it all comes out astrashintheend.”

Tarrey grunted. “Mogt stuff does.”

The two operatives watched as the handler’ srobotic arm picked up abin, tumbled its cargo of
trash into the gaping hopper, then set back down the empty bin. A second and athird bin were lifted,
dumped, and replaced. The arm swung out to pick up afourth-

“Hey! Wait aminute!”

Ryx dashed across the empty bay to punch the Emergency Stop button on the side of the
handler. His partner followed, looking puzzled.

“What'sup?’ Tarrey asked. The garbage handler had frozen in place, its arm poised with the last
bin half-discharged above the hopper. A few small bits of paper and cardboard were till fluttering down.

“| thought | saw something going into the vat.”

“Yeah. Yesterday's cha acups.”

“No. It wastoo big for that. Come on, give me a boost up the ladder.”

Ryx clambered up the emergency access ladder on the side of the handler. He peered down over
the sde of the hopper, swalowed hard, and pulled out his comm link.

“Section, thisis patrol two-zero. Evidence of crime detected, lower level section delta, Space
SB-2

“What' sup?’ Tarrey ydled from below.

“Crime scene,” Ryx yelled back to him. “ Sedl thewhole area.” Then, into the common link,
“Reguest mgjor crimetask force, forensics, and pathologist. Apparent homicide.”

Fumbling in his jacket, he pulled out the pocket holocorder security operatives et HQ were
required to carry while on duty. “ Timeto start preserving the visual evidence,” he muttered, and pointed
the holocorder down at what he' d seen inside the hopper.

His discovery hadn’'t gone away. The holocorder’ s view-finder brought it into sharp and
unwel come focus: the body of awoman in Space Force uniform-a Commander Quetaya, by her nametag
and collar inggnia-with the gold braid of ahigh-ranking officer’s personal ade looped around one
shoulder and the charred circle of atight-focus blaster burn in the center of her forehead.

viii. ninglin: ruis port; galcen: primebase; theretreat

THE JTNEY clattered and bumped over the Ruisan streets, trailing a cloud of noxious fumes
behind it in the night. At the gate of the port, Jessan and the stranger-who still hadn't given his name-paid
the fare and climbed out. The jitney turned and sputtered back off toward the middle of town, its noise
and smdl|l gradudly fading into the blackness beyond the lighted gete.

There was aguard at the port entrance, another Pemi. Jessan flourished the stamped gate pass
that proved he' d come from within the port area and so had alegitimate reason for going back inside.

Now, he thought as he refolded the gate pass and dipped it back into his pocket, let’ s see what
our friend Mustache has by way of papers.

The dark man produced an ID card. Jessan looked at it Sidelong, trying to catch aglimpse of the
name. Hewasin luck: he could read the printed capitals without squinting.



The stranger claimed to be Lars Olver, amerchant shipping speciaist licensed to do businesson
Ninglin.

That's probably not his name. And it’s certainly not his job.

After Olver, or whoever heredly was, had put his 1D away, they passed through the gate. One
of the port shuttle buses was waiting inside-bigger than the jitney, and longer, but just as noisy and
bad-smelling. Like dl the ground transport Jessan had seen on this side of the Net, the shuttle relied on
chemical reactions and whedlsto get around.

| knew that the Republic destroyed the Mageworlders military capacity after the end of
the War , he thought uncomfortably. But they never told us back in school exactly how thorough we
were when we did it.

Eventually the shuttle bus wheezed to a stop. Jessan and the stranger got off and hiked the rest of
the way across the tarmac to where the’ Hammer perched on her landing legs. Jessan paused for a
moment at the foot of the lowered ramp. The door at the top was open, but the faint blur of a security
force field shimmered across the entryway. That would be the danger point, as soon asthe barrier came
down.

Rather than chance getting shot from behind, he gestured at the stranger to precede him. Lars
Olver hung back and in the end they went up together.

He doesn’'t trust me any more than | trust him, Jessan thought as they reached the top of the
ramp. And he’' sright. But | won't nail him until he tries to make the payoff.

Jessan punched the code combination into the cipher lock, and stepped through as soon asthe
force fiddd went down. Lars Olver camewith him, like adighter, darker shadow.

“Through that way,” Jessan said, pointing to the forward part of the ship. “And. . .”

The sentence curdled in histhroat. A black wave rose up in front of his eyesand hislegs began
to give way benesth him.

A needler, hethought fuzzily. Stupid of me; | should have checked . . .

Hedidn't even fed the deckplates when he hit.

RSF Sdsyn-bilai had made the jump to hyperspace, and was aready out of comms when the
high-pri message came out to al units orbiting Galcen: the body of General Metadi’ s aide, Commander
Rosel Quetaya, had been found inside a garbage hopper at Prime Base. The commander had been dead
for approximately twelve hours. Any pertinent information should be sent directly to Space Force
Intelligence.

“But I'll bet you my next pay raise that whoever was responsible islong gone by now.”

Brigadier Genera Perrin Ochemet’ s square, copper-brown face reflected his disgust. HE d once
consdered his assgnment asthe CO of Prime Base to be the crowning accomplishment of along career
in the Space Force Planetary Infantry. That had been this morning. Now, with the Commanding Genera
out of theloop and with Metadi’ sfinal order-“if anything comes up, handle it” -burningitsway into his
brain, Ochemet was beginning to wonder if he should have opted insteed for aquiet billet with areserve
training squadron.

He returned to the infantry captain in charge of security a Prime. “Gremyl-any luck contacting
the Generd at his house upcountry? It takes about an hour to get therein afast aircar; he could have
beenin trangt earlier.”

“Nojoy onthat,” Gremyl said. He was athin man with an outdoor tan fading to pale after more
than ayear of base duty. “Thereisn’'t even arecord of him leaving the base. Y ou wouldn’t happen to
have hislast cdl ill onfile, would you?”

Ochemet shook his head. “No. When Jos asks for a secure line, he meansit. No recordings, no
traces, nothing.”

“Too bad,” said Gremyl. “I'd love to see a voice-stress andysis on that message.”

“Sorry.”

“Oh, well. You've known him for quite awhile. When you taked with him, did he seem like he
was under the influence of anything? Drugs, beglamourment, any kind of duress?’



“No,” said Ochemet. “He sounded just like he dways did. It' s not unusua for him to make
himself scarce for aweek or two, although most of the time he leaves word with someone about where
he' sgoing to be. But | think we have to assume that Metadi’ s absence and Quetaya s desth are
somehow related-especialy in the light of the security records from outside the Generd’ s office.”

Gremyl looked interested. “What do they show?’

“Nothing,” said Ochemet. “They're blank. Erased.”

The security chief pursed hislipsin asoundlesswhigtle. “ Somebody’ s hiding their tracks, that's
for sure. Let me have the records. Maybe Technical can find a bit of sound, or animage trace.”

“You' ve got them,” the CO said. “Meanwhile-we || have to handle this as akidnapping and/or a
possible assassination. But I’'m not going to go public with dl of it just now. Givethe holovid reportersdl
you want to about the commander, but fudge the time of deeth abit. Asfar asanybody on the outsdeis
concerned, the Generd took off for leave at an undisclosed location some hours before she was shot. No
point in telling the other sde how much we know. Or how much we don’t know.”

“Youthink it' saconspiracy, then?’

“Hasto be,” said Ochemet. “Do you think that just one person could have snatched Metadi ?’

“Beforetoday I'd have said that just one army couldn’t manageit,” Gremyl said. “But it looks
like somebody did. We d better get the Adepts Guild in on this.”

“Y ou peoplein Security trust them?’

Gremyl shrugged. “As much aswe trust anybody-"

“Whichisto say, not much.”

“-but the Magter of the Guild was Metadi’ s copilot on the old Warhammer . He may know
something we don't.”

“If you're thinking along those lines,” Ochemet said, “there sdways Metadi’slast aide. . .
Jervas Something-or-other, from Ovredis. Gil, that was hisname.”

“Whereis heright now?’

“Mageworlds patrol,” said Ochemet. “Commoaodore of the fleet, no less.”

“Hemust have impressed the hell out of Metadi during histour on Gacen,” Gremyl said. “But
he’ sno good to us-the Net’ salong way off, evenin afast ship. It lookslike the Guild or nothing.”

“I suppose s0.” The CO 4ill looked doubtful. “But if the Situation goes on for longer than a
couple of days, | want somebody we can trust handling the liaison.” He picked up the comm link and
punched a button. “Ochemet here. Get me alist of al the Adepts who aso hold commissionsin the
Space Force.”

“Youwon't find many,” Gremyl told him. “Maost of ourswho cross over usudly resgn their
commissonsfirg. Just aswdl, | suppose. Anything else makes for mixed loydties.”

“WEe I see who Personnd turnsup,” Ochemet said. “Meanwhile, we might aswell pay acal on
Errec Ransome and tell him his old war buddy has gone missing.”

Jessan woke to the fed of a sheet undernegth him and a pair of hands kneading the muscles of his
naked back. Hisfirg, half-halucinatory impression-that Lars Olver had given him to the Pemi who'd
searched him earlier-faded as hismind cleared and tactile memory returned. Hewaslying on the bunk in
Warhammer’s main cabin, and the hands bel onged to Tarnekep Portree.

Thelacy cuffs of Portree' s Mandeynan-style shirt tickled Jessan’ s skin. He turned his head
Sdeways and opened his eyes.

The cabin had a blurred, unstable look, and he didn’t see Lars Olver anywhere. He closed his
eyesagan.

“...gotaway,” he muttered against the pillow. “My fault . . . should have checked him for that
needler.”

“Don’'t worry,” said Tarnekep's cool tenor voice. “Y our friend with the mustacheis till with us. |
have him stashed where he can’'t cause any troubleif he wakes up before you' re on your feet.”

Jessan rolled onto his side and looked at Tarnekep. The starpilot was dressed for visitors-full
Mandeynan rig, from lace cravat to high leather boots. The red plastic eye patch made it hard to interpret



his expression, but Jessan thought his companion’ s angular festures seemed paler than usud.

“What happened?’ Jessan asked. “Did you stun him after he got me with that needler of his?’

Tarnekep shook his head. “Not exactly.”

“What do you mean. . . ‘not exactly’ 7’

“Henever shot you at all,” said Tarnekep. “That was me.”

Jessan struggled to St up. “ You shot me?”

“No. Not shot. | used the rest of that cylinder of Sonoxate gas our late passenger Vorgent
Elimax had in hisluggage. Flooded all the passageways and open spaces with it after you left, then sat in
the common room for hours wearing one of those damned respirators, waiting for you to get back.”

He nodded. The movement made his head redl. “Good idea. | wish you' d told me firg, though.”

Tarnekep bit hislip. “I'm sorry,” he said. “For al | knew, you were going to meet somebody
who would tie you up and introduce you to the joys of active interrogation-and there would go our cover
on Ninglin. But what you don’t know you can't tell, so | made certain we had a surprise waiting that you
didn’t know about.”

“| suppose you're right. But next time, could you pick a surprise that won't leave me with a head
full of dirty grey fuzz? This stuff fedsworse than ahangover.”

“You didn't look very good, either,” said Tarnekep. From the way his mouth tightened on the
description, it was an understatement. “That’ swhy | brought you in here.”

“Bad reaction,” Jessan said. Hetried to stand up but sank back down onto the bunk, his head
spinning. “Muscle crampsand vertigo . . . we haven't got time for this. If you check the medikit in the
locker over there, you'll seearow of hypo ampules.”

“Got it,” Tarnekep said afew momentslater. “1 see them.”

“Okay-I need the third one from the left.”

“Orange label, coded six-zero-three-D?’

“Thet'sit.”

Jessan took the ampule Tarnekep handed him and pressed it againgt the veinin hisarm. He felt
the usud brief stinging sensation, and forced himself to bresthe dowly and evenly while the medication
did itswork.

When he stood up again his head was clear and the bulkheads no longer wavered when he
looked at them. The cabin air was chilly againgt hisflesh, however, and he realized belatedly that dl his
clotheswere lying in a crumpled hegp next to the bunk. He thought about putting back on the garments
that Tarnekep had removed, but decided againgt the effort. Instead, he crossed over to the clothes locker
and took out agreen velvet Khesatan lounging robe lined in gold spidersilk-a bit overstated for histaste,
but appropriate enough for the persona he cultivated these days.

“That wasthefirst time| ever tried breathing Sonoxate,” he said, dipping hisarmsinto the full
deeves. He wrapped the broad silk sash around hiswaist and tied it neatly. “Just how far under did it put
me?’

“Far enough,” said Tarnekep. The pilot’ s face, Jessan noted, was till pae, and hiswhole bearing
wastense and edgy. “If I’d known about that six-zero-three-D thing | wouldn’t have wasted so much
time”

“Don’'t worry; the stuff in that ampule wouldn't have worked until 1 was conscious anyway.”
Jessan selected aneedler and awide-beam stunner from the collection of small armsin the locker, and
did them into the pockets of hisrobe. “ Gentlesir Olver is probably awake himself by now. Givemea
moment to get the Professor’ slittle box of horrors out of storage, and we can soothe our nerves by
asking him afew questions”

Tarnekep Portree palmed the lockplate beside the cabin door and the panel did open. Out in the
common room, Jessan sniffed at the air but failed to detect any trace of the gasthat had felled both him
and LarsOlver.

“Youwon't smel it,” Tarnekep assured him. “ The suff is practicaly odorless. Anyway, | flushed
the ship to atmosphere right after | scraped you up off the deckplates and took care of your friend.”

The captain waved one hand at the unconscious form of Lars Olver, strapped securely into an



acceleration couch in the common room. The buckles had been pulled well out of Giver’ sreach,
effectivdy imprisoning him.

“He' snofriend of mine,” said Jessan. “| never saw him before tonight. Just aswell, | suppose. It
makes asking the questions a bit easier.”

He ducked briefly into the unused crew cabin that served these days as extra storage, and came
out again with the black medikit from the Professor’ s asteroid base.

“All right,” hesaid to Tarnekep. “Let’ sdo it. Will you want meto bring him round, or shall we
wait until he comesto on hisown?

“Wedon't need to wait.” Tarnekep strode over to the couch and dapped the bound man twice
acrossthe face, first with the palm and then with the back of his open hand. “He' sawake.”

The captain moved away from the couch to achair beside the common-room table. He turned
the chair around and sat with hislong legs straddling its seat and its back coming up to the frothy lace
ruffleson thefront of hisshirt. Light from overhead glittered off the topaz stickpin in hisspidersilk cravat.
Hepulled hisblaster and leveled it at the prisoner.

“Okay, Doc,” Tarnekep said. “If he dieslikethe last one, he' sdl yours. Until then, he' smine.”

The man'seyeswere dtill closed, but Jessan thought he saw afaint shiver of reaction on the
otherwise immobile face. Tarnekep pressed on, regardiess.

“There sno point in shamming, Olver. | know you can hear me. So makeit easy on yoursdf and
everybody ese and tel me who you thought you were meeting today.”

Olver’ seyesremained shut, but after along pause he spoke. “I met someone | wastold to

“You aren't helping yourself any by dodging the question,” Tarnekep said. “Here sadifferent
one-who are you?’

“I'm Lars Olver,” the man replied stubbornly. “1’m a shipping agent, and | wastrying to meet a
man about a cargo.”

“You'relying,” the captain said. “Y ou screwed this one up big time. Y our nameis Ignaceu
LeSoit, you'reakiller for hire from the other sde of the Net, and you just tried to kill me.”

The bound man’ s eyes snapped open. For along moment he and the captain looked at each
other, and Jessan saw his expression change: from stoic despair to a shocked and even more hopeless
recognition.

Jessan felt atirring of unease. He already knows Captain Portree. And the captain knows
him.

But Olver-or LeSoit, asit seemed his name was-remained silent. Tarnekep hefted hisblaster
meaningfully. “Come on, LeSoit. Have you forgotten that much about what happened the last time?’

LeSoit shook his head.

“Y ou told me back on Mandeyn that you owed me one,” Tarnekep said. “Remember that,
Ignac' ?’

“And you said we were even.” LeSoit’ s voice was hoarse and he was swesting. “New deal, new

Tarnekep favored the bound man with athin smile. “Right-and you logt. Pay up.”

“That’sno good. Y ou' re the one with the blaster, and I’ m fresh out of chips.”

The captain regarded LeSoit with a speculative expression. “Maybe you' d beinterested in a
different game, and a chance to win some of those markers back.”

“Captain,” said Jessan uneadily. “ Are you serioudy considering-”

Tarnekep turned adangeroudy bright blue eyein hisdirection. “I did something of the sort at
least once before, remember? And with adamn sight lessto go on.”

“I recall the occasion,” Jessan said. “| believe the dternative | offered was shooting me out of
hand. That might be the safer coursethistime.”

“| thought about shooting him,” said Tarnekep, “back while | waswaiting to seeif you' d wake
up. But right now I’ m disposed to befriendly.”

LeSoit moved his head dightly to a position where he could take in Jessan and Tarnekep



together. “ These days | made a point of not working for my friends,” he said. “1t makes professiona
decisonsalot ampler.”

“Ah,” said Tarnekep. The answer appeared to please the captain, Jessan wasn't surewhy. “Tell
me onething, Ignac’: did you know who you were setting up to get hit?’

LeSoit shook his head. “The captain of the Pride of Mandeyn, isdl. Nobody gave me aname,
and | didn't ask.”

“Good enough,” said Tarnekep. He did his blaster into its holster and stood up. “ Okay, Doc,
you can let him loose”

“Areyou sure?’

“Yes I'msaure”

Jessan shrugged. “Your call, Captain. Don't say | didn’t warn you.”

He went over to the couch and undid the buckles, leaving their former prisoner to removethe
webbing himself. LeSoit pushed himsaf awkwardly to an upright position-the captain had not been gentle
with the restraints-and sat rubbing the life back into hisarms.

“Wdl?" said Tarnekep. “ Areyou in on the game?’

LeSoit nodded. “With pleasure-Captain Rossdin-Metadi.”

Space Force Headquarters at Galcen Prime was agood six hours by aircar from the Retrest, in
the high mountains to the far north and west of the spaceport city. The nearest inhabited area of any size,
thetown of Tredin, didn’t have landing facilitiesfor anything larger than small atmospheric craft. Neither
did the Retreat itsdlf, which let out the chance of cutting travel time by taking asuborbital shuttle.

Nevertheless, neither Ochemet nor Gremyl considered telling their unpleasant newsto Master
Errec Ransome any other way than face-to-face. From a security viewpoint, they didn't redly havea
choice. Aslong asthey intended to keep the General’ s disappearance secret, no other means of
transmission could be considered safe. “1 know four or five waysto get around asecurelineg,” Gremyl
sad, “and I’m not an expert.”

Nor could they call Master Ransome to Galcen Prime for an emergency conference. Metadi
would have doneit, and no question, but Ochemet and Gremy! knew their limitations. The Magter of the
Adepts Guild might have obeyed Jos Metadi’s summonsfor old times sake, but the Space Force had
no authority over him.

They flew into the sunset out of Prime, and soon overtook the night. For awhile they talked of
the situation back at Headquarters, and what the forensic reports might reveal about Quetaya s desth,
but eventually they exhausted dl the possibilities for conversation and sat in sillence. Gremyl handled the
controls of the arcraft-the need for secrecy had kept them from bringing dong athird man as pilot-while
Ochemet dept briefly.

The lights of towns and cities underneath them thinned out asthey drew closer to the mountains.
Ochemet stretched hisarms and legs asfar as the safety webbing would alow, then reached over to pick
up the comm link.

“WEe I be passing over Tredininafew minutes,” he said. “Timeto let the Retreat know we' re
coming.” Hekeyed onthelink. “ Retreat Field, Retreat Fidld. Thisistail-number two six zero one Delta,
request landing indructions, over.”

“Thisis Retreat Fidd,” came the prompt reply. “ Y ou are cleared for landing on strip one-seven.
Wind south five, vishility threein rain. How copy, over.”

“Thisistwo Six zero one, roger, over.”

“Retreat Field, roger out.”

Thelink clicked off. “Well,” said Ochemet, after apause. “ They don't have much to say, do
they?’

“In morewaysthan one,” Gremyl said. “I'm not getting anything on the landing guidance
frequencies”

“I don’t think there are any up here,” Ochemet said. “ Sorry about that, but Retreat Field isone
of the oldest on Galcen. Goes back to before they started building aircars with nullgrav-assist-they can



handle anything that fliesin atmosphere, not just the new stuff.”

“Haven't they ever heard of upgrading their systems?’

“Y ou don’'t know how the Guild thinks,” Ochemet said. “ They keep to themsealves, and they
don’t trust outsiders very much. Old history at work, | guess; they’ ve been respected for along time here
on Ga cen, but the Guildhouses on the outplanets and some of the Middle Worlds were having local
troublesright up to the start of the Magewar.”

Gremyl sghed. “ So they don't believein making it easy on vistors. Oh, well-if thiswereafield
action somewherein the boonies, we wouldn't even have visua beaconsto go by. | can handleit.”

A few minutes later the green and white flashing beacon of Retreat Field appeared. Gremyl put
them down near the squat concrete control building, landing in the short space needed by a
nullgrav-assisted aircar. The unused strip stretched far out beyond them, one of severd on different
compass bearings. Ochemet supposed that the multiple strips were arelic from truly ancient days, when
even the direction of the wind made a difference to the aircraft.

Something else odd about those strips, he redlized after afew seconds. Nobody using themis
going to pass over the Retreat, whether they' re landing or taking off.

Out of curiosity, he called up the Tredin areaon the aircar’ s charts, and saw without real surprise
that the entire area of the Retreat was marked as restricted airspace. He nodded to himself and
wondered how long the restriction had been in place. Somebody in the Gal cenian government, or maybe
somebody even higher, must have owed the Adepts Guild aredly big one, in order to do afavor like
that.

Ochemet and Gremy| stepped out of the aircar into acold, drizzling rain. They hurried over to the
control building. The main door did asideto let them into Retreat Field Operations-alarge room filled
with animpressive array of sensor and communications equi pment, staffed by one Adept sitting at a desk
next to agaley-sized pot of cha'a

The Adept was ayoungish man in aplain black coverdl, with eyesthat looked older than the rest
of hisface. A long staff of polished wood leaned againgt the wall beside hisdesk. If therank inggniaon
Ochemet’ suniform startled or impressed him, he didn’t show it, but his greeting was cordia enough.

“Wecometo Retreat Field, Generd-”

“Ochemet. I'm the CO at Prime Base, and thisis Captain Gremyl, my chief of security.”

The Adept inclined his head politely. “General Ochemet, Captain Gremyl. Isthere someway |
can be of service?’

“Not you, precisaly,” said Ochemet. “Isthere ashuttle between here and the Retreat?”’

The Adept looked amused. “Most of the time, wewalk.”

“How far away isit?’ Gremyl asked.

“About three hoursin good weather.”

“Right now it’sraining,” Ochemet pointed out. “ And we need to spesk with Master Ransome on
an urgent matter.”

The Adept was serious again. “In person?’

Ochemet nodded. “Yes”

“Then wait here with me until my relief shows up, and we can ride back together. It' [l be about
an hour.”

“Any other choices?’

The Adept shook hishead. “Not redlly.”

“Well wait,” said Ochemet. “It’sbeen six hours aready, another hour won't hurt.”

“With pleasure-Captain Rosselin-Metadi ”

Bekafroze. Damn you, Ignac’. Do you want to die?

LeSoit hadn’t moved or looked away. He sat watching her intently, and she forced hersdlf to
relax.

You don't have to kill himyet. Find out what he’s doing here first.

Shedidn’'t look at Jessan. She didn’'t need to; she could fed the tension in him from where she



sat. Oneword, one signa from her, and Ignaceu LeSoit would be in no shape to betray her secret to
anyone but the dead.

“Good guessing, Ignac’,” shesad findly. “When did you figureit out?’

“Jugt afew minutes ago. While you weretalking.” He paused. “I thought they’ d killed you when
the’ Hammer crashed outside Port Artat.”

Bekaraised an eyebrow. “They?’

“The oneswho wanted you dead.” Another pause. “1’m working for them these days.”

“Areyou indeed?’ Jessan’svoice was level and uninflected, asure sign that the Khesatan wasin
adangerous mood. “How interesting. Captain-"

“No,” shesad flatly, without looking around. “If | want him deed I’ ll kill him mysdlf. But first |
want to know what’ s making him so eager to sl out hisfriends.”

LeSoit smiled faintly. “I thought I told you, Captain Rossdin-Metadi. | don’t work for friends
anymore.”

“If you' re expecting money-"

“Better to kill him,” Jessan cut in before LeSoit could answer. “1n the long run, it’s chegper than
paying blackmail.”

But LeSoit was dready shaking hishead. “1 don’t need your money, Captain Rossdin-Metadi.”

“You know my first name,” shesaid. “Doc isn't going to shoot you just for using it.”

“Beka, then. | thought you were dead, you understand.”

“Soyou told us.” Jessan again, with aknife-edged calm in hisvoice. “That doesn’t explain what
you'redoing here”

“Following atrall,” LeSoit said. “1 didn’t want to know who sabotaged the” Hammer -that’ s
what | thought had happened, when | heard the news about the crash-because dl I’ d find was people
like me, doing the job somebody e se hired them to do. | wanted to know who was paying.”

“Why?’ she asked.

“I wasgoing to kill him. Or her, if it cameto that. I’'m not particular.”

“I can seeyou aren't,” said Jessan. LeSoit’ s admission seemed to have mollified the Khesatan
somewhat. “1 can even sympathize with your position. The question is, why haven't you doneit yet?’

LeSoit shrugged. “ There' salot more rungsin the ladder than | expected, and | need to be
certain I’ ve reached the top. | won’t get more than one shot, and | don’t intend to wasteit.”

Brilliant plan, thought Beka. Absolutely brilliant. Are all men suicidal idiots, or just all the
onesinmy life?

“WEe re not going to wasteit,” she said aloud. “ Or you either. Y ou' re playing in my game now,
and the stakes are higher than you know.”

part two
I. galcen: theretreat; prime base; ninglin: ruis port

THE HOVERCAR from the Retreat arrived at the Field just as Generd Ochemet was finishing
histhird cup of cha'a The Adept stood up, collected his staff from its place by thewall, and turned over
the desk and the cha a pot to hisrelief. Then he, Ochemet, and Gremyl sprinted through the rain-harder
than adrizzle now, and stinging like cold needles-to the hovercar.

The road up to the Retreat was narrow and full of switchbacks, and hugged the edge of the
mountain al the way. There were no markers, and no warnings of cross-winds and sudden updrafts.
Even the Adept, who presumably knew the terrain, had to concentrate on taking the car up what
Ochemet strongly suspected was a path originally carved out of the mountainsdein Galcen's
prespaceflight days.

When they arrived a the Retrest itself, Ochemet’ s suspicion became a certainty. The road ended
outside astone wal stretching up to a high tower, with amassive iron-wood gate set into thewall at the
bottom. More wallsled off into the darkness to either side, and tower upon tower loomed from the
fortress within. Ochemet had seen citadelslike this before-smdler ones, carefully preserved relics of



Gd cen’ sfar-distant pagt, before the warring kingdoms of the Mother of Worlds became asingle republic
and sent out shipsto explore the stars. The Retreat was as old as those, or even older, but Ochemet
could havetold just by looking-if he hadn’t known the truth aready-that thiswas no museum, no cultura
landmark with holographic dioramas and guided tours, but aliving fortressthat held and protected its
own.

Their escort must have given some kind of signal, because the great double doors of the gate
moved dowly open to let the car glide through into aflagstoned outer courtyard. A glowcube set into the
wall on onesde of theyard illuminated asmall inner doorway with its blue-whitelight. A figurein adark
cloak stood at the top of the steps leading up to the door, and Ochemet redlized with adight shiver that
thiswas Master Ransome himsdlf, his hood thrown back onto his shoulders and hisblack hair dicked
down to hisskull with rain.

Nobody told him we were coming, Ochemet protested inwardly. Then he gave an impatient
snort. These are Adepts, remember? They don’t need comm links.

Master Ransome strode over to the side of the hovercar. The Adept who was driving opened the
front door to let the Master of the Guild dideinto the seat beside him. The car turned smoothly around
and was moving back out through the gate of the Retreat before Ransome spoke.

“Gentlesirs, I’ ve been expecting you,” he said. “I think that we should return to Prime Base
together.”

Master Ransome said nothing during the ride back down the mountain to the airfield. Ochemet
kept slent aswell, watching the driving rain out the window of the hovercar.

Only Captain Gremyl and the junior Adept bothered with anything like conversation-mostly
dedling with the technicalities of handling atmospheric craft under lessthan idedl conditions. Ochemet was
content to have it that way: the fewer people who knew about the mess at Prime Base, the better.

He gtill wasn't entirely happy about the decision to bring in Errec Ransome, and the Guild
Masgter’ s motionless, unspeaking presence in the front seat of the groundcar did nothing to reassure him.
We need him because he knows Metadi better than anyone else we' ve got, Ochemet told himsdf.
They were privateers together, back before the Domina grabbed Jos out of Innish-Kyl and put him
in charge of the war .

But the strength of that connection a so contributed to Ochemet’ s discomfort. Errec Ransome
had a self-control that was legendary these days, but Ochemet had heard stories of his earliest
career-and especialy of histime as copilot of Warhammer -which made the CO of Prime Base unwilling
to be nearby when that control finally broke.

Ransome already knows that something seriousis happening . . . | wish | knew whether he
saw it coming because he’'s an Adept or because the Guild has an intelligence branch that’s a
whole lot better than it ought to be.

The wesather at Retreat Field had not improved while they were gone, but Captain Gremy/l
managed a clean takeoff in gite of the antique strip. Oncethe aircar wasriding in safety above the
clouds and the buffeting wind, with the long flight back to Prime stretching out ahead, Ochemet knew he
couldn’t postpone the inevitable any longer. He cleared his throat-but Errec Ransome forestalled him by
gpesking firgt.

“Y ou have aproblem,” said the Guild Master. “And you hopethat | can help you solveit.”

Ochemet reminded himself not to get too impressed by Ransome' s pronouncement. Nobody’ s
going to think you traveled all the way from Prime Base just to breathe the fresh mountain air. Of
course you' ve got a problem.

“We need your knowledge of afriend,” he said to Ransome. “ Generd Metadi’ saideisdead. A
pair of civilian employeesfound her body in a garbage hopper down in the sub-basement areas of HQ.
What' s complicating the matter isthat Metadi himself chose this morning-yesterday morning, now-to pull
oneof hisunplanned vanishing acts.”

“Ah,” said Ransome. “1 warned him the habit was dangerous. But what exactly do you require of
meinthiscase?’

Gremyl spoke for thefirgt time since taking off. “'Y ou know Metadi: you crewed under him



during the War, and you' ve been afriend of hisfamily ever snce. Maybe you can tell us where we ought
to sart looking for him.”

In Warhammer’ s common room, Beka felt the tension beginning to dissipate. LeSoit and Jessan
il eyed each other warily, but the Stuation no longer looked like exploding into violence on asecond's
notice.

So now they’ll give me, oh, two or three whole minutes to wade in and haul them back
from the brink. She sghed inwardly. And | used to think that having my big brother on board made
for a hard crew to handle. That was before the galaxy decided to get generous and give me Nyls
Jessan and Ignac’ LeSoit.

She stood up and stretched, exaggerating the movements enough to catch and hold their
attention. “ This conversation is making me thirsty-how about you? The gdley’ s over there)” shesaid to
LeSait, “and we gtill have some cha ain the pot.”

LeSoit swung hislegs down from the accel eration couch onto the deck. “I think I’ [l take your
offer.”

He headed off in the direction she had indicated. She turned to Jessan. The Khesatan stood with
his hands in the pockets of hislounging robe, leaning againgt the bulkhead with an air of casua eegance.
Somebody who didn’t know him-and who didn’t know what he was carrying in those pockets-might
have thought he looked rel axed.

Bekawasn't fooled. “Y ou can let go of the artillery, Nyls. We re dl on the same side here.”

“If you say s0, Captain.”

“I say so. And thismay be the break we needed.”

“Maybe.” But Jessan’ s expression remained doubtful.

LeSoit came out of the galley with two mugs of cha a He handed one to Beka and took a seet at
the other side of the table. He wasn't as relaxed as he pretended, either; his knuckles were white with the
tension of hisgrip onthe mug' splastic handle.

Beka glanced down at her cha a. “I see you remembered | like mine black.”

LeSoit shook hishead. “Not redly,” he said, with ahaf-amile. “ Just theway | take it mysdlf, is
all. Besdes, | didn’t know how you' d react if | added something to your drink.”

“I trust you,” said Beka. “Doc, now, he gets paranoid sometimes, so it’snot agood ideato
make him suspicious. Not hedthy, if you know what | mean.”

Shetook asip of her cha'a “But enough talking. Let’s get down to business. Tell me-what are
your former employers expecting from you?’

“Promptness, confidentidity, and success,” LeSoit replied. “But | suppose you want the details,
too.”

“That’sright.”

“Okay-1"m supposed to lift ship and take the Pride back to where I’m working out of these
days. And not just the ship; I’ m supposed to bring your dead body aong, too. My boss wantsto see it
for himsdf.” LeSoit’s mouth twitched dightly under histhin mustache. “ Something that you did must have
redly annoyed him.”

Beka shrugged. “Who knows? I’ ve ticked off alot of people over the past couple of years. Does
your boss have aname | might be able to hang a picture onto?’

“Hatchet-faced son of abitch from Rolny,” LeSoit said. “Name of D’ Caer.”

“Ebenra D’Caer?’

“Thet'shim.”

Bekafdt awarm glow of gratification spreading through her at the words. So the bastard is still
alive and kicking! Shelaughed quietly.

“I’d say | annoyed him,” she said. “ Y ou' ve climbed that |adder of yoursasfar asit goes, if
you' reworking for EbenraD’ Caer.”

The morgue at Prime Base was awindowless room in the depths of the base hospital. Stark



white light from the pandl's overhead washed the color out of everything and made the place look even
bleaker than it was-dthough the redlity, Ochemet had to admit, was bleak enough.

Uncharitably, he hoped that Errec Ransome found the place as distasteful ashe did. They had
come here a the Guild Master’ sinsistence, after first showing him the sub-basement areawhere
Commander Quetaya s body had been found. Now, aong with Captain Gremyl, Ransome and Ochemet
stood looking down at the transparent walls of a stasis box. Protected by the box’ sfield, the late
commander seemed like a grotesque parody of a patient adeep in ahealing pod.

Stasis had kept her body from deteriorating since its discovery, but the pallid grey skin and the
charred meat around the blaster wound were just as ugly as ever. Ochemet had seen far worse thingsin
the viciousfighting that had marked thefina pacification of the Mageworlds, but the commander’ sfate
distressed him nonetheless.

Something like this should not have happened to an efficient, conscientious officer on a peacetime
base under his command.

Errec Ransome, meanwhile, gazed down at the stasis box for several minutes without speaking,
placed one hand on the clear crysta lid, and closed his eyes. What he learned in that manner, or how he
learned it, Ochemet couldn't tell-the Adept’ s expression never changed.

After sometime, Ransome opened his eyes and drew his hand away. He turned and addressed
Captain Gremyl. “Areyou certain of the identification of this body?’

“It matches the recorded datain every respect,” said Gremyl. He touched a spot on thelid of the
box. The crystal in that area darkened to become adisplay screen. “ See for yoursdlf. That's Quetaya's
sarvicefile on top, and the info from our examiners on the bottom. We re looking at the same stuff al the
way down to the gene-types.”

Ransome nodded. “1 see the matches. Very solid.”

“Isthere anything that you can tell us?” Ochemet asked.

“Vey little,” the Guild Magter replied. “Only that her deasth was unexpected, and nothing caused
her any distress except for the shot that killed her.”

“That tallieswith what pathology’ sgot for us,” said Gremyl. “No cuts, bruises, or struggle marks,
no sign that she was sexudly interfered with in any way.”

“Quick, clean, and professona,” Ochemet agreed. “I’m glad of that for her sake-but | don't like
what it implies about Metadi’ s disappearance.”

“Nor dol,” said Errec Ransome. “But | would know, | think, if Josor any member of hisfamily
hed died. Asfor this” Helaid his hand again on the stasis box, and was silent for amoment before going
on. “Asfor this'you arelooking at the work of the Magelords.”

Ochemet felt achill run down his arms and the backs of hislegs. “I thought we had destroyed
themal.”

Ransome shook hishead sadly. “If only that weretrue.”

He struck the box lightly with hisclosed fist. “No, this istheir work, or an essential part of it. And
asfor Jos| cantel you right now there’ sno point in looking for him on Galcen, because heisn't here.”

“Areyou sure” said Ignaceu LeSoit, “that D’ Caer isas high asit goes?”’

“Oh, yes,” said Beka. “I’'m sure about that. He' s the one who gave the orders. And anyway,”
she added, “the ladder doesn’t go up past him anymore.”

LeSoit gave her an appraising look. “Blew the top off of it, did you?’

“With some help, yes,” she said. “Doc was aong for that one, by the way-so don’t go getting the
ideathat he' sjust another pretty face.”

“Y ou flatter meimmensdly, Captain,” said Jessan. Hetook his hands out of the pockets of his
lounging robe and did into one of the vacant chairs. “ And here | thought you only loved me for my
beautiful eyes”

Thank goodness, Bekathought, he's starting to come around. She was careful not to let the
relief show, however; she only grinned at her copilot and said doud, “Beautiful eyes, hdl. It'syour
naturdly deviousmind.”



“One does one' shumble best,” he said. “ Gentlesir LeSoit-you asked the captain if she was
certain D’ Cagr was as high as the ladder went. Why?’

“Look around you, man,” said LeSoit. “We rein the Mageworlds, in case you hadn’t noticed.
Local politicsaround hereis about as nasty as palitics can get, but no matter who ends up on top they dl
have one thing in common-they redly, redly hate the Republic.”

Bekasaid, “We already knew D’ Caer had tiesto the Mageworlds. But he was taking orders
from Nivome the Rolny, and Nivomeis dead.”

“I heard about that,” LeSoit said. “It wasthe talk of the profession for awhile there, Tarnekep
Portree and hisraid on Darvell, after the Rolny vanished with half the city in flames behind him. Portree
was dead too, they said, flown into astar. But when D’ Caer heard that the Pride of Mandeyn had
passed through the Net he went crazy, shouting and throwing furniture. We did the best we could to nail
you on amost no notice.”

Bekaspped at her cha a. It had cooled sufficiently for her to swallow it by now, so she drained
the mug and set it down on the scarred plastic tabletop. “Well, your best wasn't good enough.”

“Beglad of it,” said LeSait. “| certainly am. If I'd recognized your body afterward, I’ d have been
abit upset mysdf.” Hewas quiet for afew seconds, and then added thoughtfully, “Not as upset as
D’ Caer would have been just alittle while later, though.”

Jessan stretched hisarms and yawned. “ This has been along day, Gentlesir LeSoit-1 suppose we
should provide you with some means of contacting your presumably former superiors, so that no onewill
suspect you failed in your misson?’

“Whileyou listen in on the conversation, just in case?’

“Exactly,” said Jessan. “ And athree-second delay in the transmission. No offense intended.”

LeSoit didn’t seem insulted by the idea. “None taken. And you' re probably right about checking
in; D’ Caer must be frothing at the mouth by now.” He amiled. “But | don't think I’ vefailed. Not abit.”

Generd Ochemet sat in his office back at Prime, nursing histhird cup of strong cha asince seeing
Errec Ransome off to the Retreat. Someone e se was flying the aircar thistime, fortunately-the Guild
Master’ svist to HQ hadn’t been kept a secret-and Ochemet was free to deal with the regular problems
that Prime Base brought to his attention every morning, aswell aswith the other, overriding problem of
Jos Metadi’ s absence.

The office door did open and Captain Gremyl camein. The security chief looked astired as
Ochemet felt. But he carried abundle of printout flimsiesin one hand, and his expression was more
cheerful than it had been since Commander Quetaya had turned up in the sub-basement.

“What do you have?’ Ochemet asked.

It couldn’t be Metadi, he knew that aready, or Gremyl would be looking downright triumphant
instead of . . . vindicated, Ochemet decided. Gremyl |ooked like a man whose guesses had started
paying off. The security chief’ sanswer confirmed Ochemet’ s suspicions.

“It wasahit of along shot,” Gremyl said. “I decided to take Ransome at hisword and assume
that Metadi was somewhere off-planet. | aso decided to assume-for awhile, anyhow-that he left from
Prime Base, and not from South Polar or from civilian-side Prime or from some private shuttle pad that
we don't know about.”

“He might have done just that, you know,” Ochemet pointed out. “Either on hisown or not.”

“We can probably rule out South Polar. | made discreet inquiries with our people down there as
soon aswe found out Metadi had gone missing. And the other two possibilitiesimply awhole bunch of
stuff | don't want to tackle just now.”

“Wemay Hill haveto,” Ochemet said.

“Maybe,” said Gremyl, “but the odds just got awholelot better that we won't.”

Helaid the printout flimsies on Ochemet’ s desk-names, columns and columns of names, dl but a
few of them marked through with astylus. “We ve got lists here of everyone who's on record asleaving
Gacen from Prime Base in the past three days, and lists of everyone who arrived on-planet in the same
time period. And here swhereit getsinteresting. Only six people can't be confirmed at oneend or at the



other.”

Ochemet flipped through the ligts, scanning the names of people and ships. “| see what you mean.
Six people who have back trailswe can’t check on because the shipsthey came from are in hyperspace
and out of comms-”

“Right. And we can't get in touch with any of those six right now because the shipsthey’re
currently on are dso in hyperspace and out of comms.”

“Not too surprising,” said Ochemet. “ They’ re the Space Force. That’s where they’ re supposed
tobe”

“Right,” Gremyl again. “Not surprisng. If something actudly were surprising, I'd probably ruleit
out as addliberate fasetrail anyhow. So where are we now?’

He tapped the top sheet of flimsy with hisfingernail. “Notice that two of our unverifieds happen
to be traveling on the same ship.”

“Mmmh. Two different origins, though.”

Gremyl pulled another, much-folded sheet of flimsy out of histunic pocket. His expresson this
time, Ochemet decided, was definitely triumphant.

“Watchthis,” he said, unfolding the flimsy and spreading it out next to the others. “I happen to
havein my officealig that’ s five years old of everyone in Space Force-adead filein acomp that isn't
tied up to anything else, just used for confidentia storage. | found it one day by accident right after | took
over in Security, and decided to keep it on hand for information’ s sake.

“Y ou nhever know,” he continued pioudy, “when something like that might comein useful. Soll
checked my littlelist againgt that other list, and | didn’t find any entriesfor either Warrant Officer
Gamelan Bandur or Clerk/Comptech First Class Ennys Pardu-and with those ranks, they have to have
beeninthe sarvicefiveyearsago.”

Ochemet |ooked at the second sheet of flimsy with itsfew lines of print, the blunt record of a
comp search that had found matchesfor only four names out of six. “ Fakes.”

“Fakes,” confirmed Gremyl. “Onemde, onefemde.”

Ochemet shook his head in protest. “But the commander is dead, remember? We know where
dheis”

“Maybe,” said Gremyl. “Oh, | don’t mean that she isn't dead-but think about what Master
Ransome said about the Magelords. | understand that the Mages were rea big on using genetic replicants
for inteligence work.”

Ochemet said, ‘ That wasin the old days. We destroyed dl their biolabs at the end of war, long
with everything dse”

“Y ou mean we hope we destroyed al of them,” Gremyl said. “But I’'m willing to bet afew
workers and midlevel technicians dipped past us. And that' s enough to start anicelittle black market in
illega replicants on some planet where Republic law doesn’t run. Asfor the customers-who knows?’

Ochemet chewed on that thought for awhile. “Right,” hesaid findly. “Let’ sassumethat it redly
isMetadi on board RSF Selsyn-bilai, Metadi and somebody else who' s posing as Commander Quetaya
posing as CC First Ennys Pardu. The Salsyn isaready in hyper, so there sno way we can call them
back or catch them from here. What do you recommend?’

“We can't catch them,” Gremyl said, “but we know where they’re going. | recommend sending a
fast ship full of combat-ready troopersto Infabede from the Ontimi sector, with ordersto intercept the
Selsyn as soon as she drops out of hyperspace.”

“Not particularly subtle,” commented Ochemet, “but it'll do. | suppose you dready haveashipin
mind?’

“Asit happens,” said Gremyl, “yes”

Ochemet looked at the lists of printed names for afew momentslonger, and then nodded. “Very
well, Captain-makethesgnd.”

il. the net: r<f karipavo; r<f eébannha



“Commodore. Commodore, wake up.” Gil felt ahand on his shoulder, shaking him out of a
comfortable deep. He turned over and opened his eyesto the dim red light of his cabin’s off-shift
illumination.

“I'm awake,” he said, swinging hislegs over the sde of the bunk. “What isit?’

Hisade, Lieutenant Jhunnel, was standing in front of him, holding amug of seaming cha'a. She
pressed the mug into his hand before spesking.

“WEe ve picked up acontact,” she said. “ Quadrant N-seven-outer, moderate sublight speed.
Appearsto be artificial. Not responding to hails.”

Gil cradled the mug in his hands, breathing in the warm vapor that rose off the surface of the
liquid. He knew from his own experience as ade to Genera Metadi that waking the commodore wasn't
something to be undertaken lightly; there had to be more to the contact than Jhunnel’ s demeanor let on.

“Wherée s she coming from?’ he asked.

“Straight out of the Mageworlds.”

“Ah,” said Gil. That explained alot of things, including why Jhunnel had brought the news herself.
“Thanks, I'll bein CIC directly.”

“Yes, ar.” Jhunne turned and departed, the door sedl sighing gently shut behind her.

Gil took asip of the cha a-it had the unmistakable flavor of something that had been brewingina
hotpot for entirely too long-then put the mug down while he pulled on a set of undress coverdlswith the
stars of hisrank embroidered on the collar. He added a pair of the soft boots that went with the
coveralls, and aknit cap. The Space Force had long since discovered that crews were more aert, and
electronic systems more efficient, when the air was on the chilly Sde, so the big ships were dways about
forty degrees below blood temperature.

Gil picked up his mug of cha a, took another swallow, and headed for the door. Just as he
reached it, the General Quarters alarm sounded. Mug in hand, Gil picked up speed in the direction of the
Combat Information Center. He d drink the rest of his cha awhen he got there.

In CIC, the main battle tank displayed a holographic representation of the Situation in progress. A
dot of red light shone in the center of the tank, surrounded by three smdler blue dots: single-sest fighters
in open formation, none of them fouling the others ranges, and dl of them, he was sure, locked on target
and ready tofire.

Gil found the’ Pavo’ s executive officer stlanding midway between the tank and the comm board.
“What do you have, Erne?’

“We'vegot aship, dl right,” the XO told him. “Constant course and speed. No ddlta-vee. She's
not radiating anything-stone cold with al systems shut off by the looks of it. The CO of RSF Ebannha,
Captain Inifrey, isthe on-scene commander.”

Gil nodded in the general direction of the blue dots. “ Those his people out there?”

“That’sright.”

“Y ou have an gpproximate origin?’

“We' ve been working onit,” said the XO. He gestured, and the tactical action officer came over
tojointhegroup. “I'll let Pate fill youin.”

“Right,” said Gil. He turned to the TAO. “Tell me what you know.”

“Working back from where sheisright now,” said the TAQ, “and assuming constant course and
speed, the vessd’ s point of origin was definitely in the heart of the Magezone, some while before the war
redly got Sarted.”

Before Gil could answer, one of the comms techs looked up from the board. “ Ebannha sgnas
he' s detailed a boarding and salvage party,” thetech said.

Gil nodded. “Roger, keep meinformed.”

The captain of RSF Karipavo strode over, hisown cha acup in hand. “Update?’ heinquired of
the XO.

“We'renot redly sure,” the XO responded. “All we have right now is a spaceship not
responding to sgnas.”

“What' syour stuation, Captain?’ Gil asked.



“We went to GQ as soon as | got word there was astranger,” the’ Pavo’s captain replied.
“We re manned up and ready. At the best it gives usagood chance for adrill, and at worst-" A fourth
blue dot winked into existence inside the main tank asthe holo updated in redltime. “Looks like
Ebannha’ s boarding party just got there,” the captain said, interrupting himself.

“Boarding party ison gation,” the comm tech said. “ Shall | put their transmission on audio?’

“Yes” Gil said. “I'd liketo hear this”

The tech pressed a button, and the voice of the boarding party’ stalker came over the speakers
in CIC, the words durred by the dight fuzziness of adecrypted transmission.

“ ... and commencing scan at thistime. Standard spird, &ft to fore.”

“Stand by ready two,” replied another voice on the same circuit-Ebannha, talking to the
boarding party. “ Copy.”

The fourth blue dot in the tank began to circle the unknown ship, moving forward, while the three
sngle-seat fighters maintained their watchful positions.

“Areyou getting the pictures?’ thefirst voice said.

‘That’saroger.”

“Do they match anything in the library?1 don’t recognize this class”

“Searching, wait, out,” the second voice replied. The transmission broke off, then returned.
“Tentative andyss” it said, “first gpproximation only. Vesse matches known exterior configuration of
Mage Degthwing raider.”

“Roger, understand possible Mage Deathwing.”

“Compare structure, identification ninety percent.” The second spesker’ s tone shifted abruptly.
“Watch yoursdf out there. Those guyswere mean.”

“Roger, watching my ass,” the boarding party’ staker said. “ Spiral scan complete. Unless
otherwise directed, | intend to dock with unknown.”

“Classfy unknown hogtile,” Ebannha responded. * Positive ID Mage Deathwing.”

Gil looked about for Lieutenant Jhunnel. He hadn’t noticed his aide' s presence when he entered
the CIC-like al good aides, she had ataent for blending into the background-but he wasn't surprised
now to find her waiting nearby.

“That' syour sgnd, Lieutenant,” Gil said. “Transmit to CO Republic Space Forces, flash
precedence, Commodore' s Situation Report, contact made with Mage Deathwing raider. Enemy
intentions unknown. Amplifying info to follow.”

Jhunnel was over at the comm board amost before he' d finished speaking. Gil turned back to the
watch officer and the” Pavo’s captain.

“There)” hesad. “That should definitely wake them up back on Galcen. And if they don't have
an amplifying report from uswithin about fifteen minutes, haf the civilized gdaxy should be underway for
our locetion.”

“How much harm can one ship do?’ the watch officer asked.

“These are Mages we' re talking about,” said the’ Pavo’ s captain. “Who knows what they might
be capable of 7’

“That'sright,” Gil said. “No on€' s ever been aboard a Desthwing. Not until today.”

Enggn Tammas Cantrel had no illusons about why he' d been picked to command Ebannha’ s
boarding party. He' d had plenty of experience at boarding merchant shipsfor ingpection before they
crossed the Net-and if things went horribly wrong, the loss of asingle ensign wasn't going to hurt
anybody very much.

He maneuvered his ship, a Pan-class short range surveyor-scout, over the forward end of the
hostile target until he could match the other vessdl’ s course and speed. “ Hostile target” doesn’'t half
cover it, hethought. I’ m about to become the first person on this side of the Net to see the inside of
a Deathwing raider and-maybe-live to tell the tale.

| think | could do without the honor.

Cantrel glanced over at hismatein the copilot’s seet, Chief Hull Mechanic Wyngar Y ance. “Did



you catch any anomalieson visud, Chief?”

“I got acouple,” Yancereplied. “If we re assuming lateral symmetry on thesethings, that is.”

“Might aswell assumeit,” Cantrel said. “ Gross symmetry anyhow-it certainly lookslike they’ve
got it. | picked up adepression on the centerline aft that 1ooks like a docking port of some kind. What
about you?’

“I’'m seeing a shadow under the ventra ridge that isn’'t matched on the other side.”

“Right,” said Cantrel. “So what do you think we ve got?’

“Best bet’ s an empty dock for somekind of small craft, and an open airlock.”

“Meaning the crew might not be & home?’

“I sure hopethey aren’'t home,” said Y ance fervently. “I’mtoo closeto retirement to get into a
gunfight on board someone dsg sship.”

You and me both, thought Cantrel. A whole career away fromretirement is too close for
something like that, if you ask me.

But the Space Force hadn't asked him, so he squared his shoulders. “We reready,” he said to
Communications Technician Elligret Saben. “It' stimeto tel ’emwe regoing in. I’ m going to try for the
arlock, seeif that' swhat it redly is, and comein thefront.”

Saben looked up from the comm console, where she' d been trying broad-frequency hailing. “ Still
no reply from thetarget,” she said. “Regular sarpilot’ s grave over there-no emanations of any kind.”

“ ‘Starpilot’sgrave 7’

“What the merchant spacers cdl adrifting wreck,” she said. “Most of those guys, they don't
want to leave their ships until they have to be carried out feet-first-and some of them don’t ever get to
leave, period. Me, | plan to spend my pension money dirtside somewhere, thank you.”

“So we ve got atarget that looks like it' s been dead for awhile,” Cantrdl said. “Or might it bein
some kind of deliberate shutdown for silent running?’

Saben shrugged. “ Could go ether way, Sir.”

Just what we needed, Cantrel thought. | love playing the stick that springsthe trap, | really
loveit.

“Timeslikethis” hesaid doud, “I wish we had an Adept.”

Heturned to the boarding craft’ s engineer. “ Falkith, take usto the anomaly I’ ve identified on
your screen. Chief, come with me and suit up. We'regoing for awalk.”

“I wish you didn’t sound so enthusiastic about the idea,” the chief complained as he unstrapped
and walked over to the pressure-suit locker. “1 can think of lots better ways to makeit into the history
books.”

“Socanl, Chief. But they didn’'t ask me for suggestions.”

Under Falkith's direction the boarding craft changed vector dightly, and ended up floating just
above the dark patch that the chief had thought might be an open airlock. Waiting in pressure suitsinsgde
their own airlock compartment, Y ance and Cantrel watched the light over the outer door cycle from red
to green. Finaly thelock clicked open.

Cantrd went out of theairlock firgt, alifdinetied around hiswalst, jJumping acrossto the
Magebuilt craft. Once his magnetic boots had made safe contact, he made the line fast to agrabpoint on
theraider’ s surface and signaled the chief.

“Come on over. Got your recorder working?’

Y ance svoice came to him over the comm link in the helmet of hisp-suit. “Roger, it sup. Let's
doit”

Y ancejoined Cantrel on the skin of the raider. Then-with the chief walking alittle behind the
ensign to make avisud recording of their trangt, and with the data being relayed to Ebannha in redtime
viathe boarding craft-they walked aong the Magebuilt vessdl’ s surface to the opening that the chief had
identified asapossible airlock.

Y ance aimed hisrecorder a theairlock. “Thereitis”

“Smadll opening,” Cantrel said, for the benefit of the watchers back on Ebannha and the boarding
craft, who wouldn’'t have aclear idea of the scale. “Probably personnd only.”



He drew adeep breath. “Wdll, timeto goin. | wouldn't like to get caught in one of those,
though. And | serioudy hate the idea of coming through alock with unfriendlies on the other sde.”

“You and meboth,” said Y ance. Abruptly the chief pointed at something. “Hey, look at that.”

“I’'mlooking,” said Cantrel. He saw a once what Y ance was talking about: the outer door to the
airlock was not just standing open, it had been wedged. “What do you make of it?’

“Damned if | know, Sr.”

“Me neither. Just make sure you get lots of pictures.”

Cantrd directed hislight into the lock chamber, playing the beam dl about. “Whét the-take a
look at this, Chief. Someone' s wedged the inside door open, too.”

“I’'mrecording, Sr. But why the hell would anybody want to do adumb thing like that?” Y ance
sounded outraged as well as puzzled; for any spacer, ddiberately opening the ship to vacuum ranked asa
deadly Sn.

“I wouldn’t know, Chief. But thisjob is getting stranger by the minute.”

Y ance brought the recorder in close to pick up the details of the inner door. “I didn’t like it when
thiswasjust aMage ship,” hesaid. “And | definitely don't like it now.”

You can say that again, thought Cantrdl. This whole setup stinks so bad that you can smell it
in vacuum.

“We' renot getting paid to likeit,” hetold the chief. He unhooked his energy lancefromits
carrying clips on the back of his p-suit and moved on into the open lock. The handlamp on his suit sent a
beam of white light ahead of him into the blacknessinside. “We re getting paid to board it. Let’ sgo.”

Back on RSF Karipavo, Gil divided his atention between the Situation display in the battle tank
and the flatvid screen showing realtime pictures from the boarding party. The open airlock of the
Magebuilt ship gaped like adark mouth; to the cold eye of the recorder, Ensign Cantrel wasasmall and
uncertain figure standing on its outer lip.

“Poor kid,” said Lieutenant Jhunne quietly a Gil’ selbow. “I1t' sahell of athing to know that
you' re expendable.”

Gild nodded. “No argument on that, Lieutenant. But we rein the same position, after all.”

“Who are, Sr?’

“All of usin the Mageworlds screening force,” Gil said. On the flatscreen, the ensign unclipped
his energy lance and stepped over therim of the airlock into the dark. “Because if anything bad manages
to makeit across from the other Sde of the Net, it’s our job to buy the civilized galaxy asmuchtime as
wecan.”

“Understood,” said Jhunnd. “In the interest of staving off the day, shdl | have the commstech
start compressing the datafor adirect hyperspace feed to Galcen?’

“Why not?’ Gil said. “ They must have gotten thefirst report by now, and it’ sgoing to have them
al hugging the comm links and waiting for more, from the Commanding Generd down to thetech on
duty. No point in disappointing them.”

Theinterior of the Magebuilt raider was strangdly familiar-the result, Cantrel supposed, of
expedients forced upon its builders by the physical redities of starflight-but at the same time subtly dien.
He could recognize individua details and pieces of equipment when the beam from his handlamp fell on
them, things like airtight hatches, accessways, or emergency gear for dealing with the spacer’ stwin
demons of fire and decompression, but their location was never quite what he expected it to be.

The chief gpparently felt the difference, too. “ Screwy setup in here.”

“Blameit on the Magelords. Which way do you figure isthe bridge?’

The chief glanced at hisinertid tracker. He pointed. “ Forward section of the ship isthat direction.
If the Mageworlders were seng ble about their shipbuilding, the bridge should be up there somewhere.”

“That’sapretty big ‘if, ” said Cantrdl. “But | suppose it beats arandom wak. We |l explore
forward.”

Sowly, with numerous false starts and jogs, they made their way through the maze of the ship.



Some of the areas they passed through seemed to make no sense at dl, such as the chamber containing
nothing but acircle of whitetilein the middle of the deck, but others had the same eerie mundanity asthe
passageway near the airlock. They passed through a ship’ s gdley, hazardous with floating cutlery, and
shone their handlamps into a compartment where sheets and blankets lay stretched inspection-taut across
neatly made bunks, while odds and ends of persond gear-pillows, boots, awriting stylusand its
datapad-hung weightlessin the endless cold of space.

Finaly, the chief indicated aclosed door. “If theinertid tracker isn’t lying, then the bridge must
be in through there. Because if the bridgeisn't in there, we' ve just run out of places.”

Cantrel was examining the edges of the door. “More funny stuff,” he said, gesturing a Y anceto
come over and make avisua record. “It looks like things got pretty desperate here for awhile-we ve got
asmdl craft missing, and the crew had to open up both airlock doors at once to get something out
through the hatch-but | still haven't seen anything that |ooks like battle damage.”

“Mechanicd falure?”

“Maybe,” said Cantrd. “But what kind of mechanical failure forces an abandon-ship and then
leaves everything behind intact? Maybe they had some kind of poison in the atmosphere, so they tried to
vent to space-but that didn’t work so they took off in that shuttle or whatever that they were carrying. Or
maybe it was some Mage-type thing we won't ever figure out.”

He abandoned speculation for the moment and went back to inspecting the door. “Thisthing's
locked tight, asfar as| can tell. Do you think we' d have trouble cutting through it?”

“Not unless ruining something that we may want later counts astrouble.”

Cantrdl sighed. “ That’ swhat | was afraid of. Okay, you push hereand I'll pull. Maybeit'll
move.”

The two men tried to shift the door. The effort soon had Cantrel swesting inside his p-suit, but
that was the only noticeable result. The door remained shut.

“Wadl,” hesaid, “so much for that idea. Now | really wish we had an Adept along. One of those
guys could probably open the door for usjust by looking at it real hard.”

“She'slocked up, dl right,” said Y ance. “But every ship I’ ve ever been on had some kind of
emergency accessto the bridge, in case of power failure. Stands to reason this one would, too.”

“If you can count on reason with aMagebuilt raider.” Cantrel paused. “Where do you think it
is?’

“It hasto beinsde one of these bulkheadsiif it shereat dl,” Yance said. “Let’s see how much
Suff we can take out without having to bresk anything.”

The two worked silently for awhile, removing dabs of bulkhead paneling. In the weightlessness
of deep space, the scraps of meta and plagtic floated around them.

“Hah,” said Y ance after severa minutes had passed. “Look at this”

Cantrel moved closer and looked. The last pand to come off had revealed adot in theinterior
bulkhead, a about chest height. “Probably for somekind of key,” he said, “and if you try to fool withiit,
it'll explode and kill you.”

“That would be aredly dumb thing to have on aship,” said the chief. “ The first spacer-recruit
who comes aong on bulkhead maintenance duty is going to turn you into space dust.”

“These were Mageworlders,” Cantrel said. “I remember reading about the reason why nobody
ever boarded one of their warships and came back dive: the damned things tended to blow up. Folks
likethat would have killed off dl their stupid recruitsin basic training. Besides,” he added, “I don't see
anything here that lookslikeit would fit into the dot.”

Y ance gtill held the dab of paneling in one pressure-gloved hand. “1 know where I’d put the
emergency key,” he said, and turned the dab over. Clipped to the inside surface was aflattened stick of
plagtic, dightly thinner and narrower than the dot in the interior bulkhead. “I’ll bet thisisit.”

Cantrel reached out and pried the stick of plastic out of the clip. He brought it close to thelip of
thedot in theinterior bulkhead, and then paused. “We're still sending datain realtime back to Ebannha,
right?’

“Right”



“Good.” hesaid. “Thenit won't beatota lossif we ve guessed wrong and thisisthe
self-destruct mechanism instead of the emergency bridge key. They can dways make us part of the
training vid on how not to open Magebuilt doors.”

Holding his breath, he pushed the card into the dot and waited for the explosion. Nothing
appeared to happen. After amoment he let his breath out again. “Oh, well, another bright ideashot dl, to
pieces.”

“| don’t know about that,” said Y ance. “Let’ stry pushing the door one moretime.”

“Can’'t hurt, | suppose.”

Thistime, when the two men gpplied pressure, the door began to dide back into the wall to their
right. Asit did, it revedled clear armor-glass viewscreens up ahead, with the stars visible through them,
and acouple of thickly padded pilot’s couches bolted to the deck.

“It'sthe bridge, dl right,” said Cantrdl. “Looksjust like home.”

“Only so many things you can do with aspaceship,” Y ance pointed out. The chief was dready
moving into the small compartment, making avisud record as he went. Suddenly hefroze. “Sir,” hesaid.
“I think you' d better look at this.”

Cantrel came forward and joined Y ance where the chief stood looking at the pilots sests. The
couchesweren't empty. The pilot and copilot of the Deathwing raider were still with her, strapped into
their seets, their bodies preserved by the endless cold and vacuum of space since the day when
somebody had stood beside them and cut their throats.

“That' snasty,” said Cantrel, swallowing hard.

“Look what' s nadtier.”

The chief pointed, sending abright swash of illumination from his handlamp onto theraider’s
viewscreen. Someone had left a message there, scrawled on the armor-glass with some kind of dark,
blurry marker. Cantrel stared at the writing for along minute before he redlized what the chief had been
driving at: the angular, unfamiliar characters had been smeared across the viewscreen with afinger dipped
in blood.

iii. galcen: prime base; nammerin: space force medical station;
namport ontimi sector: planetary infantry barracks, kiin-aloq; infabede sector: rsf fezrisond

In Command Control at Prime Base, the main battle tank showed RSF Ebannha as abright blue
triangle standing off at a safe distance from the red dot that signified the Deathwing raider. Much closer,
Ebannha’ s boarding craft and the trio of single-seat fighters made a cluster of blue dots around the
Magebuilt ship. Karipavo, therelaying vessd, wasn't in the tank at dl.

Brigadier General Ochemet watched the lightsin the regltime display and waited for the
“amplifying info” that Commodore Gil had promised. Thefirst twinges of what felt like becoming atruly
spectacular headache throbbed in his temples. It was bad enough to have Commander Quetaya dead
and Generd Metadi missing-in the company of what Security Chief Gremyl, at least, thought wasa
replicant imposter; now they had to have trouble on the Mageworlds border aswell.

Over a the comm console, aflatvid screen beegped and cameto life. “More red-time data, Sir,”
said the tech on duty. “ Sound and pictures from Ebannha’ s boarding party, relaying via Karipavo.”

Ochemet moved closer to the flatvid. The pictures there were dark and grainy-partly the effect of
data compression and expangon, partly the effect of coming from asmdl built-in cameraon somebody’s
pressure suit-but they were clear enough for him to follow the progress of the boarders. When Ensign
Cantrel and Chief Y ance reached the locked door, Ochemet tensed. He' d been ajunior officer in the
Planetary Infantry during the mopping-up stages of the last war, and had witnessed firsthand the
Magebuilt ships' practice of sdf-destructing rather than permit intruders.

“Orders used to be to blow those things up with standoff weapons,” he commented to the watch
officer. “Deep space or on the ground, it didn’t matter.”

Unfortunatdy for the two from Ebannha-and, hafway acrossthe civilized gdaxy, for Ochemet’s
ever more ingstent headache-current standing orders called for boarding and inspection of al vessels



passing through the Net. Ochemet watched the flatscreen with ill-concealed anxiety as Cantrel and
Y ance began yanking sheets of paneling off the raider’ s bulkhead, and relaxed only dightly when the key
that they found there did nothing more than release the dide mechanism for the bridge door.

Theflatvid picture shifted to the interior of the bridge. Next to Ochemet, the watch officer bit
back astartled oath as the seated figures of the Deathwing' s pilot and copilot filled the screen. Even with
the poor image reproduction, there was no mistaking exactly how the two Mageworlders had died.

“That’s nasty,” said theflattened, off-key voice of Ensign Cantrel over therdays, and Yance' s
voicereplied, “Look what’s nastier .”

Again the picture shifted. Thistime the bad light and the relayed transmission failed to show
clearly what had drawn the boarders' attention. A few seconds later, Cantrel’ s voice came over thelink
agan: “We're looking at writing on the main viewscreen. | don’'t know what the language is. But it
looks like whoever killed these two left a message.”

An even fainter, more distorted voice came through-somebody back on the boarding craft,
goparently: “ What makes you think that, sir ?’

And Cantre’ sreply: “ Because he used their blood to write it with, that’s why.”

Ochemet, listened, frowning. A Magebuilt ship emptied to vacuum and set on acoursefor the
Republic side of the Net would be unusua enough; thislatest discovery made the derdlict into something
that might require seriousinvestigation.

“What do you think?" he asked the watch officer. “Mutiny? Somebody going space-happy after
too long in hyper?’

The watch officer shrugged. “ So he cuts their throats and writes  No more fried sausages for
lunch, ha-hal” in blood on the viewscreen, then takes off in the ship’s shuttle? It could happen, |
suppose.”

Ochemet sighed. “We can't get away with blowing thisonein place,” he decided with
consderable regret. Hislife was complicated enough right now without adding an abandoned Deathwing
rader tothelist of hisproblems. “But I'm damned if | want to see that ship brought any closer to Gacen
than it isright now, either. We Il send an invetigating team out to the Net instead.”

The comms tech spoke up again. “We ve got atext-only message coming through from
Karipavo now, dir, along with the feed from the boarding party.”

“Put the message up on screen three,” Ochemet said. He moved closer and read the paragraphs
asthey scrolled. They turned out to be Commodore Gil’ s recommendations for handling the abandoned
raider-which, Ochemet was pleased to note, largely paralleled his own decision. Only thefinal paragraph
was unexpected: “ Since we are dealing with a Magebuilt ship on the border of the Magezone, |
strongly recommend that there be an Adept with the investigating party.”

“An Adept,” Ochemet murmured, haf to himself. “Where do we get an Adept?”’

He could, he supposed, ask Master Ransome for the loan of one, but Ochemet was reluctant to
put himsalf and the Service into the Guild Master’ s debt. Bad enough we' re having to deal with him
over the other problem.

But thinking about Commander Quetaya s death brought to mind the list Captain Gremyl had
made up afew days earlier, of fully-trained Adepts holding Space Force commissions. Asthe security
chief had predicted, there weren’'t many. But there’ d been one, an ensign in the medica service before
going to the Guild, who was still with the Space Force as alieutenant-equivaent and sationed on
not-too-distant Nammerin. She was a so-according to arecent and highly classfied entry in her persona
file-the only member of the service to have actualy seen and fought with aMagelord since the end of the
War.

Which makes her the closest thing to a current expert we have, Ochemet thought. She's
already under orders for Galcen, so we can redirect her on arrival. It’'ll mean doing without a
liaison officer to work with the Retreat on the Metadi/Quetaya situation, but | can do that job
myself if | haveto.

We need Mistress Hyfid out in the Net.



With Ari gone, Llannat found Nammerin adull place. From time to time she was aware of
Owen’ s continuing presence as he went about whatever errands Master Ransome had given him-but one
rebuff was enough, and she didn’t try to make contact again. She carried out her usud dutieswith routine
professionalism, watched reruns of “ Spaceways Patrol” on the staff-lounge holoset, and listened, with al
the patience she could muster, to Bors Keotkyra s unending line of cheerful talk.

“So how’s Ari doing on the Fezzy?’

Llannat swallowed the last bite of her salad and set the empty plate down on the table beside the
lumpy couch. In the holoset’ s picture tank, the find creditsfor the lunch-hour replay episode of
“Spaceways’ dissolved and reformed themsalves into acommercial for Nutli’ s Instant Super-Enriched
Ghil (“warm, simulating, and guaranteed nutritional ly adequate!”).

“He sprobably doing dl right,” she said findlly.

Borslooked curious. “1 thought for sure you' d have heard from him by now.”

“Me?’

“Hey,” said Bors. “Y ou two were always running around together while he was here. I'm
surprised he hasn't kept in touch.”

“He sold-fashioned in someways,” shesaid. “If he sayshe'll write aletter, he meansink and
paper and an envel ope and postage money for the bulk mail, not compressed-text or avoice chip. And
bulk mail travels dower than glaciers”

As she spoke, shefound that she could see the letter clearly in her mind: the tiff paper, theink,
and Ari’ sstrong, broad hand wielding the pen, filling the page with graceful lines of Maraghite script. The
image had the sharp edge of redlity to it; she knew at once that the letter indeed had been-or perhaps
would be-written. Then the mental picture winked out, replaced by a sudden, insistent conviction that she
ought to be someplace else.

She' d experienced those fedlings before, and had learned not to ignore them. “ Sorry, Bors,” she
said before he could ask any more questions, and |eft the staff lounge at anear-run.

Outsde in the Med Station compound, she let her feet carry her where they thought best. Their
destination turned out to be the communications dome, which housed the planetary and system links and
the big, heavy hyperspace comms. The duty commstech looked up, sartled, as she camein.

“I just got amessage for you,” he said.

She nodded, not particularly surprised. “What kind of message?’

“Orders”

“Orders?’ It was apossibility she hadn’t even considered. “Why me? I’ m not due to rotate out
of herefor another year.”

The tech shrugged. “ They don't ook like rotation orders, if that means anything. Here, you want
to carry them to the skipper? He Il need to sign for "em anyway.”

“Sure”

Llannat took the folder and opened it to scan the brief message on the single sheet of flimsy.
There wasn't much to read-just her name, astring of accounting data, and a couple of sentencesin
Standard Gal cenian. Taken together, they pulled her away from Nammerin and sent her, viathe quickest
available means, to Space Force Headquarters on Galcen for assignment to general duty.

She shook her head, confused. “ Damned if | know what they think they’ reup to.”

The CO of the Medica Station was equaly nonplussed when she brought him the ordersfor
sgning. “I1t' san odd one, that’ sfor sure. I’ d have expected you to get detailed to the hospitd or the
clinic, not the generd-assgnment desk.”

He scrawled hisinitids on the sheet of flimsy. “Y ou'll haveto run thisthrough Disburang and
Admin before you can be certain, but if | read the accounting codes right, you aren’t being authorized any
leave en route, and the travel and proceed time is cons stent with some extremely high-priority seating.”

Pausing, he regarded her gravely for amoment. “1t isn’'t any of my business, of course, but it
looks like someone wants you on Galcen immediately if not sooner, and doesn’t want to say why. If |
didn’t know better, I’ d guess this had something to do with thetimeyou.. . . no, on second thought |
won't even try to guess. | don't have need to know, or the clearances.”



He pushed the folder back over to her. “ Go start checking out of the station. RSF Istrafel
departs the Nammerin nearspace training areatomorrow, en route direct to Galcen Prime, and you'll
want to be on her.”

Down in Accounting and Disbursing, where the clerk on duty transformed the string of
accounting datainto actual readable orders, the results came back asthe CO had predicted.

The clerk looked impressed. “Y ou must redlly rate,” shetold Llannat. “Y ou’ re getting patched
through asfast asthey can get you in. According to these codes, you can bump full commandersif
necessary to obtain a berth back to Galcen.”

‘Thanks,” Llannat said. “1 just wish | knew what was going on that was so important. The last
time| left Nammerin in this much of ahurry, | was being kidnapped.”

“ At aguess, someone punched in the wrong number when they were writing these things up. It
happens.”

Nevertheless, orderswere orders. Still puzzled, Llannat stood next morning by the Med Station
gate, her ordersin one hand, asmall carrybag in the other, and alarger case holding the rest of her
possessions by her feet. The short black staff with its silver tips hung from her waist.

The shuttle bus from Namport arrived on humming null-gravs, and the latest group of spacers
needing groundside medica attention came off. Llannat threw her bagsinto the luggage compartment and
climbed onto the bus. The morning was wet and cloudy, but not at the moment raining; she looked out at
the low grey sky and the heavy green-and-brown landscape, and wondered if Master Ransome was
behind thislatest development.

It doesn’t feel like hiswork, though . . . the general-assignment desk and the high-pri
orders. That reads a lot more like the Space Force trying to be subtle about something.

Halfway to Namport the rain started again, streaking the bus windows. By the time she reached
the Space Force shuttle field, the rain had become a solid downpour-an appropriate good-bye to the
planet, she decided, and one unlikely to foster a state of false nostalgia.

Llannat ignored the rain, since only newcomerstried to keep dry, and put her large bag onto the
cargo handler for RSF Istrafel . She kept hold of the folder and the carrybag, and went into the main
building to wait for ashuttle to orbit. By midmorning one was announced, and before the sun had made
its meridian passage she was aboard I strafel and heading for hyper.

Hafway across the Republic, on Kiin-Alogq in the Ontimi sector, Captain Natand Tyche, SFFI,
was also in receipt of anew set of orders. Unlike some of the orders Tyche had gotten in the course of
his career, these proved upon inspection to be quite smple.

Hewasto take an entire company of planetary infantry, fully armed with awar loadout, and
make contact with RSF Salsyn-hilai, currently in hyper and bound for the Infabede sector. Once aboard
the Salsyn, he was to take custody-discreetly!-of Warrant Officer Gamelan Bandur and Clerk/Comptech
Firgt Class Ennys Pardu, then contact Space Force Headquarters on Galcen for further instructions.

Tyche wondered what Gamelan Bandur and Ennys Pardu had done. Can't be anything
obvious, hethought. Galcen wouldn’t get involved in local stuff. Espionage, maybe-but why send a
whole combat company just to make an arrest?

He shook his head, redizing that he might not ever know the answer to his questions. In terms of
clearance and access he would outrank even the commanding officer of the Sdsyn. In practica terms,
however, that rank meant nothing-not when the entire evolution was classified at such ararefield leve.

That’s what you get for deciding on the diplomatic/military career path, hetold himsdf. It's
“gothere” and “ do that” and never hear the whole story on anything.

Hewalked on down to the Infantry barracks to confer with the commander there. The
commander was doing paperwork in his office when Tyche knocked on the open door and strolled in.

“Hdlo, Enlin.”

“’Lo, Tyche”” The Infantry commander regarded him warily. “What brings you here?’

The two men knew each other, but without being more than casud acquaintances. They saw one
another inthe officers club from timeto time, and they at least nomindly served in the same ouitfit-Tyche



wore the uniform of the Republic' s Planetary Infantry when he wore auniform at dl. But since hewas
usudly seen in mufti, and since he tended to be missing for weeks at atime and never talked in the club
about anything more controversia than sports and gardening, the rumor on base wasthat hewasin
Active Measures.

“I’ve got an exercise coming up,” Tyche said to Ehlin, “and I’m going to need a company of your
best. Who'sup?’

“Third of the Seventh ison deck.”

“I'll take them. Can you add a heavy-weapons platoon, suitable for shipboard actions?’

Ehlinlooked startled and alittle curious. “ Shipboard actions.. . . what are you planning?’

“Sorry,” Tychesad. “You know | can't tdl you that.”

“Just thought I'd ask,” said Ehlin, without surprise. “I suppose you can't tell me where or for how
long ether?’

“That' sright. Thisisgoing to be alive-fire exercise, though, so have’ em fully armed, armored,
and charged.”

“Right”

“Thanks.” Tyche passed over asheet of printout flimsy. “Here sacopy of my authorization, just
S0 you can keep your files up to date.”

They sduted, and Tycheleft. The moment he was gone, the barracks commander punched his
comm set. “Have Master Sergeant Onekke step into my office, please.”

While Ehlin was waiting, he punched the order number from the authorization into his desk comp
to check onitsredity with centrd files. He wasn't surprised to see that the orders giving areinforced
company to Captain Natanel Tyche for an undetermined period were entirely genuine.

Ari Rosdin-Metadi had bought the writing paper and the antique pen while he was waiting on
Mandeyn for RSF Fezrisond to make orbit. Given his sster’ s adventuresin Embrig’ s port quarter, he'd
stayed away from the bars and gaming houses dong the Strip, and had gone decoroudy shopping for
dationery instead. After dl, he'd promised LIannat that he would keep in touch, and courtesy demanded
something more private than avoice chip and less ephemera than asheet of printout flimsy.

Hedidn't have achanceto use the writing materidsfor sometime. The Fezrisond came out of
hyper in Mandeyn nearpace not long after he' d made the purchase, and he' d had to scramble to get
back to the port in timeto claim a seat on one of the shuttlesto orbit. After that, he' d been busy
reporting in and relieving the former head of the Fezzy' s medical department-who was planning, or so
shesaid, to retire to the countryside and take up spider farming-and generaly settling into his new
position of respongbility.

There were adjustments, of course, hewroteto LIannat in the Maraghite script he' d learned
during hisfogtering. On both sides. And for a while | was getting up early and staying up late and
having nightmares about filing systems and emergency response timesin between. But things are
calming down, finally, and | have a few minutes to myself once in a while.

He looked up at the overhead in his quarters and wondered what he should write next. Privacy
was dwalys a consderation; bulk mail was harder to tamper with in some ways than voice chips or
compressed-text, but easier in others. And while Maraghite script was enough to keep out casua
eavesdroppers, it wouldn’t deter anybody who was serious about |earning what the oldest of the
Commanding Generd’ s offspring had to say.

The Fezzy’ s a good ship, he wrote after some thought. Not as relaxed a junior officers
wardroom here as we used to have back on Nammerin, though. It probably has something to do
with RSF Fezrisond being Admiral Valiant’s flagship. That might keep things from getting too
casual.

The chronometer-aarm in his desk comp beeped at him, and he put the | etter aside unfinished.
Time now to get into his dress uniform, instead of hisworking coverdl, and report to the admird’ s office
for hislong-delayed officia welcome-aboard interview with the man in charge of the Infabede sector.

Fortunately for thefit and symmetry of Ari’suniform, the heavy blaster and its holster now



reposed in the Fezzy' s weapons locker. On reporting aboard, he' d been told that the Form 8845
(“officer’ s persona wegpons, permission to carry”) in his permanent file was superseded by the admird’s
gtanding order prohibiting officersfrom carrying Sdearms.

Ari had been glad enough to hand over aweapon that tended to make him even more
congpicuous than hissize done usudly did. He d followed the standing order without demurra, while
reflecting with some inner amusement that it was agood thing his baby sister had never shown much
enthusiasm for the Space Force. Beka carried a blaster on her hip and a dagger up her deeve and her
ship had guns, and shewould probably start asmall war rather than give up any one of them.

Theinterview with Admira Vaiant took placein the admird’s office, alocked room at the end of
amaze of corridors. Ari, who hadn’t yet succeeded in memorizing Fezrisond’ sdeck plan, found himself
twice caught in dead ends before reaching his godl.

Not good enough, he thought. Emergencies can happen absolutely anywhere. The head of
the medical department needs to know where everything is before the trouble starts.

Resolving to spend hisfree time after dinner in acloser study of the ship’sinterna layout, he
palmed the security plate by the side of the closed door. A spy-eye on aflexible rod emerged from a
recess above the door, and the synthesi zed voice of an annunciator intoned, “ Please state your name,
rank, and business.”

“Ari Rosselin-Metadi, lieutenant commander, interview with theadmira,” Ari told the
annunciator.

He omitted the salute and the forma phrases that he would have used in speaking to Admira
Vadiant directly. The spy-eye and the annunciator were nothing but screening devices, and not themselves
his superiorsin any way. If the annunciator had employed some version of Vdiant’s own speaking voice,
the question would have become somewhat more complicated-but this one still used the bland, sexless
tones that had come with it from the factory.

The door did open. Ari stepped through, ducking as usua out of force of habit to avoid bumping
hishead. Admira Vdiant-asmall, dapper man with dark eyes, hisblack hair tending to slver at the
temples-sat waiting & the desk insgde. Ari drew himself up to hisfull height.

“Lieutenant Commander Ari Rossdin-Metadi, reporting as ordered, Sir.”

“At ease,” sadtheadmiral. He gestured at the tiny office' s other chair. “ And please do St
down.”

Ari sat. Vadiant was definitely ashort man; even stting, Ari was more than head and shoulders
taller, and the admira was plainly aware of the fact. The awareness made Ari nervous, his size had gotten
him into trouble before with small men who took the merefact of it asathreat and decided to attack him
first. He' d learned anumber of waysto ded with Stuationslike that, but he didn’t know how well any of
them would work if the other party involved was an admird.

But Vdiant was smiling a him cordialy. “ So, Rossdin-Metadi-how do you like Fezrisond now
that you’ ve been aboard her for awhile?’

“Shelsabig ship,” Ari said. “I'm till learning my way around. But the medical department is
firg-rate, | can tell you that much aready.”

Vaiant looked a him sharply. “Y ou came here from Nammerin, didn’t you?’

“Yes, gr.”

“Wel, thisis't amuddy dirtsde ation-thisisaflagship, and things are different here. My
people have nothing less than the best, and | expect nothing less than the best from them in return. Do
you understand what I’ m driving at, Rossdlin-Metadi ?’

“I think so, Sir.”

“Good.” Therewasalong pause. When Vaiant spoke again, hisvoice was thoughtful.
‘Rossdin-Metadi’ . . . not exactly aname one expectsto find in the medica service”

This, too, was areaction Ari had learned to anticipate along time ago. “No, gr,” he said.

“Why did you chooseit, if | may be so bold asto ask?’

Of course you can ask, Ari commented slently. You're an admiral. You can ask anything you
please. And you might even get a true answer sometimes.



Aloud he said, “I picked the medica service because | wanted more of achallenge.”

“*Moreof achdlenge ?’

“Yes, gr. Breaking thingsis easy. Putting them back together again is harder.”

“I| see” Vdiant regarded Ari for amoment asif he were going to ask afurther question. In the
end, however, he said nothing except, “Y ou can go now, Rossdin-Metadi.”

Ari went.

Back in hiscabin, theletter to Llannat Hyfid remained unfinished. Without bothering to change
out of hisdress uniform, Ari took out the paper and the pen and added another paragraph.

I’ve finally met Admiral Valiant, he wrote. He was wel coming enough, but | wish you could
meet him too.

There, Ari thought. | hope that says enough without saying too much.

iv. galcen: prime base; hyper space transit: warhammer

LLANNAT HYH D had passed through the massive spaceport complex at Gacen Prime only
twice beforein her life: once asamedical service ensign on her way to training at the Retreat; and three
yearslater as an Adept bound for Nammerin. Both times she' d had to cross between the vaulted hals
and concourses of the civilian Sde, with their links to the planetary trangport grid, and the less el egant
gprawl of Space Force' s Prime Base. She hadn't cared for the civilian aspect of the port-no onewho'd
been brought up on the Selvauran world of Maraghai, where human settlements were sparse and few,
was likely to find Prime’ s overcrowded grandeur congenia-and she was glad that thistime she wouldn’t
have to make the switch.

Here' s hoping they’ ve got room for me in the BOQ, she thought as she collected her carrybag
from RSF Istrafel’ s shuttle and started across the tarmac toward the Space Force ground-to-orbit
termind. If they re full up and I’ m going to be stationed here for a while, I’ll have to find an
apartment somewhere in the city. It’ll probably cost the world to rent, even if | do get a housing
allowance, and I’ l| have to waste more time and money getting to and from base. Maybe there's
an auxiliary Guildhouse in Prime somewhere, but staying there wouldn’t be a good idea.
Somebody might start wondering about the Prof’ s staff, and then I’ d have to answer more
questionsthan | reallywant to . . .

“Migress Hyfid?

The speaker was a clerk/comptech second class. He saluted-rather uncertainly, asif he wasn't
sure where an Adept in an unmarked medica service uniform rated in the Space Force' s grand scheme
of things-and held out a plain brown envelope.

“Orders, ma am.”

Llannat stared at the envelopein confusion. Orders? But | already have my orders.

Just the same, she reflected, standing on the tarmac with her mouth open wasn't going to clear up
the situation. She' d better say something before the CC/2 decided that her mind wasn't tracking. She set
her carrybag down on the pavement and returned the salute.

“Thank you, Petty Officer,” she said, and took the envelope.

The sheet of flimsy insde carried the same identifier as the orders that had brought her to Galcen.
The subject line beneath the identifier read “ORDMOD”; the modification that followed changed her
destination from Generd Assgnment, Prime, to aberth on RSF Naversey (CS-1124), “for duty as
assigned.”

Something funny is definitely going on, shethought. A CSisa fast courier . . . they put
hotshot pilots on those, not med service Adepts.

Still puzzled, she picked up her carrybag and headed into the shuttle termina. Somewhere on one
of the flat-displays along the terminal wallswas aligting that would tell her in what part of Prime Base
Naver sey was docked; or-if the courier ship wasn't in port-which of the available ships could take her to
wherever Naver sey happened to be.

Look on the bright side, Llannat told hersdf. You may not have to go apartment-hunting in



downtown Prime after all.

Beka Rosdin-Metadi was dreaming.

She knew she was dreaming; she' d been afree-spacer for dmost ten Standard years, and
captain of her own ship for nearly three, and she hadn’t been home to Galcen since she was seventeen.
So if shewas standing in the reception room of her family’ s house in the Northern Uplands and wearing a
gown of sea-foam green, this had to be adream. Memory aone had never been so vivid, athough she' d
remembered this night often during the years since.

Shewore her yellow hair in elaborate braids high on her head, and carried along knifeina
sheath up her deeve. The weight of ablaster on her hip pulled at her belt, and the sea-green dress
swirled around it with asound like the breathing of aship’s ventilation system.

In the entryway behind her, the front door did open and closed again. Perada Rosselin, Domina
of Lost Entibor and Councilor for Entibor-in-Exile and the Colonies Beyond, cameinto the reception
room. She had on a plain gown of black moire spidersilk, and in her ice-blond hair shewore the
unadorned tiara of twisted iron wire that was al the Magewar had |eft of the regdia of House Rossdlin.

“You did very well tonight,” the Dominasaid. “ Y our father and | are quite proud of you.”

Beka-in-the-dream scowled. “My feet hurt.” She kicked off the narrow green satin dippers.
They hit thefloor, first one and then the other, with afaint dap-dap. “| hate ganding in recaiving lines”

“Recelving linesare anecessary evil,” said the Domina. “I know you didn’'t have thetimeto
dance much, but you' Il get plenty of chancesfrom now on.”

“Dancing.” Beka-in-the-dream made the word sound like an obscenity. “With Dadda. With Ari.
With Owen, unless he' s gone off by himself to listen to the grass grow or something. With two or three of
Dadda s friends from the Space Force and a couple of your friends from the Council and a handpicked
junior officer from agood family who's so scared of Daddathat he can barely think.”

The headlong rush of words left her out of breath. She inhaled with agulp, and continued before
the Domina could say anything. “With Councilor Tarveet. Mother, why did you haveto invite him to my
party”’

In her dream, she heard the Dominasigh, and saw the worry line between her mother’ sfinely
arched brows. She didn’t remember noticing either one the first time, when all this had really happened.

“You may not like Tarveet-"

“I don't!”

“-nevertheless, he controls an important bloc of votes, and | can't afford to offend him.”

“But you don't even like him!”

The Dominapressed her lipstogether. “1 don’'t haveto likehim,” she said after severd seconds
had passed. “1 do have to work with him.”

“Wdl, I’'m not going to work with him.” Beka-in-the-dream folded her arms across her chest
and made aface. “He makes mefed like adug crawled on me. When | was six he patted me on the
head and said that | was*sweet,’” and now that I’ m officidly al grown up he pats me onthearm and tells
methat I’'m ‘charming’-and I’ ve killed better men than him without even stopping to look back.”

Time and place shifted around her as she spoke, and she and her mother weren't in the housein
the Uplands anymore. They were standing in aroom, an upper room, she was sure of it, paneled in heavy
dark wood. The acrid smell of blaster fire hung like smoke in the air around her, and the floor was awash
in blood. Nor were they aone-an older, elegantly dressed gentleman was with them. Blood stained the
white spidersilk of hisshirt, and he carried ablack staff in his hand.

“My lady,” he said, nodding to Beka-in-the-dream. Then, to her mother, he bowed low and said,
“I havefailed you, Domina, and my fateisin your hands.”

“Death,” the Dominasaid, her voice level, and turned back to Beka. “ There' s dways someone
like Tarveet. You just haveto put up with it if you want to get anything done.”

“Who says| want to get anything done?’ Beka-in-the-dream demanded. “1’m not on the
Council, you are-so why should | have to be the one who dances with Tarveet?’

The older man had straightened from hisbow. “Y ou will walk with mefor awhile, my lady?’ he



asked Beka. Then, without pausing for answer, he turned to the Domina. “Y ou will walk with me
firg-perhapswewill find an exit.”

“Listen to me, Beka,” said the Domina, seeming not to hear him. The frown line between her
eyes had degpened, as though either the conversation or House Rossdlin’siron tiarahad given her a
headache. She took off the tiaraand put it on the scarred plastic tabletop in Warhammer’s common
room-they were on the spaceship now, and the older man had vanished somehow in the transition.
“Galactic paliticsis aserious business. People hold grudges for along time over trivia offenses, and the
friends and enemies you make now will beimportant to you later.”

“I don't care,” said Bekarin-the-dream. “And why should | care about politics, either?’

“Y ou'rethe Dominarin-waiting,” her mother said. “ The heir to Entibor. Who eseisgoing tofill
our Council seat once | decideto give up politicsfor good?’

For amoment, Beka was speechless, looking at the Domina. Perada s face had
changed-younger, plainer, with sharper cheekbones and thinner lips, and ared optical-plastic eye patch
covering one bright blue eye. Council robes were wrapped around her like a shroud, binding her too
tightly to move or even breathe, and the iron tiarawas burning the flesh of her skull. But the look on her
face was dtill Perada’ s-careful, polished, and cam.

At last Bekafound her voice again.

“Entibor isgone,” she said, but her mother’ s expression never changed undernegth the burning
crown. Desperately, Beka pressed on. “It' s dead. Slagged. Defoliated. The whole world is nothing but a
great big planet-sized melted-glass paperweight. I’ ve been in shops where they sdll it in chunksfor
souvenirs. How does a place like that rate a seat on the Council when some of the outplanet colonies
have been petitioning for admission ever snce the Magewar ended?”’

The Dominahad gone very pae, but her voice and her expression were patient as ever. “Entibor
gtill speaksfor its colonies. Y ou know that. And there are upwards of five billion planet-born Entiborans
resident on various worlds of the Republic. Don’t you think they deserve representation by one of thelr
own?’

Beka-in-the-dream picked up a cup of cha afrom the table and took adrink. It was hot,
scading her mouth and throat on the way down.

“Mother,” she said. Her own voice wobbled on the verge of tears. “Y ou make it sound likel
belong to all those people, like a-like ahovercar or adesk comp or something.”

“We do belong to them,” said the Domina. “ They need to fed that something is il left of what
used to be, that the War didn’t takeit all. Things like that are important.”

“Not to methey aren’'t!” Tears of frustration burned in her eyes. “| hate politics, | hate fancy
parties, and | hate being niceto people | can't stand. And I’m not going to spend therest of my life
playing nursemaid to a bunch of people with their heads stuck in the past!”

Sheran out of the common room before her mother could say anything, heading for the pilot’s
compartment-but it wasn't Warhammer’ s bridge that was on the other sde of the diding vacuum-tight
door, it was the back stairs of the house in the Uplands, leading to the-rooftop terrace where the stars
shone down, cold and far away and bright.

Her brother Owen stood at one end of the terrace, watching the night. Beka-in-the-dream hadn't
seen him leave the party, but here he was, aready home and changed out of hisgood clothesinto the
plain beige garments he wore every day as an apprentice Adept. The light from the high, distant moon
bleached the color out of even those, leaving him amotionless study in different shades of grey.

Sheran to him and grabbed him by the upper arms, shaking him out of whatever reverie held his
attention.

“Get me out of here, Owen,” shesaid. “Now.”

Heblinked, looking sartled. “What?’

“Get me out of here,” she repeated. “I’ ve got to get away from Galcen before they shut me up
ingdeaglass box with ‘Dominaof Entibor’ written on thelid. I'm not Mother-I’ll go crazy if | try to live
likethat.”

She shook him again, harder. “1 mean it, Owen. | haveto get out.”



Owen moved away from her grip without gpparent effort. “How do you planto live?’ he asked.
“Since you don't want to be the Dominasomeday . . .”

She yanked open the drawstring of silver cord that held her evening bag closed, and pulled out
the plagtic datarwafer with her flatpic on it. “ See this? It' safull-range commercid sarpilot’slicense, and
itsmine”

“Y ou told Mother you were only going to take the simsfor ‘ pleasure craft, limited.” ”

“So | punched the wrong button when | got into the smulator. Anybody who' slearned piloting
from Daddais good enough to hold down a berth on aregular ship, and you know it.”

Hisface, inthe palelight, told her nothing. She dipped the license back into her evening bag and
went on.

“The only thing that’ s going to dow anybody down about hiring meismy name. I'm going to
need your help if | want to get afair chance. . . like you helped methat timewith thedugin Tarveet's
sdad”

Owen’ s mouth curved upward briefly. “I remember that one. And nobody noticed until he was
hafway through eating it.”

“Even way back then, you were good at fooling people. I'll bet you're alot better at it now.”

She heard a breath of laughter. “ Go get your hair out of those fancy braids and put on your
grubbiest coverdl,” he said. “We can take the aircar as soon as Mother goesto deep.”

He paused, and hisface changed again, becoming older and more serious, with tired eyes that
had seen more than they should. “ The night before you die,” hetold her, “you’ Il dream abouit this, and
remember.”

Beka gasped and woke up, tangling her right arm in the sheet as shetried to reach for the knife
shewore strapped aways to her left forearm.

“Easy,” murmured Nyls Jessan’ svoicein her ear. “It' sdl right, you' re awake now.”

The sounds of the ship’ s ventilation systems faded into the background, and Jessan’ s hands were
warm againgt her skin as he straightened out the twisted sheet. When that was done, the Khesatan
propped himsaf up on one ebow and lay watching her.

“You'redill shaking,” he said. “Wasit that bad?’

“Pretty bad.” Her voice was shaky, too. Just be glad thisis only you and Nyls, my girl. If
Ignac’ ever had any idea of how scared all this was making you, he'd dig in his heels and refuse to
go along.

Jessan’ sgrey eyeswere concerned. “Look, if you fedl bad about how we decided to play it, just
say so and we can think of another way.”

“No,” shesad. “I’'m fine about that. It was mostly my ideaanyhow.” She shivered in spite of
hersdlf, and pressed closer to Jessan’ s warmith. “ This was about something else.”

He put hisfree arm around her; as dways, she felt her trembling ease off with the physical
contact. “It really must have been bad,” he said. “ Another couple of seconds, and I’ d have had to
declare the sheet a casualty of war.”

‘Thanksfor saving it.” Sheleaned her forehead againg his chest. He smelled of soap, with afaint
sdty overlay of clean perspiration. “I was dreaming about the night | left home. | don’'t know why.”

“Point of no return, maybe?’

“Maybe.” Shedidn’t look up. “I never saw my mother again after that. Alive, thet is, except for
the holovids when she was making a speech or something.”

“Ah”

“I didn’t even make it hometo Galcen for the funerd.”

“Not your fault, surely.” Hisarm tightened around her shoulders. “Y ou've said before that you
werein hyperspace and out of comms during that whole effair.”

She shook her head, not meeting his eyes. 1t wouldn’t have made any differenceif I'd been
dirtsde a Prime and caught the whole thing in the holoset at a spaceport bar. | still wouldn’t have had the
nerveto go home.”

“I don't know . . . I'd say you had enough nerve to do anything you wanted to.”



“Not enough for that.” She bit her lip for amoment; her breath steadied, and she went on.
“They’ d have caught me then for sure, and I’ d never have gotten back out.”

“They'?

“The ones who wanted to make meinto the next Dominaof Lost Entibor,” she said. “If theold
one' shroken, you just dide in the replacement, like fixing adead light panel. Y ou don’t bother asking the
new onewhether it wantsto be alight pand at dl.”

Jessan leaned hisface againgt the top of her head. His breath sighed gently through her hair. “| far
prefer you as adisreputable starpilot.”

“Y ou're probably the only person in the galaxy who does.”

“But | have excellent tagte.”

Shelaughed in spite of hersdf. “Oh, Nyls. What would | do without you?’

“Seepdone, | hope. ..” Hepaused. “But don’t worry-I won’t go away.”

“Good,” shesaid. She put her arms around him, feeling the smooth muscles of hisback under her
hands. “1 need you here.”

He bent his head further, pressing hislips againgt the hollow of her neck and shoulder. “Now?’

“Now.”

Later, shelay with Jessan’ s head on her shoulder and contemplated the light panels over her
bunk. Findly she sighed. “ Time to take our placesfor the next act,” she said. “We |l be coming out of
hyperspace before very long.”

Jessan rolled away from her. “True, aas”

She got out of bed and began dressing in Tarnekep Portree sdirtsiderig. In the small mirror on
the bulkhead, she could see Jessan moving about the cabin behind her, getting his own clothes together.
A free-gpacer’ s plain shirt and trousers took less time and attention than the ruffles and lace of a
Mandeynan dandy; he finished well before she did, and sat on the edge of the bunk watching her.

She fastened the topaz stickpin into place in her cravat, and put on the red optica-plastic eye
patch. “Will thisdo?’

Jessan stood and gave her an appraising scan. “Asthe basisfor some artistic makeup work, it'll
pass.”

“Fine” shesaid. Hewas already moving toward the cabin door. Shelifted ahand to stop him.
“Onemorething, Nyls”

He halted a step short of the doorway. “Y es?’

“The asteroid base. It used to be that just the Professor and | knew the coordinates, but the
Professor isdead.”

“Yes”

“And | may not bein any shapeto pilot Warhammer on our way out of here.”

Thistime he only nodded. His grey eyes were dark.

She went on. “The coordinates are in alocked file in the navicomp, keyed to my ID. And to
yours, now. If you need to, you can take Warhammer home without me.”

RSF Naversey (CS-1124) turned out to be already in port and on the ground, halfway across
the Space Force side of the complex, with a departure time marked on the schedule display as*“late and
holding.” After one glance at the blinking red | etters, Llannat picked up her carrybag and ran for the
transbase hoverbus. Therest of her luggage would have to fend for itsef. She had afedling closeto
certainty that the*“hold” on Naversey’ s departure was intimately related to her own unexpected change
of orders.

Her luck wasin. Or, as Master Ransome would have said, her actions were meshing with the
patterns of the universe: the bus was pulling away from the shuttle termina as she came running out, but
the driver saw her and stopped for her to leap into the open door and swing aboard.

“Landing Fidd Ten West?" she asked breathlesdy, still standing with one hand around the bus's
overhead grab bar. “Or do | need to change buses somewhere?’

“Thisone |l get you as close as anything can,” said the driver. “But you'll have to wak the last



bit, or else catch aride out on one of the cargo deds.”

“That'sdl right,” LlIannat said. “Thanks” Shedid into aseat near the front of the bus and rested
her carrybag on her 1ap. The hoverbus swayed gently on its nullgravs and moved on out into the ground
traffic of Prime Base.

Thisis getting odder by the minute, she thought. What use could the Space Force possibly
have for a med service lieutenant-equivalent that’s so important they need to rush the new orders
out to me on the shuttle field, and-probably-put a departure hold on a courier ship?

The answer, of course, was: none. If the Space Force needed an officer-grade medic in atearing
hurry, Prime Base and South Polar had plenty of those and to spare.

Which meansit’s not a medic they're after. It's an Adept.

LIannat thought about that ideafor awhile. It raised anumber of possibilities, al unnerving.

Galcen has all the Adepts anybody could need, up at the Retreat. But none of themare in
the service.

And face it, you're not exactly the Guild’ s most impressive member, either.

But you are somebody who' s faced down a Mage, and gone into the Void and come back
out again alive, and survived Tarnekep Portree’' sraid on Darvell . . .

The bus sighed to astop at the edge of Landing Field Ten West, awide expanse of flat tarmac
with the silhouettes of grounded spacecraft showing like foothillsin the distance. She stood up, thanked
the driver again, and left the vehicle. Carrybag in hand, she started hiking toward the ships.

A hoverded loaded with boxed cargo came humming up behind her before she had gone very
far. Shewaved ahand, and the yard worker steering the hoverded dowed it to match her pace.

“Goingto Naversey?” shecalled out.

“No-Lysith. Naversey’s on my way, though, if you' re headed for her. Hop on up with the
boxes.”

“Thanks,” said Llannat. She rode the rest of the way out to the row of spacecraft.

Mogt of the shipsin this section of the port were couriers. They looked big as they rose up above
the tarmac, but were minuscule in comparison with vessels like the huge starcruisers that never got closer
to the ground than high orbit. The courier ships reminded her of smdler-scale versions of Beka
Rossin-Metadi’ s Warhammer , mostly engines and cargo space, with barely room aboard for the crew.

CS-1124-the number was displayed on itssidein large block characters-had its ramp down and
its hatch open. One of the crew members, probably the copilot, stood at the top of the ramp, leaning
againgt the side of the open hatch and gazing out over the spaceport. When the cargo ded for Lysith
swerved toward Naversey, the crew member straightened suddenly.

They're waiting for somebody, all right.

“Thanksfor theride,” Llannat said to the yard worker. She hopped off the ded and walked, as
quickly as possible without actualy running, over to the foot of the ramp. Dropping her carrybag to the
tarmac, she hed out her ordersto the copilot with in her left hand while saluting with her right. “Llannat
Hyfid, reporting as ordered.”

“Roger,” the copilot said. He motioned her on up the ramp and punched the comm button beside
the door. “Last one' s aboard.”

“Raiseramp,” replied ascratchy voice over thelink.

Llannat grabbed her carrybag, then hurried to join the copilot. “ Follow me,” he said asthe ramp
eased up and the exterior door did shut behind them with asigh of hydraulics. “We vegot to Srap in.”

“What'sgoing on?’ Llannat asked him as they walked forward through the narrow passageway .
The carrybag in her hand bumped against the bulkhead as she went along. Compared with RSF Istrafel
the courier ship wasinsect-sized; it could havefit into one of the big cruiser’s cargo bays with enough
room left over for ascoutcar and a couple of hoverbikes.

“That' swhat everyone swondering,” the copilot replied. “ Seded orders-hurry up and wait-you
know the drill. Herewe are.”

Courier shipsin genera lacked the space for refinementslike private cabins. Themain
compartment on this one had been rigged to carry passengers, in place of cargo pallets, it held a



half-dozen accel eration couches bolted to the deckplates. All the couches but one were occupied.

Talk about your odd lots, Llannat thought as she shut her carrybag into the compartment’s
baggage locker and strapped hersdlf into the empty couch. We look like somebody picked us out by
poking a stylus blindfolded at the personnel rolls.

Vainly, shetried to make sense of the strange assortment: a pair of warrant officerswhose
collections of medals, ribbons, and patches marked them out as both extremely senior and thoroughly
experienced; afull captainin the medica service; and two reserve officers whose uniforms were new and
unrumpled enough to have been purchased just thismorning.

One of the reservists-the younger, stockier one, with staff tabs on his shoulders-looked angry.
The older, thinner one, whose service ribbonsindicated that he' d last seen active duty during the
pacification of the Mageworlds, merely looked resigned. Seems like a couple of people had their
commissions reactivated, LIannat thought. If the Space Force grabbed them like it did me, no
wonder they're not happy.

The copilot went on forward, and Llannat settled back against the cushionsto wait for lift-off.
After aminute or two the deck tilted as the forward nullgravs lifted the ship’ s nose skyward, and afew
seconds later the heavy force of launch pressed her back into the cushions.

Naversey’s pilot certainly wasn't doing this one the dow and careful way, Llannat reflected. The
accel eration was heavier than any she' d experienced since Ari’ s Sster Beka had lifted from Nammerin
with the Space Force hot on thetrail behind her, and it didn’t let up until the discontinuity that marked a
jump to hyper.

Llannat unstrapped and sat up.

On the couch next to hers, the stocky reservist with the staff tabs on his shoulders sat up aswell.
“What the hell,” he said, “isgoing on?| demand that someonetell me.”

Hisolder counterpart smiled faintly. “ Since we' re traveling under sedled orders,” hesaid, “|
presumeyou' || haveto wait for enlightenment with the rest of us.”

At that moment, aflatscreen on the forward bulkhead flickered to life, with the words STAFF
BRIEFING in white on a shadowed blue background. They faded to the words TOP SECRET, which
faded in turn to apicture of asenior officer dtting at adesk.

“Ladiesand gentlemen,” he began. “ Two days ago, the Mageworlds Fleet made an unusud
discovery: aderdlict Magebuilt spacecraft. Y ou have been assigned to board and examine her . .. ”

The officer’ s picture dissolved to along-range view of a Deathwing raider. The superimposed
ampoints showed that this particular visud had come from afighter’ s gun cameras. “When you go
aboard the vessdl,” the voice continued, “you will dready bein possession of every piece of information
we have on Magebuilt ships. Y our misson will beto find out what we don’t know-"

“The hdl with that,” said the younger staff officer. “ For thisthey pulled me away from the office?
| have important work to do.”

V. magewor lds zone: eraas near space; eraas port

FAR ABOVE the planet Eraasi-once the heart-world of the Magelords' interstellar hegemony,
now stripped of its preeminent Status-Warhammer popped out of hyper and into real space.

Nyls Jessan, inthe pilot’ s seet, glanced across at his current partner. The dark, wiry man whom
Bekahad called Ignac’ LeSoit wasapro, al right; he didn’t blush or flinch under Jessan’ sfrankly
suspicious gaze. The corners of LeSoit’s mouth, however, were tight, and his eyes were clouded.

Jessan suppressed asigh. “All right,” hesaid doud. “I don't like thisahdll of alot more than you
do. But it wasthe captain’ sidea, and we handle it the way the captain says.”

“ She doesn’'t have any common sense, you know,” LeSoit said. He might have been discussing
the wegather. “ She never did.”

“So everyonetdlsme,” said Jessan. “1n my opinion, common senseisavastly overrated
commodity.”

LeSoit made anoise of disbelief. “ Sounds like something she would say. Where the hell did she



pick you up, anyhow?’

Jessan thought about taking offense-it was not, he considered, Ignaceu LeSoit’ s place to be
asking questions like that-but he decided not to bother. The process of turning aliving Tarnekep Portree
into arealistic bloodstained corpse in a stasis box had been an unpleasant experience dl around.

“She needed acopilot,” he said. “And the Space Force didn’t want me anymore. . . there were
afew inggnificant legd problems, nothing to concern agentleman in your professon. . . so herel am.”

“So thereyou are,” LeSoit agreed. He watched the starfield for amoment, and then said, “Y our
captain isn't aperson it paysto take lightly. Someone could get hurt.”

“Dear me. Isthat a caution againg trifling with the gentlelady’ s affections?’

“You could takeit that way.”

“How interesting,” said Jessan. “Allow me, then, to reassure you. The small matter of |ethal
weaponry aside, | am not, in fact, dangerous to know.”

“That'sgood,” LeSoit said. He smiled under histhin mustache. “Because if you' d come up with
the wrong answer there, | was going to kill you.”

Therewas sllencefor amoment inthe” Hammer’ s cockpit. Then Jessan gave ashort laugh. “If
Captain Rossdlin-Metadi could hear this conversation, she' d probably want to strangle usboth . . . so |
won't bother saying that if you make one false move down there on Eraag, I’ ll shoot you mysdlf and save
the captain sometrouble.”

“Right,” said LeSoit. The hired gun remained tense; but thistime his smile was dmost genuine,
“It' sdwaysagood ideato get thingslike that straightened out in advance. | realy don't like surprises.”

Beka Rossdlin-Metadi was Tarnekep Portree was a bloodstained corpsein aclear glass box
with DOMINA OF ENTIBOR written on the lid. She was awake she was ad eep she was dive was not
divewasdreaming. . .

Ebenra D’ Caer.

... the night before you die, you'll dream about this and remember.

Ebenra D’ Caer.

... dream, and remember.

Ebenra D’ Caer.

She dreamed, and remembered:

Ovredis, and the elegant rooms and marble staircases of abanker’s country estate. Again she
wore adress of sea-foam green, and the knife this time was strapped to her thigh, out of sSight under the
frothy skirt. Mistress Hyfid, small and dark, kept watch at one elbow, and the Professor maintained a
grave and avuncular presence at the other. The three of them didn’t look like hunters, but they were.

And Ebenra D’ Caer was prey . . .

She was no longer Beka Rossdlin-Metadi, or even the one-eyed starpilot Tarnekep Portree. She
was the Princess Berran of Sapne, young and sheltered and impressionable. She didn’t know any better
than to go adoneto a private chamber with Gentlesir Ebenra D’ Caer of the Rolny D’ Caers.

The ddlicate antique door swung shut behind them on itsfiligreed hinges, and Ebenra D’ Caer lost
no time. His voice continued spinning out the line of practiced complimentsthat had drawn the Princess
of Sapne away from the crowded reception rooms, while the fingers of one hand began teasing her
bodice down over the curve of her breast.

Bekalooked past his bent, distracted head and met Jessan’ s eyes. The Khesatan stepped
forward out of concealment and struck down D’ Caer with asingle well-directed blow.

And we had him then, oh yes, we had him.. . .

Ebenra D’ Caer.

... dream, and remember.

Sheremembered:

The docking bay of the asteroid base, and a phantom Ovredis of light and illusion, built up from
the Professor’ s hol odisplays and Mistress Hyfid' s beglamourment of Ebenra D’ Caer’ s drugged and
receptive mind. She was once again the Princess of Sgpnein a sea-green gown, with the weight of atiara



in her braided hair, but the Professor had made her leave the long double-edged knife behind.

Ebenra D’ Caer took her by the arm and stepped close. She saw the tiny blaster in his other
hand.

“Summon your vehicle,” he said; and, in alow voice, “Notricks, Y our Highness, or | will hurt
you. Badly.”

The Professor’ sillusions shifted, and a hovercar seemed to purr toward them. If she looked
closdly, she could see that the vehicle was only amock-up, a shell about which the Professor and
Mistress Hyfid could weave their expert illusions-but D’ Caer’ s eyes were wide and dark from the drugs
Jessan had given him, and fogged by the Adept’ sinfluence upon hismind.

We had him then; he was ours to wring dry and dispose of any way we wanted to . . .

She was the Princess of Sapne, and shewas afraid. Shelet D’ Caer guide her to the hovercar
and dide after her into the passenger compartment. A touch of his hand on the control pandl, and the
privacy screen between passengers and chauffeur darkened into place. He was smiling.

“Shall we resume where we | eft off, my dear?’

Shefet hishand grasping at her breast, kneading it, and then he was pulling at the neckline of her
gown, dragging the sea green fabric away from her flesh. His mouth was on her nipple, sucking hard
enough to leave bruises on the bare skin, and his other hand was reaching up below her skirt.

But it was worth it. Because we had him, and he didn’t know it. And | could have killed
him afterward, any time | wanted to. . .

Ebenra D’ Caer.

Dream, and remember . . .

Sheremembered:

The deep corridors of the asteroid base, where the Professor’ s robotic servants had turned into
jalersfor the captive D’ Caer. She was no longer the Princess of Sgpne, nor was she Tarnekep Portree;
she was Beka Rossdlin-Metadi, fresh out of ahealing pod in ahospital on Gyffer, with the newly
regenerated flesh of her right sde making her wince whenever she moved too fas.

She had Nyls Jessan with her when she went down to the maximum-security cdll. Her legswere
gtill wobbly; when nobody €l se was watching shelet the tall Khesatan take her arm and support part of
her weight. She’ d paid in blood for the success of theraid on Darvell-and not alittle of that blood had
been her own.

We did it, though. We blew the top off the Citadel and pulled out Nivome the Rolny and
carried him away in the "Hammer like so much cargo. A quick stop back at the base to pick up
Ebenra D’ Caer, and then we could take our matched pair of assassins hometo Dadda . . .

She checked the status readouts on the flat-display by the cell door. “All secure, no change,
subject docile”

“Better bring up theforcefidd just the same,” Jessan said. “Y ou never cantdll.”

Shedidn't have the energy to argue. A quick touch on the security pand, and the forcefield
shimmered into place. Beside her, Jessan drew his blaster and held it ready. She touched the pandl again
and the door did open.

The cdl was empty.

It was Magework; she knew it without needing to look further. Ebenra D’ Caer had been
working for the Magelords dl along, and his masters had come to fetch him out of his asteroid prison
while the Professor wasn't there to guard it.

| should have shot himwhen | had the chance. Now it’ s all to do over. | have a debt to
collect from Gentlesir Ebenra D’ Caer .

Dream, and remember:

Ebenra D’ Caer.

Warhammer came down from Eraas orbit to the spaceport in the late afternoon, loca time. A
ydlow sun shone on the folded hills beyond the port, long rays danting across through broken clouds
with no hint of rain inthem. Theair was clear and cool, and full of agolden light



With arumble of displaced air, the Libra-classfreighter broke through the high wisps of cloud,
arfoil body providing lift to assst the engines as the freighter decel erated and turned to the strip heading
from orbit. Findly the’ Hammer settled on her nullgravsinto the landing block on the hardstand assigned
by Eraas Ingpace Contral.

Through the cockpit viewscreen, Jessan saw the distant figures of two men standing at the edge
of the port field beside awheeled cargo skipded.

“Ours?’ he asked LeSoit.

“Can’'t imaginewho else they’ d be for. Port’s dead empty.”

Jessan ungtrapped his safety webbing and stood up. “I’1l go lower the ramp and get ready to
open the main cargo hatch. Y ou' d better come along to do the talking.”

“And to stay where you can keep an eye on me?’

Jessan raised an eyebrow. Y ou weren't planning on letting me out of your sight, wereyou?’

“Now that you mention it, no.”

By the timethey got the’ Hammer’ s ramp al the way down, the skipded and its passengers had
amost reached the ship. “ Go,” murmured Jessan, and LeSoit stepped out onto the ramp.

Jessan himsdlf stood out of sight inside the open airlock, one hand resting on his blaster. By now
he was convinced-amogt-that LeSoit was as much an aly asthe gunman claimed, and as Beka believed.
But dmost was only that, and from here he could hit the Raise Ramp button and ill have time to shoot
LeSoit before the airlock closed. He didn't particularly think he' d have to, but it never hurt to be ready.

The ded drew near and braked. “Y o, Ignac’!” one of the riders called out in badly accented
Gadcenian. “You haveit?

Jessan saw LeSoit' s shoulderstense dightly. “Yes.”

“Right-we re hereto collect.”

“I'll open the cargo bay.” LeSoit stepped back into the airlock, glancing at Jessan as he did so.

Jessan nodded. “Y ou get down to Main Cargo,” he said quietly, “and I'll push the buttons from
up here”

A few minutes later, therewas aloud clunk followed by ametalic groaning noise. Part of the’
Hammer’ s ventra section broke away from the shdll of the vessel and lowered itsdf on hydraulicsto the
landing block.

Jessan watched in the bulkhead monitor as LeSoit rode the platform down. When the elevator
reached the ground, the gunman waved the cargoskip toward him, guiding it by hand gestures up onto the
platform. As soon as the skipded stopped, Jessan pressed another button.

With aloud whine of eectromechanical motors, alarge box-alittle longer than the height of a
man-came down from the cargo bay in abridle of wire rope. The box wasfinished in dull black plastic,
and stood nearly waist-high when it settled onto the ded. LeSoit unfastened the shacklesthat held the
ropesin place; Jessan pressed the button again; and the wires rose back up into the belly of the ship.

LeSoit joined the two Eraasians on the skipded, and the vehicle pulled back off the evator. In
the concealment of the airlock, Jessan drew a deep breath. He' d taken al the precautions he could, but
this next bit-leaving his sheltered niche and joining LeSoit and the others out in the open-was till agood
place for adouble-cross.

It can’'t be helped, he thought resignedly, and hit the buttons to raise the cargo elevator and to
close up the ship after heleft. The eevator began Sighing itsway back into place, and Jessan started
down the ramp to the waiting skipsed. He climbed onto the ded with the others asthe” Hammer’ s ramp
swung up to sedl the ship behind him.

Once aboard the ded, he relaxed somewhat. LeSoit had greeted him with a casua nod, asif he
were an expected presence, and neither of the two Eraasians appeared startled by the appearance of a
second person from aboard the ship.

“Y ou riding along with Ignac’ 7" one asked.

Jessan nodded. “My contract said payment on delivery. So I’ m delivering.”

The Eraasan laughed. * Right. Hang on-herewe go.”

The skipded trundled noisily toward the gate. “Not much port traffic latdly, from the looks of it,”



LeSoit commented to the driver.

“You cdled that right,” the driver replied. “ Been duller than watching paint dry around here.”

They drove through the gate-the guard waved the skipded past without stopping it-and pulled
over to aloading dock where two more men waited with awheded cargo truck. From the nest tailoring
of the duo’ sjackets and trousers, and their genera unrumpled and unsmudged appearance, Jessan
pegged them as the ones actualy in charge of the reception party.

After some maneuvering, the driver of the skipded got it loaded into the back of the track.
LeSoit and the other cargo wrangler raised the rear gate into place. The cargo wrangler joined his partner
inthetrack’s cab, while the other two men stayed in back with Jessan, LeSoit, and the ded.

With agrumbling roar and a cloud of chemical fumes, the track lurched forward and bounced off
down the road. Jessan braced himself against the black box-until he'd hit the Mageworlds, he reflected,
he' d never redly appreciated the smoothness of anullgrav-assisted ride-and watched the pavement
unreding behind him.

The two neatly dressed Eraasians noticed hisinterest. “Ever been here before?’ one asked.

Jessan suppressed the urge to panic. The question was clearly meant for afriendly inquiry. “No.”

“You'll likeit,” the man said. “Not like some of these garnach places”

Jessan nodded-he didn’t know what a garnach place might be, but didn’t want to betray his
unfamiliarity with the loca dang by asking-and went back to watching the road. No telling when he might
have to make it back to the ship on hisown, and if he did he'd have to do so by landmarks. So far,
everybody he'd met on Eraas spoke Galcenian, but the Signs and route markers were writtenin a
language and script he' d never seen before.

Eraas Spaceport, or at least the parts of it visible from the road, appeared better off than any
Mageworlds city Jessan had yet seen. The architecture looked subtly dien, asif the sandard dimensions
for dl the various structures and fittings differed fractiondly but invariably from those on the other sde of
the Net, but the older buildings were well kept up, and there was even a noticeable amount of new
congtruction.

By thetime the truck pulled up at another loading dock on the far side of town, Jessan’slegs
ached from the vibration through the bed of the vehicle. He stretched and |ooked about. The truck was
parked at the end of along dley between two high buildings made of artificid stone-whatever the
materid actualy was, its surface had the kind of studied ugliness only attained by ddliberate effort. Theair
reeked of garbage and chemicals, and the narrow strip of sky visible above was beginning to redden with
the coming of sunset.

The two cargo wranglers got out of the front of the truck and lowered the rear gate. With much
lurching and bumping they backed the skipded and its burden off the truck bed and onto the concrete
loading platform. LeSoit tugged open the double doors leading into the building and the ded grumbled
through, with Jessan and the others following close behind.

Theloading dock opened onto an aboveground cargo bay full of exposed metal ductwork.
Old-style incandescent glowbulbs, unshaded, gave the space an ugly yelow light. The driver guided the
ded acrossthe bay’ sraw concrete floor to an open metd lift-cage.

Working without nullgravs, it took severa minutes of heaving and pushing to get the black box off
the skipded and onto the lift. They were dl breathing harder by the time the Eraasian who didiked
garnach places rattled down the cage door and pushed the button to take them upward. Thelift rose
dowly, creaking its protest against the weight, out of the basement and up through a concrete shaft,
passing closed doorways onto a dozen floors-Jessan counted them-before groaning to a stop.

The wire cage door clanked open and the outer doors of thelift did apart, revedling along,
gpacious halway paneled in rich blond wood. Soft lighting came down through what appeared &t first
glance to be skylights; asecond look made it clear, to Jessan at least, that the apparent windows
overhead were actudly high-quality camouflaged light panels. A nullgrav pallet jack waited for them on
the deep-pile carpet-looking, inits current surroundings, like an abstract sculpture by a particularly
whimsicd atig.

Current Republic technology, thought Jessan as LeSoit brought the jack into thelift and dipped



it underneath the heavy black box. And a lot of money, too. Our friend D’ Caer isn't exactly livingin
poverty-stricken exile.

LeSoit touched the controls on the jack. The box rose upward until it floated a handspan or so
abovethefloor of thelift. With the nullgrav unit taking the weight, the gunman was able to push the box
one-handed down the hallway to the pair of double doors at the end. Jessan, still wary, stuck close
beside him, while the four Eraasians waked adongside the box, two on the right side and two on the | ft.

“Y ou know where we are?’ Jessan asked LeSoit. Might as well ask questions while | can.
The locals all think I’m from off-planet anyway.

“I ought to; | work here,” LeSoit replied. “Boss man’ s officeis up ahead.”

They went through the double doorsinto an executive suite. LeSoit guided the box past abank
of liftsand through adoor into an eegant pastel room holding only awell-groomed young man, a
pedestal-mount chair, and a freestanding comp unit.

The young man looked up asthey arrived. “Any trouble?” he asked in Ga cenian-only faintly
accented, thistime.

LeSoit shook his head. “None.”

“Very good,” the young man said. “Please take off the cover. Gentlesir D’ Caer wishes meto
make avisua ingpection of the subject before we proceed any further.”

“No problem,” said LeSoit. He nodded to Jessan. “ Come on and give me ahand here.”

Working together, Jessan and LeSoit unlatched the holdfasts on the box’ s black plastic shell.

“Okay now. One, two, three, lift.”

They raised the shell and moved it aside, revealing aclear crystal stasi's box mounted on abase
of gleaming white metal. Insde the box lay ayoung man dressed in Mandeynan finery, one eye obscured
by abright red optica-plagtic patch. Histhin lips curled upward in atight sneer.

D’ Caer’ sreceptionist nodded. “ That's Tarnekep Portree, dl right.”

Portree’ s one visible eye was closed, and hisruffled shirtfront was covered with blood-bright
red, kept from clotting by the stasisfield. Hisarmswere crossed on his chest, with the hands clenched
into loosefigts, and hisleft forearm half-obscured the blaster mark on hiswhite spidersilk shirt.

The receptionist nodded again. “Y ou’ ve done well,” he said to Jessan and LeSoit. “ Gentlesir
D’ Caer will be pleased.”

He touched a button on the sde of hiscomp. “It'shere.”

The inner door opened, and Ebenra D’ Caer emerged-till asplainly but expensively dressed as
he' d been on Ovredis, and till as predatory and hungry about the eyes. Jessan worried for amoment
that D’ Caer might recognize him as Princess Berran' s scapegrace brother, the Crown Prince Jamil of
Sapne, but the man’ s atention was dl for the bloodstained body lying in the stasis box.

LeSait reached for the controls of the pallet jack. “ Do you want this moved inside the office?’

“Don't bother,” D’ Caer sad. “I'll takeiit.”

If his solitary incarceration on the Professor’ s asteroid base had improved his manners any, it
certainly wasn't showing. Before LeSoit or Jessan could protest, he took the controls and smoothly
maneuvered the box into the inner office. The door swung shut behind him and closed with agentle click.

The receptionist turned to Jessan. “Now, about your payment. Do you wish cash, or will an
Ophelan bank draft be acceptable?’

Jessan didn’t answer him. “1 don't hear anything from the office,” he said to LeSoit.

LeSoit shrugged. “Inner door’ s soundproofed-you wouldn’t anyway.”

“Right,” said Jessan. “So let’sdoit.”

He spun on the balls of hisfeet and drove the hedl of his hand into the nose of the man who stood
beside him. The man crumbled. A blaster sounded with alow snarl; LeSoit had fired once, then twice
more. Jessan didn’t bother going for hisblaster; he pulled the needler he kept up his deeve and shot the
receptionist with that instead.

When thefiring stopped, he and LeSoit were the only two left sanding. Jessan did the needler
back into conced ment-a one-shot wegpon, it wouldn’t be any good again until he could recharge it-and
pulled hisblaster fromits holster.



Over on the other side of the reception room, LeSoit was looking down at abody lying by his
feet. 1t belonged to the cargo wrangler who had greeted the gunman by name at the spaceport field. The
Eraasan had achemica projectile wegpon clutched in his hand. LeSoit stepped on the man’ swrist and
pulled the weapon away.

“Nasty things,” he remarked, dropping it on the desk beside the dumped body of the
receptionist. “Noisy, dow, hardly any shotsin them, and they leave aredly messy wound. I’ d rather get
burned any day.”

The gunman began to make a circuit of the room, shooting each of the crumpled men in the head
as he came to them. Jessan watched the dow, methodica killing for amoment without saying anything,
then turned to the inner door.

Blaster at the ready, he grasped the lever and pulled. Nothing happened.

“Damnitdl,” hesad. “ The bastard’ sgot it locked.”

vi. themageworlds. eraas; eraas port;
warhammer: hyper spacetransit totheinner net

EBENRA D’ CAER.

Dream, and remember: Ebenra D’ -

Beka dropped back into realtime with a shudder, the trangition as abrupt as the crossover to
stasis had been.

Loud clicking noises sounded in her ears. Nylsand Ignac’ unlatching the plastic cover, that would
be.

Her eyeswere open and taring at the dark; she closed theright eye, alowing the left to stay
open underneath the one-way opticd plastic of the eye patch. A moment later the cover came off the box
completely, but al she could see through the eye patch’ s red haze was a stretch of celling.

“No, I'll tekeit.”

The words camein adistorted metallic whisper, picked up by acomm link hidden in the base of
the stasis box and relayed by thetiny speaker closeto her |eft ear. Nevertheless, Beka recognized
Ebenra D’ Caer’ s voice.

Soon now, she thought. We have some unfinished business, you and |.

Her crossed arms hid more than the rough edges of Jessan’ s makeup job: thelong,
double-edged knife lay naked in her grip, itshandletight in her fig, its blade extending backward
underneath her right forearm. When the moment came, she would be ready. Maybe there would even be
timeto ask D’ Caer afew questionsfirst. That would make Jessan happy, if they could get someword on
what D’ Caer was doing on this side of the Net, and why the Magel ords had bothered to keep him dive
and happy after they’ d taken him out of his asteroid prison.

The seal around the top of the casket broke open with asigh, and adeeved arm reached into her
field of vison to swing the crystd lid asde. She couldn’t see Jessan anywhere, or LeSoit ether. But in the
next moment D’ Caer himself loomed close above her, leaning over the box, hisface dyed red by the
pladtic filter through which she watched him.

“So hereyou are,” D’ Caer said. “I’ll bugger you dead, you bastard, for what you did on Pleyver
and Darvell. But firg-"

He bent closer. She held her breath, so that no rise and fall of her chest would betray her before
it wastime.

Where the hdl are Nyls and Ignac’ ? One of them should have dropped the son of a bitch by
now. If something went wrong whilel wasout . . .

“Let’ssee what you're hiding under that eye patch,” D’ Caer said, and reached to pry up the
piece of crimson plagtic.

... thenit'supto me.

The hand came down on her face, darkening her view-Ebenra D’ Caer was standing as close

now as he ever would. She punched her dagger hand out and upward.



The blade hit something soft, and agush of hot liquid spattered across her nose and mouth. She
didn’t stop moving. Throwing her arm over the Sde of the box, she pulled and rolled her way out,
scrambling over the high side to land heavily on thefloor.

She glanced down. Her right hand and the knife she held in it were both covered with blood.
And her vison was clear-the eye patch was gone, ripped off by D’ Caer’ sfingers.

So D’ Caer knows that Tarnekep Portree has two good eyes. Shelaughed under her breeth, a
ragged, crazy sound. One way or the other, it isn’t going to matter very long.

She hadn’t stopped moving after she landed, first dropping the dagger and drawing her blaster
from its holgter, then rolling out from behind the cover of the stlasisbox onits pallet jack. Now she came
to her feet in the smooth movement the Professor had taught her, finishing in acombat crouch with both
hands supporting her blaster.

A singleraking glance showed her that shewasin alarge office far above the Streets of Eraas
Port. The wallswere mostly window, with only the evening sky visible outside. The floor beneath her feet
was covered in alush black carpet, and in its center stood Ebenra D’ Caer, both hands clutched to his
throat, his breath coming in whistling gasps.

Sheresdlized that her half-blind stroke with the dagger had nicked D’ Caer’ swindpipe. A wound
like that would make it hard for him to answer questions.

It doesn’t matter. He hasn’t got anything to say that I’ d cry hot tears over missing.

“Hello, Ebenra” she said, and relaxed her position to stand with the blaster held loosdly in one
hand. “ Remember me? When | was Tarnekep Portree running cargo through the Net, you tried to have
mekilled.”

D’ Caer’ seyeswere wide and dark, but he hadn’t given up fighting. She saw how he was edging
toward the massive desk that filled most of the room behind him. If he could get to the comm pand, he
might even manage to summon hep in time to keep himsdf dive.

Can't have that, she thought, and shot him in the knee.

D’ Caer collapsed sideways againgt the desk. Hisright hand |eft his neck to grasp hisleg where
the blaster beam had seared a pathway through muscle and bone dike. A thin spurt of blood leapt in an
arc from hisneck.

Nicked an artery, too. Fast, but not fast enough.

“When | was the Princess of Sapne, you tried to rape me.”

Shetook a step closer and shot him in the arm. His hand fell from its grip on hisleg. More blood
followed it away.

Another two steps and she was standing over him, looking down as he bled on the deep carpet.
He stared back at her, hiseyes pain-dark but dive and hating. Incredibly, hewas il trying torise,
scrabbling with hisleft hand for afingerhold amid the welter of buttons and controls built into the top of
the enormous desk.

“Andwhen | wasjust plain Beka Rossdin-Metadi,” she said, “you killed my mother.”

Shelifted her blagter, set its muzzle carefully against Ebenra D’ Caer’ sforehead, and pressed the
firing stud. Then she held the blaster steady while the skin and flesh of hisface burned down to the skull
beneath.

Shewas till standing there when Jessan and LeSoit finally broke through the door behind her.

“It' sfinished,” she said without turning around. “ Get whatever you want out of his privatefiles,
and let’ sgo home.”

Warhammer lifted from Eraas without the formdity of receiving departure clearance. The
clearance had been requested in the proper form and denied without explanation; Eraasi Inspace Control
squawked angrily when the denid wasignored, but no other retribution manifested itsdf on the way to
orbit.

Bekaleaned back in the pilot’s seat. She was gill wearing the clean shirt and trousersin which
she had walked out of D’ Caer’ s offices and onto the streets of Eraas Port; the fresh clothing had come
into the building with her, hidden insde the metal base of the stasis box.



“Thiswholething,” she said to Jessan, “ has been so easy it' samost indecent.”

“Speak for yoursdlf,” said Jessan with fedling. “Y ou weren't stuck on the other sde of that
damned door, trying to break through a deadbolt lock and asolid meta core panel with only a pair of
blagters”

She chuckled. “Y ou needn’t have worried. | would have opened the door for you if you'd
knocked.” Her hands moved over the” Hammer’ s controls, rotating the ship into position for astraight
run to the jump point. “ Still no trouble from the surface. | wonder if Eraas Security will have awarrant
out for me by the time we hit the Inner Net?’

“Hard to tell,” said Jessan. “ Depends on whether they’ re mad at us because of the messwe left
in D’ Caer’ s office, or mad at us because we forgot to pay somebody the right bribes. It doesn’t matter,
really. We can send your father a* mission accomplished” signd as soon as we drop out of hyper.”

“You've got apoint there,” Bekasaid. She clicked open the comm link to the common room.
“Hey, Ignac’-it looks like we' re going to get away clean on this one after all. Where do you want usto
drop you off?’

“Back on Mandeyn,” came the prompt reply over thelink. “Or Suivi Point, if Mandeyn’ stoo far
out of your way. | think I’ve worn out my welcome on this side of the Net.”

“Suivi itis” Bekasaid. Sheturned back to the control pand. “Navicomp dataisin,” she
murmured, more for the benefit of the log recordings than to Jessan. “ Coordinates are locked. Readly.
Commence run-to-jump at thistime.”

She fed power to the pandl, pushed the throttles forward, and guided Warhammer dongits
trgectory. When the hyperspace engines had kicked in and the stars had blazed and died outside the
viewscreen, she watched the readouts for afew minutes to make sure that everything was functioning
properly, then switched on the autopilot.

“Autopilot engaged,” she said, to Jessan thistime, and unfastened her safety webbing. “Let’'sgo
seehow Ignac’ isdoing.”

Back inthe’ Hammer’ s common room, LeSoit had dready unstrapped and gone to work, with
the comp screen down from its bulkhead niche and amug of cha aon the table at his elbow. He looked
up at Bekaand Jessan camein.

“Y ou wereright about grabbing the boss s persond files,” he said. “ There' s Stuff herethat |
didn’'t even guess about.”

Bekagot amug of cha afrom the galley nook and came back over to thetable. “Any word on
why the Magel ords wanted D’ Caer back in the first place?’

“He was coordinating imports,” LeSoit said. “And not just the odd bit of luxury goods, ether.
Takealook at this”

He highlighted severd lines on the screen. Bekaleaned closer, looked, and whistled.

“Essentia partsfor hyperspace engines,” she said. “ And resonating chambers for starship-size
energy weapons.” She glanced over at Jessan. “ The Mageworlds are reearming.”

Jessan moved closer and bent to read the screen over LeSoit’s shoulder. “How long this has
been going on?’

“Noidea” sad LeSoit with ashrug.

Jessan raised an eyebrow. “ And here | thought you worked for the man.”

“I was his bodyguard, not his accountant.”

Bekasighed. Good thing | only have to put up with this as far as Mandeyn. At least they're
not on the verge of killing each other anymore.

“Where sdl the suff coming from, anyway?’ she asked, then peered again at the screen and
answered her own question. “Ophd and Suivi Point via Darvell-no surprisesthere.”

“Wadll, here sonefor you,” said LeSoit. He brought up a different page. “ Another source of
gpare parts and materiel isthe Republicitself. And somebody in the Space Force is coordinating and
supplying.”

“Space Force,” sad Jessan. “Hell. How high up?’

“High,” LeSoit said. “Very high. We' retalking sector commander or above.”



“Name?’

LeSoit shook hishead. “ Sorry. Not in thisfile”

“Hell,” Jessan said again.

“It'snot our worry,” Bekasaid. “We |l pass the bad news dong to Dadda and et him deal with
it.” She gave Jessan a chalenging glance. “Or don't you think that he can?’

“I have every confidence in the General,” he assured her. “But treason in the Space Force. . . |
never expected that.”

“ldedlist,” said Beka

“Everybody’ s character hasitslittle flaws. So what are we going to do about our cargo?’

“That load of medicind herbsfrom Raamet?’ Bekaasked. 1’|l probably sdll them mysdlf for
whatever | can get, and send the shipper abank draft. It's not delivery to Ninglin, but it’sthe best that |
cando.”

“And more than most would bother with,” Jessan conceded. “How long before we drop out of
hyper?’

“Notime soon,” Bekasaid. “ Scheduled arriva at the Inner Net isin three hundred forty-four
hours. | don’t know about you guys, but I’ m going to go stand under the shower sonics until they shake
the smell of D’ Caer’ s office off me, and then I’m going to catch up on my deep. Riding in stasisis
interesting, but | wouldn't exactly cdl it retful.”

“Have agood time,” Jessan said. “Don’'t use up al the vibrations. And don’t worry about us.
We Il amuse oursalves out here somehow.” The Khesatan looked at LeSoit speculatively. “Y ou wouldn't
happen to play cards, would you?’

“Odd that you should ask.” LeSoit reached into the inner pocket of his jacket and pulled out an
unopened deck imprinted with a stylized flower and the legend “ Painted Lily Lounge-Embrig-Mandeyn.”

“Those are along way from home,” said Jessan, diding into achair acrossthetable. “But then,
whoam| totak?’

LeSoit broke the sed on the deck with histhumbnail, pulled the cards out of the box, and began
to shuffle. “I’ ve been saving them for luck.”

Warhammer’ s hyperspace trangit to the Inner Net was largely uneventful. Once Bekaand
Jessan had finished going through the stolen datafiles and compiling them into areport for her father,
there wasn't much left to do except deep, eat, and-in Jessan’'s case-play game after game of double
tammani with Ignac’ LeSoit.

The two of them were till at it when Beka passed through the” Hammer’ s common room on the
last ship’ssmorning of the transit. She had her long hair tied back in Tarnekep Portree s beribboned
queue, and for thefirst time sinceleaving D’ Caer’ s office she wore the Mandeynan'’ s ruffled finery and
scarlet eye patch.

“Places, everyone,” she said to the card players when they looked up. “We should hit the Inner
Net and get pulled out of hyper in about ten minutes.”

She continued on through to the cockpit and strapped into the pilot’ s chair. A moment later
Jessan gppeared. He did into the copilot’ s seat and put on the earphone link to the communications
pand.

“Anything new thistime?’ he asked after they’ d finished running through the checklist for
dropout.

Beka shook her head. “Not really. We wait for them to hail us, and then we request adirect link
to the Commanding Generd. They’ Il probably try to give usthe runaround instead; have you got any
code words you can whisper into their shell-like earsto get usthrough?’

“Y ou don’t have to worry about that part,” said Jessan. “It’s covered.”

“Good,” Bekasad. “Thenwe'red| st.”

She watched the chronometer. * Getting pulled out-now!”

The orange No Jump light on the pandl came up as soon asthe’ Hammer’ s hyperspace engines
fdt theartificid flux of the Net-generated by the matrix of Net Stationsin emulation of the naturd fields



that surrounded worlds like Pleyver. Beka pulled off the hyperdrive and set in the rea Space engines.

The stars regppeared, but not in the pristine silence of aregular drop from hyper. The control
pand flared into ablaze of red lights, readouts scrolled up monitor screens, and the strident outcry of an
darm buzzer slit theair.

“Damn-somebody’ s radiating fire control out there!” Beka hit the switch that brought
Warhammer’ s shiddsup to full strength. “Nyls, wherethe hdll are they?”

Jessan was dready busy on his side of the pandl, his hands playing the buttons and didslike a
keyboard. “I can't tell. Wherever they are, though, they aren’t locking on to us.”

“Thenwho-”

Bekastopped. High in the viewscreen ahead of her, aglobe of blue-whitelight flared into
existence, then faded to adull red and vanished. She swallowed.

“That was an explosion,” she said. “A big one. Nyls, do you think thisis somekind of Space
Forcetraining exercise?’

“No,” Jessan said. “If there’ s an exercise of some sort going on, it’slive-fire. I'm picking up alot
of stuff on the frequencies associated with energy beams.”

“Bagtards,” muttered Beka. “ They’ re not supposed to be doing that sort of thing on the regular
jump lanes. . . Get on the hyperspace comm relays and listen in to what’ s happening.”

Jessan was frowning. “1’m dready on them, Captain.” He paused. “We havetota slenceinthe
hyper bands.”

“How about crypto? Or the data links?’

“Nothing. No transmissions. Asfar as| cantell, hi-comms are completely slent.”

“Damn. Y ou think our receiver’ s gone down or something?’

“It was working fine when we left Eraas,” Jessan said. “I'll check the lightspeed comms.”

Theaarm buzzer shrieked again.

“Lock on!” Beka' s hands danced over the controls, putting on down vector and feeding power
to the dorsd and ventra energy guns. “ Active homers, heading thisway!”

The gunsdidn’t respond.

“Damn,” shesaid. “We ve gtill got the seals up from that blasted customs inspection on our way
in.” She switched on the link to the common room. “LeSait! Get down to the main pand and unsed the
qund”

“On my way, Captain.”

Beka spirded the ship in an effort to throw off the homers, and diverted more power from the
enginesto the shields. Jessan was still working over the controls and readouts on his side of the board.

Helooked up. “ Captain-I think | have something.”

“Putiton.”

A voice came over the console speaker: standard Galcenian in the measured cadence that Space
Force training and custom reserved for desperate Situations:

“Any gtation, any gation, thisisRSF Nomestor . | transmit in the blind. | transmit inthe clear.
Under attack by unknown spacecraft. | say again, under attack by unknown spacecraft. Request
assistance. | say again, request assstance.”

“Dammit, Nomestor , what’ s your posit?’ muttered Jessan. He looked at Beka. “Captain,
request permission to respond.”

“Doit. Maybe he can tell uswhat’sgoing on.”

Two heavy thuds came from aft.

“Missles” shesaid. She glanced at the damage-control board. “ So far the shields are holding.”

LeSoit' s voice came on over the intraship link. “Gun sedls removed, Captain.”

“Good,” shesaid. “Taketheventra gun. I'll gang them both to your pand.”

“Orders?”

“Fireonly in response to attack. We don’t know who' s hostile out there and who isn’t.”

On the other side of the cockpit, Jessan was talking over the exterior comms. “RSF Nomestor,
RSF Nomestor -thisis Republic Armed Merchant Pride of Mandeyn, standing by to assist you. State



your position. | say again, state your position. Over.”

Nomestor didn’t respond. “ Any station, any station,” the distant voice repeated, “thisisRSF
Nomestor . | transmit in the blind. | transmit in the clear. Under attack by unknown spacecraft. Request
assstance. | say again, request assistance. Any sation, any gation. . .”

The transmisson broke off, and the carrier wave vanished with it.

Jessan cursed under his breath in High Khesatan and began to run the board again. “1’m getting a
lot of chatter,” he said after amoment. “Mostly reports of enemy action and requests for assistance, and
pilot-to-pilot transmissons between fighter craft. All comms lightspeed.”

“All lightspeed?’ Bekadammed her clenched fist againgt her thigh in frugtration. “What the hell is
going on out there?’

“Damned if | know, Captain.” Jessan was frowning. “WEe re getting commsin languages | don't
even recognize. Plus some scrambled and some crypto.”

“Anyone close on sensors?’

“No. Lotsof junk meta floating around at temperatures above ambient, though.”

She dug her fingernailsinto her pams. Drifting scrap meant broken hulls and dying ships. No way
to find them, nothing to do, not even anybody to shoot back at . . .

“Any clue where those homers came from?’ she asked.

“Probably missed their target and picked us up instead,” replied Jessan. “1 don’t think it was
anything persondl. There sfiring going on, but judging from attenuation and paralax it sover by the
control stationsfor the Inner Net.”

“It may not stay over there, though,” Bekasaid. “And we can’'t jump aslong asthe Net isup.”

She contemplated the orange glow of the No Jump light for afew seconds longer, then made her
decison.

“I’m going to make arealspace run for the far sde. Nyls, take the dorsal gun and help Ignac’
keep ussafe” Shelaughed ungteadily. “ Daddaadways said this ship could outrun anything it couldn’t
outshoot. Now’ swhen we get to find out.”

Hours passed. The No Jump light continued to burn asthe’ Hammer pushed onward in
real space. Beka sat done in the cockpit, listening to voices from ships and stations she had never seen.
The occasiond time-tick on amessage only increased her frudiration: al the transmissions had been made
long before.

Then the alarm sounded again, and the electronic-warfare board on the control panel began to
flash. Sheflipped on the intraship link to the gun bubbles.

“Nyls, Ignac’-heads up! Someone' slighting us up with fire control-" She glanced at the board
again. “-and it doesn’'t match any Republic source in the data banks.”

A target appeared on the display of the position plotting indicator. “ And there sheis. Unknown,
inbound.” And, as ascattering of smdl, up-Doppler targets appeared under the other vessd: “Homers.
Aimed a us, thistime.”

She pulled more power away from the engines-in the frictionless vacuum of space the” Hammer
wouldn't lose any speed-and fed it to the shields. “ Keep me safe, guys,” she said over theintraship link.
“Thislookslikeit could get rough.”

The other ship fired its guns, trandforming in an eyeblink from abarely visble dot moving aganst
the sarfield to adazzling array of light.

“Son of abitch!”

Beka swung ship and fed power astern to brake and travel in anew direction. The other ship’s
weapons-dow plasma bolts, with atarget offset calculated on her previous course-missed, but barely.

“Bastard’ s got pulsed-port weapons and more power in’ em than anything in Jein’s” shesad
over thelink to theguns. “And it’s not a Republic ship. Whose?’

“Magebuilt,” came Jessan’svoicein reply. “Hasto be.”

LeSoit spoke up from the other gun bubble. “Well, now you know what al those resonators and
engine partswerefor.”



“I could have waited to find out,” said Jessan. “For years, preferably.”

Bekaignored the back-and-forth in the gun bubbles and concentrated on matching course with
the Magebuilt vessdl. She poured on al the power she could, trying to outrun him. Bit by bit, the sensors
on the control pand showed her pulling ahead.

“Comeon, girl, you can doit,” she murmured to the ship. On the PPl scope, the dots that were
the homers stopped their relative motion toward her and began to show down-Doppler. “ Thisiswhere
you get to shine.”

Warhammer did indeed have better enginesthan the pursuing ship, even if her gunswere
smadller. When the hostile had vanished off the scope astern, Bekaturned back onto her original course-a
straight-line rea space drive, clean enough to serve as a run-to-jump anywhere but the Net.

Then the No Jump light winked out.

“The Inner Net just went down,” Bekasaid quietly over theintraship link. “ Stand by for
hyperspace entry.”

Shefed alast burst of power to the red space engines, then cut in the hyperdrive and jumped for
the Outer Net.

vii. nammerin: downtown namport; rsf naversey: hyper space; transt to the net

NOTHING is the same anymore, thought Kleg, as she moved through the figures of the
exercise that Owen cdled the ShadowDance. Everything is changing. Even me.

She hadn’t been back to Freling’ s Bar since the day she’ d found Owen battered and only
semiconsciousin the aley and had brought him home. The gpprentice Adept, it that waswhat heredlly
was, had returned to his upstairs apartment before the end of the week; but he! d left behind an envelope
with her name on it. After she saw how much money the envel ope contained, she climbed the sairsto
knock on his door.

Owen’ s gpartment, when he let her in, wastidy and clean, but dmost as bare as her own had
been when shefirg rented it. She held the envelope out to him.

“You didn't have any busnessleaving dl this”

He made no move to take the envelope from her extended hand. “1 think my lifeisworth at least
that much. To me, anyway.”

Shelet her hand fal back to her side. “What am | supposed to do with al this money?’

Heshrugged. “I1t' snot alat, redly.”

After amoment sheredized that he meant it. She tried a second timeto explain. “It’senough to
pay therent for amonth.”

“I know,” hesaid. “ Y ou need timeto learn, and you' Il never have it while you' re scrabbling to
find the rent money.”

“Hooking for it, you mean.”

He shrugged again, unshocked. “Whatever.”

She gave up arguing with him. The next day-or, to be exact, early the next morning-when Owen
returned from his nighttime job, she was waiting outside his gpartment door.

“You said you could teech me,” she said. “Well, herel am. Let'sseehow much | canlearnina
month.”

That had been dmost three weeks ago, and she aready knew that she wasn't going back to
Freling’ s when the month was over. What she was going to do instead, she didn’t know yet; shetold
hersdf that she would make her plans|ater, after she'd learned dl of whatever it was that Owen had to
teach. Meanwhile, she practiced her ShadowDance routines the way he' d taught them to her on thefirst
day, and came faithfully to his upstairs gpartment each morning for another lesson.

Sometimes she brought food with her aswell, to supplement the frozen or dehydrated
quick-medlsthat were Owen’ sidea of cooking. On this particular morning, she' d brought afresh loaf of
grain-medl bread and a packet of thin-diced tusker-ox sausage from Ull€ s corner store. The bread and
sausage were in astraw basket on the counter in the kitchen acove, waiting for her to finish the lesson.



At the end of the ShadowDance sequence, she turned to where Owen leaned againgt the counter
watching her.

“Wd|?’ shesad. “Better?’

“Better,” he said. “Not perfect, but better.”

“What happenswhen it’s perfect?’

“It'snever perfect,” hetold her. “But when it's as close to perfect as you can make it, then we
go on to the second sequence, and after that, to the third. Meanwhile-are you still having trouble with
other peopl€ sthoughts?’

“Only sometimes,” she said, thrusting aside the prospect of sequence following after sequence dl
theway to infinity. “And it’s not so bad when it does happen.”

“Knowing you're not crazy isthefirst step,” hetold her. “ Disciplineisthe second.”

“Discipline. Isthat what this ShadowDance stuff isfor?”

Helooked pleased, the way her teachers back in lower school had used to look when she
figured out something without being told the answer. * Discipline, yes. Among other things”

“What sort of other things?’

“It depends on how you doit,” he said. “Watch.”

He stepped away from the counter into the center of the room and ran through the first few steps
of the routine she had been doing only afew moments earlier.

“Doit likethat,” he said, “and you have the basic move, just like I’ ve been teaching you.”

Shenodded. “| seeit.”

“But you candso doit likethis” Almost before she saw it, he had gone through the entire
sequence again-not just faster, but harder aswell, with an edgeto it that she didn’t entirely understand.
“If you do, whoever happensto be standing in the way is going to be badly hurt.”

She thought for amoment about the ShadowDance' s other movements; now that she knew what
to look for, she could seethat al of them had the same ability to do harm.

“Useful,” shesad findly. “I think | liked the routine better when | thought it wasdl just for pretty,
though.”

She haf-expected him to disapprove, but to her surprise he smiled again. “The Dancefor itsown
sakeisadwaysthe best. Which brings usto the third reason for learning it.”

“Another one? How many reasons are there, anyway?’

“Asmany asthere are Dancers,” he said. “Most Adepts find that the moves themselves can
function asan aid to meditation.”

“A what?’

Helaughed under hisbregath. “It'sjust ameatter of doing the moves very dowly-about
one-quarter speed-and not thinking of anything ese at all while you' re doing them.”

Klea consdered the idea. Coming from most people, the ingtruction not to think about anything
elsewould be just another way of telling her to concentrate on what she was doing. But Owen wasn't
most people; if he said “don’t think about anything else,” then that was what he meant.

“It sounds hard,” she sad findly.

“Do you want to try? | think you' re ready.”

She hesitated. “What happensif | don’t get it right?”

“Happens? Nothing. Y ou try again, or try something € se, whichever works better.”

“Oh.” Shelooked down at the floor for amoment, then lifted her head and began the Dance. A
second later, she broke off in midmove. “Do | need to keep my eyes closed?’

“Youcanif it heps” Owentold her. “Thered trick, though, isto leave them open but not see
anything.”

After afew more moves shefdt the pattern of the Dance grow smoother. Time, aways her
enemy until now, seemed to float away from under her, leaving only the Dance moving like motes of dust
in asunbeam. Then she was|osing touch with the pattern, dropping back into time-and heavy darkness,
sudden and unexpected, came down on her like the weight of al the world's despair. She cried out and
gripped her head with both hands.



On board the courier ship, Llannat Hyfid stretched and swung her legs down off the acceleration
couch. Naversey wasin the subdued-lighting portion of the ship’s day; the passenger compartment was
dark except for the lighted a cove holding the cha a pot and the water cooler, and the blue safety lights
that dotted the floor and bulkheads. Other than Llannat, the only passenger awvake was the reservist with
service ribbons from the Magewar, who sat with his head bent over alighted datapad.

At the sound of Llannat’s boots hitting the deckplates he looked up from hiswork. “ Still awake,
Mistress-?’

He made thetitleinto aquestion, and she realized that he couldn’'t see her nametag inthedim

light.

“Hyfid,” she supplied for him, while squinting to make out hisnamein return. Thetag on histunic
pocket read VINHALY N, in block lettering of an older style than she was used to seeing. She suspected
that the tag was ardlic of hisactive service, saved over the yearswhile the rest of hisuniform waslost or
discarded. “1 was adeep, but | woke up again-I’ve been in trangit for so long that my deep patterns
don’t know nap time from breskfast.”

“Ah,” hesaid. “That explainsit. | used to have the knack mysdf of faling adeep whenever there
wasn't anything better to do, but I’ m afraid I’ ve been away from the service for too long. So | improve
the hour by working, insteed.”

“Sorry,” shesad. “Then | won't interrupt you.”

“No, no.” He cleared the datapad with atouch of the stylus. “ Grading papersis marginaly better
than insomnia, but only margindly.”

“You'reateacher?’

He nodded. “ To be precise, | hold the Diregis Chair of Contemporary History at Prime
University. Unfortunately for the studentsin my midweek seminar, | dso hold areserve commisson in the
Space Force-which | had al but forgotten, but which the service apparently did not.”

“The Space Force never forgets,” said LIannat. “What do they want with a historian, though?’

“What they want from al of us, | presume,” he said. “ Expertise. We are dl specidistsin onething
or another. In my case, the languages and culture of the prewar Mageworlds.”

Llannat wondered what Vinhalyn would say if he knew that she herself had once encountered a
Magedord. He'd envy me, if | know these academic types.

“That' s not avery common specidty,” shesaid. “How did you cometo pick it in the first place?’

He smiled. “ Oddly enough, it was because of the War.”

“Y ou were in the Space Force back then?” She could see from his ribbons that he had been, but
asking a question seemed like agood way to get the rest of the story.

“Oh, yes. I'm llarnan, originally, and we were hard hit in the war’ s early stages, so like alot of
the young people my age, | joined up assoon as | could. Unlike most of them, | actudly got to visit the
Mageworlds before my timewas over.”

“That’ swhat made you decide to be a scholar?”’

“Yes” hesaid. “| wasthere during the pacification period. The Republic was doing its best to
reduce the scientific and industrial base of the Mageworldsto alevel where they wouldn't pose a thregt
to the rest of the gaaxy, and the Adepts Guild was hunting down the Magelords and the lesser Circle
Magesfor execution out of hand-and it came to me that | was watching the systematic destruction of a
culture fully as complex and as civilized as our own, cognate to ours and yet unimaginably aien.”

He smiled briefly. “1 must apologize for the burst of rhetoric at the end. It'sa speech I ve found
mysdlf having to make anumber of times over the past twenty yearsor so. I'm afraid my academic
colleagues find me abit of acrackpot on that particular subject.”

“So when the Mageworlds Patrol Fleet runsinto an abandoned Deathwing raider,” Llannat said,
“you're naturally on the Space Force' s short list of people to haul back to active duty.”

Vinhalyn nodded. “ Somebody will be needed to trand ate any documents and records on board
the derdict. And the fact that they need my particular skill suggests that the ship isan extremely old
one-otherwise aknowledge of contemporary Mageworlds didects would be enough.”



He pointed with his stylus at the couch where the younger reservist lay adeep. “Our rather
sdf-important friend over thereisinasgmilar postion. Unless hisnametag islying to us, heisin civilian life
atop-ranked data-recovery expert, speciaizing in theretrieva of information from obsolete or dien
sysems.”

Llannat looked over a their gently snoring fellow-passenger. “ Probably got hisgtart inlifeasa
comptech,” she said without much sympathy. “ And now the Space Force, blessits hard little heart, has
shown up to collect on the debt.”

“Precisdy,” said Vinhayn. “Of therest of us, our two warrant officers are the easiest to explain-a
hull technician and awegpons specidist should be able to cover most of theraider’ s physica systems
between them. The presence of a senior officer in the medica branch is more problematicd; thet is, until
oneremembersthat prior to the War the Mageworlds had made progress in the biochemical sciencesfar
beyond our own current state of knowledge.

“Which leaves” he concluded, “you.”

“Me?’

He nodded. “Y ou're quite amystery in your own right, didn’t you reaize?’

“Uh...no.”

“Yes, indeed,” he said. “ Since we dready have amedic on the team, one must assume that you
are herein your role as an Adept, in order to counter any traps or devices the Mages who built and
abandoned the Deathwing might have left aboard her. But if that isin fact the case, why should the Guild
send acomparatively young and untried Adept when it still has active members with experience from the
Wa?’

“I wish | knew,” said LIannat uncomfortably. “All | canfigureisthat | was easy for Space Force
to get hold of-just alittle matter of changing my orders a the last minute, and no need to ask Magter
Ransomefor any specid favors.”

“Quite aplausible theory,” said Vinhayn. “Errec Ransome and Jos Metadi are friends of long
standing, but the same can’t be said about the Adepts Guild and the High Command. Mutual mistrust,
I’'m afraid, ismore the order of the day.”

She thought about how Ari had aways regarded her atrifle askance whenever she chose to wear
Adept’ sblacksinstead of her Space Force uniform. “I’ ve run into that mysdlf.”

“Just 0,” the historian said. “The Space Force can't be blamed for drawing as much as possible
on itsown resources instead of the Guild's, and one certainly can account for your presence among us on
those terms.”

He paused, then went on in quieter tones. “ But someone who carriesaMagedord' s staff may well
bring more to the investigation than convenience done.”

Llannat stood very 4ill, grateful for the dim light that hid her face. “ An Adept' s Saff isfor the
Adept to choose,” she said. “ And minewas alegacy from afriend.”

“Not the usud practice on thissde of the Net,” Vinhayn pointed out, “where Adept and staff are
al but inseparable, even in death. But in the Mage-Circles a single staff might pass down through severa
generations-from friend to friend, or from teacher to student, or from vanquished to victor in one of their
ritud duds”

He looked apologetic for amoment. “ That was, in fact, how | thought you had acquired the
gaff-in combat of some sort. | hope you'll forgive ascholar’ s compulsion to find the solution to an
intriguing puzzle, whether the answer’ sany business of hisor not.”

“I’'m not offended,” she said. “But you wereright about part of the puzzle, anyhow; Space Force
probably tapped mefor this assignment because | once managed to fight with a-what did you call
them?-with a Circle-Mage and lived to file areport on it afterward.”

It's a good thing the Space Force doesn’'t know the rest of the story, shethought. Because if
they knew, then the Guild would be sure to find out eventually. And the service might not mind
that | was a renegade Magelord’ s last student-but Master Ransome would throw me out of the
Guild in a heartbeat.

If he didn’t decide to kill me out of hand before I could contaminate anybody else.



The darknessin Klea s head had weight and pressureto it; it pushed her down relentlesdy
toward thefloor. At the last minute she felt Owen catching her before she hit.

“Klearareyou dl right?’

“I don’'t know. My head hurts.”

“Here. Sit down. I'll get you something to drink.”

Shelet him help her over to the room’s only chair, achegp metd foldable with wobbly legsand a
dented back. When her vision cleared, she saw that he was busy over in the kitchen acove, making up a
mug of Nutli’sInstant Ghil with hot water from the tap.

“Offworlders,” she muttered. “Don’t you people know that you' re supposed to use boiling
water?’

Owen looked back at her over his shoulder, still firring. “Does it make adifference? | never can
tell.” He brought her the mug. “ So you' ve guessed my secret. Wasit the ghil or my accent that did it?’

She sipped at the lukewarm ghil, taking comfort from itsfamiliar gritty taste. The mug had achip
initsrim; shewondered if Owen even had another. He probably found it in the cupboard when he
moved in, she thought.

“It wasn't much of asecret,” she said. “You just never mentioned it. But there aren’t any Adepts
on Nammerin that I’ ve ever heard of.”

“Not these days, anyway,” he said. “ Are you fedling better now?’

“I’'mdoing dl right.”

“Good,” hesad. * Exactly what happened to you back there in the ShadowDance? Can you
describeit for me?’

“I think s0.” She spoke dowly, searching for the right words to describe an experience that
hadn't redlly fdlt like something words could describe. 1 was doing the movements, like you said, and
trying, to keep my eyes open without seeing anything. It wouldn’t work at firt, and then it did-everything
sort of did into place, and | was there-and then | wasn't again.”

“Nothing unusua sofar,” hesaid. “Infact, that’ s about how it isfor most beginners. Go on.”

“Wdl ... just after | dropped out but before | touched the ground, if you know what | mean-”

Now it was histurn to nod. “1 know. What happened then?’

“Then something hit me.” She grimaced, remembering. “It was like-like having somebody throw
abag over your head and smash you on the skull with arock at the sametime. Or going straight from
feding-no-pain drunk to hell’s own hangover with nothing in between for acushion.”

Hewinced a the comparison, and Kleathought back to how she had found him lying facedown
and bloody inthe dley mud.

“That was what happened to you, wasn't it?’

For amoment he didn’t say anything, but regarded her with a considering expression in his hazel
eyes. “ Something like that. Only what hit you was accidental.”

“It suredidn’'t fed like an accident.”

“It wasn’t aimed at you on purpose, though,” he said. “Y ou just happened to bein the way.”

“Happened to be in whose way?’ she demanded. “\Whatever was going on, you' re not going to
stand there and tell me it was part of aplot to do somebody good.”

Helooked a her for along time with the same considering expression as before. “Y ou'reright,”
he said findly. “ Someoneisworking to causetrouble. It' sthe ugly side of what you' relearning-like using
the ShadowDance as awegpon, only alot worse-and any beginner, especidly one as empathic asyou
are, isgoing to be vulnerable.”

Kleatook along swalow of the ghil. “ Are we coming to the part where you make me go away
s0 | can be safe?’

“I certainly ought to,” Owen said. “It’' sa poor teacher who involves his student in something this
dangerous.”

“Dangerous,” said Klea. She gave ashort laugh. “I’ ve been ahooker in thistown for five years,
I”ve had things happen to me you wouldn't wish on your worst enemy, and you think | don’t know about



‘dangerous 7’

“Not thiskind,” he said. “Listen. What you felt was a Mage-Circle at work here on Nammerin.”

Klealooked a him. “A Mage-Circle. Like in the holovids about the War?” Only vague
memories of her lower-school history lessons kept her from putting the Mages and their Circlesinthe
same mental compartment as her grandmother’ stales of marsh-wraiths, or the more improbable episodes
of “Spaceways Patrols.” “1 thought al the Mages were gone.”

“They are,” he said. “Except for the ones who aren't. Y ou wondered what | was doing on
Nammerin. Well, now you know.”

“Y ou' reworking for the Adepts Guild,” she guessed. “Hunting for Mage-Circles.”

“Among other things”

She looked down &t the dregs of the ghil in her mug, and then back at Owen. “But you told me
you were an gpprentice, not an Adept. If working Mage-Circles aren’t agood thing for a student to get
messed up in, then why did the Guild send you?’

He sighed. “ The easy answer isthat any Magesinsde the Republic are going to be well guarded
againgt Adepts. So it takes somebody who isn't an Adept to find them.”

More images were coming back to her now, memories of the flatpix and old newsholos that had
illustrated her history books. Black masks, black robes. . . She’'d had nightmares about them for along
while afterward, until she’ d figured out that life had worse thingsto be afraid of than imaginary
Magelords.

And it turns out | was right the first time, she thought. Because the nightmares are coming
back, and now they'rereal .

“Therewere Magesin my dream,” Kleasaid dowly. “A whole Circle of them. They saw me, and
| ran away. Y ou were there, too. And later that night | found you half-dead inthe dley.”

She looked at him, remembering his bruises and how the blood had caked in hishair, and how
her own flesh that evening had carried the marks of injuriesinflicted in adream.

“Wasit the Mages who beet you up like that?’

“Yes” hesad. “Inamanner of speaking. They thought-or at least | hope they thought-that | was
just another loca with enough untrained talent to make me sensitive.”

“Likeme”

“Exactly,” hesaid. “Only you don't havejust alittle potentia ability, you havealot of it. Warning
you off with amenta besating, like they tried doing with me, isn’'t going to work on you ether, because
you' re going to be able to sense what they’ re up to whether you want to or not. Whichiswhy | haven't
sent you off to safety-it wouldn’t do any good.”

“Oh,” she said. “ So what are we going to do now?’

“You are going to be careful,” hetold her. “And | am going to keep on with thework | came
hereto do.”

viii. mageworlds border zone: rsf karipavo; rsf ebannha

WITH ANY luck, reflected Commodore Jervas Gil, the specid investigative team from Galcen
should arrive before too much longer. When they did, he could hand over the problem of the Magebuilt
derdlict to them and get back to his proper job of watching the Net.

Until then, however, he was spending moretime than heliked in Karipavo's Combat
Information Center. From the CIC, he could keep an eye on the abandoned raider via periodic relays
from Ebannha, whose boarding party had remained with the empty Deathwing.

Those guys are probably getting pretty bored with that job by now, he thought. If the
investigation team doesn’t show up soon, we' |l have to rotate them out of there.

The voice of the executive officer broke up Gil’ strain of thought. The XO was excited about
something; his outplanets accent was even more pronounced than usud. “ Commodore-we have
something odd here.”

“Just what we need,” said Gil. “ Something else odd. Asif the stuff we aready had wasn't odd



enough. What' sthisone?’

“Looks like amerchantman dropping out of hyper at the Outer Net,” said the XO. “We should
have gotten word from the Inner stations before he got here.”

“Andwedidn’'t?’

“Not apeep out of anybody.”

Not a good sign, thought Gil, and made a mental note to double-check al the Net Control
Stations for doppy procedure. The station crews would complain bitterly about being singled out for
attention, but at least they wouldn't be bored. Boredom, Gil had found, was the primary hazard of
blockade duty, and an excellent source of stupid mistakes.

The’ Pavo’s captain came over to join the conversation. “Maybe our mystery freighter didn’t
come from the Mageworldsin thefirst place?’

The X O shook his head. “Not dropping out where he did, with that vector on him.”

“Contact Net Station Twenty-three,” said Gil. Twenty-three was the closest unit on the Inner Net
to the’ Pavo's current position, and the one mogt likely to have passed the stranger through. “Ask them
what’ sgoing on.”

He glanced a the tactical action officer’ smonitor screen. “And get an ID on that freighter.”

“WEe re querying him right now,” the TAO said. Then, abruptly, “What' sthis?’

Gil looked closer. The screen was picking up a cloud of garbage around the contact, on adightly
divergent course.

“He sjettisoning hiscargo, it lookslike,” said the” Pavo’s captain. “A smuggler, maybe?’

“Get aboarding party ready for him,” Gil said. “ And collect some of whatever he' skicking out.”

“Muster the duty fighter team,” the TAO said to the CIC Watch Officer. “Hail him and halt him.”

“Duty fighter, aye”

A crew member at the comms panel looked up. “1n combat, we' re being hailed.”

The’ Pavo’'s captain said, “Who?’

“The merch, would you believeit?’

This, thought Gil, is getting stranger by the minute. Honest traders don'’t jettison cargo.
And smugglers don’t stop to trade gossip with a battlecruiser.

“What'shiscall 9gn?’ he asked the comms tech. “Can you put him on audio?

“Audio, aye”

Thelink by the tactical action officer’ s watch station crackled and began to speak. Lightspeed
comms tended to digtort pitch and timbre, but the accent came through-the pure, unmistakable Galcenian
of the Galcen-born and Gal cen-school ed.

“Any dation this net, any station this net, thisis Reserve Merchant Vessd Warhammer . Patch
me through to Commander Patrol Screen, over.”

Gil went cold. Asfar asthe gaaxy was concerned, both Warhammer and Beka
Rossdin-Metadi were dead. If this transmission was genuine, then whatever news Generd Metadi’s
daughter had for the Net Patrol Feet was serious enough to make her break her cover identity into
irreparable pieces.

“Hejust keeps on repeating that message, Sir,” the commstech said.

“It'sgot to be some kind of trick,” said the XO. “To find out who'sin command.”

“Not avery bright trick, either,” agreed the’ Pavo’s captain. “ Everyone knows War hammer
crashed on Artat over two years ago.”

“Never mind that,” Commodore Gil said. “ Give methe comm link.” He keyed the handset.
“Space Force Reserve vessd, thisis Patrol Screen Actudl, over.”

Nearly twenty seconds went by before aresponse came from the unknown, meaning aten
light-second distance between that ship and the’ Pavo.

“Petrol Screen, thisis Warhammer . | transmit in the clear. The Inner Net isdown. | say again,
the Inner Net isdown. Y ou have fifteen minutes, twenty at the outside, before hell’ s own horde of Mage
warshipsisdl over you. | only got herefirst because I’ m faster than they are.”

“That’ simpossible,” muttered the XO. “We d have heard when they hit the Inner Net.”



“Get on hi-comms,” said Gil to the TAO. “Raise anyone on the Inner Net. Do it now.”

Then he keyed thelink. “Roger, Warhammer . Come dead in space. | intend to board you.”
“No timefor that, Commodore. I’ ve got to get the word back to Galcen.”

In the background, Gil could hear the TAO and the CIC watch officer conferring in muttered

undertones. “Whoever heis, hesureisfast.” . . . “Do you think he's planning arun-to-jump?’ . ..
“Wheré |l heend upif he'srunning now?” . . . “Galcen’'sonthearc.” . .. “Then he could betdling the
truth.”

Gil ignored them. “I can get word back to Galcen faster than you can, Warhammer,” hesaid
over thelink. “ Come dead in space and let me board you.”

“No thanks, Commodore. Nobody can get the word there faster than | can-and somebody’ s got
to bar the door behind me. Open the Net and |let me jump.”

Behind Gil, the hushed conference continued, thistime in exchanges between the duty comms
tech and the’ Pavo’ s captain: “Sir, | can’'t raise Net Station Twenty-three.” . . . “Get Shaja, then, or
Lachidl; they've got picket duty in Twenty-Three'sarea” . .. “Nojoy at dl on hi-comms, sr.” . ..
“How’' stheinterna test?’

Thelink crackled again. “ Commodore, it looks like the Magel ords have figured out how to jam
the hyper-rdays. All anybody’ s got |eft islightspeed line-of-sight comms.”

“Isthat possible?’ Gil asked-more of the duty commstech than of Warhammer’ s captain, but
the voice over thelink spoke again anyway:

“It'spossible, Commodore. | saw aMagelord take down awhole building full of eectronics
once. And that was just one guy, working on the run, with no prep.”

“Sr,” saidthe’ Pavo’ s captain, “we can’t raise anyonein the Inner Net.”

“Get me Space Force Command on Galcen, then,” Gil said.

“Nojoy, gr,” sad the commstech, after aminute. “Lookslike that’s down, too.”

Gil 9ghed. Time to start earning your pay, Commodore.

“Openthe Net,” hesaid. “Passone.”

“What?’ said the’ Pavo’s captain.

“You heard me,” said Gil. He spoke into the comm link. “ Warhammer , you have clearance. My
respectsto your father.”

“Roger,” replied the voice over thelink. “Out.”

Gil turned to the captain of the Karipavo. “Captain, passthe following signd to dl shipsinthe
fleet in lightspeed comms-”

“Hi-commswould be faster!” the’ Pavo’ s captain protested.

“Wedon't have hi-comms. Do as| tdl you. Signa follows. * Set General Quarters, condition red,
weapons free. Mageworlds attack imminent. All vessasin Patrol Screen detached effective immediately.
Permission granted to act independently. Net Control Stations, maintain the Net aslong as physicaly
possible’ ”

“Message being sent now,” said the captain.

“Very wdl,” said Gil. “ Captain, at your pleasure-come to Generd Quarters.”

At the sound of the General Quarters alarm, vacuum-tight doors throughout the* Pavo cycled
shut, the gentle sighing of increased air pressure bardly audiblein thedin.

In CIC, going to Generd Quarters automaticaly brought up the lightsin the main battle tank, but
nothing showed in the display except Karipavo's own position. Gil wasn't surprised. If the Magelords
were jamming hi-comms as Captain Rossdin-Metadi claimed, realtime updates from other shipsin the
fleet would have stopped as wll.

“Dataink’ sdown,” said the CIC watch officer to the tactical action officer.

“Then we' Il make do the best we can,” the TAO replied. “ Set up everybody’ s last-known
positionsin manua mode, and update the display asinfo isavailable. What' s the status on wegpons and
shidds?”

“All normd.”

“Very well. Go active on dl lightspeed sensors. Maybe we' Il get something.”



A few feet away, the duty commstech had the front panel entirely off the bulky hi-commsunit. In
company with an dectronics tech, he had been poking around inside for some minutes. The captain and
the executive officer of the’ Pavo stood nearby, watching the pair at work.

Gil shook hishead. Check it out as much as you want, he thought. You aren’t going to find
anything.

Indeed, the electronics tech was aready looking up with afrustrated expression. “ So far, gr, all
readouts and tests are normal,” she said to the captain. “We're producing signa.”

“Only one problem,” the comms tech added. “We can’t hear ourselveswhen wedo it.”

“Could the receiver be down?’ the XO wondered aoud.

“No, gr,” the eectronics tech said. “When we have adirect connection, everything tests out stet.
All internalsnorma on thereceive end. Sir, thisiswerder than hell.”

At the other end of the CIC, a crew member looked up from the flatscreen monitor for the
sensor arrays. “Anomay onvisud, Sr.”

The’ Pavo’s captain strode over to see the monitor for himsalf. “Where away?’

“Quadrant N-seven-outer, Sector Red One.”

Toward the Mageworlds, thought Gil. The closest point of approach to the Inner Net.
Captain Rosselin-Metadi’ s lead was shorter than she thought.

“What do you have?’ the captain asked.

“Multiple contacts, smdl, spectrum andysis shows real space enginesin use.”

The XO came over to join the group at the screen. “ Any friendlies out that way?’

“Negative, dr,” said the crew member. “ And these contacts aren't identifying themselves, ether.”

“Ah,” saidthe XO. “| see”

He stepped away from the monitor. Then, without haste and without changing expression, he
pulled aminiature blaster from the pocket of his coverall and shot the’ Pavo’ s captain nestly in the back
of the skull. Continuing the same motion of arm and body, he brought the blaster around toward Gil.

Gil sdestepped, feding the heat of ablaster bolt brushing his ear, and flicked the grav-release on
his own deeve-mounted blaster. He missed-but another shot connected, and Gil found himsalf looking
across CIC at the usually inconspicuous Lieutenant Jhunnei, who was holding a blaster of her own.

The compartment smelled of blaster fire and blood. Everybody seemed frozen, shocked into
immobility by wheat they had just seen. Gil knew he only had afew seconds before they gave way to
hysteria. If that happened, the battle was lost before it even began.

He dipped the miniature blaster back into its hidden grav-clip, then swept the room with a
glance. He had their attention now-good.

“In Combat,” he said in acarrying voice, “thisis Commodore Gil. | am assuming command.”

A shaky chorus of “aye’sarose from the crew. Gil gave aninterna sigh of relief asthey al turned
back to their duties. Jhunnel, meanwhile, was aready bending over the XO' s body.

“He sl dive, sr,” shesaid to Gil. “What shdl we do with him?’

“Sick bay,” Gil told her. “Under armed guard.” He put the XO out of hismind for the moment
and turned to the tactical action officer. “Do you have a course and speed on those contacts out there?”

“Yes, gar.”

“Good,” said Gil. “Figure an intercept course, and put a spread of active/passve homersin their
path. Follow up with crewed fighters.”

“Fighter detachment, stand by,” the TAO said. “Maintain lightspeed comms.”

So far the crisis had been proceeding in the measured increments characteristics of rea space
maneuvers. Now the action picked up speed. Contacts from close by-in speed-of-light terms-began
showing up in the tactical readouts astheinfo arrived, each contact tagged with an assigned probability
for real-time location based on known position and time of light-lag. In the interior of the main battle tank,
red lights started blinking, one by one.

“Get me some speed,” Gil said. “ And take evasive measures. Launch those fighters.”

“What do we have?’ the TAO asked.

“We have a dangerous situation. Move us back to where we can support the Net Control



Stations. They can’'t move, and they can’t fight. But as long as we can keep the Net up, the
Mageworlders aren’'t going anywhere.”

Somebody has to bar the door, Gil thought, remembering Captain Rossdin-Metadi’ swords
over thecomm link. The longer we can hold out here, the better chance she has of getting the word
through to Galcen Prime. “Right,” saidthe TAO. “Course plotted and laid in.”

“Evasve/deceptive steering,” Gil said.

“Roger,” saidthe TAO.

The status lights on the fire-control side of CIC began flashing. “We re taking the unknowns
under fire,” announced the tech &t thefire control station.

“Report status,” said the TAO.

“Inrange, recording hits”

The TAO turned to the crew member at the comms Station. “ Any ideahow anyone dseis
doing?

“Negetive,” said the commstech. “No commswith other Task Unit vessals”

“Right. Assume that they aso have their comms down.”

Gil listened to the colloquy for afew seconds, then turned to hisaide. Jhunnei had aready sent
the XO down to sick bay on anullgrav stretcher accompanied by severa muscular crew members, and
was once again standing quietly by and awaiting developments. Inalow voice Gil sad, “If or when the
Net goes down, that’ || mean we need to get going. Figure us a contingency courseto Galcen.”

“Aye, aye” shesad.

At that moment avibration came through the deckplates, and adight overpressure made Gil’s
earshurt.

“Hit dfa, hit alfa, compartment two-oh-two-one-lima,” the crew member on the damage control
Status board called out. “ Damage control crew responding from Repair Five.”

Gil turned back to Jhunnei. “ And get me a course to the nearest friendly or neutra world aswell,
justincase”

“Already working on one, Sir.”

“Good thinking,” said Gil.

He stepped over to the tactical action officer’ s station. “ Keep us dive and make them dead,” he
said quietly to the TAO, before raising his voice for the benefit of the watch-standers and the log
recordings. “In Combat, thisis Commodore Gil. TAO has control.”

Then, to the TAO again: “1f you need me, I'll bedowninsick bay. | wantto ask the XO a
couple of questionswhile he' s il in shape to answer them.”

By thetime Gil Srodeinto the’ Pavo’s Sickbay, the XO was already plugged into one of the
beds. A crew member with ablaster stood guard nearby.

“He sgable,” said the head of the medica department, alieutenant commander from somewhere
inthe Middle Worlds. “If that’ swhat you wanted.”

“I want him awake enough to answer questions,” Gil said.

“Wadll, you've got that,” said the medic. “Y ou won't have him for very long, though, unlesswe
get himinto ahedling pod. That blaster bolt took out some important stuff.”

Gil frowned. “How much pod space have you got?’

“Four full-bodies and acouple of partids.”

“Not enough to waste. Save the room for our own people-they’ re going to need it.”

The medic looked offended but said only, “In that case, Commodore, I’ d recommend you Start
talking to him right now. He hasn’t got much time.”

“None of usdo, Commander,” said Gil. “ Thanksto him we may haveless.”

Hefdt the deckplates shiver dightly under hisfeet. The bed holding the X O beeped asthe
hookupsjiggled and the therapeutic and diagnostic systems worked to compensate. The bulkhead
speaker clicked on and began to speak.

“Hit bravo, hit bravo. Compartment six-one-twenty-two-lima. Supply from Repair Two.”

“Y ou’ re going to have some more cusomersin afew minutes” Gil said to the chief medic.



“Honest onesthistime. Leave mewith the XO. I'll tell you when I’ m through with him.”

Gil put the chief medic out of hismind and moved over to the bed. He looked down at the X O.
The man was dready paer than the pillow his head rested on.

“Who are you working for?” Gil demanded.

The XO gave him adeath’ s-head grin. “Why should | tdl you? I’'m dead anyway.”

“Tak, and | might change my mind about |etting Doc give you pod space.”

“Not after casudties start coming in, you won't. No deal. Go to hell.”

Damn. Gil drew adeep breath. “If you won't tell me who, then tell mewhy.”

The XO's eyes glittered-whether with pain or fanaticism or both, Gil couldn’t tell.

“Because the Mages have to be crushed,” said the wounded man. “Y ou Central Worldersrun
the Republic while the people in the outplanets take dl the risk, and you’ ve coddled the Mageworlds
ever since the end of the War. Next thing you know, the Council would have been wanting to take down
the Net completely and let them into the Republic likeregular citizens. . .”

“Not likely,” Gil murmured. “What good has shooting the captain done for the outplanets? The
fleet’ s about the only thing left between them and the Mageworlds.”

The XO laughed, aghastly sound. “1t won't be there for long. And the Mages aren’t heading for
the outplanets. They’ re going to have avictory big enough to make the Central Worlds finaly understand
what it’ slike-and after that, what happens to the Mageworldsis going to make Sapne and Entibor ook
like apleasure excurson.”

“And then the outplanets will be safe.”

“Yes”

Gil 9ghed. He's mad. Of all the motives for treason ... “Who eseiswith you?

“Noone”

He' s probably telling the truth as far as this ship is concerned. The Mages can’'t have
found so many crazy people in the fleet that they could afford to bunch them up.

“Did you know that hi-commswould go down?’ Gil asked. “Wasthat the sgna?’

“Yes”

“What other surprises have the Mageworlders got for us?’

“Sorry-you won't be finding that out from me.”

The XO began to choke. All the lights and telltales on the bed flared red and then went black.
The bulkhead speaker clicked on-“ Commodore to Combat Information Center!”-while Gil was standing
there looking down at the dead man’ sface.

RSF Ebannha’ s boarding craft had been umbilicdly attached to the Magebuilt Desthwing for
severd days now, and Ensign Tammas Cantrel had long since decided that aboarding craft designed to
carry acrew of four was neverthelesstoo small to hold that same crew for anything longer than amatter
of hours. The pilots of the three single-seet fighters composing their escort had gotten rotated on and off
the mothership, but Cantrel and his small command had to make do with taking turns at the two
claustrophobic bunks located just forward of the engines, tucked in like an afterthought with the galley
nook and the sanitary facilities.

Even for one person, a Pan-class scout craft was cramped. Ensign Cantrel wasn't outside the
normal sizerangein any dimension, but he’ d had to walk sdewaysto get into the galley, where hewas
dapping together a sandwich to go with thelast of the cha ain the hotpot. Since he was drinking the last,
he' d have to make the next pot. He' d just reached for the pouch of herbas when the comm link in the
bulkhead sounded, and he flipped on thelink instead.

“Enggn.” It was Chief Y ance, with apeculiar notein hisvoice. “Y ou’ d better come up to the
cockpit.”

Cantrel left his sandwich lying on the galey counter. If something important was happening, food
could wait. Cha a, on the other hand . . . He kept his grip on the mug as he sprinted for the piloting
position. He was forward and in the control section in only a couple of seconds.

Chief Y ance stood by the cockpit windows, looking forward and up at the starfield beyond.



“What isit, Chief?" Cantrel asked.

Y ance pointed to adull red star that hung glowing in space-a star that hadn’t been there before. “
Ebannha’s gone,” he said. “ Shejust blew up.”

Cantrel stared at the red glow. Accident! he wondered numbly. Rescue . . . depends on what
happened. But if somebody doesn’t do something fast, there won'’t be a chance.

“Get on thecomms,” he said to Y ance. “ Seeif you can patch us through direct to Karipavo.”
He hit the GQ button to rouse the boarding craft’ s two remaining crew members from the bunksin the
rear. “ Stand by to cast off from the Desthwing and go looking for drifting lifepods.”

Then the sarfield near Ebannha’ s glowing remnantslit up with aquick, bright flash-the color of
energy wegpons firing in deep space.

“Oh, hdl,” Cantrdl said, as he started flipping switches al across the boarding craft’ s control
pand. “Beday my last. Go slent, go dark, go passive.”

Theinterior lights went out, the life-support system whispered to bare minimum, and in the
garlight Cantrel could seethe cha ain his cup float away in abrownish, wavery globe asartificid gravity
went down. Outside the cockpit viewscreens, the flashing of energy fire continued, silent and far away.

“Start racking the frequencies,” Cantrel told Elligret Saben as soon as she and Falkith arrived on
the bridge-pulling their way dong by handholds in the sudden zero-g environment and wondering loudly
and profandy what was going on. “Seeif you can hear anything. But don’t tranamit.”

Saben maneuvered herself into the communications seet. She fastened the safety webbing to
keep hersdf from drifting away, then put on the earphone link and began to work.

“What'sup?’ she asked.

“Somebody just shot Ebannha al to pieces,” Cantrel said. “1 don’'t know know who or why.
But right now, | don’t want anyone who'slooking for meto find me until | tell them whereto look.”

Saben and Falkith nodded. A few seconds later, Saben looked up from the communications
board.

“Getting asgnd on the lightspeed comms, Sir.”

“Putiton.”

The comms tech pushed a button. The last notes of the “attention” signa came over the speaker,
followed by words:

“Set Generd Quarters, condition red, wegpons free. Mageworlds attack imminent. All vessdsin
Patrol Screen detached effective immediately. Permission granted to act independently. Net Control
Stations, maintain the Net aslong as physicaly possble”

Thetransmission ended.

“Who was that from?’ Cantrel asked.

“ Karipavo.”

Chief Y ance nodded in the direction of the expanding ball of glowing gasthat had been their
home vessd. “ Guess Ebannha didn’t get theword intime.”

“Not at lightspeed they wouldn't have,” said Cantrd. “ And it might not have done any good
anyway. Whatever hit them, it hit them fast and nasty.”

In the darkness beyond the viewscreens, the brief lightning of energy fire continued, though more
sporadicaly now. Falkith nodded toward the sarfield.

“What d'you think’ s going on out there?’ he asked.

Cantrel shook his head. “Who knows? Maybe the fighters are still at it. Maybe the bad guys are
shooting life-pods.”

“Too bad we don't have guns,” said Falkith.

“I fed sorry for the pilotsin thefighters” Saben said. “No food supply, no hyperspace engines.
Evenif they can get up near lightspeed, if nobody comes after them they’ Il die of starvation or old age
before they get to afriendly world.”

“I don't know how to tell you this, Elligret,” said Falkith. “ But we don’t have hyperspace engines
ether.”

“Wonderful,” said the commstech. “Because I’ m picking up some other stuff now, more



lightspeed transmissons like the last one. And there€ sawar going on out there, dl right.”

“Keep usposted,” Cantrel said. “If our sidewins, | want to know about it. Because we sure as
hell can’t do anything where we are right now.”

The four of them waited in the cockpit of the boarding craft, listening as the reports camein one
by one over the lightspeed comms: dl initid-contact reports, and al-after correcting for
distance-originaly transmitted at about the same time. The initial-contact reports gave way in some cases
to pleasfor assstance, and in other casesto silence. Eventually, the signals got too faint to
read-lightspeed comms were only good for short range-and there was nothing but the quiet of space, and
the sars.

part three
i. warhammer : the outer net; rsf karipavo: the outer net

BEKA WATCHED RSF Karipavo's sgnd dwindle and fade from the sensors as the” Hammer
acceerated steadily to jump speed. The No Jump light still burned, but she couldn’t afford to stand till
whilewaiting for it to go off. She' d started a straight-line real space run on a Gal cen-bound course right
after dropping out of hyper at the Outer Net; she could hit the hyperdrive enable as soon as the Net went
down.

Pinpoint piloting it isn’t, she admitted to hersdlf, but if it gets me within shouting distance of
Galcen | can fine-tune things at the other end.

The vacuum-tight door of the cockpit sighed open and shut again behind her. Nyls Jessan came
forward and dipped into the copilot’ s seet. She turned to look at him. In the periphery of her vison the
No Jump light glowed orange.

“Where' signac’ 7’ she asked.

“Still a the guns, in case somebody gets trigger-happy and needsto be scared off.”

“Don’'t worry too much about that,” Beka said. “ That was your old Space Force buddy Jervas
Gil I just got through talking with-smart man, he' sgot hisflagship Stting right on the main jump line from
Eraas to Gacen-and his people have more important stuff on their plates by now than stopping a
fagt-running merch.”

Jessan amiled. “1 takeit he believed you.”

“Damned straight he believed me,” she said. “ Y ou guys have al the cargo kicked out?’

“Thet' san afirmetive”

“Good, because we' ve got permission to crossthe Net.” And, asthe No Jump light went out,
“Wow.”

She hit the hyperspace controls.

The sarfield beyond the” Hammer’ s viewscreen blazed up and died, replaced by the iridescent
grey pseudosubstance of hyperspace. Beka powered down al the ship’s nonessentia systems, took off
al the safeties and regulators, then cut in the overrides.

“Living dangeroudy again?’ inquired Jessan.

She shrugged. “With the hi-comms down it’sdl oursto lose. Either we overload and blow up in
hyper, or we makeit to Galcen in record time.”

“Better never than late?’

“That'sright,” shesaid. “I don’t plan on popping out over Galcen South Polar just intimeto see
thelid blow off.”

“No, | suppose not. Thisdefinitely putsacrimp in your plan to pay back that herb dealer on
Raamet, though. It was his merchandise we ended up dumping to vacuum.”

“He ll haveto writeit off asabad debt,” Bekasaid. “When thewar’ sover, I'll go back and
squareit with him.”

One by one she cut off al the ship’s nonessentid systems-lights, artificid gravity, temperature
control-and fed the extra power to the hyperspace engines. The’ Hammer’ s frame vibrated with the
increase, acomplex harmony of many disparate notes. With the overrides disabled, shewould be



depending on her sense of the ship’ sinterna music as much as on the control pand’ s arrays of readouts
and statuslights. A faint discord might warn of trouble even before the problem registered on the sensors,
and aslong as the song remained constant, she could risk |etting a danger indicator or two burn red.

Jessan glanced over at the speed and accel eration readouts. “ Just out of idle curiosity-how much
faster are you planning to go?’

“I don’'t know yet,” Bekasaid. “These are new engines, remember? | did ahundred and sixty
percent of rated max a couple of timeswith the old ones, so I’ m taking that as my baseline. Nothing
lower.”

“Mmmph,” he said thoughtfully. “ Are you planning to fly this thing the whole way by hand?’

“Something like that. Can you fix up something to keep me awake until we get there?’

“If I haveto. Butit' sabad idea”

She drew breath for asharp reply, then let it out again. Jessan dmost never protested the
decisions she made as Warhammer’ s captain-at least, not that bluntly. When he did, she listened.

“Why?" she asked findlly. “We have to make speed, and I’ m the only one who knowsthe’
Hammer wdll enough.”

“When you push the ship this hard, everything rides on your own judgment. Thetireder you get,
the less dependable your judgment is.”

“Simulants”

“Only makeit worse. By thetime you get to Galcen you'll be so jumpy your eyesaren’t even
tracking.”

Shebit her lip. He' s probably right, dammit. “All right, Doc. What do you suggest we do
ingtead?’

“I’d say, the two of us go watch-and-watch from here to Galcen, four hours on and four hours
off. I won't even try pushing the’ Hammer up to your top speed, but | think | can keep her at basdine
veocity whileyou catch abit of deep.”

Shefrowned. “We'll losetimethat way.”

“Some. But we cut down on the chances of making afatal mistake somewhere dong the line”

She thought about it for afew secondswhilethe’ Hammer’s metd frame hummed and vibrated
about her. Getting there late does nobody any good at all . . . but getting there on time and then
killing myself doing something stupid won't do anyone much good either .

“Okay, Doc,” shesaid. “Youwin. We ll do it your way.”

When Commodore Gil arrived in the control areaof ' Pavo’s Combat Information Center,
everything seemed cam-but the TAO was swesting in spite of the cool shipboard air.

Gil walked over to him. “What' sthe Situation, Patel 7’

“The Outer Net's under attack, sir.” The TAO pointed at one of the monitor screens. “ That’ sthe
raw sensor data from up ahead. It' s about al we' ve got, too-no comms with any of the Net shipsor the
generating stations, and we' velost al of our fighters. The Mageworlders are packing some heavy
weapons and they know how to use them.”

“How are we holding up?’

“Our shields are working off the backup generators,” the TAO said, “and we' re still managing to
mantain artight integrity. But those guys have something that punches right through shields. Lookslikea
homer with a plasma-burst head on it, and they know right whereto am.”

“That'snot good,” said Gil. “I suspected that somebody in the Republic was supplying the
Mageworlds with war materidl-but nobody expected them to take the stuff and go us one better.”

The crew member watching the sensor readouts looked up from her post. “Net Control under
attack, sgnd fluctuation.”

“What' s our estimated time of arrival at Net Control?’ Gil asked the TAO.

“Ten minutes.”

“Do we have any of the Mageworldersin range?’

The TAO shook his head. “ They seem to know our range exactly and stay just beyond it.”



“Get asignature on those plasma-burst missiles of theirs,” Gil said. “ Set our secondary wegpons
systems to acquire them and take under fire automaticaly. Do we have anyone in voice range,
lightspeed?’

“We have Net Control B-Twenty-three requesting assistance, open comms,” the TAO said.

“Put B-Twenty-three insde range of our secondaries, then,” said Gil. “And tell themwe' reon
our way, ETA ten minutes. Any luck on getting those missilestargeted?”

“We'redill trying.”

“Kesgpworking onit,” Gil told him.

For afew minutes there was no sound in CIC except the back-and-forth of information and
orders. “Incoming.” ... “How many?’ ... "“Many, dl directions.” . . . “Max speed, take evasive action.
Spird.” ... “Fring blind.” . . . “Engine hit.”

Then the crew member at the sensor readouts said, “Friendlies-one five seven relative, speed
five”

In the battle tank-being updated now by hand as the bits and scraps of data came in-two specks
of light changed from the yellow of unknownsto the blue of friends. There were ill entirely too many
red-for-hostile dots out there, Gil decided, dl approaching the blue marble of the Net generating station.

“Signd thosetwo contacts,” Gil said. “I am taking tactical command. Form three-sector screen
on Station B-Twenty-three.”

“Signa aye,” said the commstech.

“Damage report coming in,” announced another crew member. “We have one hundred percent
power available, reserve not available, repairsin progress. Hits afaand bravo sedled and isolated,
emergency shiedsrigged.”

It could be worse, thought Gil, but without any sense of rdlief. It probably won't be very long
beforeit isworse.

In Warhammer’ s common room, the emergency glows shed adim bluelight, illuminating the
zero-g handholds and attachment points but little more. Ignaceu LeSoit must have comein from the gun
bubble as soon as the ship jumped; Jessan, pulling hisway aft from the cockpit, was aware of the other
man' s presence as adarker areawithin the darkness, astilinessin the il air. LeSoit made no noise a
all, not even the whisper of breath that should have sounded now that the temperature-control systems no
longer kept up their congtant susurration.

“You canrelax,” Jessan said. “We re not in danger at the moment, unless you count the
possibility we might go up like anovafrom an overloaded hyperdrive.”

“I'll take my chanceswith that,” LeSoit replied from the shadows, a couple of feet from where
Jessan had placed him. “The faster we get away from the Mageworlds, the better. Mind telling me where
the captain’ s going to drop us out?’

“Galcen,” said Jessan.

LeSoit whistled. “That’salong haul in onejump.”

“Hi-comms are down hard all over, and somebody’ s got to give them the word.”

“Civic duty?’ The gunfighter laughed quietly in the dark. “ That didn’t used to bein the captain’s
line. But things change, | suppose. What' s she planning to do afterward?’

“Theré sawar on,” said Jessan. “Asfar as| know, she'sgoingtojoinit.”

“So much for my plansto jump ship when we hit port,” LeSoit said. “I should have known the
firgt time | met her that I’ d wind up getting into something likethis.”

“Resgn yoursdf to ashort but merry lifefull of incredible space heroics,” Jessan recommended.
“Do you watch * Spaceways Patrol’ 7’

“You'rejoking, yes?’

“Not at dl. It' sthe best preparation | know of for life with the captain once she makes her up
mind to do something and damn the consequences.”

“I think | liked her better when she was just atough kid on the run from politica speechesand
fancy-dressbdls.”



“Ther€ s no accounting for some peopl€ staste.” Jessan yawned in spite of himself. “1 need to
catch abit of deep before my watch comes up.”

LeSoit sghed, alight bresth of sound in the blue-tinged darkness. “1 suppose | ought to go
forward and offer to take my turn at baby-sitting the autopilot.”

“Don’'t even bother,” Jessan said. “We re doing this run by hand at max speed, and you don't
know the ship well enough to handleit. She didn’t want to put me on the watch bill ether, but | managed
to convince her.”

“I'll bet you did. What am | supposed to do while I’ m waiting-play solitaire?

“If youlike,” said Jessan. “But | think you'll find it rather difficult in zero-g. I’ d recommend
degping ingtead.”

Theglowing dotsin Karipavo's main battle tank-blue triangles, painfully few and scattered, for
friendly ships, red onesfor hostile craft-gave Commodore Gil aclear picture of abad stuation steadily
getting worse. The crew members on the control panels and status boards murmured back and forth:
“Sensors report five targets inbound, sector greenthree.” . . . “Tracking.” . . . “Locked on.”

Lieutenant Jhunnel spoke quietly at Gil’ selbow. “We need to get avisud ID beforefiring.”

Gil looked at hisaide. Her long, narrow face had a serious expression, one that he found oddly
familiar. Mistress Hyfid looked like that when she told the General there was trouble coming from
the Magewor|ds.

Aloud, he asked, “What makes you think so, Lieutenant?’

Jhunnel gave ahdf-shrug. “ Spacer’ sintuition?’

Heturned to the TAO. “Weaponstight in green three pending visud 1D.”

“Wegponstight aye,” echoed the TAO. “ Set magnification to plot in main tank.”

In the battle tank, the tactical representation winked out and was replaced over the next severa
seconds by alarge-scale ship diagram, built up line by linein blue light as the sensor data camein.

The TAO whidtled. “Good cdl, sr. Those arefriendlies, dl right. Fighters-Eldan dua -seaters.”

“Good,” sad Gil. Eldans were long-range fighters with short-burst hyperspace capability; less
agilein close quarters than single-seaters, they carried heavier weapons and could ddliver a powerful
blow before dropping back into hyper for their return to base. “ Signa them into our docking bay. We
need dl thefighterswe can get.”

Therewasn't much time for rdlief; dready the crew member at the sensor pand was calling out
again, “Hodtile craft, many, sectors blue nine and blue ten. Inbound fast.”

“Launch missleswhenthey'reinrange,” said Gil. “And sgnd Shaja to take ablocking position
between them and the Net Station.”

Thefighter-craft image in the battle tank vanished, and the tactical display came up again. Gil
watched the diagram shift as the sensors and the lightspeed comms fed information into the” Pavo’ s
comp systems-old data, al of it, minutes old in asituation where seconds could mean everything.

With nothing but lightspeed comms, getting updatesis like pouring syrup on a cold
morning, hethought. And if we're not lucky it’s going to kill us.

The vacuum-tight door of CIC sighed open to admit amessenger escorting the senior pilot from
theflight of Eldans. Shoulder flashes on the pilot’ s pressure suit said that she was a JG; she carried her
helmet in the crook of one arm, and her eyes were dark with fatigue.

Her salute was weary but professional. “Lieutenant junior grade Orialas reporting as ordered.”

Gil returned the salute. “ Under the circumstances, Lieutenant, we' re very glad to have you
aboard. Now-tell mewhat you' ve seen at your end of things.”

“Thereisn't much,” Oriaastold him. “My buddies and | were ready squadron on board RSF
Sovay. Word came down to launch, and we were vectored over to investigate along-range contact. As
soon as we dropped out at the contact point, we got ambushed by aflight of small fighter craft. By the
time we finished them off and jumped back to base, Sovay was gone.”

The JG swallowed and went on. “I don’t know who it iswe refighting out there, but they’ ve got



some bad stuff to shoot at uswith. Weran into akind of multidirectional energy lance, and a collimated
beam weapon that seemsto work at lightspeed-it' salot faster than our plasma pulses, anyway-and
some sort of large-aperture pulse weapon that could probably blow an asteroid out of orbit if it had to.”

“Y ou' ve got sensor records on dl this suff?’

She nodded. “They’ re pulling the datachips out of our recorders down in Space Opsright now.
Y ou should be getting profile updates any moment.”

“Very good,” said Gil. “And what happened after you found out that Sovay had been
destroyed?’

“Wadll, we shot a hostile targets until we' d used up al our missiles and our energy weapons were
running empty, and then | decided to jump for the Net-didn’t have the range or the datafor anything ese,
redlly, and wefigured that if anybody was till dive out here they’ d have some more work for us.”

“We certainly do, Lieutenant,” Gil said. “Have your craft rearmed and prepare to launch as soon
asyou' re combat-ready.”

Thelieutenant said, “ Yesdr,” and departed, guided by the messenger. Gil turned back to the
TAO.

“Have we got those profile updates yet?’

The TAO checked the board. “ Just camein. Interesting stuff, too-especidly if you figure the
Mageworldersbuilt it al out of smuggled bits and pieces from our side of the Net.”

“Nobody ever said they were stupid, Patel. Lock the profile datainto our secondaries, and sent
it over to Shaja and Lachid

It might even reach themin time, Gil added to himself.

The comms tech looked up from the board and said, “ Net Station B-Fourteen isno longer
transmitting, Commodore. WE re unable to reestablish contact.”

“ Assume B-Fourteen isdown, then,” Gil said. “TAO-how many stations do we still have?’

“Inthis sector? B-Twenty-three is hanging out there on visua and il transmitting; and
B-Twenty-five and B-Twenty-one both turned up on the last long-range comms sweep.” The TAO
shook hishead in frudtration. “Without hi-comms, there’ s no way to tell about the rest.”

It doesn’t matter about the rest, Gil thought. Once the last three stations in this sector go,
the Mages will have a hole big enough to jump their warfleet through.

Hesghed. “Very well. We |l hold Station B-Twenty-three until relief arrives or thetactica
gtuation dters”

“Fightersreport ready to launch,” said acommstech.

“Launchfighters,” said Gil. “Vector to intercept inbound Mageships and identify targets for
long-range standoff weapons.”

“Lachiel reports multiple hits,” another tech reported. “ Unable to maneuver in realspace. Losing
artight integrity, requests permission to withdraw.”

Gil shook hishead. “ Send to Lachidl, ‘ Permission denied. Take targets under fire aslong asyou
are able to bring weaponsto bear.” ”

Sorry about that, Lachid. But as long as they' re shooting at you they aren’t shooting at the
Net Station . . . and every minute we can keep up the Net is a minute longer before the Magefl eet
can jump for Galcen.

“We velogt Station B-Twenty-five,” said the TAO amoment later, asif Gil’ s thoughts had been
the sgnal for more bad news. “Net integrity less than fifty percent in this sector. There' s nothing to stop
them from jumping out.”

“They won't jump yet,” said Gil. “Not until their whole fleet can go. Hang on.”

A bright light blossomed on an interna-view monitor, briefly illuminating the red-lit dimness of the
CIC.

“Who just went up?’ asked Gil. “Ours or theirs?’

“Our secondaries just took out one of the Mage fighters,” said the TAO, after aglance at the
status boards. “ Son of abitch was pretty damned close.”

“They’'ll get doser,” Gil told him. “How’ senginesring?



“ Engineering reports minimum standards available; Damage Control reports temporary repairs
complete”

“Good,” sad Gil. “We can move and we can fight.”

A crew member looked up from the sensor andysis pandl. “ They’ re massing out there, Sir,” he
sadtothe TAO. “Just out of range.”

They're getting ready to jump, Gil thought. They'll head straight for Galcen-they have to;
surpriseistheir big advantage, and if they don’t take out Primeit’s all wasted-but if anybody can
handle this fleet, General Metadi can do it. Aslong as he getstheword intime . . .

Helooked over at the TAO. “What’ sthe Net integrity now?’

“Down to thirty percent and faling fast. Stations B-Twenty-three and B-Fourteen can’t hold up
the field between them for long.”

“Every second counts,” Gil said. “ Thelonger we can hold them, the more time Captain
Rosselin-Metadi has to spread the word on the other end.” He turned back to the crew member on the
sensors. “Where are the Mageships located?’

“Netward of us, sr; hone behind or below relative. They appear to be pulling away from active
engagement with any targets besidesthe Net Stations.”

“Getting ready for their jump run,” said Gil; then, to the TAO, “Send to Shaja and Lachiel, *On
my sgnd, firedl available homers at the center of mass of Mageworldstactica group. Reserve missles
until that time'.”

“Lost carrier sgna to Net Control Station B-Fourteen,” the commstech brokein.

“Sensors picking up radiation cong stent with catastrophic energy release a location
B-Fourteen,” another crew member reported. “ Net integrity fifteen percent .. .ten...”

“Stand by to sortie,” said Gil. “We re going to take the war to the enemy. Beam and plasma
wegponsonly. Lachiel, remain on station, fireat will. Shaja, take posit one-niner-fiverative; I'm going
to take posit zero-zero-three. Fighters, scan Mage comm frequencies. As soon as someone in the Mage
formation starts transmitting, attack that unit-it' [l be the commander.”

He drew adeep breath. “ Stand by, execute.”

The deckplates under Gil’ sfeet vibrated asthe’ Pavo’ s aready-stressed engines responded to
the demand for more power. A few seconds later, dlarms on the main control board began pipping asthe
ship’s sensors detected the first inbound homers from the mass of Mageworld ships ahead. Inthe
monitor screens, ugly flashes and streaks of light showed wherethe’ Pavo’s own secondary weapons
systems were sending out energy beams and dower-moving but even more deadly plasmadugsto
intercept and destroy the oncoming missles.

“We rewithin haf-range now,” reported the TAO.

“Close enough,” said Gil. “Send to Shaja, weapons free.”

“Wegpons free, aye.”

“Firemain batteries,” he ordered, thinking, With the Net failing, every second we can buy is
vital. They can’t fight and make a jump-run at the same time. “ Engage as many targets as possible.
Send to Shaja, on my signd, firedl homers, empty the tubes.”

“Shaja rogersfor it.”

“Sendto Shaja, firemissles”

“Hremissles”

“Misslesaway.”

Gil let out hisbregth in afaint Sgh. And that’ s about all the damage we can do. “ Shaja and
fighters, guide on me. Return to Net Control blocking stations. TAO-take us back to the Control
Station.”

“Ontheway.”

“Sir” exclamed the crew member at the sensor analysis board. “Net integrity isdown to five
percent. The Magefleet is starting to move Ga cenward.”

Gil fdt the snking sensation of inevitability. It’s the jJump-run.

“Stay with them,” he said. “Engage as many as possible”



A gory explosion lit up another monitor. A red dot winked out in the main battle tank just asa
massive thud, not so much heard asfelt, sounded in the’ Pavo’'s CIC.

“Engine hit, gir,” reported the TAO. * One of their homers got through.”

“Keep going-keep firing,” said Gil.

“Keepfiring aye,” said the TAO. He was bent over the sensor anaysis board, reading the data
asit scrolled in. “The Magefleet isn't firing back anymore. They're passing us-Net integrity at three
percent-they’ ve got ahole-”

His voice dropped and flattened. “They’ ve jumped.”

il. warhammer : galcen near space; rsf fezrisond: infabede sector

WARHAMMER' s HY PERSPA CE transit to Gal cen ended up taking close to two Standard
weeks. Jessan stood watch-and-watch with Beka the whole time. He barely saw the captain, except for
the few minutes every four hours when she came forward to the cockpit for another stint of pushing the
hyperspace enginesto their limit and a shade beyond. Then Jessan would make hisway aft through the
common room to their darkened quarters, sedl himsdlf into the zero-g deepsack, and fal into athick,
dreamless dumber. Four hours later the darm on the far bulkhead would bring him awake with ajerk,
and he' d head back to the cockpit for another watch.

With the gdley off-line as nonessentid, the’ Hammer’ s crew had to subsist on uncooked space
rations, chewing up the dried bricks of unreconstituted food and washing the powdery mouthfuls down
with cold-water instant cha' a. Ship’ slaundry and the sonic shower had aso gone by the board in the
flame of speed. It didn't really matter; Jessan and the captain dept in their dirtside clothes for lack of time
to change them, and cleanliness, like uninterrupted rest, became nothing but afading memory.

On the fourteenth day of the run, Jessan was off-watch and adeep in the captain’ s cabin-the
deep, unmoving deep of someone whose exhaustion has penetrated clear to the bone. Then, without
warning, he was awake, snapping back to consciousness and pulling himsaf out of the degp-sack so
quickly that he floated across the cabin and into the far bulkhead before he could recover.

“Wheét the hell?” he muttered.

Something was wrong. He couldn’t hear any darms or warning signds, but he knew that the ship
wasin trouble just the same. He made his way to the door, then worked his way handhold by handhold
through the common room, nearly colliding with Ignaceu LeSoit on hisway toward the cockpit.

“What' sup?’ asked the gunman. He was pulling himself hand-over-hand aong one bulkheed like
an experienced free-spacer.

Jessan didn’t stop moving forward. “Damned if | know. But | sureashdl don't likeit.”

The two of them reached the pilot’ s compartment together, with Jessan alittlein the lead. What
he saw didn’t do much to ease hisfedling of disaster. Beka had the cover off part of the console,
revedling the diagnostic readouts beneath, and there were stars outside the cockpit view-screens. That,
he redlized, was what had jolted him awake from a dead deep: the dropout from hyper.

He cleared histhroat. “ Beka?’

“Imbalancein drive number one,” she said without looking up. “ Don’t know how bad yet.”

“Damn.” Jessan pulled himsdlf forward to the copilot’ s position. “1’ d like to check our comms
and get anavigationd fix. Permisson to put nonessentials back on-line?’

“Go ahead. Doiit.”

Jessan Started flipping switches. The copilot’ s seat gave alittle beneath him asthe gravity eased
back on, and for the first time in two weeks he was able to Sit there properly instead of just occupying a
position in space amillimeter or so above the padded surface. A faint thud behind him suggested that
LeSoit had let go his handhold and dropped onto the deck.

“I'll beright back,” the gunman said.

Beka only nodded. Jessan brought up the rest of the non-essential systems and set the ship’s
navicomps to working on a proper fix. Finaly the captain straightened up from the diagnostic screens and
put the cover back onto the console.



The long hyperspace run had left its mark: her hair was dingy and unkempt, and dark smudges
shadowed the skin around her eyes. She pressed the hedls of her hands against her forehead and sighed.

“Hell and damnation,” she said. “Nyls, have you got anything from hi-comms or the navicomps?’

“No, and, unfortunately, yes.”

“Damnation,” shesaid again. “How bad isit?’

The cockpit doors did open before Jessan could answer, and LeSoit’ s footsteps sounded on the
deck. Therich, bitter-sharp aroma of fresh-brewed cha a struck Jessan’ s nogtrils, and Beka smiled
fantly.

“Blessyou, Ignac’,” she said, reaching out to take the mug LeSoit handed her. “I may live after
al”

“Rule one of the spacer’ strade.” The gunman passed another mug to Jessan and kept the third
for himsdf. “No problem is so bad that cha acan’'t help it.”

“Theré safirst timefor everything,” Bekasaid. She drank off amost haf of the mug's contents
without stopping, heedless of the near-scal ding temperature, and turned back to Jessan. “What were you
going to say about the navicomps?’

Jessan had both hands wrapped around his mug of cha afor warmth. Two weeks without
temperature control had chilled the ship amost to freezing. “Well, | have good news and bad news.”

“I don't havetimefor jokes.”

Jessan shook hishead. “No joke. The bad newsisthat hi-comms are down hard in this sector,
too. The good newsisthat we re only twelve light-days out of Galcen.”

Beka scowled. “Wheat the hell kind of good newsisthat? We might aswell still be on Eraes.”

“I'll admit that it salittle too far to walk,” he said, * but Space Force patrolsthisfar out. There's
achance we can find someone who'll passthe word aong.”

“We d better,” shesaid. “Ignac’, you stay up here and start broadcasting ‘ mechanical
breakdown’ on the distress frequency. Nyls, you and | have got some work to do.”

“How long will it take?’ LeSoit asked.

Beka shook her head. 1 won't know until we can make avisua inspection of the hyperdrives.
After they cool we'll haveto redlign them at least. Maybe reset the reference coordinates. Maybe more.
Damn piece-of-junk Gyfferan engines.”

Warhammer’ s outsized power plant had been Beka s pride and joy for aslong as Jessan had
known her.

“Wasit that bad?’ he asked quietly.

“Bad?’ Shedrained the rest of her cha a, and Jessan saw for thefirst time that her hands were
shaking in the backwash of an adrenaline reaction. “Bad? We d most went nova.”

Being the head of a department on aflagship, Ari had discovered, required endless
adminigtration-or, as hissster Bekawould have put it, hel’s own supply of paperwork. Hewas sitting in
his office aboard RSF Fezrisond, trying to project the next quarter’ s consumption of lint-free wipes and
disposable bandages, when the buzzer sounded at his door.

“Yes? hesad, fill working. “Can | help you?’

The door did open. A tal lieutenant (junior grade) from the Operations department stood on the
threshold, looking uncertain. “Can wetdk privately?’

“Sure. Close the door.”

Ari placed asmal bet with himsdlf. Either the fellow had caught somekind of venered discase a
aport cal, or else hiswife back home on Wherever was going to have ababy and he wanted to know
what the process entailed.

“Wadll, it'salittle embarrassng,” the JG said asthe door did shut behind him. “Maybe you could
takealook at thisrash I'vegot . . .”

Port call, Ari told himself, mentally paying off hisbet.

He had aready reached into the storage cabinet behind him for the appropriate medication-the
problem was a common one, even here on the admira’ s flagship-when he saw that the JG was holding a



folded piece of paper in one hand. Ari looked at it and raised his eyebrows. The JG unfolded the dip of
paper and laid it on Ari’ s desk.

Ari picked up the note and read it while the JG continued to babble nervoudy of rashes and
other embarrassing symptoms.

“This compartment iswired for sound,” the note read. “We need to talk in a secure space. Meet
me at the starboard sensor nacelle in twenty minutes.”

Ari crumpled the note and stuffed it into histrouser pocket for later disposa-in some other
compartment, since the eavesdroppers, whoever they are, could have gotten to the trash recycler.

“Wdl,” hesad, “that certainly isan interesting rash, but | don't think it’ s anything serious.

K egping the area clean and dry for two weeks should do the trick.”

The JG nodded. “Y ou’ ve been very hepful.”

“Think nothing of it,” Ari said. “ Seeyou later.”

“Thank you,” the JG said, and left.

Ari checked his chronometer. Twenty minutes! Well, why not? He straightened up his desk,
punched the Send button on the work he' d done, and walked out.

It was quiet on the big ship, midway through the forenoon watch. He made hisway quickly to the
sensor nacelle, after first stopping by his cabin to pick up aBerthing and Workspace Sanitary Inspection
Module for his clipboard. He was going to have to do those inspections thisweek anyway; if anyone
asked him why he was wandering around, he' d have alegitimate excuse.

What am | thinking of ? he wondered. I’ m a lieutenant commander, on board the ship
where I’m assigned, carrying out the duties of my position. Why should | have to explain anything
to anyone!

Just the same, he found himself wishing-and not for thefirst time, either-that Llannat Hyfid could
have come with him to the Fezzy. The Adept had aknack for sensing these things, maybe she could have
told him what was wrong.

Because there sure as hell is something going on, and it’s so rotten that I’ m even beginning
to smell it.

Twelve light-days out from Galcen, Warhammer drifted in vacuum. Tethered to the ship’s hull
by lifdines, two pressure-suited figures worked over the external hyperdrive components.

“Test pad one,” Bekasaid over thelink.

“Test one, aye,” Jessan replied. He pushed the button.

“Test pad one stet,” Beka said. The voicelink from her suit’s helmet picked up the sound of her
breath dong with thewords. “ Test pad two.”

“Third-party modifications screw up everything,” Jessan muttered. “Y ou should be able to do
voyage repairs without having to suit up and go out in vacuum.”

“Save your philosophy of design for later,” said Beka. “ Test pad two.”

“Test two, aye,” Jessan responded, and pressed the next button.

LeSoit’ s voice broke in over the link from the cockpit. “ Captain, Doc-l just picked up a
response on lightspeed comms. Looks like Space Forceis out here.”

“Gresat,” Jessan said. “Respond to them. And say these words, exactly; * Cosmic daylight break
authenticate one five echo.” Repest it back to me.”

“ *Cogmic daylight bresk authenticate onefive echo.” ”

“Yougotit,” Jessan said. “Now transmit and let me know how they respond.”

“What wasthat?’ Beka asked.

“Remember | told you that getting through the Net wouldn'’t be a problem? Assuming the skipper
of whoever's out here has the clearance, what | just told him should bounce him right out of bed.”

“Fine)” said Beka. “Now test pad three.”

“Test pad three, aye.”

Ari reached the starboard sensor nacelle exactly twenty Standard minutes, by his chronometer,



from the time his unexpected visitor had passed him the cryptic note.

Hewasn't particularly surprised to meet the same JG coming down the passageway from the
opposite direction. The young officer nodded to Ari without spesking and gestured to him to follow. In
slence, they made their way back aong the outboard passage into “fighter country,” the part of the
Fezzy that was reserved for the fighter detachment.

They hated at the door of the pilots ready room. Ari pamed the lockplate, but nothing
happened. He looked at the JG. The younger officer reached past him and touched the lockplate. The
door did open, and Ari followed the JG ingde beforeit could close again.

In theory, as head of the Fezzy’ s medica department, Ari should have had hisID scan onfilein
ship’'s memory with override access to dl spaces-but in theory, the head medic’ s office shouldn’t have
had snoop-buttons planted in it, and junior officers shouldn't be inviting him to mysterious private
mestings.

Somebody jury-rigged a new 1D filter on that lockplate, Ari thought as the door did shut
behind him. | hope they remember to switch it back before the next time one of them needs a medic
inahurry.

The ready room was packed with what looked like dl of the pilots and other ranks from the
fighter detachment, crammed in so tightly that the ventilation syssems were having trouble clearing the air.
The senior officer of the det, another lieutenant commander, stood by the forward bulkhead.

“That'sit,” hesaid. “1 believe that’ s everyone. All doors secure?’

“Secure, aye,” said another one of the fighter pilots.

“Ligtening device disabled?’

“Disabled.”

“Great.” Heturned to Ari. “Whatever you decide to do, Commander, please don’t do anything
foolish. Y ou won't leave this space without my permisson.”

Ari nodded, dowly. “I can seethat. Do you mind telling me what thisisal about?’

“WEe re having amutiny, and you' re part of it,” the lieutenant commander replied. “You'll havea
chanceto join us; but be assured that you won't be allowed to hinder us.”

Ari forced himsdf to rdlax. He wastoo far away from the lieutenant commander, the JG, and the
door to get to any one of them in asingle stride; better to wait until he knew who was involved and how
they were armed. Judging by the growls and muttered exclamations that arose from the rest of the group,
he wasn't the only one hearing the newsfor thefirst time.

The JG who'd dipped him the note spoke next, addressing not just Ari but theroomin generdl.
“Itismy belief that Admird Vdiant isin open rebellion againgt the Republic.”

More exclamations and noises of disbelief came from the crowd, but the JG kept on talking.

“ At the moment, we are underway for an unknown location-but getting underway at thistimeis
entirdy againg the mission of thisvessd. Further, Admiral Vaiant has placed persond friends or those
who owe him favorsin command of every vessd in this sector. In addition, hi-comms are down, and |
have reason to believe that VValiant knew in advance that they would be. The bulkheads to senior-officer
country are sealed, and no one other than Valiant’ s handpicked few are in the engine room, in Combat,
or on the bridge.”

The JG paused for amoment. When the genera buzz of comment died down, he went on.

“We had been ordered to deliver messages, hardcopy, across the fleet. Asit happens, | know
what those messages contained: ultimatafor every planet in this sector, directing them to swear loydlty to
Valiant persondly or face destruction by hisfleet. The ultimata are being delivered at thistime. Also at
thistime, Lieutenant Commander Rossdlin-Metadi wasto be arrested and held as hostage againgt the
actionsof hisfather, the Commanding Generd.”

“Andthat,” said the commander of thefighter det, turning to address Ari directly, “iswhy we
arrested you. If you' re going to be abargaining chip, we' d like you to be ours.”

“Believe me, | understand your position,” said Ari. He could tell from the way the JG and the det
commander were watching him that they had expected something far more explosive by way of
response. Fine, hethought. Let them stay confused until | figure out what'sreally up. “But what



happensif | don't want to be abargaining chip a al?’

The det commander looked regretful. “I’m afraid you don’t have much choice.”

It's a good thing Beka didn’t join the service, Ari thought. Telling her that she doesn’t have
a choiceisa quick way to get blood all over the deckplates. Bee never did know how to wait for
anything.

But Ari had learned about patience and subtlety along time ago, when Ferrdacorr gave him
hunting lessonsiin the forests of Maraghai. He was not going to get drawn into afight now, when hewas
outnumbered-and when he didn’t know for certain where histrue enemies|ay.

“I suppose I'll haveto believe you,” he said doud. “Y ou know more about the situation than | do
a the moment. How many people are digned withyou . . . | mean, with us?’

“Enough, | hope,” said the det commander, looking distinctly relieved that Ari had not chosen to
put up aviolent resstance. “ For the moment, though-1’m sorry, but we' |l have to put you under guard.”

Two hours after Warhammer’ s initid contact with the Space Force vessdl, a ship dropped out
of hyperspace near the outer edge of the’ Hammer’ s sensor range. Beka made it to the cockpit in time
to see the comm pand start blinking.

She glanced over at her copilot. “Nyls?’

“Transmitting Space Force identifiers,” he said. “Lookslike our rescuers are here.”

“I don’'t want arescue,” shesaid. “I can rescue mysdlf just fine, thank you. | want somebody
who can carry the news back to Galcen.”

She put on the earphone link for the comms. A quick check of lightspeed communications and
the relay stations showed nothing on the frequencies except noise and, far awvay, aprogram of dance
musi ¢ from somewhere in Gacen Prime. Over on hi-commsthere was ill nothing.

“Direct hyperspace communications are still down,” she said. “Whatever the Mages are doing,
they're doing it here, too. | can't believe people aren't running around screaming and panicking.”

“Planetary hi-comms may not have been down thiswholetime,” Jessan pointed out. “ Just the
transmissionsfrom the Net. That's how I’ d do it, with an agent in place to pass aong fake reports from
the Magezone saying that everything is just fine and dandy and how’ s the weather back home.”

“Say something to cheer me up, why don’t you?’ said Beka. “We dready know the
Mageworlders have somebody on our sdeworking for them. And if hi-comms just now went out in
Gal cen space-”

“Then the Magefleet can't be dl that far behind us”

“Oh, wonderful. And here we are, drifting like arock. Timeto start talking, | think.”

Bekadid asde an access plate on the top surface of the comm pand. Using her fingernails, she
teased the datachip bearing Pride of Mandeyn’s ID data out of its socket and laid it aside. Then she
pulled asecond, older chip from its hiding place in the pand’ sinner recesses and dotted it back in.

“No moredisguises,” shesad.

She switched over to lightspeed comms, fed as much power to the output as she could without
burning out the plate, and began to broadcast. “ Space Force vessdl, Space Force vessd, thisis Reserve
Merchant Vessdl Warhammer, comm check, over.”

She paused for aresponse, then repeated the call.

“They'reeight light-minutes out,” she said after the second broadcast. “It' || take awhileto hear
back from them. But | wouldn’t be surprised by arather confused welcome.”

“ Absolutdly nothing surprises me anymore,” said Jessan. “ Satisfy my curiosity, though-why are
we using the old cdll Sgn?With you and the’ Hammer both officidly dead, anyonewith that ID isgoing
to get listed asafakeright away.”

“Maybe,” Bekasaid. “But I'll bet the report gets sent Sraight on to Dadda anyhow. He knows
I’'m il dive, and using hiscal signisoneway to get his persond attention.”

“I hopeyou'reright.”

“Sodol.” Bekapicked up thelink again. “ Space Force vessdl, Space Force vessd, thisis
RMV Warhammer. Comm check, over.”



Again there was no response. Beka checked the navicomps and the chronometer. Then she
glanced at the sensor readouts. “ Too dow.”

A short while later, the comm link picked up avoice signa. She put it onto the cockpit speskers
S0 that Jessan wouldn't have to wonder what was going on.

“Unknown vessd, unknown vessdl,” the voice was saying. “ Thisis Republic warship
one-zero-niner-saven. Request you identify yoursalf.”

Bekatook adeep breath. “Herewe go,” she muttered, and keyed on the link.

“Thisis Space Force Reserve vessel Warhammer,” shetold the voice. “Request securelink,
captain-to-captain.”

The lightspeed comms beeped twice as the crypto synchronized. Beka opened the link again.

“One-zero-niner-seven,” she said, “thisis Warhammer . Request you pass to commander, Space
Defense Command: attack of Galcen by Mageworlds warfleet imminent, over.”

There was a severad-second transmission lag as Beka s lightspeed signal crossed the distance
between the two ships and the warship’ s reply came back again.

“Thisis one-zero-niner-seven actud; who am | talking to?’

She gtraightened her shoulders. “Thisis Captain Beka Rossdlin-Metadi spesking. The Inner Net
isdown; the status of the Outer Net is unknown. | need you to patch me directly through to the
Commanding Generd.”

Again the transmission lag and then the voice. “Come dead in space, Warhammer, and zero
your guns. | intend to board you.”

Bekadrew in her breath between her teeth. “1 do not intend to be boarded. Read my ID signal.
ThisisaRepublic warship, and | need to report to the Commanding Genera.”

Another, briefer pause-the gap between the two vessals was steadily closing and then the other
ship'scaptain replied. “Your ID isnot listed. Warhammer crashed. Rossdlin-Metadi is dead. If you
attempt to enter Gal cen space you will be destroyed. Come dead in space. Do it now.”

“Oh, dear,” sad Jessan. “Thisisn't working well at dl.”

“They've got idiotsin the Home Flet,” she said under her bresth. “Idiots. What happened with
your secret security message? Why doesn't he believe us?’

“Wadll . .. not everybody has your family’s, ah, casud attitude toward the formdities. He could
be one of those captains who believesin doing everything strictly by the book. He sbeing cautious, isdl.
For al he knows, the codes were broken and thisisaMage trick to get control of hisship.”

“Going by the book’11 kill you every time,” she said. “Y ou' re Space Force, Nyls-what's next?’

The Khesatan looked thoughtful. “What' s wrong with allowing them to board?’

“I don't like-”

“These are the good guys, remember? Talk with them, show them around-let them get alook at
your face, for heaven’s sake! Anybody who ever saw aflatpic of your mother is going to think twice
about cdling you aliar then.”

“We haven't got thetimefor al thisnonsense.. . . but you' re probably right.”

She put Warhammer into a skew-flip and began to decel erate under main power. Then she
unstrapped and stood up.

“You' ve got the conn,” shetold Jessan. “Bring LeSoit up hereto fill the other seat, and tell your
paswe re ready to receive aboarding party.”

“Wherewill you be?

“In my cabin getting dressed,” she said. “If | haveto talk usin on the strength of afamily
resemblance, I’'m going to have to look better than this.”

iii. warhammer: galcen patrol zone; rsf naversey: the outer net; galcen: theretreat
THE COMMANDER of 1097 didn’t seem in a hurry to rendezvous with the” Hammer and

come aboard. Bekarushed her own shower-and-change as much as she dared-getting her long hair back
toitsnatura pae yelow from Tarnekep Portree’ s nondescript brown was afinicky process, but one she



couldn’t omit-and then got on the intraship link to the cockpit.

“What' sthe status on our visitor?’ she asked.

“Still not here, Captain,” Jessan’ svoice replied from the bulkhead spesker. “He sdoing
everything by the book, just like | said-gpproaching a moderate speed, then standing off and observing
through active scanners.”

“Damn.” Shebit her lip. “ Paich me through to him, right now.”

“Aye, Cgptan.”

Bekawaited for the double beep and said, “ One-zero-niner-seven, thisis Warhammer . There
are people dying to buy usthetimeyou rewasting! Rosselin-Metadi, out.”

She dapped the link closed and turned back to the cabin mirror for afina check. Tarnekep
Portree hadn’t vanished compl etely-the Mandeynan starpilot had been her dter ego for too long-but
she’ d done the best she could, swapping Portree’ s lace-trimmed finery for plain free-spacer’ s gear and
omitting the scarlet eye patch atogether. Her hair hung loose; she scowled at it for amoment, then began
separating it into strands for braiding. She till remembered the pattern, or her fingers did, which cameto
the same thing, and soon she had a coronet of multiple braids arranged in the old Entiboran style.

All I need is the goddamned iron crown . . .

She left the captain’s cabin and strode into the ” Hammer’s common room. Nyls Jessan was
aready there, leaning againg the bulkhead with folded arms and afine air of unconcern that she might
have believed if she hadn't looked at hiseyesfirg.

“Where' slgnac’?’ she demanded.

“Waiting at the airlock to receive our visitors when they decide to show up.”

“Good,” she said. Shewas pacing by now, back and forth from the acceleration couchesto the
mess table. “ So what the hell is keeping the bastards?’

“Patience,” Jessan murmured, “ patience. We' rein the Gacen control zone now, and thereé sa
certain formdity herethat you don’t find in the frontier worlds-”

Bekasnarled. Before she could say anything, the intraship comm link crackled open and LeSoit's
voice came over the bulkhead speaker. “Boarding party inbound, Captain.”

She forced hersdlf to stop pacing and wait. Three minutes later by her chronometer, LeSoit
ushered in the boarding party-an officer and two senior enlisted, just like at the Net. The leader of the
team, afull lieutenant thistime, gave Beka a dazzling parade-ground salute.

“Captain, the commanding officer of my vessd extends an invitation to you and your
second-in-command to meet with him aboard our craft.”

“Do | have achoice?’

“Permission to pesk fredy?’ the lieutenant said.

“Granted,” shesad tightly.

“Then...I'mafraid you don’'t, Captain.”

She drew along breath, then let it out again. “Very well. LeSoit!”

“Captain.”

“Take care of the shipwhilel’m gone.”

“Aye, Cgptan.”

LeSait left for the cockpit, and Beka turned back to the waiting lieutenant. “Let’ sgo.”

In the company of the boarding party, Bekaand Jessan made their way through the’ Hammer’s
arlock to the shuttle. After abrief crossing to the Republic warship, they soon found themselves being
ushered into the captain’s mess. The captain was there before them, sitting at the table with a couple of
other officers.

He rose asthey came into the mess and gestured them into chairs. “1’m sorry about this,” he said
as hetook his own seat again, “but aface-to-face conference seemed to be best. The open comm
circuitsaren't redly suited-”

“Right,” Bekacut in. “Listen to me. The Mageworlders have broken the Inner Net, and they
were attacking the Outer Net as we passed through. And that was two weeks ago.”

“Y ou made the trangt from the Net in just two weeks?’



He sounded dubious. She pressed her lips together and met his gaze without blinking.

“Yes”

“Y ou didn’t bother to use hi-comms? And the commander of the Net Patrol Fleet didn’t use
them ether?’

Jessan answered for her thistime. “Hi-comms are down,” he said. “ Test them for yourself.”

The captain looked at the lieutenant who had escorted them over from Warhammer . The
lieutenant nodded and I ft.

“Wewill check, of course” said the captain. He leaned back in his chair and put thetips of his
fingerstogether. “While we re waiting for confirmation on the hi-comms-what exactly isyour request?

Y our initid message stated mechanical breakdown. Do you require trangit to an inhabited world? If so,
regulations require that you be charged for the passage, unless you can prove yoursdlf destitute.”

“I don’'t need atrangit to anywhere, thank you,” Bekasaid. “1’m in the process of making voyage
repairs right now. | do need you to carry word of the Mage breakthrough to Galcen.”

The captain looked at her. “Let me get thisstraight. Y ou have traveled here from the Net much
faster than possible; you have madeinitial contact under afdse I1D; and you want me to put the whole
Space Force onto high aert on your word alone?’

Beka clenched her figts. I’ ve killed people for less than what this son of a bitch doesn’t even
know he' s doing.

“I am Beka Rossdlin-Metadi,” she said, “and | want you to give me adirect lineto my father. Let
me talk to the Commanding General, and we' Il see whose word isand isn't any good around here. And
while you' re thinking about it-ask yoursalf what happensif the rest of my story checks out too.”

The pause that followed seemed to stretch out forever. At last Jessan broke the silence.

“A moment, Captain,” he said. “I am Lieutenant Commander Nyls Jessan, SFMS, lineal number
five eight niner niner sx three. | an TAD to Intelligence, on detached duty in the Magezone. | havea
Link-level clearance. May | have aword aone with you and your security manager?’

A buzzer sounded. The warship’s captain picked up ahandset. “Down? Very well. Have Mr.

Y eldin report to the captain’s mess, and keep on trying.” He turned to the other two officersin the mess.
“Please escort Captain-ah-Captain Rossdin-Metadi to the wardroom.”

Bekaand the two officers stood and left. Just outside the door to the captain’s mess she dmost
ran into athird officer hurrying the other way-probably the“Mr. Y edin” who'd been summoned earlier.
The wardroom wasn't far from the captain’ s mess; Beka had no sooner arrived and been offered acup
of cha’awhen the attention signa sounded.

“All officers not actudly on watch, muster in the wardroom.”

The captain of one-zero-niner-seven arrived amoment later himself, accompanied by Jessan and
the other officer, whom Beka presumed was the security manager. The captain gestured to an ensign with
supply corpstabs on her uniform.

“Please escort Captain Rossdlin-Metadi and Commander Jessan back to their vessd,” he said.
“Let them take the shuttle lone.”

“Thank you, Captain,” Jessan said, and they followed the ensign out.

Bekadidn't say anything until they were back onto the shuttle and headed for Warhammer .
Then she turned to Jessan.

“All right, Nylswhat did you tell that guy? He looked like he' d seen aghost.”

“Nothing much,” said Jessan. “1 judt filled him in on afew truths. At the sametime, he discovered
for himsdlf that he had no communications. The combination proved irresigtible.”

LeSoit waswaiting for them in the airlock vestibule. * Did you see what that bugger did?’ he
demanded. “He was dready on arun-to-jump before you got hafway back-left his shuttle with us, too. |
hope he doesn’t expect usto pay for it.”

Jessan raised an eyebrow. “ Pay for it? Surely not. Neither the captain nor | instructed him to
abandon the boarding craft-we merely impressed on him the seriousness of the Situation.”

“Now that you two have gotten the pleasantries out of theway,” Bekasaid, “let’ sturn to. We
have some hyperspace enginesto repair.”



Llannat was moving through the ShadowDance exercises as best she could in the cramped space
of RSF Naversey's passenger compartment when the bulkhead speaker crackled to life.

“All hands secure your persona belongings and strap in. Dropping out of hyperspace in about
fiveminutes”

She was surprised by the announcement; none of the passengers aboard Naver sey had been
expecting dropout for at least another day. Even in afast courier, one of the speediest ships the Space
Force owned, such an early arrival meant that the crew had been pushing things the whole way. And
courier schedules were grim enough-the pilot and copilot generdly stood watch-and-watch during the
entire run asamatter of course-that nobody was going to make one even tighter without acommand
from above.

Finding that derelict Deathwing must have put everybody into serious panic, Llannat
thought. | don’t think I’ ve ever seen the top brass moving so fast over something that isn’'t a
shooting matter .

She made certain that her carrybag was properly stashed in the luggage compartment, went back
to her acceleration couch, and strapped herself in. Around her in the passenger cabin, the otherswere
doing the samething. She knew al her fellow-passengers by surname at least by now, after the enforced
intimacy of such along trangit: E' Patu and Rethid, the two warrants; Lury, the med service captain;
Govantic, the data specidist; and the linguist-historian Vinhayn.

The bulkhead speaker crackled again. “ Stand by for hyperspace trand ation and deceleration.”

The announcement was aformality; Llannat knew that the pilot’ s status board would have flashed
an aert Sgnd if anything in the passenger compartment was unsecured. Nevertheless, she checked her
safety webbing one more time just to make certain.

“Dropout in ten seconds,” said the speaker. “Five seconds. Four. Three. Two. One. Now.”

Llannat felt thefaint shock of discontinuity that marked the transition from hyperspace to the
normal universe. Once out in realgpace again, Naver sey began decderating smoothly. From hereit
shouldn’t take long to rendezvous with RSF Ebannha and the Deathwing.

| hope they let us unpack and eat a proper meal before we start investigating, she thought.
I”’m getting tired of low-mass space rations. And | seriously need a shower. And laundry . . .

“Senior line officer present, please cometo the bridge.”

Startled out of her reverie, LIannat glanced first at the bulkhead speaker and then at her
fellow-passengers, trying to determine who was meant by the summons. She herself was out on two
counts-as amember of the medica service, she was support, not line; and as an Adept she was barred
from holding formd rank.

Lury’ s out, too, shethought, and both warrants. That leaves our two reservists.
Lieutenants, both of them-this could get sticky.

By now the others had al worked through the same or smilar lines of reasoning, and Govantic
and Vinhayn were eyeing each other speculatively. The younger man started to unstrap the safety
webbing on his acceleration couch.

“Excuseme,” Vinhdyn said quietly.

Govantic paused. “Y ou heard what the man said. I’'m wanted up in the cockpit.”

“Not necessarily,” said Vinhayn. “Our pilot caled for the senior line officer present-and since
served inthe late War, | believe my commission predates yours.”

Govantic sank back onto his couch, looking disgruntled. Lieutenant Vinhalyn unstrapped and
made hisway forward through the vacuum-tight door to the cockpit, leaving an uneasy silence behind
him. Several minutes passed, and then the bulkhead spesker came on again.

“Migtress Hyfid, please cometo the bridge.”

Llannat wondered nervoudy what the pilot-and Vinhalyn, she reminded hersdlf; nobody called
you until he was up there-would be wanting an Adept for, out herein the middle of nowhere.
Obediently, she got out of her seat and went forward. The vacuum-tight doors opened for her and sighed
shut again as she entered the cockpit.



Please come up to the Retreat at once. There is something | have to show you. Ransome.

Brigadier Genera Perrin Ochemet had found the cryptic summons waiting on his desktop when
he returned from lunch. His eyebrows had gone up. The Space Force didn’t need anything from the
Guild at the moment, and he certainly hadn’t asked. Then he’ d shrugged (Maybe Ransome wants
something from us for a change) and made arrangements for one of the duty atmospheric-craft pilots
to fly him into the mountains beyond Tredin, and up to the massive stone pile that was the Retrest.

Unlike thefirg trip he' d made, this one was amost relaxing. Nothing urgent required his attention
at the moment; the only cris's, the disappearance of Genera Metadi and the death of the Generd’saide,
had been ongoing for awhile now with no change-and as Metadi himsdf wasfond of saying, “Anything
that lasts more than aweek isn't acrigs, it’' sagtuation.” Ochemet could lean back againgt the padded
seat and take an afternoon nap with areasonably clear conscience.

Thistime, the airfield a the Retreat had a hovercar waiting for him when he arrived. Ochemet
rode up the narrow switchback road to the citaddl, and found the Guild Master waiting againin the
courtyard.

“WEell,” Ochemet said, asthe hovercar purred away to wherever the Adepts at the Retreat kept
such things, and the massive ironwood gates swung closed, “I got your message. Here | am. Whereis
thisthing I’ m supposed to see?”’

“Comewith me,” said Ransome. He turned and began climbing the narrow stone stepsthat led
up from the courtyard onto the walls. Ochemet shrugged and followed.

Once on the battlements, Ransome led the way to another stair, this one spiraling upward indde a
dark, thick-walled tower. They emerged at the top to walk aong more battlements to where a second,
even higher tower reared up over them, and then climbed yet another spira stair up to the highest point in
the Retreat. Nothing but the dull blue sky of |ate evening remained above them on thistopmost level, not
even the bannersthat might have flown over such afortressin the ancient days, the Adeptsflew no one's
banner, and had none of their own.

The sun was setting-in Prime, Ochemet reflected, it would be close to midnight by now-and a
chill wind blew down across the watchtower from theicy face of the mountains beyond the Retrest.
Master Ransome looked out at the ragged skyline and said nothing.

“Well?" said Ochemet again. “Whereisit?’

Ransome shook hishead. “I don’t know. All | know isthat there is something here tonight that
you and | will see. And | know that you and | are together when we seeit, and that it will be important to
usboth.”

This, Ochemet reminded himsdlf, was why you wanted someone el se to handle liaison with
the Guild.

“Do you know what thisthing is?’ he asked.

The Adept made an impatient gesture. “If | knew, | would tell you.” He smiled briefly, without
much humor. “Unless, of course, you shouldn’t know it.”

“That' s not especidly helpful,” said Ochemet. “And if | wasn't sure that you were on our Side,
I’d worry.” He paused. “I’'m waiting.”

Ransomewas silent for awhile longer. Then, sill looking out across the darkening landscape, he
asked, “What do you know about the Mages?’

The question caught Ochemet off guard. “Not much more than anybody else does,” he said after
amoment. “A bit more than some people, maybe-| was around for the tail end of the War.”

“Then you saw the end of their hegemony and the destruction of their works,” said Ransome.
“But you know amost nothing of their philosophy.”

“| leave that to your people.”

Ransome laughed; Ochemet thought he heard afaint note of bitternessin the sound. “My people.
Thingswould be easier for meif they redly were. But no one controls anyone else, ever. No oneis
possessed by another, ever. No matter what the Magelords think.”

“If you say s0,” Ochemet said uneasly. “1 wouldn't know.”



“No,” said Ransome. “1 suppose you wouldn't. But have you heard anything . . . unusud . . .
from the Mageworlds lately?’

Ochemet thought about the Magebuilt raider that was even now gliding through the Outer N,
and about the team of specidiststraveling out to examineit. Their courier ship would drop out of hyper
soon; their first report might come as early astonight or tomorrow. The team-including an Adept. Had
she reported to Ransome, Ochemet wondered, and if so, how? For that matter, how did Adepts do any
of thethingsthey did?

He decided to hedge. The formal report hadn’t yet shown up on his desk, which asfar asthe
regs were concerned made him till officidly ignorant. “Nothing' s happened lately that hasn't happened
before”

Ransome turned toward him. “Don'’t triflewith me,” was dl the Guild Master said, hiswords as
soft and mild as ever. Then heturned away again, and was silent.

Thetensgonin Naversey's cockpit hit Llannat like aphysical blow; she had to grab at one of the
zero-g handholds to steady hersdif.

What'swrong! Everything looks okay . . .

Shetook adeep breath to restore her equilibrium, then glanced about the cockpit. The sarfield
that glowed outside the cockpit viewscreens gppeared normal, at least asfar as she could tdll; if there
was aproblem, it wasn't close enough to see. Vinhalyn and the two pilots were looking at the
control-pand readouts instead, and the very air around them was full of the dark colors of dismay.

Llannat cleared her throat. “Mistress Hyfid reporting as ordered. Isthere some kind of
problem?’

The pilot nodded. “ Ebannha’ s not here.”

“Not here. Y ou mean you can't find her?’

“I've dready been through thiswith Lieutenant Vinhalyn,” said the pilot; hisvoice had aragged
edgetoit. “I mean she' snot here. These are the coordinates we were given; we should be close enough
aready to pick her up asabright star on visua. And sheisn't here. No visua, no comm signas, no 1D
sgnds, nothing.”

“Not quite nothing,” Vinhalyn said. The academic had atight-lipped expression quite unlike
anything Llannat had seen on hisface before. “ The sensors are picking up agreat ded of hot drifting
metd. And hi-comms are completely down-our attemptsto contact Prime, or anyone else, have beenin
van.”

“Hot drifting metal.” Llannat shook her head. “What' s been going on out here?’

“I don't know,” said the pilot. “And | don't likeit. I think we ought to head back to Galcen. But
I'm just thetaxi driver for this expedition-Lieutenant Vinhalyn hasthefina call. And he sayswe ought to
conault withyou firg.”

“Me?” Shelooked at Vinhalyn. “What am | supposed to know that you guys don’t?’

Theformer academic shrugged. “ Perhaps nothing. But | learned during the Magewar that it never
hurtsto ask.”

“Right,” she said. She looked out at the starfield again, amyriad glowing dots against the black.
So now I’ m supposed to make like some kind of oracle. . . what do | tell him, that | can’t do that
sort of thing on order! Better at least giveit atry first.

Closing her eyes, shetried to sense the patterns that flowed through the universe beyond the
cockpit. Nothing at first; she had trouble working with the immensity that was red space between the
dars.

Relax, shetold hersdlf. Don’t pushiit.

Shelet the patterns move for awhile without watching them, letting hersdf float and grow
accustomed to this new experience. Abruptly there was a shifting sensation, much like dropping out of
hyper, as her awareness flexed and changed, leaving her newly at ease with the scale of things. And, in
the next ingtant, certain of what she was seeing.

Magework. Magework and dark sorcery.



Not sincetheraid on Darvell, when Mage ords and Circle-Mages had manipulated the fabric of
the universe to fight both her and each other, had she felt the patterns twisted and knotted like this. And
nowhere out there was any spark of light. It wasall dead . . .

No. Not quite.

“On”

Her voice came out in a hoarse croak. She didn’'t have any idea how long she' d stood with her
awareness turned away from her physica surroundings; her kneeswould have given way if Vinhalyn
hadn’t steadied her.

“Weneedtogoon.”

iv. rsf selsyn-bilai: infabede sector; galcen near space

BY THE time RSF Sesyn-bilai reached the dropout point for the Infabede sector, the
engineering warrant officer who currently answered to the name Gamelan Bandur was more than ready
to seered space again. A stores ship like the Sdsyn took its time about getting from one place to
another, spending severa weeksin hyper for the samejourney a courier ship could makein a couple of
days. Such unhurried progressirritated aman who had always preferred his starships fast and dangerous.
On the other hand, the Selsyn had been going back and forth between Infabede and the supply depots of
the Inner Worldsfor severa years now, and the warrant officers messwasfull of very interesting gossip.
Bandur had listened, contributing now and then a humorous anecdote from the shipyards of Galcen
Prime, and had taken copious mentd notes.

Elsewhere aboard the Selsyn, he supposed, CC1 Ennys Pardu had been pursuing similar
interests. Except for occasiond brief glimpses, he hadn’t seen the clerk/comptech since they’ d both come
aboard, but he remembered her efficiency very well. If RSF Sasyn-bilai’ s record files held something
she conddered important, stopping her would take more data security than a stores ship was likely to be
able to muster. Bandur hoped that she was equaly competent at covering her tracks afterward.

Onalarge ves like the SHsyn, artificid-intdligence routinesin aship’'s memory handled most
aspects of the the dropout from hyperspace, but the engineering spaces kept up full crews just the same,
in case of emergencies. Both the red space and the hyperspace engines underwent considerable stress at
the moment of trangition, and the systems of avessdal with the mass of a stores ship were orders of
magnitude more complex than those of asmal cargo vessd.

Bandur had agtation in Main Control, monitoring the datalink that transmitted the conning
officer’ shem and throttle commands from the bridge down to the Al systemsin Engineering. The smooth
functioning of the Slsyn’s machinery and the performance of her trangtion-detail team impressed him, in
gpite of hislong-standing preference for fighting ships-and in spite of the fact that where shiphandling was
concerned, he’ d never been an easy man to please.

He listened to the speaker on the 1C pand asit echoed the words of the bridge team:

“Stand by for realspace.” . . . “ Standing by.” . . . “On my mark, drop out, mark.” . . . “Rea space
trangtion.”

On the pand, the power readouts flickered as the real pace engines cut in, and the accelerometer
began to show negative during deceleration. Bandur nodded to himself in satisfaction and verified thelog
entry showing time of dropout.

“Right, then,” the chief engineer said. “ Secure from hyperspace running.”

Shortly afterward the speaker on Bandur’ s panel cameto life again, thistime relaying the voices
of thejunior officer of the watch and the officer of the deck:

“Two contacts, close aboard. Friendlies.” . . . “Roger, prepare arriva report for transmission.” . .
“Aye aye”

Helistened, curious. In the old days, even friendly contacts this soon would have been reason for
serious aarm; nobody back then had good reasons for waiting around so close to aknown drop point.

Plenty of bad ones, though . . . | remember the points just beyond Ophel, where the big
Magebuilt cargo ships used to halt and top off on fuel and stores before the long push home. On a



good day you could pick off the escorts one at a time as they came through, and after that it was
easy pickings. . .

Bandur shrugged. Times changed; no one knew that better than he did. He turned to hisduties,
supervising thejunior crew members as they secured the hyperspace engines preparatory to opening
them for ingpection. A few minutes later he was surprised to see the chief engineer walking over to him.

“Secure, Mister Bandur. Skipper wantsto seeyou in his cabin, ingtantly.”

Now, what the hell ... ?“Onmy way.”

Bandur spoke to the leading petty officer in his party-“ Carry on smartly”-and left Main Control
by the vacuum-tight door leading forward. He strode through the passageways to senior officer country
without any hesitations or false turnings, and found hisway to the captain’s cabin. Oncethere he
knocked, then palmed the lockplate. As soon asthe door did open, he took a step forward and came to
acareful attention, histhumbs aigned with the seams of hisuniform trousers.

“Warrant Officer Bandur, reporting as ordered.”

“Very wel, Bandur,” said the CO-the longest speech that he' d made to the warrant so far.
“Stand easy. Captain Tyche here has a couple of thingsfor you.”

Bandur relaxed and looked around the captain’s cabin for the first time, just as another officer,
thisonein Infantry uniform, entered the space.

“Mister Bandur,” the newcomer said, “1 have orders that you accompany me.”

| don’t know what they’ ve got waiting back on Galcen, Bandur thought, but if it isn’t
something really good I’ [| have Perrin Ochemet’ s guts for garters.

“Yes, dr,” hesad doud. “ Shdl | collect my gear?”’

The Infantry captain shook hishead. “ That won't be necessary. Y our gear is being collected for
you right now.”

One of the comm links on the desk beeped. The CO picked it up-it was a hush-circuit, mostly
earpiece with asmall vocal pickup attached-and kept an eye on Tyche and Bandur ashe taked: “The
devil yousay! ... Retransmit ... All circuits?. .. Areyousure?. .. Wel, keep trying.”

Bandur glanced over a Captain Tyche. “Mind if | ask what' s happening?’

Something about the Infantry captain, possibly the way his gppearance managed to combine
wholesome square-jawed blandness with an impression of knife-edged efficiency, suggested to Bandur
that there was more to Tyche than met the eye. One of the Intel boys, the warrant officer conjectured.
Perrin must be serioudy worried. Hewasn't surprised when Tyche said only, “ There€ sheen a
modification to your orders. Y ou' reto comewith me.”

The quick pinging of aportable comm link sounded from Tyche s belt. The Infantry captain
pulled the device free and thumbed it on.

“I have aparty from that long-range recon craft we spotted earlier,” atinny voice said. “They
request permission to board and inspect.”

“Permisson denied,” Tychesadiinto thelink. “1 say again, denied.” He nodded to the Sdsyn’s
CO, who was 4till on the hush-link and dl but ignoring the two men. “Sir, I'm taking this man with mein
accordance with my orders.”

The CO waved ahand to signify that he understood. Tyche palmed the lockplate for the outer
door and gestured at Bandur to precede him throughiit.

Just asthe warrant officer stepped forward to cross the threshold into the corridor beyond, a
movement in the cabin behind him caught his eye. Two more men in uniform had entered the space
through the inner door. They didn’t look like any of the regular crew, though, and they carried
sidearms-definitely not standard operating procedure on board the Salsyn.

Thisis starting to smell like genuine trouble.

The years had provided Warrant Officer Bandur with awell-developed set of protective
ingtincts. He kept on moving, with Tyche close on hisheds. Behind them, the first of the new arrivalswas
saying to the CO, “Captain, you're under arrest.”

The SAlsyn’s captain darted to hisfeet. “ The hdl-!”

“By order of Admira Vdiant. ..”



Valiant, thought Bandur with perverse satisfaction as the door closed behind him and Tyche. |
thought there was something going on in Infabede!

Outside, the bulkhead speaker began an announcement. “All officers please assemblein the
forward wardroom. All officers please assemblein the forward wardroom. All officers. . .”

“If you ask me,” said Bandur, “that sound like a damned unhedlthy order to be obeying right

Tychejust looked at him. “Y ou know your way around the ship alot better than | do. What' sthe
quickest route to the docking bays?’

Bandur consulted his mental map. “ This corridor, up aleve, then starboard.” Tyche nodded.
“Youlead, I'll follow.”

Beka seated hersdlf in the pilot’ s chair and belted on the safety webbing. “ Places, everyone.”

“The shuttle's cast adrift with abeacon oniit,” came LeSoit' s voice over the intraship comm link.

“Good. If the Space Force wantsit, they can come get it. Now we find out if our repairs are
going to hold.”

“Let’snot pushit,” Jessan said. “ There' sno point in blowing ourselves up before we get there.”

“There satimeto be cautious,” Beka said without looking at him, “and thisisn't it.” She pushed
the real space enginesto full forward. * Navicomp data check, confirm. Near approach Galcen, check,
confirm. Stand by, jump.”

She pushed the throttles forward the last bit needed for jump speed, and flicked on the
hyperspace engines. The stars winked out and the substance of space went to opalescent grey. She
heard asigh of rdlief from Jessan in the copilot’ s seat as the music of the hyperdrive hit its proper note
and held true.

“Enginesnormal,” he said. “Run true, dropout calculated on time, twenty minutesred time
running.”

“Roger. Let's see how thingslook when we get to Galcen.”

“Y ou’ re expecting trouble on dropout?’

She looked a him. “Y ou saw what was going on at the Net. Where the hell else could an armada
like that be headed except for Galcen? The Mageworlds can't have built enough shipsto take on the
entire Space Force at once-they’ Il have to break our fleet up into portions small enough to defeat one by
one. And that means hitting Galcen first thing after they bring down the Net, so that even if we get our
communications back together there’ sno central command.”

Jessan nodded. “ ‘ Cut off the head first, then deal with the body piece by piece.” ... Have you
read Chdlys’s Poetics of Armed Strife?’

In spite of hersdf, she smiled. “ Sorry. Thefinishing school | went to left it right out of the Galactic
Literaturein Trandation course.”

“Well, Chelys cdlsthat strategy aclassc method of dealing with asuperior force. But it’ sl
tricky, especidly thefirgt strike against enemy HQ. Any little thing can mess up your timetable and lose
you the dement of surprise.”

“Exactly what | want to do,” she said. “ As soon as we hit Galcen nearspace.”

“You don't trust our friend back there to have derted everybody?’

“I don't trust anyone. Besides, he might have classfied the information-especidly after al the
galactic superspy noises you had to make to get his attention.”

“And you intend to break security?’

“That' sright,” she said. “Wide-beam, in the clear. I’ m tired of sneaking around.”

“Coming up on time for dropout,” Beka said afew minutes later. “Dropping out . . . now.”

The shifting not-greyness outside the cockpit stretched and darkened and blazed up into afield of
gars. A quick series of beepstold Bekathat the ship’s sensors had gone into their automatic
data-collection routine for the navicomps, pulling in beacon signds, Sar patterns, and anything el se that
might help them identify one point out of avast gdaxy.

The navicomps went to work digesting and collating the information. Beka turned to Jessan.



“Check to seeif we're getting anything on lightspeed comms.”

“Nothing so far,” he said after amoment. “1 think we beat the Magesin.”

“That wasthewholeidea. . . Do you have any Space Force activity?”

“Negative. | don't seeany.”

Bekastraightened suddenly in the pilot’ s seet.

“Hit the guns,” she said, asthe sensor readouts lit up and alarms began shrieking al over
Warhammer’ s cockpit. “ Assume that anything not squawking Space Force identifiersishogtile. We' ve
got company.”

In the viewscreen aheed, the fabric of reality wasrippling and trembling, shaking back and forth
between the starfield and the grey pseudosubstance of hyperspace as ship after ship came through. The
Mageworlds warfleet had come to Galcen.

Warrant Officer Bandur found himsdlf lying on the deck againgt the bulkhead, with the hidden
deeve gun he dways carried held unconcealed and ready in his hand. It took him a moment to figure out
why he wasthere.

Ah, yes-1 heard a blaster.

Helooked around and found Tyche a so prone on the deck and pressed tight againgt the
opposite bulkhead-and for dl that he hadn’t been armed amoment ago, the Infantry captain was holding
ablaster aswell.

The two men looked at each other. “Well,” said Bandur. “Now we know who we are. We're
the good guys.”

Tycheignored him and switched on hiscomm link. “ Status?’

“Under attack with smal arms,” said the voice on the other end. “Maintaining.”

“Roger.” Tyche hit asecond button on hiscomm link. “ Status on Party Two?’

Another voice spoke up. “WEe re pinned down in compartment two-twelve-forty-lima.”

“Roger,” sad Tyche. “Do you have the package?’

“Affirmative. Indructions?’

“Stand fast. Wait for relief.” The Infantry captain glanced over at Bandur. “ Get usto
two-twelve-forty-lima, please.”

Perrin’s being damned thorough, thought Bandur. I’m a bit surprised he didn’t just grab me
and leave Quetaya in place for later. But if Valiant’ s trying something funny in this sector, we'll
both be safer off the ship anyway. Maybe somebody slipped Galcen a warning ahead of time . . .

He stood up and pointed down the corridor. “ Thisway.”

They headed out a a quick wak. Tyche spoke again into hiscomm link: “I’m en route to Party
Two'slocation. Send arelief party as soon astacticaly feasble.”

The bulkhead spesker cameto life again. “ Security dert, security dert. All hands stand fast.”

“One of the roving patrols must have failed to return on schedule,” Bandur guessed.

“That’swhat | figure,” agreed Tyche. “1t lso means that whoever’ s attacking doesn’'t have the
entire ship secured yet.” He nodded at the warrant officer’ s miniature hand blaster. “Y ou have astun
Setting on that weapon?”

Bandur shook his head. “Never saw the need.”

Tyche s eyebrows went up afraction of aninch. “1 don’t know who you redly are, and I'll
probably never know . . . doesn’t matter. In the meantime, keep in mind that right now we don't know
for certain who thefriendliesare”

“I'll try to remember,” said Bandur. He glanced from his blaster over to Captain Tyche. “|
supposeyou' reafriendly?’

“Makeit your working hypothesis,” Tyche said. “Those sure as hell weren't my guysback inthe
CO'scabin, | can promise you that much.”

“Right,” Bandur said. “Compartment two-twelve-forty-limais on the far side of this bulkhead.
Two entrances. one through the docking bay and another from oneleve up in Operations berthing.”

Two nervous-looking crew members with Space Force standard-issue blasters came through the



vacuum-tight door at the end of the corridor, blocking the route Bandur had just indicated.

“Qursor theirs?’ muttered Tyche.

“Qurs, | think,” said Bandur. * Security dert team.” Heraised hisvoice enough to carry. “Yo,
Raveneaul!”

“Mr. Bandur,” one of the crew membersreplied. “What in the hdll isgoing on here?

“We ve got hostiles dressed as Space Force on board,” Bandur replied. He kept on walking
toward the vacuum-tight door, not looking back to seeif Tyche followed. “I’m heading out to relieve
some good guys. Either come with me or get out of my way.”

The crew member Bandur had addressed as Raveneau shifted hisweight uncertainly from one
foot to the other, hisforehead wrinkled in apuzzled frown. “Y ou’ re not supposed to do that, Sir. During
asecurity alert you' re supposed to stand fast.”

“Then go ahead and shoot me right now,” Bandur said, “because I’m coming on through.”

“You know | can’'t do that, Mr. Bandur.”

“I don’'t havetimeto argue.” He d reached the security adert team by now, and was relieved but
not actudly surprised when Raveneau and his partner stepped asideto let him pass. “ Follow me.”

On the other side of the vacuum-tight door, aladder led upward to an overhead
hatch-mechanically operated, which meant it opened onto one of the emergency access-ways. Bandur
climbed the ladder. A quick glance downward before he started working the opening mechanism showed
the warrant officer that Tyche had come on after him, aong with both members of the security aert team.

Raveneau till looked worried. “Y ou sure we won't get into trouble, Mr. Bandur?’

“No trouble,” Bandur assured him. *'Y ou might get killed, maybe, but not into trouble.”

Raveneau’ sbrow cleared. “Okay.”

The hatch clicked open. Bandur pushed the hatch cover up until it locked, then scrambled
through with Tyche and the two crewmen close behind him.

“This particular pair of spacerswon't get into trouble,” he commented under hisbreath to Tyche
asthe Infantry captain joined him in the darkened compartment above, “but if the skipper makesit, he's
going to wish he' d trained histroops better.”

Tyche shook hishead. “Unless| miss my guess about what was going on back in hiscabin,” he
replied, dso under hisbresth, “your CO isn't wishing anything anymore. Fill mein on what you know.”

“Normal trangt, norma dropout,” said Bandur. “1 was at my assigned location when word came
to go to the skipper’ s quarters. Now you fill me in.”

By now they were making their way through another vacuum-tight door into what was labeled as
COMMUNICATIONS DEPARTMENT ENLISTED BERTHING (FEMALE). Captain Tyche
ignored the indignant exclamations and occasiond rude comments from the occupants and said to
Bandur, “My orders are to make contact with you.”

Bandur grunted. “Mind telling me who you are?’

“Natand Tyche, Captain, SFPI.” The captain’ stone made it clear that Bandur wasn't going to
learn anythingdse.

They left the berthing compartment behind them, with the two crew members from the security
dert team il following, and continued on forward. From around the corner ahead came the high whining
sound of ablaster discharge.

“All right, people,” Tyche said. “We re coming in from behind. Don't fire unlessfired upon.”

They rounded the corner in arush, weapons at the ready. “ All right, you sons of bitches,” said
Bandur to the group on the other side. “ Freeze.”

“Hey!” protested Raveneau. “ Those are some of our guys!”

“Another security aert team,” said Bandur. “At least someone aboard thistub isdoing their job.”

“Not that it helpsusalot,” Tyche said. “Mr. Bandur, secure their weapons.”

A voice called up the ladder from the compartment below. “Captain, isthat you?’

“Yeah,” Tyche caled back. “What' s the status?’

“No problems.”

“Good. Hold your fire. We' redl coming down.”



The six of them-Bandur, Tyche, the two security dert team members whom they’ d caught, and
the two who had joined them earlier-climbed down the ladder into 2-1240-L.. CC1 Ennys Pardu was
aready insde, in the custody of what looked like one of Tyche' s Infantry troopers, wearing an armored
p-suit with the faceplate unsealed. The trooper looked harried; Pardu looked more like somebody who'd
managed to tuck the crucial datachipsinto her regulation undergarments, and who was now content to
wait on events.

“About time you showed up, Captain,” the trooper said to Tyche. “I was beginning to get
worried.”

“No need,” Tyche sad. “How are things down here?’

“Confusing,” said the trooper. “I got to the lower docking bay, and | found that it was occupied
by armed personnel who had the bad manners to shoot at us. So we headed back here, where these
gentlemen had the bad mannersto shoot at us.” He shook his head. “Violence in the holovids causes dl
this, you know.”

“Right, then,” Tyche said. “I suspect we'll have agood dedl of sorting-out to do later, but the first
order of businessis gtill to make it back to the ship. Isthe lower bay on the far sde of that door?’

The trooper nodded. “Yes.”

“Good.” Tyche punched one of the buttons on his comm link and spokeinto it. “ As soon as
convenient, using the minimum amount of force required, take tactica control of the upper and lower
docking bays.”

“Roger,” said the voice on the other end. “Out.”

Bandur couldn’t see or hear the rest of Tyche' stroopers, but they worked fast. Within five
minutes, he heard aknock at the vacuum-tight door on the docking-bay side. The door opened to show
agrinning saff sergeant.

“Captain, welcome back.”

“Good to be back,” said Tyche. “I’m going to the ship. In the meantime, at your convenience,
thereisa second vessd in the upper bay. Captureit.”

“Yes gr!”

The sergeant gave Tyche aflashy sdute, then turned and trotted off, making hand signalsto the
troopers spread out around the bay. Tyche turned to Bandur and Pardu.

“If you would come with me, please,” he said. “I’ ve got some questions for both of you.”

v. warhammer: galcen near space; galcen: theretreat

ALARMSWERE sounding dl over the’ Hammer as Jessan ran for the dorsal gun bubble and
belted himsdlf in. He double-checked the fasteners and made sure that everything in the bubble was
either strapped down or sedled tight, including the flaps on his pockets. Give the captain’s penchant for
high-g, hell-on-the-engines shiphandling, the last thing her gunners needed was alot of miscellaneousjunk
floating around the bubbles and getting in the way.

He picked up the earphone link to the intraship comms and put it on. “Gun Onein place.”

Over the headst, he heard LeSoit coming in like an echo. “ Gun Two in place.”

“All guns, stand by,” came the captain’s voice over the link from the cockpit. “ Commencing
high-speed real space run. Ships are most vulnerable at dropout-they can’t have shidlds up in hyper. So
I”’m going to be areception committee.”

In Warhammer’ s cockpit, Beka fed more power to the real space engines. Good thing it was
the hyperdrives that heated up on me, shethought. | wouldn’t dare push the "Hammer like this if
the real space engines had been the ones to go bad.

All over the viewscreen and the sensor monitors, Mage warships were still dropping out of
hyper-small raider ships, heavy cruisers and destroyers, enormous black-hulled dreadnoughts shedding
fighter craft asthey came. An aarm pipped: one of the hundreds of warships had fire-control up and was
illuminating War hammer . Beka pushed up the shield on the engaged side and hoped for the best.



The pattern-recognition systems on the system-nav package beeped and chittered. The comps
had been working on Gal cenian data ever since she' d dropped out of hyper, when she' d keyed in Prime
Base and asked the comp to locate it for her. The noises from the console meant that the system had
come up with a Found mark.

Beka picked up the lightspeed comm link, dided in the Inspace frequency, and pushed the output
power to max.

| hope they' re listening down there, she thought. Because thisis all the warning they're
going to get.

“All getions, dl gations” shesad. “ThisisSRMV Warhammer . Thisisnot adrill. Mage
warshipsarein the system. | say again, Mage warships are in the system. Space attack Galcen.”

The lightspeed transmissions on the frequency scanner suddenly picked up. She couldn’t follow
Space Force code-talk, and lots of transmissionsin the particular squeak of scrambled, enciphered, and
high-speed compression sgnas were suddenly coming from the scanners.

Jessan' svoice came over theintraship link. “ Captain-targets, many, close, not transmitting any
identification.”

“Takethem under fire”

A pulse wegpon sent colored light cascading across space ahead of her as she turned
Warhammer back toward the area where Mage warcraft were still dropping out of hyper. The sensor
monitor on the console beeped at her: more ships were coming through outside of visual range.

How many year s wer e the Mages putting this fleet together and we didn’t even know it?
shewondered. If | ever find the guy who was passing them Space Force parts and plans, | swear
I’1l kill him myself and send Dadda his head in a basket.

“Lock on,” shesaid doud. “Fire at will.”

“Locked on and firing,” Jessan replied over the link. Asusud in the midst of action, hisvoice was
light and almost casud. “But asfar as| can see, we re the only good guys around. Y ou aren't planning to
take on the entire Mage warfleet sngle-handed, are you?’

“That'sanidea,” Bekareplied, keeping awary eye on the readings from the other shipsand
spirding to break sensor lock. Therewasalot of stuff out there, and none of it friendly. “But | do want to
live past the next twenty minutes-there’ s somebody in the Space Force | want to track down and kill for
this”

“Sorry,” said Jessan. “ That one€ smine.”

“Fair enough. Right now, though, we need something that’ |l mark the Mages drop point for local
defenseforces. And firing our energy weaponswill doiit.”

“Y ou do redize that’ s dangerous.”
“The thought had crossed my mind,” shetold him. Thefire-control darm sounded again. “Lock
on.”

Energy beams darted forth from Number One Gun, firing at a Mage raiding craft coming past on
the end of adropout. A plume of gases feathered out from the contact as the hit broached at |east one of
the raider’ s compartments to vacuum.

“Good shot,” came LeSoit’ s voice from Number Two, just before the ventral gun struck the
raider inturn. “But | wish we had some missiles”

“If welivethrough this!’ll buy you onefor asouvenir,” promised Beka. “Make do with what
you' ve got back there-damage or cripple as many as you can, and keep them from getting too close.”

From one of the airless planetsin the Galcen system, apillar of fire rose up into the void, striking
and shattering one of the Magebuilt dreadnoughts. A moment later, ayellow exploson flowered on the
planet’ s surface.

“Misslelaunch, friendly,” said Jessan over thelink. “Lookslike loca defenseistaking over.”

Beka checked the status boards. “ Sensors show a Republic dreadnought heading thisway,
dropping off fighters as she comes; and ther€’ s another one maneuvering into position between the
Mages and Ga cen. Only two, though. That's not enough.”

By now the Galcenian outer defense beam-weagpons were tracing across the starfield with red



and ydlow fire. More explosions bubbled out in the vacuum. And ill the Mage warships kept dropping
out of hyper in wave after wave, while the warships already in the system drove inward toward Galcen.

“I"ve marked two contacts on my screen,” commented LeSoit from the Number Two gun
bubble. “Y ou see them?’

“I have them locked on,” Bekasaid. “What about them?’

“They’re sure heading somewherein ahdl of ahurry.”

“I noticed that,” she said. “I’'m going to follow them and see what they’ re after.”

She pushed in some down vector to pass astern of afighter crossing her path, and set the’
Hammer’ s inertia guidance system to remember the way to Prime. “Come on, baby, show me some of
that speed.”

Over theintraship link, she could hear LeSoit and Jessan talking back and forth between the gun
bubbles. “One crossing to your side” ... “Got him.” . . . “Nicework.”

Thetwo of them sounded friendlier now than they ever had; Beka shook her head and turned her
attention forward. Up ahead of the foremost Mages, there was something . . . adigtortion, awaveriness.
.. againg the disk of Galcen in the magnified visud repester.

Where have | seen that before? Now | remember -the Prof had his old Magebuilt scoutcraft
under a some kind of cloak, back when we were sneaking into Darvell.

Sheclicked on theintraship link. “They’ re usng hidden vessds-the firs waveisdready insde
Galcen'slocal defense screen. I'm going to go check it out.”

“Do you have a probable course on them?’ Jessan asked over thelink.

She sguinted sdelong at the navicomp; most of her attention was reserved for the shield-integrity
and engine-function displays. “Wait one. . . Galcen Prime. They’ re going to skim the atmosphere.”

“What' s up there?’

“Could be planning to take out the planetary-defense satdllites.”

As she spoke, adozen or more lights on the cockpit console flashed orange. The fire-control
aarm gtarted pipping again, followed a second later by thewail of another, louder alarm.

“Lock on,” said Beka. “Homersinbound.”

She hit aswitch on the console. “Commence active jamming. Nyls, Ignac’ -fire on homers, but
only on homers, and only if it lookslike they’ re going to hit us. I don’t want those guysin the cloaksto
See me coming up on them.”

“Fire on homers, aye,” said Jessan, and LeSoit echoed him, “Fire on homers.”

Bekafed more power to the rea space engines. She could hear LeSoit and Jessan talking back
and forth in the gun bubbles: “Watch out!” . . . “I hope that was ahomer, because| just shotit.” ... “If it
wasn't ahomer it was too damned close anyway. Don't worry about it.”

She laughed under her breath-1diots, the both of them!-and kept her eye on the sensor data.
Soon enough, the target of the cloaked ships made itsalf clear, and she cursed aoud. “What' s up,
Captain?’ asked Jessan. “ Somebody on the Mages sderedly thinks ahead,” shetold him. “Prime and
South Polar just launched courier vessals-every onethey’ ve got, from the looks of it. The Republic’'s
heavy ships are going to have to stay and fight, but the couriers can run for hyper and get away to spread
the word. If those cloaked shipsdon't hit them first.”

Bekafed coordinates from the navicompsinto the gun tracking system. “All right, people, | have
atarget for you. Range long. Marked on your scopes.”

“I don't see anything,” LeSoit said.

“It' scloaked,” shesad. “But it’s heading for the jump pointsfrom Galcen, same asall those
couriers. They don't have any guns, but we do. So it’ stimeto fly some cover for them.”

Thedarmwailed again.

“Damn!” she said. “More homers. Let the shields take them from now on-save your fire for the
Mages.” She cut in the overrides.

| can’'t push the ship much faster, she thought. Not without screwing things up for Nyls and
Ignac’ at the guns. But | can throw power to the shields and keep those homers from blowing up
my engines. “Stand by,” shesaid. “Fireat will.” Up ahead, adeek dark-hulled ship suddenly winked



into view. A double trace of energy shot out from it to intercept one of the courier ships.

“Bagtard,” shesad. “Nyls, Ignac’ -take him.”

“Number One Gun, firing,” camethe reply as energy beams flashed out; and the echo, “Number
Two Gun, firing.”

In the next moment Bekafelt aseries of rapid explosions hammering at the skin of her ship as
missiles from one of the Mage ships made contact. LeSoit’ s voice came over thelink.

“Captain, request permission to target incoming missiles”

“Denied. Kegp onfiring at that ship!”

She hit the controls to turn Warhammer on her side so that both the dorsa and ventral guns
would have adirect line at the target, and checked the status boards. “ Damage control reportswe're
open to vacuum in the outer holds, but the shields over the enginesare up. We' Il do.”

Ahead of her she saw four couriersin formation, heading for ajump point. Beka put their course
and speed into her own navicomps. “Heading for Gyffer, areyou?’ she muttered under her breath when
the data came up. “Nice place, Gyffer. Good shipyards. Don't worry; I'll seethat you get away.”

The’ Hammer pushed on closer. Y et another alarm added its note to the cacophony asthe’
Hammer shuddered suddenly and then pulled forward again.

“What wasthat?” she heard LeSoit calling to Jessan over the link between from the guns.

“Defense satdllites don’t know we' refriendly.”

“Never mind the defense satellites!” Beka snapped over thelink. “Let the shieldstake it. Keep
onfiring at the Mage warships.”

One of the couriers blew up; the others began changing course, to take evasive steering. Beka
shook her head.

“They’'ll never get away like that-that’ s what the Mages want, to keep them from making arun to
jump. I’'m going to get ahead of them and clear theway.”

“Canyou dothat?’ LeSoit asked. “ Those damned thingsare al engine.”

“Soam|. Keep them safe” She picked up the exterior comm link and keyed it on. “ Space
Force couriers-thisis Warhammer , Rossdlin-Metadi commanding. | am your cover. Maintain course
and speed. Run to jump. Do it now.”

Warhammer’ s gunstook another of the suddenly un-cloaked Mage ships under fire. The
warships were matching speeds with the couriers as the Republic vessal's straightened their course and
began another run-to-jump. Bekathrew the’ Hammer into aspiral to put hersaf between the remaining
couriers and the Mages. The guns of the black ships pat out fire, the energy pulsestracing acrossthe
darkness and dimming the starswith their brilliance, and the’ Hammer’ s gunscut lines of dazzling light
through spacein reply.

One of the couriers winked out, space distorting around the vessdl asit made the trangition to
hyperspace. Another exploded as a homer took it. Then the third one jumped and was gone.

Bekaturned away to ook for more couriersto escort. Over thelink, the voices from the gun
bubbles went back and forth in her ears: “Homers, close!” ... “Locked on.” ... “Fire” ... “Four more
hogtilesinbound.”

A power satellite exploded in orbit below them. Far away, one of the Space Force destroyers
was breaking up, with beams of energy flashing around the pieces.

“I think our 9deislosng,” said LeSoit. “ Time for usto get out of here.”

“Hell with that,” Bekasad. “We gtill have enginesand guns.”

A few secondslater an explosion sounded from farther aft, and the loss-of-pressure darm
sounded. The power-level indicator on the control pand showed the weapons systems flat.

“Nyls, Ignac’-report!”

“I'm 4till here,” said LeSoit; and amoment later Jessan said, “No response from the guns,
switching to override.” A pause. “ Secondary power available, clear. We' re up.”

Energy beamslanced out from the dorsal bubble as he spoke-Beka saw them connect with a
Magefighter. The warfleet’ s trangports must have come through and started dropping off
space-and-atmosphere craft.



Then another heavy blow madethe’ Hammer groan and tremble. Beka didn’t need to look at
the sensorsthistime.

“Shidd hit,” shesad. “We're hurt.”

“How bad?’ Jessan asked from the dorsal gun.

“Bad-damage control panels report more compartments open to vacuum, and the rear shields at
fifty-percent power. The ventral shield isgoing up and down erratically. Secondary power for the gunsis
fading fast, too.”

“Another one like that and we' re gone,” said Jessan. “We can't protect ourselves and we can't
shoot. | agree with Gentlesir LeSoit-it’ stime to get the hell out of here.”

“It was worth taking hitsto let the couriers get away,” Bekasaid. “But if we stay here now, dll
we can do now isdielike therest of them.”

Her voice caught for amoment in her throat; she mastered it and went on. “Commencing
run-to-jump. Clear the way with fire. Here we go.”

On the watchtower of the Retreat, the chill of evening deepened. An apprentice came, apparently
unsummoned, with cloaks of dark wool for Ochemet and Master Ransome, and then soundlessly
vanished again. The night was deep, with far-off stars showing diamond-bright.

An hour had passed, by Ochemet’ s chronometer, before Ransome spoke again. Hisvoice
sounded weary, and somehow deeply sad.

“Wedl must follow the paths of our own choosing. | thought for awhile that when | walked this
part of my path, | would do so in the company of Jos Metadi, who was my friend and captain before. |
seenow that it isnot to be. But you will accompany me.”

Damnedest invitation to the dance | ever heard, Ochemet thought. He swallowed and wet his
lips. “What path are you talking about?’

“Thetime has cometo fight the Mages again-thistime to their complete destruction.”

“You'll never convince the Grand Council,” Ochemet said. “ The Mageworlds have been crippled
for decades.”

Ransome shook his head. “Wewill be pilot and copilot once more, fighting them.”

Ochemet fdt cold. Adepts could seeinto the future, some people said. Adepts didn’t make any
sense and they never had, said others; they saw everything from some twisted angle that made everything
they told you come out like gibberish.

“I'm honored by theidea,” hetold the Guild Magter. “But I'm afraid it'snot very likely.”

“Asyouwill.”

Silencefdl again. Later, when he thought back on their conversation, Ochemet would remember
the Adept’ s black-cloaked shoulders stiffening, and his head beginning to turn, an instant before the
sudden efflorescence of blue-white light as anew star blossomed in the southern sky.

Now, though, he had no thought for anything beyond his own astonishment and Master
Ransome svoice: “That iswhat you came hereto see”

Ochemet was dready heading for the stairs.

“That was Number Two Power Sat we just saw go up,” he said over his shoulder. “I’ve got to
get back to Prime.”

Ransome moved swiftly, and the hand he laid on Ochemet’ sarm had aweight to it that halted the
generd in middtride.

“I'm afraid that’ simpossible,” he said gently. “ The Retreat has been sedled. We will fight the
Magesin adifferent way than you see now.”

The Adept turned and vanished into darkness, leaving Ochemet dumbfounded and alone on the
tower, watching the sky while the hours of the night went past. Toward dawn, a meteor shot acrossthe
sky inatrail of glowing flame: Power-Sat Two, he supposed, burning up on reentry. Other than that, he
saw and heard nothing else.

vi. nammerin: namport; rsf naversey: the outer net



KLEA SANTRENY lay on her back and looked up at the ceiling over her bed. The room was
dark, but she couldn’t deep. Too many years of working by night and deeping by day had made anight
person of her. If shelived to be ahundred and twenty-if she somehow managed to do what Owen
claimed she could, and transformed herself from abackwater farm girl and working-classwhoreinto
Midiress Klea Santreny, Adept-even then shewould gtill find hersdlf restless at midnight.

The weather in Namport wasn't helping any. All the windowsin her small gpartment stood open,
as did the louvered wooden doors to the pocket-sized ba cony, but no wind stirred. The thick, humid air
felt the same temperature when she drew it into her lungs aswhen shelet it out again; and in spite of the
shower she' d taken before going to bed her skin felt dick with body oil and swest.

Outsde, the atmosphere was wet and hazy, without the cooling relief of atruerain. Light from
the streetlamps made the sky beyond the windowsinto adark grey smear. In the ill air, the noises of the
city had adistant, muted clarity: the steady background purr of traffic from the center of town; adrift of
voices mixed with dance music; the deep boom and long, growling rumble of aship landing at the port.

Sighing, Klea pushed aside the sheet and got up. She went to the kitchen nook and filled aglass
with cold water from the sink. After amoment’ s thought she took a couple of ice chunksfrom the
cool-box and dropped them in aswell. She drank haf the water Sraight off, then carried the glass with
her over to the balcony-the air was alittle cooler there-and set it on the wooden railing while she stood
looking at the night sky.

Between the low haze and the glare from the port, she couldn’t see any stars. Thinking back, she
redlized that she hadn’t seen them properly more than ahandful of timesin the years since she' d Ieft the
farm. In the hinterlands, where the farms were miles gpart and the houselights went out early, you could
look up on dmost any clear night and see dl the stars you wanted. Not here, though. Y ou had to look at
the flat grey-blackness overhead and take it on faith that somewhere past it the starfield glittered . . .

Glittered in constellations whose names she could still remember after all these yearsin
the city: the Yoke, the Tree, the Leaping Frog.

And now the clustered stars broke apart. The patterns above her altered and took on
shapes she’' d never seen before. She was looking at the sky of another place-she knew this,
somehow-but whether it represented time past, time present, or time to come she didn’t know.

As she watched, an insignificant star suddenly flared into a ball of blue-white light.
Reflexively, she threw up her armto shield her eyes. . .

The glass of water she' d put down on the balcony railing tipped over when her elbow struck i,
and asecond later she heard it smash againgt the sidewalk below. Slowly she brought her arm down
again to her side. The sky over Namport looked asflat and hazy asever.

Kleagripped her rough wooden railing with both hands. “ That wasn't just somebody’ s stray
nightmare,” she whispered.

Her voice sounded tight and shaky, even to her. She had aright to be scared; she could tell the
difference between the halucinatory images that meant she was picking up on the thoughts of other
people, and something like this.

“I need to talk to Owen.”

But Owen wasn't home yet; he was il at the portside bathhouse, operating the big laundry
machine that kept the establishment supplied with clean sheets and towels. She went back into her
apartment, brewed a pot of hot ghil, and sat at the kitchen table drinking cup after seaming cup in spite
of the humid wesether.

Something bad is happening somewhere. Something really bad, and | just watched it

begin.

Llannat was doing the ShadowDance again in the Naversey’ s passenger compartment. She
knew that the others were watching her-either covertly, like the med service captain and the two
warrants, or openly, like Govantic the data specidist-but she went through the familiar movements
anyway. If thingsin the Net had happened as she feared, keeping herself cam and well practiced was



more important than what people thought.

Lots of floating metal . Ebannha gone. Nobody answering on comms. Only one thing it
could be, and we all know it.

The Mages have broken through the Net.

The voice on the bulkhead speaker cut through her concentration. “All hands, strap in for a
high-g burn. We ve spotted something promising and we' re going to scoot over for acloser look.”

Clipping the staff back onto her belt, LIannat made her way to the acceleration couch and
strapped hersdlf in. The bulkhead speaker said, “ Stand by for acceleration,” and asecond later inertia
pressed her down into the cushions.

Pilot doesn’'t believe in messing around, she thought breathlesdy. Her weight increased and
increased until she could fed each separate bone in her body. Five gravities, maybe even six. The
weight stopped for amoment asthe pilot executed a skew-flip, came back again asthe courier ship
decelerated, then ceased.

The spesker crackled on again. “ Lieutenant Vinhadyn, Mistress Hyfid, to the bridge.”

She unstrapped and accompanied the reservist-historian forward to the Naversey’ s cockpit. The
starfield outside the viewscreens gppeared the same, to her untrained eye, as the one she’ d seen when
the courier popped out of hyper, but the pilot and copilot were looking considerably more sure of
themsdlves

Vinhayn, it seemed, had noticed the change aswdll. “What have you got?’

“Wadl,” said the pilat, “when we couldn’t find Ebannha anywhere we started doing ahelical scan
Netward-Mistress Hyfid said ‘go on,” and that was about as‘on’ aswe could come up with-"

“Yes, yes” the higorian said. “And?’

“Now we' re picking up some more scrap meta on the scans. We thought maybe you could give
us some guidance on which bits we should look at.”

Vinhayn glanced over a Llannat. “Migress?’

| don’t know anything about interpreting sensor data, Llannat thought. | got “ familiarized”
with the readouts in basic training, but that doesn’t count for much . . .

She stepped forward and looked at the monitor anyway. Severd different contacts were showing
up, and al of them looked about the same.

“There,” she heard hersdf saying. She tapped the screen with her fingernail. “ That one.”

“That’ s outside of the path we're checking,” the pilot protested. He indicated two other marks.
“I wasthinking of these two things, here and here.”

She shook her head. “No. Y ou need to check the other one.”

“It'sonly alittle out of our way,” said Vinhayn to the pilot. “ Take thetime and look it over.”

“Your cdl,” said the pilot. “Herewe go.”

He changed Naversey’ s course to bring them closer to the sensor contact. A couple of minutes
later the target showed up in the courier’ s viewscreens, first as a bright dot, then as a shape that grew
darker and lighter in the starlight asit tumbled.

“Fighter,” the pilot said. “No emissions. Another damned Starpilot’ sgrave.”

“One of ours, too,” said the copilot. “ Poor bastard. Let’ s get back onto our scan path.”

“No,” said Llannat. She touched the sensor readout screen again. “What' sthis new bit of stuff
here?’

“Probably just another chunk of scrap metd,” said the pilot. “But we might aswell check it out
too.”

Thistime, when the courier ship cameinto visua range, the sensor target wasn't tumbling in
space. It was stable and undamaged, a deek, dark-hulled starship with a shape like a flattened teardrop:
aMagebuilt Desthwing.

As soon as the sun came up Klea began watching for Owen. She didn’t want to go out onto the
balcony again; she was hdf-afraid that if she did, she’' d have another uninvited vision like thelast one.
Instead she listened for Owen’ sfootsteps on the stairs-nobody elsein the building had his characteristic



light, even tread-and as soon as he had come home, she left her own gpartment and hurried up to knock
on hisdoor.

He opened it dmost the moment her knuckles struck against the wood. “Klea-what' swrong?’

“| saw something last night.”

“‘Saw'?’ hesad. “Areyou sure?’

He moved asideto let her comeinto his apartment as he spoke, and closed the door behind her.
Theroom wasjust as bare asthe last time she' d beenin it, and gtill didn’t have any furniture that hadn’t
come with the lease. Even the sheets and towels, dthough clean, had athreadbare |ook to them, asif
they’ d been purchased secondhand as an afterthought.

Klea sat down on the wobbly chair. Owen leaned against the counter in the kitchen nook and
sad again, “Areyou sure?’

She could tell from the way he spoke that he meant something more than the usua kind of seeing.
“Itwasn’'t ahalucination,” shesaid. “1 haven't had one of those in weeks, not since you showed me how
to keep other peopl€ sthoughts from leaking into mine. Thiswas different.”

“How did it happen?’

“I was on the balcony,” she said. “It was hot, and | couldn’'t deep, so | was out there drinking ice
water and looking at the stars-at where the stars would have been, anyway, if you could see them-and
then | redly was looking at them, only the patternswere all wrong. Then one of the sarswent al bright
and too hot to look at, and | was back on the balcony again. But that wasn't what scared me. What
scaresmeisthat | know it realy happened. Or will happen, or is happening. But | don’t know thetime,
and | don’'t know where.”

He looked &t her for awhile without saying anything, his expression serious. “ That was aseeing,
dl right,” hesaid findly. “Congratulations. Y ou' ve got arare and very inconvenient talent.”

“Inconvenient?’

He nodded. “ An Adept | once knew used to compareit to getting anonymous notes in the mail.
Reliable enough to be upsetting, but not trainable enough to be useful.”

“Canyou. .. 'see ...likethat?’

“No,” hesaid. “I can follow chains of probability and tell you which way they lead, and | can tell
you when somebody isor isn't in synch with the flow of things-what most people would cal having good
luck, or bad-but when it comesto knowing something, the way you just did, then I'm asfuture-blind as
the next person.”

“Oh,” shesad.

She sat without talking for amoment, one hand rubbing the old white scars on the other wridt,
and wondered why she got to see trouble coming for people somewhere she' d never even been, when
she couldn’t seeit for hersdif.

If I’d known what | was heading for when | |eft the farm, I’ d probably have stayed home
and done the cooking and mending like a good girl . . . no food and no place to stay and nothing |
knew how to do except for the damned farmwork, and then along comes Freling with his
“ business proposition” . ..

“ “Inconvenient talent,” ” shesaid. “Yeah.”

Hiseyeswere dark and sad, asthough he' d caught aglimpse of her thoughts without meaning to.
“I'msorry,” hesad.

She shrugged. “Not your fault.”

She paused, and spoke aoud the other thought that had come to her while she sat there. “ The
thing is-now that | know that something bad is going on, what am | supposed to do?’

The Deathwing for which Naver sey had come so far was hanging in the courier’ s viewscreens
like anightmare given shape. In spite of the name, Llannat Hyfid saw nothing avian about the Magebuilt
vessd. It made her think instead of some dark, hungry cresture of the deep ocean, gliding slently through
the cold water and searching for prey.

“Thereitis” shesad.



The pilot nodded. “Whatever you say. Let’ shopeit’ sthe one we relooking for, and not part of
whatever took out Ebannha.”

“Visua configuration and sensor profile match the datawe got from the first investigation,” said
the copilot. “ So it’ s either our ship, or another one from the same class.”

“It' sanarchaic design,” Lieutenant Vinhalyn said. “ A raid-and-reconnai ssance vessd-amilar to
the ones the Mageworlders used at the start of the last war, but much older.”

“‘Thelast war,’ " said the pilot: “I don’t think | like the sound of that . . . W€ Il make astandard
spird pass around the thing and investigate. Seeif we get our silly heads blown off.”

The courier ship began the graceful maneuver designed to take it within visua range of dl sdes of
thetarget vessdl. Severd minutesin, the copilot spoke up again.

“WEe re picking up something anchored to the ventra surface-asmall craft of somekind.”

The pilot was aready feeding close-range sensor datato Naversey' s on-board comps. “Looks
like Mistress Hyfid wasright,” he said after amoment. “ Analys's makes the additiona contact a Pan
-class short-range surveyor-scout. Probably belonged to Ebannha’ s boarding party.”

“Good,” said Lieutenant Vinhayn. “ Thisiswhere we re supposed to be. Make ready to
rendezvous”

The pilot looked uneasy. “We ve got amint-condition Magebuilt Deathwing out there. Areyou
sure you want to get that close?’

Vinhayn'slipstightened, and he gave the pilot awithering glance. “ A Pan-class scout has no
hyperspace engines,” he said, “and no guns. If thisone' s crew is il dive, they are surely desperate by
now. Takeusin.”

The pilot shrugged. “Haveit your way. Comingin.”

Soon Naversey had matched course and speed with the Deathwing. The courier ship hovered
just above the Pan-class survey vessdl clinging to the dark ship’shull, their relative motion zero.

Vinhalyn nodded to himself-a quick, decisive mation. “Time for somebody to suit up and get
over there” hesaid. “Midress Hyfid, will you accompany me?’

“Of course,” shesaid. Shedidn’t look at the waiting Degthwing as she spoke.

Severd minutes|ater, moving awkwardly in their pressure suits, LIannat and Vinhayn
approached the airlock of the survey ship. Thelock’ s outer door stood open, but the inner one was
closed; they entered and cycled through to the ship’sinterior. A quick search of dl the compartmentson
the small vessel showed it deserted, with power levels at minimum. The log recorder’ slast entry had
been made two days before: “ Transferring operations to salvage ship.”

“Wonderful,” Llannat muttered. “They’ re aoard the Deathwing. | used to have nightmares about
those thingswhen | was akid, just from the holopix in the hitory texts, until my mother told methey'd dl
gotten blown to piecesin the War.”

Vinhalyn'svoice cameto her on the suit-to-suit comm link. “ Cheer up. If thisvessd’s crew
managed to cross over without destroying both ships, we can probably do the same.” She heard the click
that meant he was switching in the suit-to-ship link. “ Survey ship deserted-crew appearsto have
transferred aboard the Mage vessdl. | intend to follow. If we haven't returned in two hours, use your best
judgment.”

They cycled out through the survey ship’ sairlock and clambered down onto the black hull of the
Desthwing. Their magnetic boots clicked and shuffled as they made their way acrossthe metd surfaceto
the Mageship’ s ventra airlock.

It was closed.

“Now what?” said LIannat. She' d never liked pressure-suit work al that much; being this close
to deep space and hard vacuum made her twitchy, proneto theirrationa fear that the laws of the
universe would suddenly decide to repeal themsalves and the platesin her boot soles would become no
more magnetic than ordinary shoe leather. “How are we going to get in?’

“There should be a secondary access port around here somewhere,” Vinhayn replied. He
pointed to aspot afew feet away from the main lock, where arow of angular yellow symbols stood out



in sharp contrast to the deek black hull. “ And that lookslikeit.”

He dlick-shuffled over to the areawith the symbols on it and bent clumslly to put one
pressure-gloved hand onto the deck. LIannat saw him push down againgt the hull, then twist-and asmall
but workabl e hatch opened in the side of the ship.

“Don’'ttdl me” shesad. “That yellow writing says, ‘ Presshere and rotate.” ”

“Wadl, yes” Vinhayn admitted. The reservigt-historian was dready climbing in through the hatch,
but the suit-to-suit link brought his voice back to her clearly. “ Rotate |eftward, to be precise. Of course,
the important point wasthat last symbol ontheend. . .”

By now he had disappeared into the smdl airlock. LIannat, following him through the hatch, said
nervoudy, “What about the last symbol ?’

“Ah, yes. .. avery interesting character, linguistically spesaking. In the older diaects of
Eraasian-which served as the spacefarer’ s common-talk for most of the Mageworlds-it represents the
imperative premonitory suffix.”

“Thewhat?’

Llannat and Vinhalyn were standing together now indde ahaf-sizeairlock, or at least one that
would have been half-size on aRepublic ship. Thewall of thelock was covered with dials and other
old-style monitoring devices, the unfamiliar notation on their glassed-in facesilluminated by the lights of
the pressure suits.

“A gyllable tacked onto the last word of awarning or command,” Vinhalyn said as he frowned
over therowsof dids. “In spoken Eraasian, it was used to emphasize an order by raising the possibility
of negative consequences. ‘Dothisor esel’ In the written language-especialy when we takeinto
consderation the explicit directionsto rotate the latch mechanism leftward, and the Mageworlders
known predilection for incorporating saf-destruct mechanismsinto their vessds-”

Llannat glanced back at the now-closed outer door of the lock. “1 get your point,” she said.
“Wonderful language, Eraasian. I’'m glad you speak it.”

Vinhayn peered more closely a one of thedials. “Itis, das, an academic knowledgeonly . . .
Ah. Here we are. No pressure ingde the Deathwing, either. Thiswon’t be astricky as| was afraid it
would be”

He pushed and rotated another yellow-label ed plate on the Deathwing' s bulkhead-LIannat didn’t
bother asking what this one said; she didn’t really want to know-and the inner door of the minilock
cycled open. They climbed out into anarrow, dightly curving passageway near the main airlock.

Llannat played thelight of her suit around the deck and the bulkheads: alot of standard
shipboard construction-basi ¢ solutions to basic engineering problems, she supposed; alot of notices and
labelsin the Eraasian script; and achaked arrow drawn on the meta paneling at about eye leve, pointing
totheright.

“Thereweare,” shesad. “Lookslike our boarding party left usatrail.”

“Then by dl meanslet usfollow it,” said Vinhadyn. They headed down the passageway to the
right. Each time the route branched, another chalk-marked arrow appeared to show them the way.

“Where do you think they are?’ Llannat asked. “ From the number of Eraasian warning sgns and
don’ t-even-touch-this-without-a-proper-clearance notices, it |ooks like we' re heading toward the power
plant.”

“Oh,” shesaid. She frowned into the darkness ahead of her. “Isthat alight over there?’

“It doeslook likeone,” said Vinhalyn. “And our destination appears to be Main Engineering
Control, or the equivaent for thisvessd.”

Llannat shook her head, athough she knew the gesture was usdessinside the concealment of a
p-suit's helmet. “1 hope our friends aren't getting ready to twist something the wrong way.”

“Sodol, Migtress Hyfid . . . Let us proceed quietly now, to avoid precipitating any rash
actions”

They went the rest of the way down the corridor in silence, and through the open doorway into
what Llannat presumed was the main engine control room of the Deathwing. Severd figuresin Space
Force standard-issue pressure-suits turned to face the entrance as she and Vinhayn camein.



One of the suited figures had ensgn’ s stripes on his hemet. He came hurrying forward, waving a
hand as he did so at somebody else outside Llannat’ srange of vison.

“Put up the energy lance, Chief,” he said. “ These two are some of ours.”

Then, asif remembering himsdlf at thelast minute, he cameto afull sop and sduted. “Ensign
Tammas Cantrd, late of RSF Ebannha, now of-of whatever thisthing's called when it hasaname. And
could one of you people please tell me just what the hell isgoing on out there in the Net?”

vii. galcen: theretreat; infabede sector: rsf selsyn-bilai; rsf fezrisond

WHEN DAWN cameto the Retreat, Genera Ochemet was till standing on the tower wall. The
light that washed over the mountains went from pearly grey to pink to awarm yelow glow, without
bringing asmilar warmth to Ochemet’ s heart. Prime Base was along way from the mountains, six hours
by aircar at least. Evenif heleft now-assuming that Master Ransome intended to let him leave, after dl
but kidnapping him in the first place-he might not get back in time to avert disagter.

Footsteps on the stone behind him made him turn around. One of the senior gpprentices had
come up onto the tower with amug and a hotpot of steaming cha’aon awooden tray. Thechaainthe
mug was aready cool enough to drink. After hislong night’ swatch Ochemet took it gladly, in spite of his
dark thoughts about the Master of the Guild.

Hefinished the cha ain acouple of gulpsand held out the empty mug for more. “1 need to get
back to Prime as soon as | can. What' s the news?’

The apprentice shook her head. “Nothing that | cantell you,” she said as shefilled hismug.
“Master Ransome sends his agpologies for not providing a proper breskfast, and he wants you to come
with me as soon as you' ve had enough cha a”

He does, does he! Arrogant bastard. Ochemet put the mug back onto the apprentice stray
beside the hotpot. Galcen’sin danger -he knowsiit; hell, he admitsit!-and he' s playing games with
me for some reason of his own.

Still, aslong as Ransome controlled al the waysin and out of the Retrest, Ochemet knew that he
didn’t have much choice. He followed the apprentice down the tower stairsto the lower ramparts, where
an Adept was waiting. Ochemet recogni zed the young man who had met him and Captain Gremy! at the
landing field, only afew weeks ago.

“Hereheis,” said the gpprentice. “Now what do | do, Master Tellyk?’

Tellyk gave the gpprentice a brief smile. Ochemet supposed it was meant to be encouraging.
“Take the tray down to the kitchen. Then go join the rest of your group.”

The gpprentice hurried off.

Ochemet went with his new guide il farther into the center of the fortress, dong halways and
down dairsthat grew steadily narrower and rougher in their construction. He guessed that Tellyk was
taking him down a considerable way below the surface. The last turning brought them through aheavy
door-blastproof, from the looks of it-into alarge room full of detector screens and status boards. Adepts
in plain black were busy on dl sides; monitoring readouts, punching in orders and code strings, talking
over comm linksin low, earnest voices.

Operations Control, Ochemet thought. State-of-the-art, too. What else do they have in here
that | don’t know about!

Master Ransome was there as well, staff in hand, the dark cloak he’ d worn last night on the
ramparts swirling about his ankles as he strode forward.

“Tdlyk,” hesad. “ Are the apprentices away safely?’

The younger Adept checked his chronometer. “The last of them should be leaving about now.
The group leaders know the drill; they’ Il be out of Retrest territory by loca noon, and scattered al over
the planet by sunsat.”

“Good,” said Ransome. “We Il make certain no one hastimeto look for them today, or
tomorrow ether.”

Ochemet took a deep breath and broke into the conversation. “1’'m glad to hear that your



emergency evacuation plans are working properly-" And how long have you had those in place!-“but if
the danger isthat imminent | must go back to Prime Base a once.”

Ransomewas dready shaking hishead. “I'm afraid it’ stoo late, Generd. The Mage warflegt isin
the system, and Primeisaready in their hands.”

Captain Natandl Tyche, SFPI, looked across the dining table at the two people Galcen had sent
him to collect. Outsdein the Selsyn’s docking bay, the sounds of armed conflict continued. Herein the
common room of Tyche slong-range recon vesse, however, thingswerereatively quiet. The ship’'s
interior lights were on dim, and-except for the pilot and the copilot, several compartments away-nobody
remained on board to overhear what might be said.

Gamelan Bandur had dipped his hand-blaster back up his deeve, but he ill looked dangerous, a
grizzled hard case with service ribbons from every rough spot since the Sack of llarna. Most of his
attention seemed to be given over to the fighting outside. CC1 Ennys Pardu, on the other hand, was
looking directly at Tychewith achallenging expresson.

“I know you, Nat Tyche,” she said at last. “And you certainly ought to know me.”

The face and the voice together jogged Tyche' s memory. He and Pardu-whose name was not
Pardu at al-had gone through some of Space Force’ s more specialized training together.

“Rosdl Quetayal” he exclamed. “What are you doing here?’

“My job,” she said. She nodded toward Bandur. “Haven't you figured out yet who heis?’

Tyche shook his head. “ Just somebody I’ ve got ordersto pick up and take hometo Galcen.”

“WEéll, he’ sthe guy who givesthe orders,” she said. “ Commanding Generd Jos Metadi himsdlf.”

Under the circumstances, Tyche didn’t think she waslying. He glanced over at Bandur, who was
looking amused and-now that Quetaya had brought up the subject-digtinctly familiar.

Damn. She'sright. It ishim.

“Nevertheless” Tyche said doggedly, “1 have orders from Galcen to pick up both of you and
take you back to Prime.”

Metadi gestured in the direction of the docking bay. “1’d say your orders just got overtaken by
events. Captain, do you have any ideaat al what' s going on out there?’

“Not much more than you do,” Tyche said. “ Some people who clam to be acting for Admira
Vadliant appear to have seized control of the ship. Now that my people have achieved their main
objective-” He nodded at Metadi and Quetaya. “-I can start taking care of that problem next.”

“You do that, Captain,” said Metadi. “And get me ahi-commslink to Galcen. | want to find out
what has Perrin so worried he had to send in the Infantry.”

“WEe Il both report, Generd,” said Tyche. “The Stuation herebeing what itis.”

He punched the button on the bulkhead comm link to the scout’ s cockpit. “ Tyche here. | need a
hi-comm link to Prime HQ, top priority.”

“Hi-comms, aye.” There wasapause. “No joy on hi-comms, Sr. They’ re down hard. Galcen
doesn't answer.”

“Double-check your equipment and try again. Let me know when you get through. Tyche out.”

Heclicked off thelink. “I don't likethis” he said.

“Neither do1,” said Metadi. “ Slsyn’s been going back and forth between Galcen and Infabede
for along time now; the warrant officers wardroom was a prime source for gossip from al over the
sector. Everybody on board knew that something out here was going sour-too many good people had
been putting in for transfers or deciding to take early retirement-but nobody said anything about mutiny.
Infact, the usud theory was misgppropriation of government funds.”

“Oh, there was that, too,” Quetaya said. She waslooking pleased with hersdlf, Tyche noted. “I
may not have gotten enough out of the Selsyn’s data banksto hang Vaiant with, but | certainly got
enough to make the rope.”

She paused. “And it wasn't just funds, it was property. Arms and armaments, to be precise.”

“Ishebuilding aprivate fleet?” Tychewondered.

“What for?” Metadi said. “He sgot al the Space Force in this sector aready.”



Quetaya, meanwhile, was shaking her head. “No fleet-all the materiel passes on to somewhere
ese | can't track it any farther from here.”

The bulkhead link clicked on again. “We ve run sdf-tests on the hi-comms, Sir,” said the pilot's
voice. “They check out fine. It sthelinks and relaysthat aren’t working.”

“Keepontrying,” said Tyche, and clicked the speaker off. He turned back to Metadi and
Quetaya. “It looks like hi-comms are down hard. We may have to wait until we hit Galcen to straighten
al thisout.”

“Areyou abetting man, Captain?’ the General asked.

“I’'m afraid not. In my line of work, it doesn’t pay.”

“Too bad. | was going to bet you fifty credits that we don’t go back to Galcen.”

“My orders”

Metadi snorted. “-aren’t worth adamn anymore,” hefinished. “ Perrin Ochemet found something
on hisdesk he didn’t want to handle, that’ s all. Mutiny, on the other hand-that’ s serious. | intend to dedl
with it mysdlf, hereand now.”

Mutiny works fast if it works at all, Ari thought. If this was going to come off, we would
have heard something back from the others by now.

Except for Ari and the JG who had brought him therein the first place, the ready room for RSF
Fezrisond’ s fighter detachment had been empty for sometime. The JG had ablaster from the fighter
det’ sweapons locker, but astime passed and Ari made no attempt to break away, he' d transferred his
worried expression to the door instead.

| don’t blame him. As soon as the dust clears enough for the winners to count heads,
somebody is going to come here looking for us.

Ari thought about the prospect for amoment and decided that hedidn't likeit at al. The Fezzy’s
fighter det might be right about Admiral Vaiant, or they might not-after taking his own impressions of the
man into congderation, Ari rather thought that they were-but if their coup failed, nobody was going to
believe that the ship’s head medic had been keeping didoya company under compulsion.

In which case, Rosselin-Metadi, you’ ve twiddled your thumbsin here long enough. It’ stime
to say good-bye.

Standing up, he stretched his arms and legs, then wandered over to the door of the ready room
and laid a hand against the lockplate. When the door didn’t open, he started working noisily at the edge
of the plate with histhumbnail.

“I’'m sorry, Sir, but you shouldn’t be doing that.” The voice came from behind Ari. “Just St back
down, dl right?’

Ari turned, his hands raised to shoulder height, and looked into the business end of the blaster,
pointed directly into his face from not more than arm’ slength away. He shrugged.

“Oh, well,” hesaid. “It wasworth atry.”

In the next breath he swept hisarmsinward, so that hisright hand caught theinside of the JG's
wrigt a the sametime as hisleft hand struck the blaster away to the right. The JG fired, but the bolt
whined through the air to one side of Ari’sskull and Sizzled againgt the bulkhead behind him. Ari didn’t
waste any time; he made aquick forward snap-kick to the other man’ s belly, and the blaster went
skittering across the deck as the JG collgpsed.

Ari stooped and retrieved the weapon, then went back to prying up the lockplate. He worked
quickly, since it wouldn’t be long before the man on the deck was good for something besides gasping
for air. Hedidn't think he' d done any permanent damage; nevertheless, his actions might be somewhat
resented.

Fortunately, the ready room hadn’t been designed for holding prisoners. As soon ashe' d pulled
the plate loose the door did open with aclick.

He paused for amoment on the threshold. “1 wish you and your friends al the luck in the galaxy,”
he said to the ill-helpless JG. “But | don’t think you' re going to get it.”

The door of the ready room did closed again behind him. He paused in the empty corridor to



take stock of his Stuation.

On the plus side, he was out of custody and the blaster was a Space Force Standard with afull
charge, more than enough to shoot hisway out of troubleif he needed to. On the minusside, he didn’t
have any ideawhere he ought to go next. Heading for sick bay wasn't going to do him much
good-anybody looking for him was bound to try there firg-and his own quarters probably weren't any
better.

Wherever | go, chancesare I’ll walk right into a reception committee from one side or the
other. And if Valiant wants me for a hostage, then thiswhole ship isatrap.

Which means there’'s only one place | eft.

He turned and began waking quickly in the direction of the lower level of Fezrisond’ sdocking
bay. Nobody was around-Not surprising, hethought; all the pilots who aren’t off somewhere
helping Valiant take over the sector are busy trying to take over the ship instead-and the lockplate
at the underbay entrance hadn’t been tampered with. His medical override brought the door open
smoothly, and he stepped inside.

The underbay was adim, low-ceilinged cave where metal ladders rose up like stalagmites from
the deckplates to hatches overhead. A number of the hatches had their status lights off, meaning that the
corresponding dot in the open bay above was empty. Red or amber lights meant that the craft docked
overhead was low on fud or down for repair. Ari shook his head.

Green. | need a long-range craft in status green.

A figure gppeared unexpectedly out of the shadows in the depths of the bay, making Ari’ s bregth
catch in momentary panic. But it was only amember of the maintenance crew in agrease-stained
uniform, heading from one access ladder to another. He gave Ari an amiable grin as he came near.

“Hey, Doc-what are you doing down here in fighter country?’

“Double-checking the emergency medicd kits,” Ari lied. The blaster wasin hisright hand, on the
sde of hisbody away from the mechanic; he hoped that the haf-light would blur the weapon’ s outline
enough to do therest. That, and the fact that nobody expects the head medic to be armed and
dangerous. “ The pilots are supposed to check the kits themselves, but you know how they are.”

“I sure do.” The mechanic shook his head. “Y ou wouldn’t believe some of thethings |’ ve seen
themtry.”

“It can’t be worse than the stuff they get up to when they’ re on shore leave,” said Ari. “I’m not
going to trust any of them to remember the medicd kitsether.”

“Good thinking, Doc. Which fighters do you want to check out first?’

“I might aswell gtart with the long-range creft.”

The mechanic nodded his head back toward the row of ladders behind him. “Right over there.”

“Thanks”

With one, two, three green lightsinarow. Oh, yes. . .

Ari climbed up the nearest ladder and through the hatch into the body of the docked fighter. It
was a bit cramped-most pilots were smdler than he was-but he was able to reach the cockpit and strap
himsdf in. Helooked out the forward viewscreen into the airless expanse of the upper bay, with the
blackness of degp space showing beyond the open dock portal, and drew a deep breath.

Thisisn’'t the’Hammer, and it isn’t an atmospheric craft either, but you can handle either
one of those with your eyes closed. And this one is simple enough that even fighter jocks can
figureit out.

A quick ingpection of the controls showed him that most of the degp-space instrumentation was
familiar from histime on Warhammer . The weapons he could ignore, with any luck, and the stuff for
close-in maneuvering; thet |eft only the problem of navigation. With the aid of astandard navicomp, he
could plot ajump-run and a hyperspace transit-but he wasn't a professiona starpilot and it usualy took
him quiteawnhile.

Fortunately for him, he reflected, most fighter pilots weren't navigators either. He switched on the
cockpit navicomp. The screen lit up, but instead of the usud array of dataand calculationsit showed him
abrief list of preset options:



MANDEYN ARTAT KIIN-ALOQ RETURN TO BASE OTHER [SPECIFY]

The navicomp had a pickup for voice input built into the Sde of the screen. He hit the“on”
button.

“Gacen,” hesad.

The screen blinked and a new message appeared benegath the last line of the menu: OUT OF
RANGE.

“Nammerin.”

OUT OF RANGE.

Damnation. “Maragha.”

OUT OF RANGE.

Blast it, is everywhere out of range on these tubs! He made on more desperate try. “Gyffer.”

EXTREME RANGE. NO RETURN POSSIBLE. CONFIRM CHOICE YES/NO?

“Yes”

MAIN SHIP SMEMORY ENGAGED. WORKING.

Damn. | hope they' re too busy with their treason and mutiny to spot this.

Ari held hisbreeth.

JUMP-RUN AND TRANSIT PLOTTED AND LAID IN. MAIN SHIP SMEMORY
DISENGAGED. SEQUENCE RUN YES/NO?

“Yes” sad Ari, and thefighter’ sengines cameto life.

Tyche heard the underhatch of the recon ship clank open and shut again. Heavy footsteps
sounded on the deckplates, and afew seconds later one of his troopers came into the compartment
carrying asheaf of papersand print-out flimsies and ahandful of datachips. After juggling awkwardly for
amoment to get al his prizesinto one hand, the trooper came to attention and sauted.

“Docking bay and al embarked craft now secure, Sir!”

“Very good,” said Tyche. “What isthe status of the armed intruders aboard the Selsyn?’

“WEe ve got them pinned down in the CIC. Salsyn’s own security forces hold the bridge and the
engineering spaces.”

“Good,” said Tyche again. “ Coordinate with Selsyn’s people and take CIC as soon as possible.”
He indicated the flimsies and datachips. “ And whét are these?”

“Hardcopy messages and log chips from the captured scout, sir,” the trooper said, and placed
them down on the common-room table with aflourish.

Tyche picked up the hardcopy and glanced through it, conscious as he did so of Metadi and
Quetayawatching him. Thefirst few pages were more than enough; he could fed the blood leaving his
face as he read. He put the loose bundle of papers back on the table and pushed them over toward the
Generd.

“You'll want tolook at these, dr,” hesaid. “Thisian't just amutiny we re deding with. Vaiant
has sold out to the Magelords, and thisisawar.”

The Mage warfleet isin the system, and Prime isalready in their hands.

In the deep-buried Operations Center of the Adepts Retreat, Genera Ochemet stared at
Master Ransome in shock and disbelief. “I ought to have been there,” he said findly. “Y ou had no right
-you tricked me into coming here, and then held me against my will.”

Hisvoice grew sharper as his anger mounted. “And just whose Side are you on, anyway?’

The accusation brought a sudden quiet to the crowded room. Master Tellyk, standing at
Ochemet’ s elbow, gasped and reddened, but Errec Ransome’ sface remained as pale and cold asif it
had been cut from marble.

“I belong to the Guild,” he said. “ And the Guild has fought against the Magel ords since the
beginning.”

Ochemet stood his ground. “ So has the service, damn you. | should have been with my people
when the attack came.”



The Adept’ s expression softened alittle. “Even if you had been there you couldn’t have stopped
it. The Mages warfleet istoo massive, and Galcen's close-in defenses were overwhemed. Also-we
were betrayed.”

Ochemet drew a sharp breath. “What are you talking about?’

“Magework,” said Ransome. “Magework and sorcery. Here on Galcen, working to bring down
the Republic and the Guild both.”

“Areyou certan?’

“I"ve been certain for along time,” Ransome told him. “But the Galcen Mage-Circle was well
hidden and seldom active. | didn’t have the meansto search it out. Now, though-now they are acting
openly, and we will destroy them. Come.”

The thought of doing something, anything, to strike back at the attackers was tempting, but
Ochemet till harbored suspicions of hisown. “What do you need mefor?’

“Loca knowledge,” Ransome said. “In Jos Metadi’ s absence, you have accessto all of Prime
Bae”

“Which you tell me has dready falen.” Ochemet shook his head. “No. Pick astory and kegp to
it”

Ransome made an impatient gesture with one hand. “In thelong run, it doesn't matter who holds
Prime. What mattersisthat wefind the Mage-Circle at work there and destroy it. After that, the civilized
gdaxy may have afighting chance.”

“A nicethought,” said Ochemet. “If | decideto bdieveyou, that is.” Hefolded hisarmsand
looked Errec Ransome up and down. “At the moment, frankly, the distinction between the Magter of the
Adepts Guild and an ordinary traitor doesn’t seem dl that clear.”

“Think whatever you want,” said Ransome. “But choose. Stand here and do nothing, or cometo
Primewith me”

The Adept turned and strode off. After amoment, Ochemet sighed and hurried to catch up with
him.

They plunged il farther into the depths benegth the Retreet, through dimly lit passageways
carved from cold stone. From time to time they overtook and passed other men and women-Adepts,
Ochemet supposed, though instead of dressing in black and carrying wooden staves, these wore
pressure gear and carried flight helmets.

At length Ochemet and Ransome came out into ahuge, vaulted docking bay filled with armored
atmospheric craft, nearspace short-range fighters, and stargoing recon-scouts. The far end of the cavern
lay open to the sky, and Ochemet saw that light was growing there as the sun rose over the uplands. All
about him was the organized confusion of awel-trained strike force making ready to launch.

“You didn’'t put this setup together yesterday.” Ochemet had to shout to make his voice heard
over thedin. “How long have you known that the Mageworlds were planning to attack?’

“Nothing was known,” said the Adept. “But while the Mageworlds existed, the threat of
treachery existed. And we prepared ourselvesto meet it.”

Stll talking, Ransome led the way through the crowded bay to a nondescript aircar with acivilian
number stenciled on its side. “For along time the Magel ords watched me. | could only work through
agents, or not at adl. But now-while they are distracted and busy with bringing their plansto fruition-now |
have alittletimewhen | can act unseen.”

Ochemet nodded mutely and followed Ransome into the aircar. The Adept strapped down in the
pilot’ s position and donned a set of earphones.

“Ready to launch,” he said over the voice pickup.

A blue guide light floated down from the ceiling in front of the aircar and began clearing away
forward through the tangle of large and smdll craft. Ransome brought the aircar dong after thelight at a
sedate glide, coming eventudly to arunway laid out in the stone of the cavern floor. The guide light
hovered in front of the aircar for afew secondslonger and then went ouit.

“So now it beginsagain,” Ransome said, and pushed the throttles of the aircar dl the way
forward.



Engines roaring, the aircar hurtled down the runway, then out through the bright blue opening to
soar among the crags. Looking back, Ochemet noticed that the cavern’s mouth actudly lay below the
level of the highest peaks.

“That' saclever setup you' ve got there,” he admitted. “If anyone was watching, your launch
point’sgoing to belogt in dl the ground clutter.”

Ransome gave him aquick, impatient look. 1t had better be. With Prime gone and South Polar’s
fighter craft destroyed on the ground, what you saw back thereisadl that Gacen has.”

viii. galcen near space; the outer net; galcen: primebase

“FROM SPACE, the heart-world of the Adeptsistruly abeautiful sight. | count mysdlf fortunate
that | have lived to experience thisday.”

In hisflagship orbiting above Gacen Prime, Grand Admird Theio syn-Ricte sus-Airadin paced
back and forth before the row of viewports overlooking the blue and green planet below. The autoscribe
pinned to his collar caught the words as he spoke and stored them for inclusion in his next report to the
no-longer-hidden Resurgency on Eraas.

sus-Airadin was alean, wiry man-not tal, by the standards of the Adept-worlds, but above
average for an Eraasan of the old stock-with black hair going prematurely grey. Hewore plain brown
fatigues tucked into leather boots, with shoulder and collar inggniaof dull metal. Nothing about him
glittered or caught the light; even the short ebony staff clipped to hisbelt had only the smplest of slver
binding.

He continued talking to the autoscribe. “We have come thisfar successfully, after breaking
through the artificid barrier at the Gap Between-successfully, but not without cogt, in shipsandintime.
Wecanill afford to lose more of either.”

Frowning, he glanced over at the twin chronometers set into the bulkhead between the
viewports. One chronometer gave the elgpsed time since the operation began; the other showed how far
ahead or behind schedule they had fallen. At the moment they were behind, and uncomfortably so.
Resistance at the Gap had proved stronger than expected, forcing the warfleet to spend valuable minutes
in breaking through the screen of enemy ships, minutes which had become hoursin the trangt.

“With respect to our god of achieving total surprise: such aresult has not been possible. | mean
no ill-reflection upon the Circles;, our Mages have given of themsdaves without stinting. Hyperspeed
communications among the Adept-worlds were interdicted on schedule as we were promised, and have
not yet resumed. Nevertheless-and | will remind dl of you that | warned the Resurgency of this
before! -at least one ship broke through and carried the warning to Prime.” sus-Airadin frowned again,
remembering how Galcen’ sinadequate home-defense forces had been waiting for the warfleet at the
dropout point. More delay . . . the handful of vessals had held off the attack on their planet by more
hours, and worse, had kept the jump points out of his hands long enough for couriers from Prime and
South Polar to launch and make the jump into hyper.

“We have dways counted time as our friend, but with the assault on the Gap it has becomein
one stroke our enemy. The Circles cannot suppress hyperspeed communications much longer, eveniif |
should call upon them for the ultimate sacrifice, and news of the attack on Galcen Prime is undoubtedly
spreading throughout the Adept-worlds at the speed of afast ship.

“We must, therefore, bring the heart-system under control by whatever means necessary, and
carry the attack to the enemy forces while they remain scattered and headless. Divided, they cannot
equd the strength of our fleet; but should they ever recover themsalves enough to unite against us, | can
make no promises concerning our further success.”

The vacuum-tight doors to the observation gdlery sighed opento let in amessenger. sus-Airadin
thumbed off the autoscribe and turned away from the viewports to receive the newcomer with proper
courtesy.

The messenger saluted. “ Admiral, our forces on the ground report that Galcen Primeis now
secure, and the mgjor regiona centers are coming under control. Fighting is continued but sporadic, and



local defenses are weak.”

“Very good. My compliments to our commanders, and to the troopers. Has Generd Metadi
been identified?’

“No word on that, Sir.”

“Find him,” ordered sus-Airadin. “If he'sout of our hands, he' s dangerous. And if somebody
tellsyou he' sdead, see the body for yourself.”

“Yes, gr.”

Anadarm bel garted ringing, itstocsin running on in counterpoint benegth the annunciator’s
repested warning: “Unknown fighters, inbound . . . unknown fighters, inbound . . . unknown fighters.. . .”

The Grand Admird dtiffened.

Metadi, he thought for an instant, and felt amoment of profound apprehension before the true
nature of the attacking force made itsdlf felt to his extended senses. Not Jos Metadi’ stroops, but those
of the other, greater enemy.

Ransome. The Adept Master. The Breaker of Circles.

Theio syn-Ricte sus-Airaain unhooked the silver-and-ebony staff from his belt, and felt the
unseen fire running up and down itslength. There had been no particular happinessfor him in smashing
through the barrier at the Gap Between Worlds, or in taking out the system shipsin Galcen
nearspace-but Errec Ransome was an enemy it would be a pleasure to destroy.

“Summon the others,” he told the messenger. “ Tell them to meet me in the meditation room. We
have work to do.”

The passenger compartment of RSF Naver sey was an awkward placein which to hold a
debriefing, especidly with the four survivorsfrom Ebannha’ s boarding craft added to the those already
aboard. On the other hand, Naversey had air pressure and shipboard gravity, which meant that everyone
could digpense with their p-suits and magnetic-soled footgear.

Llannat sat at Lieutenant Vinhayn'sright, her staff lying across her lap. She' d had to leave the
wespon behind for her suited expedition into the Desthwing; she hadn't realized how much its absence
had upset her until she had come back.

I’m going to have to think about that. But not now.

She looked across the centra aide of the passenger compartment at Ensign Tammeas Cantre,
seated on the foot end of an acceleration couch. The ensign was a painfully young man, with dark circles
under hiseyesand lines on hisface that had no business being there. A stubble of beard on hisjaw made
an awkward contrast with what must have once been a prized and carefully tended mustache.

“ ... S0 nobody was answering us on the hi-comms,” he said, “and after awhile we decided that
if we wanted to make it home we were going to have to use the Deathwing. We were tracing systems on
the main engines when you folks showed up.”

“Tracing systems?’ sad Llannat.

Cantrel nodded. He was holding on to amug of hot cha awith both hands asif it were alifdline.
“Engineering by fed, more or less. We knew what a hyperdriveis supposed to do, and we knew-the
chief knows, anyway-how the drives on our shipsdo it. So we weretrying to figure out if the Mages got
their shipsinto hyperspace the same way we do; and if they did, we were going to make their engines
take usthere”

E’ Patu and Rethid, the two warrant officerswho' d come with Naver sey, looked at each other.
“You know,” said E’ Patu, “working blind like could have killed thelot of you.”

“I know,” said Cantrel. He took another swalow of hischd a. “But even at one-eighth rations we
only had a couple of months before we starved to degth. | figured thisway we could at |east die trying.”

“Under the circumstances,” said Lieutenant Vinhalyn, “1 think | would have done the same thing.”

LIannat took adeep breath. “I think we still ought to.”

The others-both Naversey’ sorigind complement and the boarding party off Ebannha-looked at
her with varying degrees of surprise. Shetook afirm grip on her staff and continued.

“There' sawar out there. The Mageworlders have broken through the Net. | don’t know where



they were heading-"

“Gdcen,” put in Govantic, the dataspecidist. “1' [l bet it was Gacen. With hi-comms down,
they’ ve got surprise-and they aren’t going to waste it on the small stuff.”

“A good point,” Vinhalyn said. “Mistress Hyfid?’

“Right,” shesaid. “With thingsin the shape they’rein, we can't just drop out of hyper over Prime
and expect the Space Force to be waiting. Not in an unarmed courier. But with the Deathwing, we can
fight if we haveto.”

“We d have people from both sdes shooting at us,” said Lury, the senior medic. “Not aredl
good idea.”

“With the Deathwing we could shoot back,” Llannat countered. “ And we could bring Naver sey
and the Pan-class aong for escort.”

“It'd beaninteresting job,” said E’ Patu. “ Dangerous as hell, though. The safe move would beto
transfer everybody to Naversey and jump for some point closer in.”

“No,” said Llannat. Her persistence was starting to surprise even her; but shewasinthegrip of a
new and pressing certainty. “Not in an unarmed ship when there’ sawar going on. We d get shot to
pieces the moment we dropped out of hyper. | say we ought to take the Deathwing.”

Govantic was starting to look interested. “1t’d be fun, dl right-1" ve only gotten achanceto play
with Magebuilt comp systems once before, and that was a ground-based setup that got left behind on
Ophel after the War.”

“ Archaic Magebuilt battle and navigation systems,” promised Llannat. “Morefun than a
twelve-hour session of Deathworld in aholovid arcade . . . and Lieutenant Vinhayn reads Eraasian. If the
old-time Mageworlders put instruction manuas on their ships, he can trandate them for us. Wewon't be
working blind at all.”

It was three hours after leaving the Retreat in the aircar that Generd Ochemet saw thefirst Sgns
of dirtsdefighting. All morning the incongruoudy bright sky had been laced with the contrails of
atmospheric fighters weaving about high above Master Ransome' slow-flying craft, but thiswasthe first
time Ochemet had spotted something that he could make out with hisbare eyes.

L ooking down on the road bel ow, he saw a column of armored fighting vehicles strung out like
the beads of a broken necklace. Black smoke poured from their hatches, and here and there in the dirt
around them lay small crumpled figures.

A mile or two farther on beyond the wreckage, Ochemet saw another line of armored vehicles
gpproaching from the other direction. He didn’t recogni ze the design, which meant they weren't anything
the Republic had available on Galcen. The unfamiliar vehicles came on in open skirmishing order, infantry
mixed among the armor, making their way at an easy walking pace away from Prime.

The Magewor|ders have got the cities, Ochemet realized. Now they’ re moving out to secure
the countryside.

It wasn't going to be hard. He didn't like the thought, but he knew it was true. Galcen had
alwaysrelied on the Space Force for defense, and the Space Force had counted on the efficiency of the
Republic’ s hyperspace communications, the links and relays that transferred messages in seconds
between the outplanets and the Centra Worlds. That wide-spread, multiply redundant system had been
the cornerstone of al their Srategic planning-atechnica achievement that alowed the Space Forceto
patrol avast collection of worlds and still muster in strength at a trouble spot.

We never counted on losing hi-comms, Ochemet thought unhappily. Nobody in the high
command had ever devised atheoretical way to break a system that had so many relay stations and
backups and alternate routing patterns. Eventualy, the idea had been given up asimpossible. But the
Mageworlders had somehow managed to do it.

If we still had our communications grid working, the fleets from Khesat and Wrysten
would have shown up last night sometime, and the out-sector forces would berolling in right
about now.

Instead, Galcen’sin flames and nobody outside the system knows it.



Helooked again at the advancing column of Mageworlds fighting vehicles. The aircar had to be
plainly visblefrom the ground; they were wdl out of the mountains, with nothing for abackdrop but the
clear blue sky.

“Why aren’t they shooting at us?” Ochemet wondered aoud.

Ransome didn’t bother turning his head. “They aren’t shooting at us becauise they aren’t seeing
us. Bequiet. | need to concentrate.”

They flew on toward Prime. The sun climbed in the sky, and the columns of smoke on the
horizon grew closer.

Grand Admird Thelo syn-Ricte sus-Airadin kndt in the quiet of the meditation room, among the
other eight of his Circle. Like them, he wore the mask and the hooded robe, hiding hisuniform and his
badges of rank. In this one compartment of the great flagship, outside power and position no longer
mattered. sus-Airadin had been First of his Circlelong before the Resurgency found him and made him
the commander of their secret warfleet.

Before military office and authority had cometo him, hislifelong struggle had been solely to keep
the heritage of the Circles dive. He' d made enemies enough that way, those who didn’t careif they wore
chainsaslong astheir beds were soft-and others who would have turned the broken Circlesinto mere
political tools, using the Mages as spies and assassins, no better than Adepts.

In the end, he had won: without the efforts of the Circles, the warfleet could never have broken
through the barrier at the Gap and gone on to take Galcen Prime. And on thisship, &t least, a
Mage-Circle functioned as Circles had donein the old days: guiding the attack, providing their fighters
with support where support was needed, luck where luck was needed, comfort where comfort was
needed.

Here among his own people sus-Airadin felt the most at home, even during combat. The details
of tactics heleft to those who were trained in such things, the younger sons and daughters of familieswith
atradition of service.

It had taken a generation for the Resurgency to bring them together-all the ones who had been
clever enough or lucky enough to escape the killing time. Finding teachers for them had taken amost as
long. Of those who understood the military arts or possessed the skills of space-flight, only ahandful had
survived the grest purges at the end of the War. From Raamet to Eraas, the family didn't exist that
hadn’t seen one or more of its members taken away by the Adept-worlders, never to return.

And what had happened to the Circles. . . it hurt sus-Airaalin yet to remember. He hoped that
now, after hisvictory, he could persuade the Resurgency to have mercy.

Or else we are no better than our enemies, hethought, and | have worked all my life for
nothing.

A hand grasped his shoulder, shaking him back to present awareness. He opened his eyes.

“Who dares-?" he began, but then he felt the messenger’ s burden of news pressing against his
own spirit, and he understood. He roseto hisfeet.

“Prepare ashuttle,” he told the messenger. 1 have to go down to the surface.”

Errec Ransome grounded the aircar on astrip of concrete near the Space Force Headquarters at
Gacen Prime. The sky overhead had gone from a sharp-edged midday blue to the softer, blurrier colors
of twilight, but theinvigbility that had protected them during the flight till seemed to beworking. A
ground trooper in an unfamiliar brown uniform-a Mageworlder, Ochemet presumed-hurried past them
without reacting, only afew feet avay.

Ransome retrieved his aff from the clips that held it and opened the door of the aircar. Ochemet
put out ahand to stop him. “I think it’ stime you told me where we re going.”

The Adept Master shook his head. 1 follow the patterns of the universe,” he said. “Sometimes|
can see where they lead, and sometimes not.”

Ochemet looked at the headquarters building, its windows broken by explosives and its elegant
walls pitted by blaster-fire. In the marble-paved plaza out front, amid the splashing fountains and



expressive monumentd statuary that had brought its architect galaxy-wide acclaim, troopersin
blast-armor stood guard over several hundred men and women in Space Force uniform, lined up in rows
with their hands on top of their heads.

Prisoners, Ochemet thought, and the redlization filled him with bitterness.,

“I suppose thisiswhat happens when you don't know where you' re going,” he said to Ransome.
“Or did you see it and keep on following your damned patterns anyway?’

Ransome s mouth tightened. “Y ou don’t know enough to understand your own questions,
General. Stay quiet if you don’'t want to get us both captured.”

Ochemet and Ransome entered the headquarters building in silence, stepping through the
wreckage of the blasted-open doors and past the half-buried body of aguard. Inside, they waked up the
long, curving ramp to the upper leve of the grand rotunda. Theliftsthat should have taken them higher
were dead, diding doors frozen halfway open on empty shafts. At agesture from Ransome, Ochemet led
the way to the emergency stairs, tucked out of sight behind apierced meta screen and afull-sized
Khesatan ilyral treein amarbletub. A bolt from an energy lance had burned away haf the screen, but
the ilyral remained incongruoudy green and hedthy.

Somebody had found the stairs dready and taken out the lock with another energy bolt. But the
fighting a Prime waslong over. Ransome and Ochemet climbed al the way to thetop levels of the
headquarters building without passing anyone.

Once out of the stairwell and into the office blocks, they saw more of the men and womenin
unfamiliar brown fatigues: the strangers were shorter than Space Force troopers, on the average, and
tended toward dark hair and pale skin. Most of them looked tired; none of them noticed the two
intruders, one in the Republic’ s uniform and onein Adept’ s black.

The General and Ransome passed the open door of Ochemet’ s office. The room was unlighted
and empty, but otherwise it looked just as Ochemet had left it the day before. Clearly the Mageworlders
hadn’t bothered searching there yet. They’ d get to it soon enough, though; Captain Gremyl’s much
smdler cubicle, only afew doors down, dready had three of them, one sorting through the hardcopy and
physicd fileswhile the other two conferred in quiet, alien voices over the desk comp.

Ochemet held up ahand. “Wait,” he said-only the movement of the word, without voice.

Ransome frowned, but stayed.

Ochemet went on through the door into his office. I the room hadn’t been disturbed, there
should be afully-charged blaster in the lower right-hand drawer of his desk. General Metadi had dways
ingsted that his senior officers keep sidearms within easy reach. At one point Ochemet had considered
the order unnecessary, not to mention somewhat paranoid, but no longer.

The desk was on emergency self-power, but it answered to his ID scan. As soon asthe lock
clicked over he pulled the drawer open and took out the blaster. He felt marginaly better once he had
the wegpon in hand.

Thetop of hisdesk held the usud pile of printout flimses-he d left astack behind unread when
he' d hurried off to the Retreat, and more messages and paperwork had accumulated while he was gone.
Hetucked the blaster in hisbelt and started riffling through the messages, looking in vain for any hint of
preparation for the Mageworlds attack. Near the bottom of the stack, he found a sheet tagged “ Personal
for CO,” with atime-stamp only minutes after his departure. It was a situation report from one of the
nearspace patrol ships. He broke the sed and read through the message in silence and growing dismay:

VesH identifying itsef asRMV Warhammer, captain identifying hersdlf as Beka
Rossdlin-Metadi, reports that the Net is broken, hi-comms are down, and aMageworlds warfleet is
inbound. Request ingtructions.

Knowledge pressed down on Ochemet like aweight, and he closed hiseyes. There was time,
he thought helplesdy. If I’ d known, there were things we could have done. There wastime.

Helooked up, theflimsy crumpling in his hand, to see Ransome beckoning impatiently from the
open door. He knew! For amoment he felt like using the blaster on the Adept, but he mastered the urge
and followed Ransome once more.

They went down that corridor and then another. Finally Ransome halted before a closed door



labeled 44-55 (CUSTODIAL).

“There snothing in there but the top-floor cleanup robot and a couple of emergency
pushbrooms,” Ochemet protested in a hoarse whisper.

Ransome ignored him and opened the door. Inside was adark room, far larger than the closet
that should have been there, with awhite circle painted on the concrete floor. In the circle agroup of
eight people, masked and hooded in black, knelt facing inward. None of them turned or looked up when
the door did open and Ransome and Ochemet entered.

“Mages?’ Ochemet asked in awhisper.

“Ves”

“What arethey doing?’

“It doesn't matter. They are guilty. Their treason helped to bring down Prime. Y ou have a
blaster-kill them now.”

Ochemet lifted the wegpon and trained it on the oblivious, knedling circle. Hisfinger brushed the
surface of the firing stud. Then he shook his head and reversed the blaster to hold it out butt-first to
Ransome.

“Doit yoursdf.”

Ransome didn’t reply, or even look at the blaster. The Adept Master stepped away from
Ochemet and into the middle of the white circle, brushing past the kneding figures asif they didn't exist.
Helifted his staff above hishead in both hands and closed his eyes.

Blue-green fire began to play around the ends of the staff, and Ochemet felt himsalf growing cold.
The Guild had broken the power of the Magel ords after the last war-he' d always known that, and
thinking of Entibor and Sgpne and Ilarna, he' d been grateful. But now he was seeing how it must have
been done. Slowly, inexorably, Master Ransome was calling forth more and more of the blue-green light,
drawing on reserves of interna power whose nature and extent Ochemet could scarcely imagine, making
ready to deliver asingle devastating blow.

Ochemet stepped backward dmost unconscioudy, moving away into the shadows until his
shoulders came up againgt the concrete wall. He wasn't certain any longer what he feared: the Magesin
the Circle, or the thing that Errec Ransome would do to them.

Time seemed to dow. Ochemet held his breath. He knew that in the next moment Ransome
would grike.

Then, in the ingtant before the gathered energy came smashing down, another figure appeared in
the open doorway. This one was aso robed and masked in black, but between the hem and the boot
tops showed the ubiquitous brown fatigues. He carried a short staff |oosdly in one gloved hand, and
green fireran up and down the wegpon’ slength.

“Magter Ransome,” the stranger said, in rough but passable Ga cenian. “Whét right have you to
dispose of my Circles?”’

Ransome brought his staff down before him into adefensive position. The witchfire still writhed
and flickered dong it, casting eerie shadows onto his set and uncompromising face. “Lord sus-Airadin.
What ismineto protect, | protect by al the means| have.”

The Magel ord-Ochemet supposed that thiswas indeed a Magelord; certainly Ransome seemed
to be addressing him as such-inclined his masked head in agrave nod. “ So you do. And your nameis
known for it in the homeworlds. But | do not recal ever giving you the favor of knowing mine.”

“No,” said Ransome. “Nevertheless, | know it.”

Ochemet, pressed back againgt thewall in the darkness, thought for amoment that sus-Airaain
would demand the source of Ransome' s knowledge. Instead, however, the Magel ord strode between
two of the knedling Magesto join Errec Ransome in the center of the whitecircle.

“Magter Ransome,” he said formally, “we are too powerful, you and I, to stand by while others
do battle for us. Will you fight me here and now, for the mastery of this Circle and for the possession of
the gdlaxy?’

Ransome smiled without humor. In the blue-green light hisfeatureslooked pale and haggard.

“No,” hesaid, “1 won't. | have too much to lose.”



“Thenyield,” said sus-Airadin, and the light died as he took the staff from Errec Ransome's
hands.

part four
I. gyffer: port of telabryk; deathwing: the outer net

GYFFER WAS aworld that lived by its shipyards and its weapons factories. More of the Space
Force' s capita ships came from Gyffer’ s massive orbiting spacedocks than from anywhereesein the
Republic. On the surface, other shipyards worked in the construction and repair of smdler
dirtsde-to-hyperspace vessalslike the old Warhammer , and arms dedlers would sdll a starship captain
anything from a custom-modified blaster to anew set of energy guns.

Thelast time Ari Rossdlin-Metadi had touched down on a Gyfferan landing field, he and Nyls
Jessan had brought in the” Hammer after theraid on Darvell. They’d cut it close; the ship’sdying
real space engines had been held together with little €l se besides solder and positive thinking, and
Beka-who had known the " Hammer better than anybody except Jos Metadi himsalf-had been in worse
shape than the ship. By comparison, making planetfall in along-range Eldan fighter with low fud reserves
and only the smplest of deep-space navigational gear was an easy bit of work.

On the other hand, thought Ari as he cut in the Eldan’ s nullgravs and lowered the craft gently
down onto itslanding legs at Telabryk Fidd, the 'Hammer had all her papers. They were fake papers,
but at |east they werein order.

Thisthing, though . . . how the hell am | supposed to explain a Space Force fighter and a
Spoace Force uniform? I’m a deserter, possibly a traitor, and who knows what the local law is
going to think.

Hiding wasimpossible; Gyffer had its own in-system fleet, and maintained nearspace security as
tight as or tighter than any placein the civilized gaaxy. Ari had been hailed by apatrol vessel within
seconds of his dropout from hyper. More out of desperation than anything else, and in order to buy some
timefor thought, he' d taken the high line when the ship challenged him-refusing to identify himsalf and
demanding adirect communications link to the nearest Space Force unit.

That, he reflected, was when things had started getting odd. The Gyfferan patrol vessel wouldn't
give him alineto the Space Force, or even tel him which vesselswere in the area. But nobody
challenged him any more either, or demanded that he submit to inspection. Instead, the patrol vessd
escorted him to orbit, patched him through to Gyfferan Inspace Control, and handed him off to an
orbit-to-atmosphere fighter. Inspace Control had given him landing clearance here at Teldryk, and the
fighter had stayed with him, making sure he didn’t deviate from hisflight path, until he d grounded.

Ari ungtrapped from the safety webbing and climbed wearily down through the Eldan’ s belly
hatch to the tarmac. He hadn’t dept for over two days, most of the run through hyperspace he' d done
with the autopilot, but the cockpit of atwo-seat fighter wasn't designed to be restful, especidly for
somebody hissize. More than amost anything in the universe right now, he wanted acup of hot cha'a, a
bath, and awarm bed.

Hedidn't think much of his chances for getting them, though. Not until he' d gone through &l the
explanations, paperwork, and still more explanationsinvolved in letting the Space Force know that he
hadn’t been deserting or absconding with government property when heleft the Fezzy. And if Gyffer
turned out to be awilling partner in Admiral Vaiant's dreams of grandeur, then things could get redly
awkward.

At least there wasn't anybody waiting on the field to arrest him. Stretching, Ari looked around
and tried to take stock of the Situation.

Telabryk Fidd, like most dirtside ports, was aflat piece of paved ground stretching out to the
horizon in al directions. Off to loca apparent north, Telabryk proper was adark blue on the horizon,
looking at this distance more like arange of low hillsthan one of the biggest citiesin the Republic. The
fiddd was emptier now than at thetime of Ari’ s previous visit, when the shipsin port had completely
hidden Telabryk’ s urban sprawl.



Scattered here and there on the tarmac were low concrete buildings painted with the insignia of
shipping lines, planetary governments, and such other organizations as maintained their own interstel lar
fleets. Genera Ddlivery had acourier shipin; the vessel’ s garish red and yellow color scheme showed up
halfway acrossthe field. The Space Force port complex-a couple of squat, blocky structures barely
deserving the name-should have had afull wing of atmosphere/nearspace fighters, but it didn’t.

Ari wet hislipsnervoudy. This doesn’t look good.

Stll, hisfirst duty wasto report to senior authority. Leaving the Eldan two-seater behind him, he
garted walking acrossthefield.

When he got to the Space Force complex, things looked even worse. Not just the fighters were
missing; so were dl the assorted ground and atmospheric craft-skipdeds, hovercars, aircars, and the
like-that should have cluttered the area. Ari circled around to the front of the main building and the big
armor-glass doors marked with the Space Force seal. The doors should have parted automatically as
soon as he came within their sensor range. By now, though, he wasn't surprised when they stayed shut.

He shielded his eyes with one hand againgt the glare coming off the field, and tried to seeingde
the building. No luck-theinterior lights were off. Methodicaly, he tried the complex’ s other entrances, all
the way down to the hinged metal door of the machine shop skipded-loading platform, which turned out
to be aslocked astherest.

Ari leaned againgt the back wall of the machine shop and let exhaustion wash over him. No
wonder Gyfferan patrols weren’t patching anybody through to the Space Force: the Space Force wasn't
here.

They aren’t just secured for the day, either. They’ ve packed up and left. They're gone.

Hemeted and pressure-suited, Llannat Hyfid stood in the main airlock of the Deathwing and
watched the status light cycling-from yellow to purple, which at the moment struck her as odder and
more unnatura than anything else about the derelict ship.

Not quite a derélict, shethought. Not any longer .

Shewasn't certain which had done more to convince Lieutenant Vinhayn that they should bring
the Magebuilt vessal back on line-their need to acquire the Deathwing' s potentia firepower, or hisown
overwhelming scholarly curiosity about an artifact from atime long past. The combination, at least, had
proved irresistible. Now, after two Standard days of nonstop work, the combined crews of Naversey
and the boarding craft had achieved their first success. The Deathwing' s primary life-support systems
were back on line.

The status light flashed rapidly back and forth between yellow and purple for several seconds,
then settled on purple and held. A bell-tone sounded. The inner door of the lock cycled open.

Ensign Cantrel checked the readouts on the sensor pack he' d brought over from the boarding
craft. “Mark one! Thelock’ stight and we' ve got agood atmosphere.”

With agloved hand, Lieutenant Vinhalyn did asde a bulkhead pand with more of the yellow
Eraasian script on it. The space behind the pand was full of dias and gauges.

“These dl seemto agree with you,” the linguist-historian said after aprolonged inspection. “We ll
want some of the techs to double-check them later, but it looks like the old monitoring systems are il
working.”

“It'ssafeto breathein here, then?” asked Llannat.

“Sure,” said Cantrdl. “1 can't vouch for what the air’ sgoing to smell like, but the sensor pack
isn't registering any known biohazards.”

The ensgn was dready unfastening his own helmet as he spoke. Helifted it off, reveding aface
freshly depil ated-except for the cherished mustache-and considerably |ess worn than when Llannat had
first met him.

“Now that we' ve got atmosphere,” he continued, “we can start trying to figure out the gravity
system. And after that, we'll tackle the engines.”

“Themanuds,” Vinhalyn explained to Llannat, “turned out to be very specific on the matter of
proper cold-gart sequencing.” The linguist-historian had his helmet off by now, and was cradling it in the



crook of hisarm. “The systems must interlock correctly, or catastrophic failure will result.”

Llannat undid the last sedl on her helmet and took it off. She rubbed her nose vigoroudy with the
back of her free hand; asusud, being insgde a p-suit had given her ahaf dozen maddening and
unscratchableitches.

“Did the old-time M ageworlders have a problem with their engineering,” she wondered aoud,
“or did they just like to watch things explode?’

“We may never know,” said Vinhayn, with afaint smile. He turned to Cantrdl. “Y ou people
were lucky in one thing, though. It appears that whoever abandoned this ship put it through an orderly
shutdown firgt.”

“That’ swhat we were thinking, too,” said Cantrd. “ Except for-well, except for what we found
on the bridge. Looking at that, | still can’t figure out what happened.”

“Yes” sad Vinhadyn. ‘ The bridge: That’ swhat Mistress Hyfid and | wereintending to
investigate. Now that we have atmosphere back, we' Il haveto do it quickly, too. They’re going to start
to get high pretty soon.”

Llannat nodded, but without enthusiasm. She' d put off the investigation aslong as possible-the
al-handsjob of bringing thefirst of the Deathwing' s systems on line had provided an excellent pretext for
delay-but there was no getting out of it now. She was an Adept, and she was going to have to walk into
ascene of bloody murder on aMagebuilt ship, with a dewy-eyed innocent like Tammas Cantrel watching
her and expecting amiracle.

“Thisign't like picking out alive target on the monitor screen,” she cautioned the ensign. “ These
were Mages, and it'sacold trail. We may not learn anything at al.”

And maybe we'll learn something we didn’t want to know.

Sighing, Ari pushed himsdlf away from thewall of the deserted Space Force ingalation. He
was't certain where he ought to go next. Even getting off Gyffer looked closeto impossible. The Eldan
two-seater had been pushed to itslimit and wasn't going to lift again for anywhere without refuding and a
maintenance workover. He d left the Fezzy in hisworking uniform, with nothing by way of assets except
a Space Force ID card, aMandeynan quarter-mark coin, and afully charged blaster.

A quick message to Galcen Prime would go along way toward solving his problem. On the other
hand, hewas't sure that talking to Gyfferan cussomswas going to be agood idea. If Admird Vdiant's
mutiny had reached asfar as Gyffer, theloca government might well greet Ari with open arms and march
him aboard a courier ship bound straight back for Infabede-or throw himintheloca jail asabargaining
chip for their sde, whichever side that was.

| need some local intelligence, Ari thought, scanning Telabryk Field for anything that |ooked
like asource of information. And | need it now.

The gaudy red and yellow colors of the Genera Delivery building caught hiseye, and hefelt a
surge of relief. Generd Ddivery had its own fleet of courier ships making high-speed runsal over the
galaxy, and maintained its own data net for e ectronic messages. The company’ s entire reputation was
built on its ability to keep the farthest dements of the civilized galaxy in touch with each other and with the
Central Worlds.

If anybody can fill mein on how the land lies the G-Del people can. And they're a
Suivi-based firm, so they probably won't tell the locals that they saw me.

From the Space Force complex to the G-Dd block was quite ahike, especialy with the heat of
the sun reflecting up from the tarmac at redoubled strength. Ari was swesting before he' d covered half
the distance to the red and yellow building. Thistime, though, the doors opened at his approach, and he
stepped through into the cool, dry air inside.

Most of Generd Ddlivery’s Telabryk Field operation was devoted to cargo handling. Employees
in more subdued versions of the company colors were sorting through the incoming cargo from the
courier, throwing the boxes and envelopesinto tubsfor ddivery to G-De officesdl over Gyffer. Other
employees were loading up a skipded with the outbound mail. A long counter stretched across the front
of the big room, separating the workers from the small reception area near the entrance.



The clerk at the counter was athin man with worry lines between his eyebrows. He glanced up
from his comp screen when Ari camein.

“I thought you people lft aready.”

“They did,” said Ari. “I camein-system from the Infabede sector alittle while ago. | want to send
amessage to Galcen, fastest means available.”

The clerk pointed to another desk comp at the far end of the counter. “Flimsies and keyboard
over thereto write aletter. Hardcopy' s the only thing getting out right now.”

“No voicdink?’

“No.”

“What the hell’ sgoing on?’

“That’ swhat everybody wantsto know,” said the clerk. He looked at Ari with asour
expression. “| suppose you want meto tell you what happened.”

“Thet’sright.”

The clerk tightened hislips briefly and then said, “ Okay. First thing, about aweek ago dl the
hi-comms went down. Ours and everybody ese's. Wefigured it was trouble in the orbitd rdlays at firdt,
and sent arepair crew up to work them over. Therepairsdidn’t do any good. Meanwhile there sno
word getting into the system that doesn’t come by ship.”

Ari nodded. “I' d heard arumor about the hi-comms back in Infabede. Didn’'t have time to check
it out, though. So what happened to the Space Force?’

“I’'m getting there,” said the clerk. “ About three days after the hi-comms died, we got a Space
Force courier ship on afast run from Gacen Prime. And | do mean fast-she' d overridden her hyperdrive
and damn near went nova on the dropout, and she was squawking her news al over the lightspeed bands
on her way into the system, just in case she didn’t makeit.”

“Newsfrom Prime?’ Ari tried to concedl his growing gpprehension. He' d been expecting to hear
word of trouble in the Infabede sector, not of some unspecified disaster at the heart of the Central
Worlds. “How bad?’

“If it' strue,” the clerk said, “thenit’ sas bad asit gets. The pilot of the courier said that the
Mageworlders were attacking Gal cen in force-how the hdll they’ d managed to get afleet through the Net
he didn’t say-and that with hi-comms down and no help coming Prime was about to go under. That was
at about midnight local. By dawn, Space Force was gone.”

Sanding orders of some kind, Ari redized. Somewherein the CO’ s files was an eyes-only
folder labeled “ What To Do In Case We Lose Galcen Prime,” and now they’ ve gone and done it.

“Do you think the story wastrue?’ he asked.

“If it wasn't, those pilots nearly fried themselves for nothing,” said the clerk. “ And none of our
regular cargo runs from Gal cen have shown up sincethe courier camein.”

“But you' re still sending hardcopy mail back?’

“We'resending,” the clerk told him. “It may not get past the sorting depot on Cashdl, but we'll
do our best. Aslong asyou redlize that under the circumstances, timely delivery isn’t guaranteed.”

“Right,” said Ari.

His Mandeynan quarter-mark probably wasn't enough to pay for a hardcopy message anyway.
Just the same, he had to do something with the news from Infabede. After amoment’ sthought, he went
over to the other desk comp and began keying in aletter:

View al traffic from COMREPSPAFOR INFABEDE with suspicion. Ari Rossdin-Metad,
LCDR, SFMS, sends.

He pulled out the sheet of flimsy and took it back over to the clerk.

“Here” hesaid. “Thisiswhat | was going to send to Galcen. Make up your own mind what to
dowithit. I'mgoing into town.”

With the return of basic life-support systems, the interior lighting on the Magebuilt ship had come
back aswell. The ship’s passageways, while till narrow and mazelike, no longer gaped like dark open
mouthsin the beam from a p-suit' s handlamp. In the white light of the glows-not quite the same color mix



as Space Force' s Gal cen-based standard, but close enough for comfort-the Deathwing turned out to be
athing of metd and glassand plastic like any other starship.

Almost like, thought Llannat. The fact that there waslifein the glows didn’t reassure her as much
asit should have. Those lights ought to have burnt out centuries ago. Except for the fact that
somebody turned them all off.

That was what made her fedl cold, even inside the pressure suit: a picture she couldn’t shake, of
ashadowy figure going through the empty ship from compartment to compartment, turning off dl thelight
switches like athrifty householder bound away for an afternoon in town.

Somebody was expecting to come back. And they wanted the ship to be working when they
got here.

She wet her lips-the newly awakened systems kept the air in the Deathwing bone-dry-and said,
“It looks like most of the compartments we' ve been through so far are pretty standard. Berthing, the
gdley ...l wonder if their space rations were any worse than ours?’

“I'm not hungry enough to try them,” said Vinhayn.

“We can omit the desperate measures until they become necessary.”

“I’'mwith you on that,” Cantrel said. “Before you guys showed up, | was thinking we' d have to
crack open some of the packetsin the galley and try them out. Not afun idea, believe me, when you
don’t know how to tell the powdered porridge from the stuff that opens up clogged drains.”

“I suppose not,” murmured Llannat. In spite of the lights and the comforting background hum of a
working life-support system, she wasfinding it hard to shake a continuing sense of oppression. It clung
around her asit had from the time she’ d stepped aboard, and seemed to intengfy as she and Vinhalyn
followed Cantrel forward, their magnetic boot soles clicking and shuffling againgt the deckpl ates.

Clearing her throat, she said, “ Tammas-did you and the rest of the boarding party come up here
much?’

Cantrel shook hishead. “Not if we could help it. Once or twice to see where a power line went,
but that' sdl. It' stoo damned spooky in there.”

They came at last to the vacuum-tight doors of the Deathwing' s cockpit. The ensign pulled adice
of plastic out of his p-suit’s cargo pouch and gaveit to Lieutenant Vinhayn.

“This|l getyouin,” hesaid. “Thekey dot’sover there. But if you don't mind, | think I'll stay
outsde”

LIannat watched uneasily as Vinhayn put the dice of pladtic into the lock. She could fed Ensign
Cantrd watching the back of her neck-expecting her to work wonders, no doubt, and provide marvels of
explanation. But her sense of foreboding continued to grow.

She knew that what afflicted her wasn't the smple prospect of looking at what remained of the
Deathwing’ s pilot and copilot. She’ d seen worse things than that as amedic; she’ d done worse things
than that hersdf, when she went with Beka Rossdlin-Metadi to Darvell. Thiswas different.

There' s something waiting for mein there.

The door did open. The Deathwing' s cockpit was still dark; nobody had come by to bring the
lights back up after the systems had come on line. Vinhalyn had aready stepped inside; she could hear
him muttering to himself as he fumbled to locate the switch for the cockpit illumination.

“Aha” he sad after amoment, and the lights came on.

Llannat forced hersdlf to step inside, only to find the scene oddly prosaic for something so
bloody-it was work for the Med Service pathologist who' d come out with Naversey, not for an Adept.

“We need to put thesetwo in astasisbox,” said Llannat. “If we ve got one.”

“We can rig something, I'm sure,” said Vinhalyn absently. He was standing in front of the
Deathwing' s viewscreens, bending closer to peer at the dark, blurry characters scrawled upon the glass.
“This, now-thisistruly interesting.”

“What do you mean?’

“It samessage,” said Vinhayn, straightening up again. “Not to just anybody who might come by,
either. It sin the second person familiar, and the writer speaks as an equal to someone who has aready
been introduced, not to astranger of unknown rank.”



Llannat moved to stand beside him. “What does it say?’

Vinhayn turned from the viewscreen and gave her a strange and rather wary look. “ Roughly
trand ated? Something on the order of * Adept from the forest world: Find the Domina; tell her what thou
hest seen.” ”

ii. nammerin: downtown namport; ophe near space

IT WAS early evening in Namport, and the street-lamps were coming on one by one. In her
walk-up apartment in the old quarter, Klea Santreny twitched aside aflimsy gauze curtain and looked out
at the corner below. She was glad to be inside tonight. For the past three days, gutter-choking rains had
dternated with steaming hegt, turning Namport’s mucky thoroughfaresinto rancid ox-wallows. Tonight
was one of the steamers; she could smell the mud from four floors up.

Nobody ever told me that the big city was going to smell five times wor se than the farm
ever did. Maybe if they had-

She turned away from thewindow. | still wouldn’t have believed it. If there' s anybody on
this planet who's more stupid-stubborn than | was, | haven't found them yet. Five years at
Freling’ s Bar, and it took going crazy to make me wise up enough to get out. | just wish | knew
whereitislI’mgettingto . ..

She hadn’t been getting much of anywhere latdly, not even in the most literd meaning of the
phrase. Ever since the night when she' d seen a star explode againgt abackdrop of congtdllations that
didn’t shine over Nammerin, she' d been restless and uneasy.

Owen had taken her uneasiness serioudy. “On a planet with aworking Mage-Circle, an Adept
has to be careful. And so does an apprentice.”

“I’'mnot an Adept,” she'd said. “Or an gpprentice either. I'm just-”

“You'renot ‘just’ anything.” He d sounded dmost angry-and worried, which unsettled her even
more. “Y ou're powerfully senstiveto thiskind of stuff, and the Circle knowsit. If they decideyou'rea
threeat to them, you'rein trouble.”

With hiswarnings fresh in her mind, she' d stayed close to home, not going much farther abroad
than Ulle' s All-Night Grocery. Even that, asit turned out, was enough to increase her sense of something
formless and imponderable hanging over the city.

The stregtswere full of weird rumors: that the hi-comm news feeds from off-planet had been
down hard for three days now, and the Namport Holovid Network was patching together old stories
from five or six months ago to keep people from noticing; that the Space Force Med Station had closed
itsgates and canceled dl leaves; that Suivi Point had seceded from the Republic and the outplanets were
revolting. Even the bad weather was generally conceded to be some kind of plot.

One more reason to be glad you don’t work at Freling’s anymore, shetold herself. Thisis
the sort of night that brings out the real sickos.

An urgent knocking at the door of her apartment broke into her thoughts. She hurried over to the
peephole and looked out. It was Owen, to her considerable surprise; he' d gone off to hisjob at the
laundry more than an hour ago, and shouldn't have been back until morning. She unlocked the door and
lethimin.

“What'swrong?’ she demanded as soon as hewasinside.

Hedidn't give her adirect answer. Instead he waited until she’ d shut the door behind him before
asking, “Do you want to go to the Retreat?’

She dared a him. “Right now?’

“That' sright,” hesaid. “The Planetary Assembly is going to shut down the port a noon
tomorrow.”

“They're going to-where did you hear that?’

“At work. One of the bathhouse regularsis aclerk in the Customs Office. Klea, you're going to
have to make up your mind tonight. Do you want to go or stay?’

“Go,” she said without stopping to think. Now that she had to choose, the choice was



surprisingly essy.

“Then pack what you need. We have to get to the port as soon as possible. It sgoing to bea
mob scene by morning.”

She was dready stuffing clean clothes and underwear into the ancient day pack that she'd
brought with her from the farm dl that long time ago. | kept telling myself | ought to throw it out, she
thought somewnheat dizzily; it's a good thing | never listened.

“Isthereashipinfor Galcen?’ she asked doud.

“I don’'t know. It doesn’t matter. Once we manage to get off-planet, then we can start thinking
about Galcen.”

“What are we going to do about money?’

He made an impatient gesture with one hand. “ Don't worry about the money-I'll take care of it.
Firg we haveto find aship.”

She sedled up the pack and dung it onto her shoulders. “Whatever you say. Let’'sgo.”

“Onemorething first,” he said. He looked straight at her, and his hazel eyeswere so dark a
green they seemed admost black. When he spoke again, hisvoice took on amore formal cadence. “Kéda
Santreny-do you come to the Adepts for ingtruction only, or will you take the apprenticeship that is
offered to you?’

“What do you mean, ‘take the gpprenticeship’ ?’

“Answer yesor no,” hesaid. “Please. It'simportant.”

She stood there for aminute, feding her life changing around her like aforest whipped by the
wind. Everything else I’ ve ever done, | could back out of. What | say now is going to make things
different forever. She drew adeep breath.

“Yes” shesad.

Owen let out an exhalation of relief. “ Good. Now that you' re a Guild apprentice, if anything
happensto me or we get separated, you can ask for help from any Adept or Guildhousein the civilized
galaxy.”

He paused, and glanced about her small apartment asif searching for something. “You'll need a
gaff.”

“What for?'Y ou don't have one.”

“That’ sdifferent . . . my teacher on Galcen kegps mine.”

He crossed the room to the kitchen nook in a couple of quick strides, and picked up the broom
that stood in the corner: aplain, local-made thing, the sort of broom that farmers put together out of
grrch wood and grain-straw and sold for a quarter-credit apiece when they came to town.

With seeming ease he snagpped off the brush and offered the stick to Klea. Shewasn't surprised
to see that both ends appeared equally smooth and even; anybody who could break grrch wood
bare-handed could probably make the broken part look like anything he wanted it to.

“Takethis,” he said. Once again the words sounded like part of aformal ceremony. “Hold it and
cherish it asyou do your honor. Widld it in truth and justice, and as the patterns of the universe direct it
and you together. By the staff an Adept isknown; |et neither one disgrace the other.”

She took the broomstick-the staff, she supposed she ought to call it now-and held it awkwardly
before her in both hands. “What am | supposed to do with this?’

“The ShadowDance, to begin with,” he said. “It dso makes a decent waking stick. And more
things, that you can learn when you have time. But now we have to hurry. If the port gets too crowded
the Assembly may decideto closeit early.”

Above the plane of the Opheline system, far to the Netward of the Central Worlds, the fabric of
real space stretched and shifted as two ships dropped out of hyper. Several tense seconds later, athird
ship followed.

In RSF Karipavo's Combat Information Center, the duty sensor analyst looked up from his
board and announced to the compartment at large, “ Lachidl’s made it through.”

A ragged cheer went up, and Commodore Jervas Gil, the’ Pavo's acting CO, let out asigh of



relief. If three shipswere dl that was|left of his squadron, they were at least his, and he was till their
commodore.

“Sgnd Lachidl,” hetold the communicationstech. “Ask if the voyage repairsto their redl space
engines are holding up well enough for them to make Ophel.”

It would be good for Lachidl’s pride, hereflected, if the crew could bring their ship in without
assistance-but in thelong run it wouldn’'t matter if they needed the help of a spacedock tug. After the
battle at the Net, when Lachiel had taken acrippling hit to the rea space engines and lost airtight integrity
in over haf her compartments, what counted was that the third ship of Gil’s much-diminished fleet was
hereat dl.

“Lachid reportsthat she can makeit dl right if wetakeit low and dow,” reported the comms
tech.

“Very well,” said Gil. “Low and dow it is. How are we doing on a hi-comms link to Prime?’

“Nojoy, gr,” said the tech. “Whoever took down hi-commsis still keegping them that way.”

“Keeptrying,” Gil said. “The minute they come back | want to know. For now, get me Ophel on
the lightspeed comms.”

From this distance out, patching through the connection took severa minutes. Gil waited,
frowning with barely restrained impatience. Ophel hadn’t been hisfirst choice for adropout point. It was
aneutra world, friendly enough but not bound to the Republic by an treaties that Gil knew of; and ever
sncethe First Magewar it had been amajor transshipment point for trade back and forth acrossthe Net.

But Ophd wasin range of Lachid’s hadtily repaired and barely functioning engines, and Ophd’s
shipyards, the biggest between the Net and the Central Worlds, were capable of handling the refit. Of
course, Gil reflected further, those yards meant Ophel would be high on the Mageworlders' strategic
priority list when they got around to mopping up after-Not after, he corrected himself, if-the Central
Worldsfdll.

“We have Ophéeline Inspace Control on lightspeed comms, Sir,” reported the communications
tech. “Put it on audio,” Gil said. “Audio, aye.”

A moment later a crackly, attenuated transmission came on over the speakersin CIC:

“Unknown ship, thisis Ingpace Control, Ophel. Identify yourself. Ophelinelaw requiresthat al
inbound vessdls provide their planet of registration and their last port of call; the name and homeworld of
their master, captain, or commander; and a summary of their cargo before receiving permisson to
approach, orbit, dock, or land. Over.”

Gil picked up the handset for the lightspeed comms and keyed it on. He paused for amoment,
trying to put into order al the things he needed to say. Working with lightspeed comms from thisfar out
was awkward and dow, with alag time of minutes between a message and itsreply.

“Ingpace Control,” he sad findly, “thisisRSF Karipavo, in company with RSF Shaja and RSF
Lachidl. We request permission to orbit and perform repairs. | am Jervas Gil, captain, Republic Space
Force, and commodore of this squadron; my world of originis Ovredis. | am declaring an in-flight
emergency and claiming the right of innocent passage. | regret that | cannot provide details of our cargoes
and ports of cdl; | request adirect connection to the Republic’ s embassy as soon as possible. Over.”

Gil keyed off the handset. Again, there was the long wait. He paced, fretting; then redized he
was pacing and made himself stop. Dedling with Ingpace Control was going to be only thefirst of his
problems. All three of his ships needed repairs, not just the much-battered Lachidl, and he had no idea
whether any of Ophel’ s yards would be willing to do the work.

Onething at a time, hetold himsdf. The ' Pavo’s not as banged up as Lachid or Shagja; | can
probably find a yard that’ swilling to take her. That'll give me one fully operational ship to work
with while | figure out how to fix up the others.

And after that, | still have to come up with some way to pay for all this-becauseif there's
one thing you can depend on when you' re dealing with civilians, it’s that absolutely nothing comes
free.

Findly, the speaker crackled again. “RSF Karipavo, thisis Inspace Control. Y ou have
permission to gpproach and orbit with three vessals.”



Gil’ stension subsided by afractional amount. His deepest fear, firmly suppressed during the dow
hyperspace trangt from the Net, had been that the Ophelines would want nothing to do with him or his
shipsat dl. That would have meant scuttling the crippled Lachie -transferring the crew to Shaja and
Karipavo, destroying the engines, the wegpons, and main ship’s memory, then leaving the hulk to
drift-before the squadron could go on. At least he was going to be spared that much.

Meanwhile, Ingpace Control was il talking.

“Karipavo, Shaja, Lachiel : Make your orbit in compliance with thefollowing deta. . . ”

The voice halted for a second, then continued in adightly atered tone-asif, Gil thought,
somebody had handed the talker at Ingpace Control an unexpected addition to the standard message.

“Break-new subject. Coded text incoming. Stand by to capture immediately. Thistext will be
transmitted only once. | repest, stand by to capture immediately-"

“Get ready to grab it,” Gil said to the commstech.

Helooked over his shoulder for Jhunnel. Asusud, his aide was there, seeming to materidize out
of the background as easily as shefaded into it the rest of thetime.

I wish | knew how she does that, he wondered-again, as usua-and said aloud, “We' re going to
need the code-book for this one. Have you got it?’

The lieutenant held up the pam-sized scanner/breaker unit. “Right here, Commodore.”

“Good,” said Gil. Inspace Control was back to sending the orbital data now, and the comms
tech was handing him a sheet of printout flimsy.

The coded message was severd lines of |etters and numbers with no pattern to them that Gil
could make out. Jhunnel handed him the codebook, and he ran the unit’ s scanner over the message.

The codebook beeped.

“Got it,” hesaid, and looked at the unit’s minuscule screen for the plaintext version.

FOR COMMODORE. REPORT IN PERSON TO EMBASSY SOONEST.
AMBASSADOR SENDS.

Gil hit the codebook’ s Wipe button and the plaintext vanished. Crumpling up the sheet of flimsy,
he dropped it into the nearest recycler and turned to Jhunnel.

“Pack an overnight bag, Lieutenant. We ve got an important engagement. Dress uniform with all
your medds.”

Improvised staff in hand, Klea paused in the doorway for onefinal glance back at her apartment.
Thiswould make the second occasion in her life when she' d abandoned everything in order to look for
something better.

“Let’shope | have more luck thistime,” she muttered under her breath.

“There’ sno such thing asluck,” said Owen. “We make our own choices, for good and for bad.”

“Y eah-and my track record as achooser isn't exactly the galaxy’ s hottest.” She shifted her day
pack into amore comfortable position on her shoulders. “We might aswell get going before | lose my
nerve”

They stepped out into the hallway, and started down the stairs to the street. Halfway down the
flight to the second-floor landing, Owen halted. Kleaamost bumped into him.

“What-?’

In the dim glow from thelight pane at the top of the Sairs, she could see him frowning dightly.
He held up ahand for silence, but al she heard was her own breath and the sound of her heartbest in her
ears.

“Someone swaiting outside the front door,” he said.

“How canyou tdl?’

“| can sensethem,” he said. “What people think and do shows up in the pattern of things. It's
mostly ameatter of knowing whereto look.”

She nodded-not redly understanding him, but supposing that she’ d learn more about it eventualy
inthis new life she seemed to be headed for. “ So what do we do?’

“We go up onto theroof,” hetold her. “There' saladder and atrapdoor, for when somebody



hastofix thelift.”

“Nobody’ sfixed thelift for aslong as|’velived here”

“So much the better,” Owen said. “ They won't be expecting anybody to go that way. Then we
cross over and go down the fire escape on the other side.”

Helooked back down the tairs, and then at her again. “You lead; I [l follow and keep an eye
out in case somebody comesin after us.”

Kleaswalowed. “ Sure”

The stairsfelt alot steeper and darker going up than they had on the way down. Halfway to the
third floor, she turned and looked back. Owen wasn't anywhere in sight; she supposed he was hanging
back and keeping watch, likehe'd said.

Shetook atighter grip on the broomstick staff and kept on climbing. Her footsteps echoed in the
empty stairwell. She was on the third-floor landing now-only one more set of stairs and she could wait
for Owen by the ladder to the roof.

But out of the shadows ahead of her stepped aman in ablack hooded robe, his features hidden
by adark plastic mask. Laughing, he held up a short staff of dark stedl-bound wood before him. Red fire
ran dong itslength, and its flame-colored auralimned him in animbus of gory light.

“Littlegirl,” hesaid, “you’ re only pretending to be an Adept. If you'redl that Ransome has|eft to
send, then surely our day isnear a hand.”

Kleawas afraid-more afraid than she’'d ever beenin her life; not even theworst of the streets had
been able to scare her as much asthis-but it was astrange, cold fear without the familiar edge of panicin
it. The black-robed Mage took a step toward her; she took an involuntary step back.

Then she halted.

Where am | going? There' s only the stairs, and another man at the front door.

She clasped the grrch-wood broomstick before her, and stood her ground. A picturefilled her
mind, cool and strange, like the fear: Owen, moving through the steps of the ShadowDance.

The ShadowDance, which could also be used as a weapon-which could also be done with a
staff-

-and she moved without thinking into the Dance sfirst sequence, bringing up her hands and the
gaff with them. In the next ingant she felt astinging in her pdms asthe grrch wood caught and stopped a
blow.

The shock brought her out of her haf-trance in time to see an orange-yellow light, pale but there,
tracing down the length of her staff, and the Mage drawing back his arm for another strike. Desperatdly,
she groped with her mind for the next step in the Dance. Thistime she couldn’t find it.

I’m going to die, she thought.

But in the moment before the Mage' s staff came down, he seemed to stagger and bend
backward. His arms flew wide and he dropped his staff. For another second he hung there. She heard a
cracking sound, not loud but clear and distinct in the awful tillness. Then he dropped like abroken doll
to thefloor, and the crimson light around him faded as he died.

Now, where there had been only shadows a moment earlier, Owen stood. The Mage' s body lay
crumpled at hisfeet. Klea stared and backed away.

“How did you get there?’” she demanded shakily. “I didn’t see you anywhere. And what did you
do?

“I broke his neck,” Owen said. He was|ooking down at the body of the Mage with an intent,
thoughtful expression-nothing like hisusua almost absentminded regard. He glanced up & her briefly.

“I was walking behind you the whole way; you just didn’t see me, and neither did he. When his
whole mind was set on thefight in front of him, | dipped past both of you and took him from behind.
Misdirection, mostly-it's an easy trick, compared to somethings. I'll teach it to you later.”

Bending down, he picked up the Mage' s saff and propped it against the wall so that the
metal-bound wood made the long side of atriangle. Then he stamped down and broke the staff in the
middle. The two pieces clattered to the floor.

“That'sdone,” hesaid. “Let’sgo.”



iil. nammerin: namport; ophe: sombrdir

NOBODY BOTHERED Kleaand Owen on the way to the port. She wasn’t sure whether it
was because nobody was trying, or because of something Owen had done to confuse the pursuit. She
didn’t ask; the answer wasn't going to make a difference, so why bother? Another question, though, was
nagging a her too much to ignore. By the time they had passed through the gates and had almost reached
the main termind building, she had findly nerved hersdlf to spesk.

“I don’t understand,” she said.

Owen didn’t break stride. “ Understand what?”

“Why those people-the Mages-want to keep us from leaving Nammerin. If you' re dangerous to
them aslong asyou're here, I’'m surprised they aren’t delighted to see you go.”

“Some things are more complicated than that.”

Kleasghed. “ Everything's more complicated than that these days. | should have stayed on the
fam.”

“Y our life might have been safer that way,” Owen conceded. “But minewould have been
shorter, if you hadn’t beenin Namport to find melying inthet dley.”

“Not redly,” she said. She’ d had plenty of timeto consder this over the past few weeks.

“Y ou' re tougher than you look; you' d have still been breathing when the garbage truck came throughin
themorning.”

Hedidn't answer. The termina building wasjust ahead of them now, and beyond it the arc lights
ontheir tall poleswere casting astark white light over the landing field. Coming early had been agood
idea there was dready asmall but noisy crowd gathered outside the doors of the terminal. Out on the
field, therewas only one ship in port that Klea could see, and no shuttles waiting to ferry stuff back and
forth to the larger craft that never |eft orbit.

“If that clunky little freighter isthe only thing in,” Kleamuttered, “we ve got aproblem. They'll
never let us past the gate.”

“Don’t worry about it,” said Owen. “ Stick close to me and don’t say anything.”

They were at the edge of the crowd. He didn’t pause, but headed straight on into the termind.
Kleafollowed him. By now, she wasn't surprised when people stepped aside to |et them pass.
Somehow, without changing either his clothes or hisfeatures, Owen had transformed himsdlf froma
scruffy portside laborer to a person of importance and someone to be deferred to.

It’s like that vanishing trick of his turned inside out, she thought. Making himself more
visible, instead of |ess. If he tells people he's an Adept, they’ Il believe him, even if he doesn’'t have
a staff and a fancy black outfit to back him up.

She stayed close, hoping that some of the effect would rub off on her-making her look likea
proper Guild apprentice, or at least an honest farmer’ s daughter instead of aten-times-a-night
punchbroad. She blessed the stupid-stubborn pride that had kept her from ever working the port;
nobody in this crowd was likely to recognize her and spoil the game.

Inside the terminal, more people thronged the counters and the ship’ s-status displays. Klea
followed as Owen made his way through the press with the same ease as he had outside, and somehow
drew the attention of the man sitting behind the main information desk. The officid looked them both over
and, apparently satisfied, said, “Okay, you' re next. What' s your business at the port?’

“I need to reach Gacen as quickly as possible,” Owen said. Whatever he was doing to impress
the officid, it was strong stuff; Kleacould fed the power of it moving in the air around him and making
the hairs on her arms and neck rise up. “I have urgent business a the Retreat.”

But the man was dready shaking his head. “Nope, nothing going out of here to Galcen. Not for
love or money.”

Seeming undismayed, Owen glanced out through the armor-glass back wall of theterminal. The
window gave agood view of thelanding field and the one ship in port. The vessd, afreighter, was
aready loading for lift-off; crew members and port robots swarmed about its gaping cargo bays.



“How about that one?’ he asked. “Where' s she going?’

“Lady LeRoi? She' s heading for the outworlds, and asfar’ s | know she’ s not coming back.”

“What' s her next port of cal?’

“Flatlands Portcity, on Pleyver,” the officid said. “But if you' re planning on getting to Galcen
from there, | wouldn’t.”

“Why not?’

The man stared at him. “Y ou haven't heard? | thought you Adepts were supposed to know
everything. The Mages are back, they’ ve taken Galcen, and they’ re sweeping everything before them.
There s nothing left of the Republic, and as soon as Lady LeRoi isloaded up and gonethe port is
shutting down until the Mages get here”

“I see,” said Owen. Hisvoice was as calm and unruffled as before, but Klea could tdll that he
was shaken: he' d gone paper-pale under the cold white glare of the termind lights. “Where' sthe nearest
planet-to-planet voiceink station?’

“That' sdown, too.” To Kles, the officid seemed to be enjoying hisrole asthe purveyor of such
dire news. “ So what’ sit going to be-do you still want to go dicker with the Lady’ s captain for aride out
of here?’

“Not now,” said Owen. “Perhaps later.”

Heturned to Klea. “Come,” he said, and strode off through the crowd without looking back to
seeif shewasfollowing him.

It was |late evening when Karipavo' s shuttle touched down on Ophel. The embassy had a
hovercar waiting at the spaceport, and the Republic’ smilitary attache met Commodore Gil and
Lieutenant Jhunnei on the landing field. The atache eyed their dress uniformswith approva and led the
way to the gate.

“Sorry about the hurry, Commodore,” he said over his shoulder as he walked. “But we can’t
afford to waste any time-the ambassador wantsto talk with you at once.”

Gil nodded. “Understood, Mgjor.”

Hewaited until they were safely insde the hovercar and on the road into the Opheline capitd city
of Sombrelir before saying anything more. Soon the lights of the port were dwindling away behind them,
and Gil fdlt freeto ask, “What word do you have from Galcen these days?’

“Just rumors,” said the attache. “But Ophd’ sdways got rumors. The ambassador will fill youin
when you meet him.”

Gil took the hint and devoted the rest of the ride to studying the local architecture. The spaceport
buildings had been of modern construction in an uninspired pangalactic style. Asthe hovercar took them
into the diplomeatic section of Sombrelir, however, they began passing older buildings, fantastic edifices of
painted pastel brick and dark wrought iron, along broad, clean streetsilluminated by warm amber
lanterns. One of the houses had its doors flung open, so that the light from inside spilled out onto the
portico and the plaza beyond.

The hovercar purred up to the front steps of the house, where afootman waited. Belatedly, as
the attache handed over the vehicle, Gil understood that this must be the embassy.

Gil and Jhunnei followed the attache up to the open door. They passed through a gilded foyer
into an enormous reception room-Gil estimated that it took up most of the ground floor of the
embassy-filled with men, women, and assorted nonhumans, al wearing fashionable evening dress. In one
corner aKhesatan harp quintet played gentle, rippling music; in another, long tables covered with white
damask held eegantly arranged food on dishes of crystal and silver.

| don't believe it, Gil thought. We came all the way from the Net, after fighting every Mage
warship in the galaxy and damn near getting ourselves blown to pieces in the process, and the
Republic’s ambassador to Ophel isthrowing a party.

At least he and hisaide wouldn’t stand out too much in this crowd. The Space Force full-dress
uniform had enough glitter and panacheto let them blend right in-and if the hand-blagter in itsgrav-clip up
Gil’ stunic deeve was nongtandard it was & least invisible. Whatever Lieutenant Jhunnei was carrying



didn’t show either, though something about his aide’ s demeanor made Gil certain that she hadn’t come
down to Ophel unarmed.

Instinct born of long service-and of five years on Galcen as aide to Genera Metadi-already had
Gil turning toward the refreshment tables. Firmly, the attache steered him in the opposite direction. Gil left
the canapesto Lieutenant Jhunnel and followed dutifully toward where the harp quintet played amid a
small forest of potted plants. At Gil’s gpproach, aportly gentleman in full evening dress stepped forward
out of the shelter of the greenery. From hismedallion and his sash of office, Gil redized that thismust be
the ambassador himsdif.

“Thank goodness you' re here, Commodore,” he said quietly as the attache moved off into the
crowd. At the sametime, Gil caught the amaost inaudible humming noise that meant a privacy screen was
in operation; the generating unit was probably concealed somewhere among the potted plants. “ Please
tell me everything you know concerning the Mageworlds Stuation.”

Lines of worry and fatigue marked the ambassador’ sround face. Hagtily, Gil began revising his
earlier opinions about the nature of the evening. If the ambassador to Ophel was throwing aparty, it was
for the same reason that Gil and Jhunnel had worn their best and most impressive uniforms: to make
certain the galaxy at large knew that nothing had changed, that the Republic was ill aforceto be
reckoned with.

“I don’'t know anything beyond what happened at the Net,” Gil said. “ Everything was norma-no
sgn of military activity inthe Mageworlds, nothing. Then afreighter came from the Inner Net with word
of aMageworlds warfleet bound for Galcen, and at the same time we discovered that our hi-comms had
gone down.”

He paused amoment, considering his next words carefully. “ The freighter was aknown ship, and
her captain was one of our agents. | passed them through the Outer Net on ajump-run for Galcen Prime,
and kept the Net up behind them for aslong as| could. Then | took what was |eft of my squadron and
came here”

“Only three ships?’

“Shaja and Lachiel werethe only other shipswithin communicationsrange,” Gil sad. “Until
hi-comms come back up, there’ sno way to rally the rest of the Net Patrol Fleet, or even find out how
many medeit through thefighting.”

The ambassador regarded him gravely. “ Still, if three vesselswere fortunate enough to survive,
perhaps others have aswell. And you yoursdlf are here tonight, which isvery good.”

“Wetry our best,” said Gil. “What news do you have from Galcen-or do you have anything at
al?

“Rumors,” said the ambassador. “Rumors, and nothing else. A merchant coming from Galcen
said that he' d left just minutes after hearing over the open net that Prime was under attack. But he wason
arun-to-jump at the time, and he might not have been paying proper attention. Certain peoplein
Sombrdir who have-how shall we put it- connections' on the other side of the Net have been making a
lot of wild statements, claiming that Galcen has fallen and the Space Forceis disbanded.”

“It may betrue about Galcen,” Gil said. “But about the Space Force-no. Asfar asI’'m
concerned, we're sl here”

“That’ swhy | wanted you at this reception,” said the ambassador. “ To refute the rumors. People
inthe street are starting to look at us askance, and theloca holonews reports are beginning to ask some
awkward questions.”

“Wecan't havethat.”

“No,” the ambassador agreed. “I’ ve issued a statement saying that | intend to keep the embassy
open until my government directs meto do otherwise.” He paused. “ And what exactly are your
intentions, Commodore?’

Gil straightened his shoulders. “1 intend to repair my ships and prosecute the war againgt the
Mageworldsto the best of my ability.”

“Good,” said the ambassador, with afirm nod. “Then we re agreed. If you like, | can giveyou
letters of marque and reprisal; they should let you increase your options somewhét, regardless of



subsequent politica events.”

“They certainly should,” Gil said. “I'll teke them.”

With the ambassador’ s offer, the difficulties ahead of him became afraction lessinsurmountable.
Operating under letters of marque, he could legally attack not just military vessals belonging to the
Mageworlds, but their merchant shipping as well-and the shipping of neutra worlds who traded with
them. Jos Metadi had started that way, as aprivateer out of Innish-Kyl, before the Dominahad called on
him to build the Resistance awarfleet instead.

“Our immediate problem, though,” Gil went on, “is going to be carrying out the necessary
repairs.”

“Mgor Karriswill work with you on that,” the ambassador assured him. “He sgot the local
knowledge you need. They like to boast about their shipyards here, but frankly, some of the companies
are no better than thieves. Y ou'll be wanting one of the orbital docking facilities, | suppose?’

“Yes. All three of my ships are space-only. I” ve got some shot-up fighter craft that can get
repaired in orbit or on the surface, wherever’s cheapest . . . that’ sgoing to be the main difficulty, in any
case”

“The money, you mean?’

“That'sright,” said Gil. “I haven't got agovernment contract to offer anybody, soit'll haveto be
cash-up-front.”

He frowned, remembering the task he had set the officers of hislittle squadron before leaving for
the Opheline surface: to itemize and prioritize al the necessary repairs, both for the squadron asawhole
and for theindividud ships.

“Failing anything ese” he continued, “1’m prepared to break up Lachiel and sdll her for scrapin
order to finance repairs on Shaja and Karipavo. A shame, after al thework Lachiel’s crew put into
bringing her in, but if we haveto, we haveto.”

The ambassador smiled for the first time since Gil had met him. “1 have hopes, Commodore, that
you won'’t be required to destroy athird of your force. There' s someone here tonight that | want you to

“I'm a your service, naturaly.”

“Good, good; we'redl in thistogether.” The ambassador gave his sash of office atug, settling it
more negtly across hisimmaculate shirtfront. “ Time for usto find you something to drink and abiteto
eat-and let al our guests have agood look at you, of course.”

He cast acautionary glancein Gil’ sdirection. “No need to let anyone know that those three ships
aredl we'vegot . . . asfar asanybody here knows, the rest of the Net Patrol Fleet is undamaged and
carrying out itsmission.”

“Given thelack of hi-comms,” Gil said, “for al we can tdll, that’ sthe truth. Life must have been a
lot easier back when ships and communications moved at the same speed.” Anideacameto him ashe
spoke, and he asked, “ Tell me, do you have any courier vessels available to you?’

The ambassador shook his head. “Not if you mean assigned Space Force craft. But something
could be arranged, I’'m sure-Magjor Karrisis very resourceful. Do you require avessal?’

“I could useone,” Gil said. “If | had agood fast ship, I'd send it back with ordersto run the
length of the Net in microjumps. Doing that, we' d have a chance of making contact with undamaged units
who gtill haven't gotten the word that an attack took place, or with survivors who may be unsure of their
indructions.”

The ambassador waslooking interested. 1 see. Y ou think that the Mage breakthrough might be
of small scae?’

“Mmm. .. let'sjust say that | suspect they had to concentrate dl their force at one point in order
to succeed.”

“Interesting. We |l see what we can do about getting you that ship. Meanwhile, Commodore,
let'scirculate. . .”

They began agtatdly progress throughout the reception room, pausing at the refreshment table to
provide Gil with acarame meringue and aglass of sparkling pink punch-the puff-pastry angelbirds,



regrettably, had long since vanished. The ambassador nodded affably to everyone, but kept on scanning
the crowd asif he searched for one person in particular.

Findly, hiseyeslit up and he changed course, drawing Gil after himin the direction of afrail,
ancient-looking man in evening dress of an old-fashioned but impeccable cut.

“Addfel” heexdamed. “How ddightful to seeyou here! Addfe, | know you'll enjoy meeting my
good friend Commodore Jervas Gil. Commodore, thisis Addfe Aneverian, the Hereditary Chairman of
Perpayne.”

Gil gave hisbest forma bow. “I'm honored, Chairman Aneverian,” he murmured.

Hewas dso immensdy relieved. Perpayne was a proprietary world, officidly neutra but in
practice alongstanding friend of the Republic (and aregular trading partner-but no friend-of Ophel); and
Perpayne’ s Hereditary Chairman of the Board was widdly reputed to be the richest private individua in
the civilized galaxy, someone who could refit Karipavo and her ssters out of the loose change he found
in his pockets at the end of the day.

And if the Republic’s ambassador to Ophd was intent on charming Adelfe Aneverian into
becoming the source of money behind the Net Patrol Flegt’s continued existence-why, then,
Commodore Jervas Gil was more than willing to help the ambassador doit.

By thetime Klea caught up with Owen, he' d gone beyond the crowd at the doors of the termina
and out of the port entirely, and was striding down Dock Street fast enough that she had to run if she
wanted to stay even with him. What frightened her wasthat she didn’t think he knew where he was
going.

She grabbed & hisdeeve. “Hey!”

He stopped and turned. From the expression on hisface, she would have thought he didn’t see
her, until he spoke. “What isit, Klea?’

“Look,” shesaid. “I know the newsisbad, if what that man said isredlly the truth-"

“It'strue”

“Okay, it'strue. That doesn’t change the fact that we' ve got a problem-awhole bunch of
problems, starting with adead body lying on the floor outside my apartment. We can't go back there,
and we ve got to go somewhere.”

Shewas gtill holding on to the fabric of his deeve; keeping her grip, shelooked franticaly about
Dock Street for some place that might provide atemporary haven. The gaudy holosign and bright interior
lighting of an open-front noodle shop caught her eye.

“There,” she said. She headed in the direction of the shop, pulling Owen after her. “Wecan sitin
therefor awhileand talk.”

The shop had an an empty table close to the street; she took off her day pack and dropped it
into one of the chairs. Then she pushed Owen in the direction of the empty seat and stood watching him
until he sat down.

“All right,” shesaid. *Y ou told me you' d take care of the money; do you have enough on you for
noodles and some ghil?”

“Yes” hesadfindly.

“Good. Then give me some cash and stay right there until 1 get back.”

Shetook the smudged and crumpled credit chits he pulled out of the breast pocket of his
coverdl, and went with them up to the counter. Five minutes later, she carried the tray of noodles and
ghil back to thetable.

To her relief, Owen was gill there. She set the tray on the table and pushed her day pack off the
chair onto thefloor, then sat down across from him.

“Eat something,” she said. “Nothing is ever quite as bad asit looks when you' re hungry.”

For amoment he seemed asif he might refuse. Then he shrugged and picked up afork. “And
there’ sno point to not egting, either . . . what isthis?’

“Noodlesand edls,” she said, feding dmost giddy with relief now that he wastalking to her
again. “Good farmer food. Don't you have edls back on-where do you come from, anyhow?’



“Gacen,” hesad.

The ghil in the cup shewas holding spilled out over her hand. Shelet the scalding liquid drip onto
thetable.

“Oh, damn. Owen, I’'m sorry.”

He shook hishead. “Don’t be. It has nothing to do with you. Except that you need to be studying
at the Retreat, and with Galcen falen into the hands of the Magelordsthere is no Retreat, and no Guild
either for dl | cantdl . ..” Hisvoice broke off, and he seemed to shudder al over. “I should have been
there when it happened.”

“What good would that have done? | mean, you' re hot stuff, but nobody’ s so hot they can stop
aninvason sngle-handed.”

“No,” hesaid. After hisslence before, thewords came out in arush, full of pain and urgency. “I
wanted to be there-1 asked Master Ransometo let me stay at the Retreat over the winter and teach the
new apprentices-but he told me to come here instead. He knew-he must have known!-how closethe
danger was, but he sent me off to Nammerin instead of keeping me by him where| could hep.”

“Maybe he wanted you to be safe?’

“I never asked him for safety,” Owen said. He was as pale now as he had been when hefirst
heard the news a the termina, and his expression frightened her. “For amost ten years| obeyed his
word as my teacher and acted to serve the Guild, and the places | went and the things | did were not
safe. And then-when the enemy we had watched and followed al that time was getting ready to
grike-then he sent me to Nammerin, where he dready had an Adept in place, and wherein al thetime
I”ve been on-planet the Mage-Circle hasn't done anything more than rough me up when they caught me
eavesdropping. Something iswrong here, Klea; something isvery wrong.”

iv. asteroid base; rsf selsyn-bilai: infabede sector

BEKA HAD madelonger hyperspace trandts than the one from Gal cen to the Professor’s
agteroid base, but never one that seemed as interminable. The few repairs that she could handle without
needing to work outside the ship were soon taken care of, leaving her with nothing else to do besides
monitor the autopilot, pace the’ Hammer’ s corridors, and try to get some deep.

She didn’t have much luck with the attempt. More times than not she would find hersdf thrown
awake in the middle of ship’s night by some unremembered dream, then lie staring up at the dark
overhead until at last, driven by desperation, she would get out of bed, dress herself, and start pacing the
corridors again.

Fndly the’ Hammer dropped out of hyperspace inside the asteroid field that masked the
location of the Professor’ s hideout-if “hideout” was the proper word for such aplace. The chambersand
tunnels of the secret base extended far into the depths of the asteroid; Beka herself was only familiar with
the upper reaches. How her former copilot had acquired the complex, and from whom, she didn’t
know-though she' d begun, of late, to have her suspicions.

The Prof had been Armsmagter to House Rossdlin while Entibor was il aliving world; when he
came to be Warhammer’ s copilot and Tarnekep Portree’ stutor in the assassin’ strade, he had been
loya until death; but before that, he had been aMagelord, and atraitor to hisown Circle. And the
asteroid base-which perhaps was not and had never been truly an asteroid at all-was Magebuilt from
coreto surface.

“You'll want to be careful while we re staying here,” Bekasaid to Ignac’ LeSoit shortly after she
had settled the’ Hammer down onto itslanding legsin the base’ s huge docking bay. Together with
Jessan and LeSoit, she was standing at the foot of the” Hammer’ s ramp, prior to giving the ship a
postflight walkaround. “Don’'t go wandering about by yoursdlf. If you get lost we might not be able to
findyouintime”

Theair in the bay was thin and cold. The bay itsalf was a cavern some distance benegth the
asteroid’ souter skin, ble only by hair-fine red space shiphandling. Warhammer wasn't the only
starship currently occupying aplace on the bay’ s metal deckplates. The asteroid base was hometo a



score or more vintage spacecraft, from a shot-up Resistance fighter to a blue-and-silver pleasure yacht.
The Professor had owned, and a one time or another had piloted, al of them; now Beka supposed that,
likethe baseitsdlf, they were hers.

“How long are we going to be here?’ LeSoit asked. Her old shipmate was doing agood job of
not seeming impressed by the enormous bay and the collection of antique ships, but she could sensethe
unessiness benesth his surface nonchalance,

Beka shrugged. “1 don't know. Aslong asit takesto get the hull repaired, for sure. After that-it
depends on what’ s happening out there. A shooting war is no place for amerch.”

Jessan, standing close by her right hand, looked troubled. “1t’ s your decision, Captain.”

Shebit her lip. Hell of a time for Nyls to remember he's got a Soace Force commission.
What was | supposed to do, drop him off on Galcen so he could get killed like everybody else?

“Right,” shesaid doud. “And I’ll decide when I’ m ready. Meanwhile you can show Ignac’
around-fix him up with a place to bunk, and make sure the robots know he' sfriendly. I'm going to get
the repairs started beforel goin.”

She watched the two men heading off across the docking bay, then turned and made acomplete
circuit, on foot, of her ship, noting each hole and ding in the vessel’ smetal skin.

It wasn't too bad, she decided after she had finished the inspection. There wasn't anything
broken that couldn’t be fixed at the base, and in fairly short order.

And then we can take Ignac’ back to Suivi Point, and Nyls and | can see what kind of
cargos are available somewhere out of the way of all thefighting . . .

... if there is somewhere out of the way of all the fighting, and aslong as Nyls doesn’t
decide he wants to go commit suicide along with all the rest of his buddies, and . . .
... hell. I'm not deciding anything until the hull’ srepaired, and that’ sfinal.

She clapped her hands once, sharply. The sound echoed off the celling and walls of the bay. Out
of the shadows in the far reaches of the vast space, a half-dozen black-enameled robots moving forward
on slent nullgravsto answer the summons.

“Welcome back, my lady,” said thefirst oneto arrive. Insde the dark plastic ovoid of its sensor
pod, crimson lights moved and flickered. Its voice had an uncanny likenessto that of Beka s dead
copilot; not surprising, since the Professor had built and programmed al the robots at the base. “What
areyour current needs and desires?’

“Don’t cal me‘my lady,” ” said Beka, out of habit-a pointless order, sncetheroboat, likeits
builder, would certainly ignoreit. “Tell the kitchen to have dinner ready for three at 2040 Standard. A
Khesatan, a Suivi Point free-spacer, and me; adjust the menu to suit. Make certain that Nyls and our
new guest have everything they need-ask them if you' re not sure. And have the maintenance robots
commence repairs on Warhammer at once.”

“Yes, my lady.” Therobot didn't have awalst; if it had, Bekathought, it would have bowed.
“What do you wish done with the household illusions?’

Beka hesitated for amoment. The holographic systems that masked the utilitarian metal
furnishings of the asteroid base had been another of the Professor’ s creations-works of art more than
decoration, designed and programmed over along span of years by an eccentric and essentialy londly
mean.

“TheProf’ sgone,” shesadfindly. “ And heisn't coming back. Leave them off.”

“Now that we' ve got al Vdiant’ s people under restraint,” said Commander Quetaya, “the
question is, what should we do with them?’

Captain Natanel Tyche shook his head. “ That’ saquestion, but it's not the main question. What |
wish | knew was what we ought to do with us.”

In company with Commander Quetaya, Tyche was going through thefilesin what had been the
CO'soffice on board RSF Sdsyn-hilai. The Selsyn’s captain hadn’t survived hisinitid encounter with
Admira Vdiant' stroopers, and Commander Quetayawas currently occupying the service-issue
stack-chair behind the former CO’s desk, working her way through the comp fileswhile Tyche cleared



the hardcopy.

“That'sup to the Generd,” Quetayasaid. “ And we dready know that he' s planning to fight.”

“I"d like to know what with, then,” said Tyche. “ A stores ship and apair of recon craft aren't
exactly what I'd call afighting fleet.”

The office door did open while hewastaking. “Neither would |, Captain,” said Generd Metad,
as he joined the othersin the cramped office. “But we have to Sart with something.”

Tyche reddened. The Genera ignored his discomfiture and went on, “How’ sthe comp search
doing, Commander?’

“Nothing useful sofar,” Quetayasaid. “But it’ s till running. How about the prisoners,
gr-anything from them?’

Metadi folded hislean form into another of the stack-chairs and sighed. “Not ahdll of alot. Most
of the troopers are the usua article, go where they’ re told to go and shoot who they’ re told to shoot.
About haf of them didn’t even know Vdiant had mutinied, and most of the rest of them didn't care. If we
break up their units and mix them in with our own people, they’ll do just fine for us. The officers,
though-" His expression shifted to one of genuine disgust. “-they’redl Vaiant' s handpicked loydists, and
wecan't keep’'em.”

Quetaya nodded gravely. “Do we shoot them or space them?’

“There sno need to be bloodthirsty,” said Metadi. “1 thought we might strip them down to their
undershorts and drop them off on the next inhabited world we come to. Giving some planet agood laugh
a Vdiant’s expense might pay off in thelong run anyway.”

“What about Galcen?’ Tyche asked.

“Nothing good.” Metadi looked very tired. “ Judging from what our prisoners have to say, the
admiral has pretty much ceded Galcen to the Mageworlds in advance.”

Quetaya had gone back to working with the desk comp while they talked; now shelooked up.

“I think 1 just got something here,” she said. “Key word Purple Cloud. CO’ seyesonly.
Encrypted.”

Metadi sat up straight. “ Can we break it?’

“Not aproblem, sir. Here it comes now.”

“What do we have?’

Quetayawas smiling broadly. “ Standing ordersin event that the Republic loses control of Galcen
Prime”

“Those vary sector by sector,” Metadi said. “ Summary?’

“Theordersarefairly detailed,” she said. “But essentidly they cal for dl units not exclusvely
ground-based to leave their assigned positions and rendezvous at a designated point somewherein
Infabede. I'm no starpilot, but it looks like they picked some patch of deep space with nothing to
recommend it besides being along way from anything.”

“Harder for the bad guysto find you that way,” said Metadi. “ Do we have the coordinates?’

“Ves”

“Good,” Metadi said. “ Then so will every other Space Force unit that’ strying to figure out what
to do now that they can't call Primefor help anymore. That's one way to get yoursdlf afighting flest,
Tyche. Collect dl the pieces.”

Tyche sghed. “I hate to dampen peopl€ s enthusiasm, but there sasmdl problem. Admird
Vadiant hasacopy of the standing ordersin his comp files, too. In fact, he probably issued them.”

Quetaya sfacefell. “ Damn. That meanshe' Il take the rendezvous point firgt thing.”

“Not necessarily,” Metadi said. “Think about the kind of man we're dealing with. Valiant doesn't
want to win awar; he wantsto be King or Dictator or Grand High Something of the Infabede sector.
He sgoing to be concentrating most of his forces on nailing down the planets, not on patrolling the blank
gpaces in between them.”

“So what do you think he'll do?” Tyche asked.

“My guess,” said Metadi, “isthat he'll hand over the job of watching the rendezvousto
somebody he thinks he can trust-a tough guy in atough ship. Cruiser or better ismy guess. Thenthe



admira’ s buddy can st in the middle of nowhere snapping up ships asthey drop out, while Vdiant takes
therest of hisfleet on agrand tour of Infabede, spreading the word about Galcen and making sure dl the
planetary governments know who' sthe new man in charge.”

Metadi gave hisade and Captain Tyche agrim amile. “1n the meantime, people, we have a
chanceto take oursalves a capitd ship while Admird Vdiant islooking the other way. And with a cruiser
and astores ship, anything is possible. Even taking back the galaxy.”

“Waell,” said Jessan to LeSoit, “that’ s about all you need to know for now. Stick to thetop levels
and the public rooms, and you should be safe.”

The two men were standing in the long entrance hall of the asteroid base. In the Professor’ sday,
the room had been a masterpiece of eaborate redl-time holovid programming, a painfully accurate
likeness of the Summer Paace of House Rossdlin on long-dead Entibor. Now, with theillusonsturned
off, it was just a spare, undecorated room.

“Don’'t worry,” LeSoit said. “If you want the truth, this place gives me the cregps.”

“You aren't exactly seeing it a itsbest,” Jessan told him. “I’ d have left the holovids up, mysdif,
but the decision wasn't mine to make. The captain didikes ‘fake scenery,” asshecadlsit.”

“Shewould,” said LeSoit. He paused a moment, then asked, “Do you have any ideawhat she's
going to do next?’

Jessan shook hishead. “I wish | did. I'm just asglad shedidn’t stick around Galcen and try to
fight off the entire Mage warfleet by hersdlf-but thiskind of indecisonisn't her usud styleat dl.”

“Probably means she' sworking up to something crazy,” LeSoit said. “I could tell you acouple of
gories. . . Areyou planning to stick around after she makes up her mind to go flying off and get herself
killed?”

There was amoment of intense silence.

“If,” said Jessan dowly, after severd seconds, “by that rather offensive question you meant to
inquire about the permanence of my affections for Captain Rossdin-Metadi-"

“Touchy, aren’'t you? Y egh, that’ swhat | was asking.”

“-then the answer isyes.”

“Fine. Just aslong asthere’ s somebody.”

“I'm glad you seem to think | qudify,” said Jessan. He regarded LeSoit for amoment and added,
“Although, frankly, I’ m not certain who you areto judge.”

“The captain was a shipmate of mine once,” LeSoit said. “ She was agood pilot and a damned
good friend, and sheflat didn’t care about being the heir-apparent to Entibor. But | couldn’t shakethe
ideathat her family was going to come and fetch her back home again someday, so | took off before |
had to watch it happen. Lookslike | waswrong, though.”

“No,” said Jessan. “Y ou weren’t wrong-what do you think that businesswith D’ Caer was all
about if it wasn't afamily fight? But when the family needed her, she came back on her terms, and not on
theirs”

When the communications center in the asteroid base was working, it could pull in hi-comms
from al over the Republic, and provide everything from adirect voicelink to a planet on the other side of
the civilized galaxy, to the late-night rerun of * Spaceways Patrol.” At the moment, however, hi-comms
were gtill down, and the base was too far off the normal transit lanesto pick up anything on the lightspeed
bands that wasn't aready several centuriesold.

While the robots in the docking bay labored over Warhammer’s torn hull, Beka spent severa
fruitless hoursin the comm center trying to pull in asignd-any kind of sgna-from Galcen Prime. Nothing
came, and shebit her lipin frustration.

They could all be dead by now and I’ d never know it.

“| did everything | could,” she said doud. “I brought them the warning. | made sure their
messengers got away to spread the word. | nearly blew mysaf up in hyper and damn near got mysdlf
shot to piecesin reaspace. There wasn't anything more | could have doneif I'd stayed.”



She clenched her fist and struck it againgt the arm of her chair. The galaxy’s going all to hell
around me, shethought, and | haven’t got the faintest idea what I’ m supposed to do next.

“There saways going back to Galcen once the’ Hammer’ s repaired,” shesaid aloud. “That's
wherethe fighting is, and Daddais sure to be the thick of it. But the fleet action is probably al donewith
by now, and an armed freighter can’t do any good in awar on the ground. And if the Mages have
everything, dropping out of hyper in the wrong place at the wrong moment could get mein big trouble.”

She shook her head. It looked like the safest bet for asmall fast merch with only two gunners
wasto lielow for awhile, until the fighting was over. No matter who won, there would alwaysbe a
dirtsder somewhere with a cargo the” Hammer could carry.

“I'll bedl right. With this base to hole up in, and the” Hammer to make my living, | can handle
whatever comesadong.”

The statement was true, but somehow it failed to reassure her. Shefdl slent again, and sat
moodily running the lightspeed comm bands for another half-hour without result. She didn’t look up from
the board again until the familiar voice of the base' s chief robot broke into her reverie.

“My lady, if | may presumetointerrupt . ..”

She spun the chair around to face the robot. “Why not? Right now I’ ve got plenty of time on my
hands and nothing to do withit.”

“If you say so, my lady. The matter concerns the maintenance of your ship.”

Her voice sharpened. “ There’ sa problem with the repairs?’

Damn, if we' ve got to take the "Hammer to a yard right now, we' ve had it.

“No, my lady,” said the robot, to her intense relief. “ The procedures are smple, and we have dl
the necessary supplieshere at hand.”

“Then what' sthe hangup?’

The robot seemed to pause amoment to collect its thoughts-an illusion, Beka knew, part of the
Professor’ sartful programming. The robots had been his only company for along time after the
Magewar ended, and he had been a perfectionist in smal mattersaswell asin large ones.

“In the course of performing routine maintenance on your ship,” therobot said at lagt, “it has
always been our practice to back up Warhammer’ s log recordingsinto main base memory.”

Bekafrowned. “I never told you to do that.”

“The order was not yours, my lady.”

“The Prof? Damn and blast him, that was ahdll of aliberty to take without my permission! What
did hewant acopy of my log recordings for, anyhow?’

“My seriess-mates and | were never told such things,” said the robot. “But if | may conjecture-”

“Oh, why the hdll not. Go ahead.”

“Very wdl, my lady. Y ou were alwaysintended to be the next owner of this complex; whatever
went into main base memory from your ship would only be returned to you intime. Asindeed it has
been. In any case, thelatest transfer of data proved especialy sgnificant.”

Again the robot paused. Bekabit her lip to keep from cursing the Professor’ s artistry, and said,
HWI,,Iy?l

“Asit happens,” said the robot, “the data contained severa triggering factors. | am therefore
required by my programming to ddliver to you amessage.”

“I'mwaiting.”

But instead of replaying a voice message, the robot made a brief whirring noise. Part of its black
enamd surface did aside, reveaing asmal storage compartment. There was nothing insgde the
compartment except afolded sheet of stiff white paper. Beka stared.

“That' sthe message?’

“I must presumethat itis,” the robot said. “I have no ideawhy such amethod of transmission
would be chosen, when my seriessmates and | are quite capable of recording and reproducing a vocal
trangmission in minutest detail-”

“The Prof had hisown ways of doing things,” Bekasaid.

Shetook out the folded paper and looked at it. A blob of purple sealing wax held it closed; the



design on the sedl wasn't one she' d ever seen the Professor use. The sealing wax was a characteristic
touch, though-old-fashioned but e egant like dl the rest of him, from his clothesto his manners.

“Y ou can close yoursdlf up and go avay now,” she said to the robot. “ Y ou’ ve done what the
Prof wanted you to do.”

Therobot sad, “Very wel, my lady,” and floated off.

Bekawaited until it waswell out of sight before turning back to the letter. If the Prof hadn’t
trusted his message to the robots, he’ d probably had a good reason. When the robot was gone, she
pulled her knife from its sheath up her left deeve and broke the sedl. Bits of purple sealing wax fell onto
thefloor at her feet.

She dipped the knife back up her deeve and unfolded the paper. Insde, the sheet was covered
with lines of script, in aclassic, unadorned Entiboran hand:

My lady:

| write this on the night before our leavetaking for Darvell; | do not know when you shdl reedit. |
will leaveit in the care of my robots until such time asthey learn from your ship’slog that you have
resumed your rightful name in the galaxy, and are no longer hiding benesth the cloak of Tarnekep
Portree. Such an identity isagood servant but a poor master, and if you no longer require its protection
then | will be the happier for that.

The robotswill have told you long since that the base and dll its contents are yours. So, likewise,
aremy remaining persond funds, currently on deposit at Suivi Point. Dahl& Dahl will release them to you
upon your demand. Make what use you can of them; they are yoursto dispose of asyou will.

The gdaxy iscoming to acrigs, and thetimewill be soon. The Iron Crown of Entibor isyours by
inheritance, whether you decide to weer it or not. | will not say you must, or even that you should; you
have fought too long and too hard for your own choices, and | will not take them from you now.

Livein honor, child, and be wdll.

The letter closed with aline of symbolsin ascript and alanguage that Bekadidn't recognize. It
took her severa seconds, staring at the page with blurring eyes, before she understood that the dien
characterswere asignature.

“Damn him,” shewhispered. “ Damn him. The only time he ever used his own goddamned name.

[

Her hands clenched, crumpling the paper between them. She bowed her head onto her knees

and wept.

v. galcen near space; gyffer: telabryk; asteroid base

ON THE observation deck of hisflagship, Grand Admira sus-Airaalin once again paced back
and forth in front of the row of viewports that showed him the blue and green, cloud-stresked sphere of
Gad cen. On the bulkhead, the twin chronometers kept their time, reminding him that the first phase of the
war was amogt a an end. The Circles could not suppress hyperspace communi cations much longer,
however vdiant their efforts, and then-no matter how much physica damage their work had doneto the
links and relays-bit by bit the tattered network would begin to mend itself.

“We have crushed the head of the serpent,” sus-Airaalin dictated to the autoscribe on his collar.
“Gdcen Primeisin our hands, together with the commander of its ground forces; the citadd of the
Adepts hasfalen to usaswell, and the Master of the Adepts Guild has become our prisoner. Onething,
however, islacking: our forces have failed to locate the Adept-worlders Commanding Generd, either
among the living or among the dead.”

The door to the observation deck did open. A brown-uniformed crew member entered, carrying
amessage tablet in one hand. “A report from the surface forces, sir.”

“Thank you, Trooper.” sus-Airaalin took the tablet and scanned the lines of script displayed on
its surface. He recognized the handwriting at once asthat of hisaide; and the news the report contained
had him tenang hisjaw to keep from making comments not fitting for the crew member to hear or the
autoscribe to record.



When the crew member had gone, sus-Airaalin resumed his measured pacing. The period of
self-enforced slence had enabled him to master his emotions and hisvoice, letting him speak to the
autoscribe in the same collected tone as before.

“The question of Metadi’ s whereabouts becomes even more pressing in the light of recent
discoveries on Gacen. Members of our ground forces, in the process of clearing the Space Force Base
at Prime, found referencesin the security files to the mysterious death of Metadi’ saide. And you will
remember, | trugt, that the position of flag aide to the Commanding Genera was targeted for one of our
replicant agents.” sus-Airadin paused and drew adeep, steadying breath. If the Resurgency did not
remember that bit of information, he did; the call for volunteers had taken some of the best of his
Circle-Mages. The replication process was delicate aswell as permanent, and only the strongest minds
could survive thetransfer into avat-grown body, followed by the subsequent destruction of the origina
flesh. The agent who had been chosen to replicate, shadow, and ultimately replace Commander Rosdl
Quetaya had been one of the most promising young members of sus-Airadin’sown Circle.

He was slent for amoment, remembering. Then he continued his report.

“More searching-among the medical buildings, this time-produced a body to match the security
reports. Since per your designs the replicant body cannot be distinguished from the target even on the
subcdlular level, we have no way of determining actud identity with the means at hand. A cross-check of
the security records shows that Generd Metadi has been listed, very discreetly, asmissing for some
weeks, and at least some of the entries maintain that hisaide, or someone using her name, islikewise
missng.”

The Grand Admira suppressed atired sigh. This had been his most secret fear from the
beginning: that the Strike againgt Prime, designed to take out the head of the Adept-worlds' fighting ability
with one blow, would fail to destroy Generd Metadi at the sametime.

For while the heart still beats, he thought, the coils of the serpent remain as deadly as
before.

But the Resurgency wouldn’t be interested in the doubts and misgivings of one whom they, at
least, would cdll victorious. sus-Airaalin continued dictating to the autoscribe.

“I am, therefore, planning to send the body from Galcen Prime hometo Eraas on thefirst
avallable ship, in the hopesthat you can examineit and tell mein whose company Generd
Metadi-wherever he may be-is currently traveling. And if, despite security considerations, | could be
informed what our agent’ s actua orders were, | would be even more grateful.”

The Five Hoursto Midnight Bar and Grill in Telabryk had an extensive collection of Gyfferan
beers and imported liquors. Ari Rossdin-Metadi sat at the shadowy end of the polished wooden bar,
nursing ashot of Galcenian brandy and waiting for the bartender to finish drawing a half-dozen mugs of
beer for the shipyard workersin the corner booth. In addition to serving as a neighborhood tavern, the
Five Hours provided Teabryk with its main hookup into the Quincunx-something Ari had discovered by
working hisway down alist of possiblesthat had included the Cinquefoil Lounge, the Pentangle Sdad
Shop, and the e egant and expensive Restaurant at 555.

By now Ari was resigned to looking for help from the criminal brotherhood. With the Space
Force pulled out of the Gyfferan system, and with no money in his pocket beyond the Mandeynan
quarter-mark that had bought the brandy, he didn’t have anywhere else to go. The credit-and-debit data
net was down hard aong with hi-comms, so any money in his own account or the family’ swas just going
to haveto St there until he showed up in person at the GalPrime Bank to clam it. Aslong asthe
Magelords held Galcen and Admiral Vdiant held Infabede, that wasn't likely to be any time soon. Ari
was going to need ajob, and he was probably aso going to need aplaceto hide.

On ashdf behind the bar, the customary holoset glowed and flickered with theloca evening
news. The tableau insde the tank showed the massive golden dome of the Gyfferan State Houserising
above a cluster of lesser government buildings. In the foreground, areporter stood and spokein
appropriately serious tones about the historic debates currently going on somewherein the pile of
architecture behind her.



“ ... and communication with the rest of the galaxy remainsimpossible. Asnever beforeinits
history, Gyffer sands aone. The Citizen-Assembly at this very moment is discussing possible courses of
action...”

The bartender finished dedling with the booth full of yard workers and came back to Ari’send of
the bar.

“We can tak now if youwant to,” he said. “How’ sit going, brother?’

“Not good,” said Ari. “Frankly, I’'m stranded and I’ m broke and I’ m along way from home.”

“Gdeen?

“The accent’ sthat strong?’ Ari wondered doud. “Y eah, Galcen will do. Maragha’ s good, too.”

The bartender shook his head. “ Thisisabad time; word is the Assembly’ s going to close the
port. If you'd comein here a couple of weeks ago, now, | could have dipped you onto aliner bound for
Gd cen without any trouble.”

“And | could have been dodging Maged ordsright thisminute, if what everybody saysistrue.” Ari
took another sip of the brandy. “I’m just as glad to be on Gyffer asfar asthat goes. But I’'m going to
need ajob.”

“They' re pretty strict about work permits around here.”

“I figured they might be. That’ s one reason | came looking for the Brotherhood.”

“We can fix the permitsfor you, no problem.” The bartender looked at Ari-who had redlized
sometime earlier that not even removing dl the patches and insgniafrom his Space Force uniform would
be enough to disguiseit for very long. “ Are there some other reasons the Brotherhood ought to know
about?’

Ari nodded. “ There' s probably some people looking for me who shouldn’t get achanceto find
me”

“Careto name some names?’

“Admird Vdiant, for one. | jumped ship when | heard he was planning amutiny. And the
Magelords for another.”

The bartender pursed hislipsin aslent whistle. “Y ou don’t mess around, brother! What did you
have to do, to make enemieslike that?’

You tell me, thought Ari, and we'll both know.

Hewas sllent for amoment, trying to think of amore appropriate reply. In the quiet, he became
suddenly aware that the reporter in the holoset over the bar was speaking now with afaster, more
emphatic cadence.

“ ... resultsof thevote. In theinterests of security, the Citizen-Assembly has resolved to seize all
gpacecraft currently in-system and begin arming them for planetary defense. Selected units of the
gpacegoing reserve forceswill be mobilized, and dl shipyards and wespons factories will be converted to
awartimefooting. According to the Speaker of the Assembly . . .”"

With difficulty, Ari wrenched his attention back to the conversation at hand. If the
Citizen-Assembly knew he was here, he reflected, they would probably resolve to seize him, too, just to
keep him from fdling into the wrong hands.

“How did | manage to get such important enemies?’ he asked findly. “I was born, that' s how.

Y ou might aswell know-my name’ s Rosselin-Metadi.”

There was another long pause. “I’ ve heard about you,” said the bartender finaly. “Y ou're the
onewho took care of our problem on Darvell.”

Ari laughed under his breath, without humor. “ So thisiswhat it’ slike to have areputation. Yes,
that was me.”

“Then the Brotherhood owes you alot more than it would any random fellow wandering in,” the
bartender said. He didn’t look too cheerful about the thought. “1’ll be honest about it-with the timeslike
they are, I'd just as soon somebody el se had been the one to pay up. But a debt’ s adebt. What kind of
jobs can you handle?’

“I’'mamedic. I've got afull-range commercid starship pilot’slicense, but | haven't used it. And
I”’m pretty good at flying atmospheric craft.”



“No good,” said the bartender. “Y ou do any of those things, and people are going to look at
you. And-no offense, brother, but you' re abit too conspicuous asitis.”

“Sorry about that,” Ari said. “When | figure out away to make mysdf shorter, you'll bethefirst
to know.”

The bartender looked thoughtful. “ Until then, you still need ajob. And-just how particular are
you, anyway?”

“These days? Not very.”

“Thenwe rein business. There' s at least one place where abig guy like you isn't going to draw
much attention, and that’ sright here.”

Ari took the bartender’ s meaning at once. “Y ou' re looking for a bouncer?’

“Not me, no. This place doesn't usualy get any troublethat | can’t handle. But there' saplace
down near the port called the Pilot’ s Joy that draws a pretty rough crowd. How do you fed about
working there?’

“I can't afford to be choosy,” said Ari. “I'll takeit.”

And so much for saving the galaxy, he thought as he downed the last of hisbrandy. It looks
like I’'m going to be sitting out the Second Magewar in a house of ill repute.

sus-Airadin thumbed off the autoscribe on his collar. What he had to do next was not meant for
the hearing of those to whom he made his reports; the Resurgency preferred to learn of results without
being troubled by knowing the means. Little wonder, he reflected-some of those to whom he answered
were men and women of honor, who wanted only to restore the old knowledge and bring back those
things which had been logt, but many of them were not.

We have let our defeats make us smaller, he thought regretfully. We fail to see beyond the
moment; we struggle for advantage over one another, and forget the greater enemy.

sus-Airadlin, a least, had not forgotten. He left the observation deck and strode down
ever-narrowing corridors until he had reached the degpest core of the ship. There he found the detention
cells, emptied now of their usual complement of quarrelsome, laggardly, or disobedient troopersin order
to hold much greater prizes.

One of the cells contained Brigadier Generd Perrin Ochemet, taken in the same sweep through
Prime that had brought them Errec Ransome. sus-Airadin passed by the door of that cell without
bothering to look within. He wasn't interested, particularly, in what stories Ochemet might haveto tell;
the generd was astolid and unimaginative man. He had fought well and killed severd before being
captured, but hewasn't likely to know anything that wasn't aready covered in Prime s extensivefiles.

The cdll next to Ochemet’ swas empty, but the third cell in the row was occupied. sus-Airadin
touched the lock and opened it. Errec Ransome lay on theflat meta bunk inside, hisblack cloak
wrapped around him againgt the cold shipboard air. He sat up awkwardly a sus-Airadin’s entrance,
hampered by the manacles on hiswrists-bonds of more than ordinary forging, wrought for thisone
purpose only, to hold and keep harmless the Breaker of Circles.

“Lord sus-Airadin,” Ransome said. His voice wastired but even. If he knew fear a being in the
hands of hisenemies, he didn’t show it. “Has the time come so soon for questions?’

“Thetime has comefor civil questions” replied sus-Airadin, “and for civil answers. Later we will
discuss other things. Whereis Generd Metadi ?”’

Ransome shook hishead. “I don't know the answer to that.” His mouth quirked briefly in what
might have been an ironic amile. “Bdieve whatever you want, Lord sus-Airadin. But sometimes| will tell
you thetruth.”

In spite of the Adept’ s manacles, sus-Airadin felt achill, remembering the words of onewho had
known Master Ransome well in the days of the last war: “ Some people lie to their enemies and tell the
truth to their friends. With Errec it’ s always been the other way around.”

At leadt, sus-Airadin reflected, that meant his own relationship with the Adept Master was an
honest one-and in its own way, safe. He waited until the silence between them had outlasted the length of
their previous exchange, then brought out his next question.



“Whereis Commander Rosdl Quetaya?’

Again Ransome shook hishead. “I don’t know that either.”

Onemore. ..

“The rest of the Commanding Generd’ sfamily-where are they now?’ sus-Airadin watched the
Adept Master closdly. An answer to this question, or even ahint of an answer, would make up for any
Slence e sewhere. The Resurgency wanted the Rossdlin-Metadi line destroyed root and branch; the only
motive that sus-Airaalin could discern was pure hatred for the General and the Domina, who between
them had made the codition that brought down the homeworlds.

Wasteful , thought sus-Airadin-who had his own reasons for finding the children. The threads
they wove into the fabric of the universe were strong ones, such as could make the pattern whole, or
dediroy it utterly.

But again Errec Ransome was shaking hishead. “I’'m sorry. | can’t tell you.”

Not “ I don’t know,” sus-Airadin noted. But “ | can’t tell you.”

He knows.

Asusud, dinner at the asteroid base was aformal affair, a matter of cut-glass goblets and
spotless napery, of milk-white porcelain dishes and tall scented candles.

Nyls Jessan and Ignaceu LeSoit sat on either Sde of the glittering table. In deferenceto the
Setting, Jessan had dressed for dinner in the suit of Khesatan forma wear that the robots had provided.
LeSoit, on the other hand, had apparently puzzled the robots at first; Jessan doubted that the devices had
anything in their memories covering fancy dresson Suivi Point. In the end, the robots had compromised
on ordinary free-gpacer’ s garments, tailored from white spidersilk and black broadcloth instead of cheap
gynthetics.

Bekawas nowhere in sght, and her chair at the head of the table was empty. The robots offered
no explanation. Jessan tried not to keep watching the door, and tried not to worry.

Hefiddled absentmindedly with the silverware as the robots began wheding out a sdection of
dishesin eectrum-plated warming trays: baked crallach mest in brambleberry sauce; pickled faan-fmit;
spiced water-grain frumenty. He let the robots serve him with helpings of dl of the dishes, then poked at
the food idly with the tines of hisfork.

Acrossthe table from him, LeSoit methodicaly pulled adinner roll gpart into smal pieces, then
|eft the fragmentsin aheap on hisplate.

“Thefood' sdl right,” LeSoit said after some time-though Jessan had yet to see him taste any of
the dishes the robots had presented. “Where doesit al come from?’

Jessan shrugged. “1 don’t know. Synthesizers, some of it, | think. For the rest, your guessisas
good asmine.”

LeSoit didn’t answer. A robot came and took the torn dinner rolls away, replacing them with a
clean plate; LeSoit picked up another roll and started al over again.

After awhile the gunman said, “How long do you think we' re going to be cooped up here?’

“Until the repairs are done, at least,” said Jessan without looking at LeSoit-he was watching the
door again instead. The door remained obstinately shut. “Probably until the hi-comms come back up, and
we can get some idea of what’ s going on out there.”

“Y ou think the comms are going to come back?’

“What?-oh.” Jessan forced his attention away from the door. “1’d say 0, yes. Bringing them
down was aMageworldstrick in thefirst place, and their fleet will need to talk with their own people
back home before much longer.”

Another robot glided up to the table, thistime to pour wine into the goblets. Jessan sipped at the
liquid without tasting it and set the goblet back on the table. LeSoit asked him another question; when
Jessan redlized that he hadn't heard either the question or the answer that he gaveto it, he pushed back
his chair and stood up.

“That doesit,” he said. He crumpled his ngpkin and threw it down onto the tablecloth. “ Go
ahead and finish without me. I'll be back after | find the captain.”



It took him amost an hour of searching to find her, and then it wasin the most obvious of places,
the one he had | eft until last because he hadn’t thought she would be there. But when the rest of the
base' s upper reaches proved empty, he went at |ast to Beka' s room-the bare chamber far down an
unused corridor that had once been the asteroid’ s observation deck.

He set his pdm against the lockplate, and the door did open. Insde, the lights were off and the
ceiling panelswere down, leaving nothing but armor-glass for a barrier between the room and the Sars,

Bekawas standing alone in the center of the room. Her back was to the door, and she was
looking up at the starfield spread out overhead.

Shedidn’t turn around as Jessan entered. Something about her posture made him fedl colder at
the bone-some indefinable quality at once familiar and totally dien-so that he was shaken by fear for her.
He crossad the room in three quick strides, the velvety floor covering yielding under hisfeet with each
step, then made himsdlf stop an arm’ slength away.

“Beka?’ hesad quietly. “ Areyou well?’

Sheturned around. “Nyls?’

“Yes”

He had to fight to keep his composure. No trace of the usua go-to-hell arrogance remained on
her features-her face was so pal e that the starlight made it 1ook like bone, and her eyes were wide and
dark, asif she' d been contempl ating something she feared more than degth itsdlf.

And the captain doesn’t fear hell, death, or damnation . . .

He reached out ahand toward her and called her by the nickname he’ d learned from her brother
Ari. “Bee?’

She caught at his hand with desperate strength and pulled him to her. Thisclose, he could fed the
tremorsthat ran through her body, one after the other. She pressed her face down hard againgt his
shoulder, and he held her without saying anything until the shaking stopped.

“There,” he said finally-knowing it sounded inane, but not knowing anything better to say, either.
“There. .. areyou feding better now, Captan?’

She pulled back alittle and looked up at him. He saw with relief that the frozen terror was gone
from her face. She was ill pale and intent, but she no longer looked like a stranger in her own body.

“Nyls” shesad, “do you love me?’

He blinked, artled. “ Yes. | thought you knew.”

“Then stay with me, Nyls, | need you.”

“Of course. Always.”

She seemed to relax abit more, asthough her worst fear had receded alittle further. But her face
was il worried.

“Thenyou'll comewith meto Suivi Point?’ she asked.

“To Suivi, or anywhere,” he said, puzzled. “But what istherefor usat Suivi Point?’

“For us? Nothing . . . but there’ s something | have to go there and do. Promise you' |l back me,
no matter what happens?’

“No matter what happens,” he said. “When do we leave?’

“Tomorrow,” she said, and now her voice had the familiar sngp of command. “Because | haveto
be ready a Suivi when the hi-comms come back up.”

vi. nammerin: namport; the outer net

“SOMETHING iswrong here, Klea. Something is very wrong.”

Klea Santreny stared at Owen across the table in the al-night noodle shop. His words seemed to
hang inthe air like aholosign above the platic tablecloth-they weren't going to go away. After a
moment, she ventured a cautious question.

“So your teacher didn’t play completely straight with you. Isthat so bad?’

“I trusted him,” Owen said. “Towork as| did, there’ sno other way besidestrust. And if my
work was based on lies”



Kleasaw him flinch away from the thought. “ But meant for the best, maybe,” she sad, trying to
offer some comfort. “If he didn’t want to see you taken by the Mages, or something.”

She couldn’t remember ever trusting anybody enough to have theloss of faith hurt her as much as
thisdid Owen.

Not since her mother had died, anyhow. She wondered what his own family had been like. He
never mentioned them except in passing, and al his shock and horror &t the news from Galcen had been
for the Adepts Guild and not for his own blood kin.

“Maybe,” he said. “But he shouldn’'t have done it, no matter what the reason. Singling out one of
his students to keep safe no matter what the cost was agreat wrong doneto all the others. And to me.”

Hefdl into along slence. Kleawatched him nervoudy, uncertain what to do or say. Hedidn’t
appear to want comforting words-and she’ d just about exhausted her supply of them-so it seemed the
only thing she could do waswait. For quite along time, asit turned out; she began to worry that they
would get thrown out of the shop for holding down atable too long without ordering more food. But she
didn’'t dare leave her seat long enough to buy anything, even if she'd had the appetitefor it.

At last, Owen blinked and came back from wherever it was he went when he put himself under
that way. From the look in his eyes, she could tell at once that he had made adecision.

“What are you going to do?’ she asked. “Isthere even anything you can do?’

“Nobody stays an apprentice forever,” he said, “and I’ ve been an apprentice far too long. It's
time | became an Adept.”

“Canyou?’ sheasked. “I mean, isit dlowed?’

He nodded. “It' s every student’ sright to petition histeacher for the rank of Adept, if the student
thinks the rank has been unjustly withheld.”

“Y ou can do that from here?’ Klea asked. “Without going back to Galcen?’

“There saway,” Owen said. “It's never been used that | know of, but thereisaway.”

Hedidn't sound particularly enthusiagtic about the idea. Klealooked at him sharply.

“There’ ssomekind of catch, isn't there?’ she said.

“Yes” hesaid. “You only get to try once. And theway I'll haveto do it, going out of the
body-it'sdangerous dl by itself.”

“Oh,” said Klea Shedidn’t know exactly what “going out of the body” involved, but if it was
serious enough to give Owen pause then she felt inclined to regard it with respect. “You'regoing to try
anyway, though'?”

“I haveto,” hesaid. “I can’t work under direction any longer. | need to befreeto act as| see
fit”

Klealooked down at the tablecloth. Asfar as she could tell, Owen had been doing exactly that
aslong as she' d known him-a brief while, in the grand scheme of things, but an intense one. Of course,
whatever ingtructions he' d thought he was working under al thistime probably hadn’t said anything one
way or the other about making a Guild apprentice out of the hooker downgtairs.

“Areyou going to want any help?’ she asked.

“Yes” hesaid, after amoment’s hesitation. “I’ll need somebody to stand guard while I’ m under,
and some place where | can lock the door and not be bothered.”

“I'll watch,” Kleasaid at once. “But alocked door isgoing to be alot harder to find.”

She heard him sigh. “I know. But we can't stay here.”

“We can't go back ether,” shetold him. “The whole damned apartment building’ s probably got
Namport Security crawling al over it by now. Or that Mage-Circle you keep talking about. Or maybe
even both.”

Klea stopped. She could fed hersalf having an ideait was crawling out of the back of her mind
while she watched, and she didn’t think shewas going to likeit.

Shewasright. Shedidn't likeit, any more than Owen liked the thought of whatever it was he
intended to do.

| wonder, she thought as she drew a shaky breath, if thisis what trying to be an Adept does
to you.



“Thereisone placewe can go,” she said aloud. “ Y ou sill have some credits on you?’

1] Ya”

She stood up, grabbing the day pack and the grrch-wood staff without giving hersdlf timeto
hestate. “Then comeon.”

The engineering control room of the Desthwing was no longer silent. In addition to the constant
whisper of circulating air, and the low humming-more sensed than heard-of the ship’selectronicsand
gravity systems, anyone standing in this part of the ship could fed the steady beat of the Magebuilt
vessl’ s redl space engines vibrating in the deckplates like a pulse.

To LIannat Hyfid, hearing the sounds of the vessdl increase in complexity as system after system
came back on line had been like listening to some immense cresture coming out of stasisand into life. Of
the Deathwing’ s mgjor systems, only the hyperspace engines remained inactive, and that wouldn't last
much longer.

“We can bring the drive up for jJump-testing any time now,” said E’ Patu, the hull-tech warrant
officer who' d been overseeing the physical end of thejob. “ Everything' s asready asit’ sgoing to get
outside of a proper shipyard. Just give theword and we' Il doit.”

He' d been addressing Lieutenant Vinhayn, but his gaze dewed over toward Llannat as he
gpoke. Asif it had been asgnd, shefdt everybody esein engineering control turning to her aswell-even
Vinhalyn, inthe careful way hedidn't look at her at dll.

I’m not some kind of oracle, shefdt like telling them, but she knew that the outburst wouldn’t
do her any good. Ensign Cantrel and the rest of Ebannha’ s people had regarded Llannat with a
combination of awe and gratitude ever sncethey’ d learned about her part in finding the Desthwing; and
Vinhalyn had a deferential regard for Adepts that was straight out of the closing days of the last war. But
shedidn’t havetolikeit.

If you don’t like it, inquired the voice at the back of her head, then why have you started
wearing Adept’s gear all the time instead of your Space Force fatigues?

She didn’'t have an answer for that one, except that the change had felt like a necessary one, and
thet it ill did.

The brief, awkward pause had started stretching out long enough to be noticeable. Another
breath more, and Lieutenant Vinhayn would decide that the resident Adept didn’t have any advice for
him thistime, and he d give the order to commence the jump-tests for the hyperdrive.

“No,” shesad, sartling hersdf. “Don’t do it yet.”

Now that she'd spoken, Vinhayn cast aworried glancein her direction. “What' sthe problem,
Mistress? If there' s anything we' ve overlooked-”

“Not that | know of,” shesaid. “It’ sjust-hold off for alittle whilelonger, al right?1 need to make
onelast tour of the ship firgt.”

Vinhalyn looked grave. “I takeit you fed that something moreis needed before we power up the
hyperdrive?’

“That' s about the shape of it, yes.”

“Then do what you haveto, Mistress,” he said. “Keep us safe. Let usknow when you' re ready
to sart the jJump-tests.”

She gave him anod by way of reply, then grasped her staff-her short, silver-bound, Mage's
gaff-in her right hand and turned to leave the engineering spaces.

Keep them safe, shethought. Right. | still don’t know what I’m doing or why I’m doing it.
All I know isthat it isn’t time yet for usto jump.

But it seemed that she knew something more after al. The thought floated unbidden up to the
surface of her mind. Because there' s something here that | haven’t found yet. When | find it, we can
go.

She closed her eyes and let her feet take her on the path she ought to follow. She walked,
turned, walked and turned again, guided by her inner certainty, until she cameto a spot where she no
longer felt compelled to go forward. Like acloud lifting, her compulsion and restlessness departed, to be



replaced by aprofound fegling of peace.

She sighed, and opened her eyes. All at once, the stench of Magework filled her nogtrils. Thefed
of it pressed in againgt her on al sdes-tangled, knotty, atwisting of the substance of things, heaviest and
thickest where the power should flow most cleanly. She was at the center of the ship, where no
engineering or control systemsran, the dark room with the inset circle of white onits bare deck. Dim light
filled the compartment. She was aone.

I’ ve been avoiding this place, shethought. Ever sincel first heard Cantrel talking about it,
I’ ve been avoiding it, even taking other paths when the direct route lay beside this compartment.
And now I’'m here anyway, whether | wanted to come here or not. Because thisis the place that |
have to be.

“All right,” she said doud to the listening universe. “Here | am. What do you want?’

And the universe answered. A sudden lethargy filled her, and she nearly collgpsed with fatigue.
The urgeto knedl down in the center of the circle of white was near-overpowering. She struggled to fight
it off.

Thisisunnatural, shetold hersdf. | should leave.

But shewas unableto will her feet to move.

Kleaset afast pace on the way from the shop, walking through Namport’ s darkened streets
without speaking. Owen followed close behind her, so in silence; shedidn’t think he was more than
halfway with her, anyhow. Most of his mind was dready off somewhere, making ready for whatever it
was that he planned to do. She knew her way well enough that she didn’t have to dow down until she
reached a moderately prosperous quarter well away from the port, and came to her destination: a brightly
lit tavern, flanked on one side by abusinessman’ s hotel and on the other by atheater showing
full-presence holovid extravaganzas.

“Okay,” shesaid. “Herewe are. Comeoninsde.”

Owen glanced up at the tavern’ s gaudy holosign-an advertisement for Tree Frog Moonlight Pale.
“Here?’

“Y ou wanted alocked room,” shesaid. “If Freling’ sisn’'t good enough for you, then you're on
your own.”

Helooked back at her. She could see that he was uncertain, and it occurred to her that
uncertainty wasn't an expression she’ d seen him wear dl that often. Findly he said, “I don’t mind. But
you-Kleg, are you sure you want to do this?’

“Whether | want to or not does’t matter,” she said impatiently. “Y ou need aplace and thisisit.”
Shrugging off her day pack, shethrust it and the grrch-wood staff into Owen' s hands. “Hold these for
me and come on.”

She turned away and headed for the tavern. A few secondslater she heard Owen following her.
The door sensors beeped at their gpproach and the glass panel did open. They passed through the
antechamber and the inner doorsinto a climate-controlled dimness along way from the muggy air
outsde.

A largemanin aloosely cut suit came up to them out of the shadows. “Y ou’ ve been away for a
while”

“Yeah,” Kleasaid. “1 wasn't-” She glanced back at Owen, and lowered her voice so that only
the bouncer could hear. “1 was't feding too well.”

Shelet her voicerise again. “This sexy guy says hefedslike an dl-nighter.”

“Right. See Freling, then.”

The bouncer faded back into the darkness near the door.

Klealed the way deeper inside the tavern. Up on along runway, a naked woman was dancing
with abig, grey-scaed Sdlvaur. Over to theright, lit by pae bluelightswhoseillumination didn’t extend
al theway to the celling, along wooden bar stretched the length of the room.

Kleawaked up to the bar and sat down. Owen, after a second’ s hesitation, took a seat beside
her.



She didn’'t have to wait long before Freling showed up-alarge, florid man in along apron. He
reached up to the shelf behind the bar to pull out a glass and a bottle, and poured ashot of purple agua
vitae for Kleawithout being asked.

“Beenawhile)” hesad.

Sheignored the drink. “But I’'m back.”

“Could | seeyour hedth card? 1 don’t want to get busted by the medicos.”

Klea s heart sank. Oh, hell. | should have remembered. That damned card is back at the
apartment with my working clothes, and it hasn’t been updated for a month anyway.

She drew a deep breath preparatory to embarking on astring of excuses that were bound to be
futile-Freling was ared bastard when it came to anything that could get him in trouble with the law.

Show himyour card.

The voicein her head was clear and recognizable. Owen?

Show himthe card!

Right.

She made a pretense of reaching into the pocket of her shift for a square of plastic that wasn't
there, and then held out the nonexistent card to Freling for inspection.

“Thereyou go. All fresh and clean.”

Freling squinted at the card. By now she could dmost seeit hersdf, the officia sedl and her
flatpic only dightly obscured by the dim bluelight.

“Looksfinetome,” hesad. “What'll it be, then?’

She dipped the not-there card back into her pocket. “My hot lover here wants an dl-night
Specid.”

Freling turned to Owen. “That' Il be two hundred room rent, plusfifty for specid fees. Cash up
front.”

Kleaheld her breath, unsure of how Owen was going to react to the demand. She needn’t have
worried; he looked at Freling for amoment with no expression whatsoever, then reached into a pocket
of hiscoverdl and pulled out awad of cash. He dropped the money on the bar without bothering to
count it.

Freling picked it up and counted it instead, hislips moving as he thumbed through the stack of
chits. When he was done, the money vanished somewhere under his apron, and he nodded.

“Roomfive” hetold Klea. “Y ou till remember the way?’

“I haven't forgotten. Come on, lover.”

She stood up and took Owen by the hand, leading him to adarker corner of the room, wherea
wide stairway led upward into the dimly glowing dark. Little lights dong the Side of the stairway showed
the treads and risers, or else the stairswould have been invisble.

“All right,” she said to Owen as soon as they were out of earshot of the room below. “You've
got your locked door.”

Llannat couldn’t move. The compulsion that had brought her to the dark room at the heart of the
ship was upon her again, thistime forcing her to stay. She wanted nothing, at this moment, so much as
she wanted to be out of this place, with its overwhelming stink and fed of Magework and sorcery. But
her feet would not |et her go.

Thisiswhere |’m supposed to be. Where the Magework is thickest. If there’ s another
message for me, it'sin here.

Once again she was surprised by her own thought, and even more surprised to redlize thet it was
true. Thefirst message I eft for her on the Deathwing had been upsetting enough-she had no doubt but
that she was the Adept the message had addressed, in spite of the gap of centuries. Now she understood
that the ship itself was amessage.

Magelords live a long time, and they make long plans. And they’re particular about who's
going to have something after them; Vinhalyn told me about that. Made it sound like they hand
down projects and power, and-and things the way my family used to hand down shoes.



And this ship was left out here for me.

Only one thing remained for her to do. If messages were waiting for her inthe very air and sted
of the ship, then she would have to go and find them. Reluctantly, she sank down to her kneesin the
circle. Laying the short ebony staff on the white deckplatesin front of her, she closed her eyes and tried
to relax enough to enter the meditative state.

It was hard, much harder than usual. The smell and fedl of Magish sorcery permested the room;
with every dow, even breath she seemed to be drawing the stench degper into her lungs. Trying to work
through it waslike trying to breathe water-she kept breaking through again to the surface, her heart
pounding and her lungs heaving in panic.

“ Fighting it never works.”

The old piece of advice came back to her-one of thefirst things the teachers said to anew
apprentice at the Retreat. Owen Rossdlin-Metadi had been the one to say it to Llannat, back when she
was gtill agreen ensign who thought that the only way to deal with what her sudden talent was doing to
her was to suppressit al as much as she could.

And now she was doing the same thing again, trying to fight againgt the way the room redlly was,
and to make it asif what had happened there had never been. No wonder it wasn't working.

She quit trying to ignore the Magework that pressed in so closely about her. Instead she dlowed
her mind to drift, unforced, and let the room enfold her however it would, as a part of the necessary
shape of this portion of the universe. Gradually, as her tension ebbed, she felt her pulse dow and her
breathing become more regular-and then, as easily as dipping into warm water, she dipped away from
regular thought and into the meditative trance.

She had no idea how long she knelt there before she knew that it was time to open her eyes, pick
up her gtaff, and rise to her feet. But when she did so, she wasin another place-avag,
dark-but-not-dark expanse, like agreat, echoless hall. All about her were hanging curtains and
tapestries, massve heavy wals of patterned cloth. The bottoms of them brushed the dusty floor benegth
her feet; and she couldn’t see the tops of them because they seemed to reach up forever and blend into
the darknessfar overhead.

The tapestries made walls and roomsin the dark, dividing the great, unbounded hall up into a
maze of curtains, moving gently in faint drafts of air that she couldn’t fed. She gripped her saff tightly in
one hand and began walking-not sure whether she was standing at the maze' s edge, or trapped insgdeits
heart.

A few minutes later, she took awrong turning and found hersdlf in a dead end. She looked over
her shoulder, ready to reverse her steps and go back to where she started, and saw that the way had
closed up again behind her. Another dark, heavy curtain hung where there had been a path only seconds
before.

Is this some kind of test? she wondered. Am | supposed to find the path, even when it's
hidden?

Or isthe question not about following the path at all?

What is a path, except for a way where somebody el se thinks that you should go?

Sheraised her gtaff, ebony bound in silver, and red fire ran down itslength. She brought it
forward in a sweeping overhand blow, rending the curtain from top to bottom. Light, pale yellow,
showed through the gap.

With her staff she pushed the curtain aside-tendrils of smoke curled up from the edges of the
fabric-and saw, through the opening, the corridor of a spaceship. She eased her way through, and was
aware, with the movement, of the long black robes that whispered about her high, polished boots. The
fed of amask was cold upon her face, and the dight loss of periphera vision brought on by the eyeholes
alowed her to see the things that the worlds of men found invisible: the silver cords that traced between
al times and places through the darkness under the star's.

She waked forward, her boot hedls clicking on the metal deckplates, and followed the two silver
cords, strong and bright, that she had to knot together. Knot them and twist them, and make acable
tough enough to pull yet another of the cords-thick and heavy, but cut-out of the darkness where it was



drifting.

“A handhold,” she murmured, and was surprised to hear her voice, degper than she remembered
it, but familiar ill.

She paused and leaned back against one of the bulkheads, suddenly aware of the enormity of
what she was contemplating. Betraya of al she had fought for, all she believed, for what? For achance,
and no more than achance, of agreater good. She pushed off from the bulkhead and started forward
agan.

The door to the bridge whooshed open at her approach, then closed again behind her. Two men
sat inthe pilot’sand copilot’ s seats.

“Drop out of hyper,” shesaid. “Do it now.”

“With respect, my lord,” said the pilot, “it’ salong time before we' re scheduled to drop out.”

Llannat could seethe silver cords drifting out of reach. She walked forward, between the two
sedts, and clipped her staff to her belt.

Itisnot right, shetold it, that you should see what | do next.

vii. the outer net: night’s-beautiful-daughter; nammerin: namport

LLANNAT DREW thelong knife out of the hidden sheath on her |eft forearm-and | know
someone else who wears a blade there, she thought as she watched the events unfolding, but who?

She couldn’t quite catch the name, or more than avague, tickling memory of the person. She saw
her hand lash out and cut the throats of the pilot and copilot strapped into their seats before her.

The men surged againgt the restraining webbing, then fell back as blood spurted from their
severed arteries. Before the two she had just murdered were quite still, she turned back to the control
panel and began the process of taking Night' s-Beautiful-Daughter out of hyperspace.

The dropout sequence ran and the glory of the stars reappeared. She closed her eyesbriefly. The
two slver cordsthat had brought her to this moment were drifting closer, but still they did not touch. And
now athird cord had appeared, one that she hadn’t seen before. Good-the new cord would help her
bring together the two that she needed; but the cords were not yet bound, and until they were, nothing
would come of her treason.

“Not done,” Llannat whispered. “ Still not done.”

She looked again. The third cord was far off, at the extreme range of her vison, hard to seein
the distance. It brought her an impression of aperson, asif it were an acquaintance whose name had
dipped her mind, met in the marketplace. Shetried, but no names came. Still, something had to be done.

Do the best that you can, she thought, and hope to luck for the rest.

She dipped her finger in the red blood that flowed from the neck of one of her friends and wrote
upon the viewscreen in large letters, trying to describe the persons she had seen: “ Adept from the forest
world: Bring this message to She-who-leads. Tell her what thou didst learn.”

And there, in the darkness, two of the cords knotted-one of those that she had seen earlier, and
the newcomer. Odd, unexpected, but enough to pull in the cut cord. It was enough. For good or ill the
future had been changed, and the long plans she herself had helped to form had been disrupted.

She sat back upon the deck, overcome by fatigue. Looking at the future always brought her near
to collapse when the effort ended, and she knew that it would be the death of her someday.

Owen Rossdin-Metadi stood in the windowless room at the top of the sairs. The room smelled
of disnfectant, in spite of the climate-control system wheezing and rattling through the floor-mounted
vents. Thedim light from a faux-opal glow-globe showed him abed, asink in one corner, and along
mirror along the far wall. In the mirror’ s peding surface he could see Klea Santreny reflected behind him,
locking a heavy soundproof door.

Number Five, hethought. Then there are four more like this, at least. The thought depressed
him.

Heforced the dark mood away. He would think about the room later, when he thought about



Gd cen and the Magelords and dl the other things he couldn’t afford to think about now. Silently, he
watched in the mirror as Klea propped her staff against the door and let her day pack dide off her
shoulderstofal besdeit.

“Wadl, hereyou are,” she said. “Whatever you' re going to do, you' d better get onwithiit.”

Hedidn't understand why she trusted him; he' d told her dmost nothing, not even hisfull name,
and he' d asked her for more than any apprentice should haveto give.

Like teacher, like student, he thought. I’ ve learned some things too well.

“Don’t let anybody comein the door,” he said aloud. “ Stop them however you haveto.”

She gave him aquick, dightly crooked smile. “Don’t worry. Y ou could skin aswamp-devil in
here and nobody would pay any attention.”

He nodded, not liking the memoriesthat stirred in the back of her mind as she spoke. | can’t
deal with that now. But | will do something about this place before I’ m finished with Nammerin.

“Y ou might aswell make yourself comfortable,” hetold her. “ From your point of view, it' sgoing
to bealong, dull night.”

“Dull isfine” shesad. “I like dull. I could usealittle more dull in my life, if you want to know the
truth.”

Owen smiled in spite of himself. “ Save it up while you can, then,” he advised her. “ Adepts don’t
get very much of it.”

He went over to the bed-hoping that the management here at |east changed the sheets between
rounds, and telling himself that he couldn’t afford to be fastidious-and stretched himsalf out on the nubbly
green coverlet. Over in one corner of the room, Kleawas sitting down on the floor, using her day pack
for abackrest. He closed his eyes.

The climate-control system sighed and gurgled. His pulse beat softly in hisears, his breath
whispered in and out. He alowed the sound of his pulseto turn to arush and aroar, and let hisinner
vision expand. When he was ready, he stood up and left himsdlf behind.

He saw himsdlf, lying on the bed, and he saw Kleg, ditting beside the door, eyes closed but
holding her staff upright-she was still awake. Then he wiped al external sensory input and alowed the
darknessto enter hismind.

From the darkness, he plucked asingle bright spot of light, while concentrating on home: Galcen,
and the smdll room in the Retreat where he had lived and studied for years, the place to which he felt
most strongly bound. He took the dot of light, and added another to it, and then another, as he had
learned the theory, until a picture emerged-a picture, then ascene, then afull world.

Home.

He stood on aflat surface open to the stars, with the shadowy leaves and pae waxy petas of
night-blooming flowers pressing close about him, and hisfirst thought was that he had missed his goa
completely. Recognition came amoment later: thiswas the rooftop terrace of hisfamily’ shousein
Gacen’sNorthern Uplands.

| underestimated, he said to himsdlf. This place has more power to draw me than | thought.

A moment later he understood that he had gone astray in time aswell. A woman came up onto
the terrace from the steps bel ow, with the starlight bleaching her pale braided hair. He thought at first that
it was his Sster Beka come home, but then he looked more closely-this was the Domina Perada
Rossdin, waking in her night garden as she had donein life.

Thisisthe past, Owen redlized. | should go; | need to trace the path up to the present and
find Master Ransome. | shouldn’t stay herein atime where | don’t belong.

Nevertheless, hefound himself unwilling to move. He was still watching when the shadows at the
far end of the terrace seemed to darken, and a man stepped out from what had been empty air only a
moment before. Owen tensed, knowing the peculiar frustration of one who travels out of body and
witnesses disastersin which he cannot intervene.

But his mother seemed unfrightened. In fact, she came forward to greet the stranger asif she had
expected him-aforma greeting, not the true cordidity she would have given an old friend of the family
like Master Ransome, but more kindly by far than the cool, practiced smiles she gaveto Tarveet of



Pleyver and others of hiskind.

The stranger bowed. Hewas not atall man, but his body was compact and muscular. Hisloosely
curling black hair was going prematurely to grey.

“My lady,” he said. He spoke Gal cenian with a strong accent, one that Owen didn’t recognize.
“Itisgood of you to meet with me.”

The Dominasmiled. “1 gave up hoping for goodness long ago. | thought that justice would serve
mewd| enough ingtead. But since it has't-my lord sus-Airadin, let ustalk.”

Llannat felt ahand shaking her shoulder. “Midtress, it’stime to drop out of hyper. Y ou left orders
totdl youfird. It' stime, Mistress.”

LIannat shook her head and looked up. It was Vinhayn, the acting captain.

“Thank you,” shesaid. “I'll be on the bridge presently. Don't drop out until | arrive.”

She was in a berthing compartment. The lights were dim, and she was naked benesth the sheets.
Her staff lay ready to hand on the deckpl ates beside the bunk-the same silver-bound ebony staff that she
had carried in her walking dream, and that the Professor had carried before her.

This ship was his, she thought, and the back of her neck felt cold. His, and he left it here for
me.

The stranger on the terrace paused, about to speak, then looked sharply in Owen' s direction.
“WE re being watched.”

“No,” theDominasaid, “this placeis secure.”

“I think not.” And the stranger began to walk toward Owen.

That’ s impossible, Owen thought. He can’'t see me.

But the man’ s gaze was fixed on the place where Owen stood, and he was still coming forward.
Forcing down his panic, Owen shut his eyes and wiped the scene from his mind. Once again, he began
the process of pulling himsdlf to a place, dot of light by painful dot, as he had done before.

Master Ransome, he thought. Not in the past. Now.

Again the shining dots coalesced around him into a place and atime-a dark place, thisone, full of
the rumble of engines and the sigh of recirculating air, with close, tight wallsthat pressed in on him from
every sde. Something about the rhythm of the sound made him think of the ships on which he had
traveled and worked hisway between the worlds.

But what is Master Ransome doing here ? He was a pilot once; he’ d never be down near
the ship’s engines if there was some way that he could see the stars.

Owen frowned. This place, whatever it was, had no light, and in his noncorporea state he
couldn’t touch the physical switch evenif he could find it. But there were other waysto achieve clear
sight, and he used them now, concentrating on his extended senses until the cell-it was acell, without a
doubt-became suffused with agreyish, sourcelessillumination.

And Ransome wasthere. The Magter of the Adepts Guild lay huddled in ablack cloak on the
narrow bunk that wasthe cdll’ s only furnishing. Hisfeatures were pale and haggard; there were marks
like bruises on histemples and forehead, and dried blood around his mouth.

Despair washed over Owen like a heavy, duggish wave. Not until now had he truly believed that
all the worst had happened. If Gacen Prime had fdlen-if the Space Force had been defeated-even if the
Retreat itself had broken under the assault-al of these together wouldn't have been enough to give the
Magelordsthe victory. But if the Master of the Guild was aprisoner in their hands, then al waslost.

No, hetold himsdlf urgently. Remember what you used to say to the apprentices-* Despair is
aliar; nothing isever certain.” You came all this way because there was something you had to do.
What you see here doesn’t change any of that.

He stepped forward and went down on one knee besi de the bunk, then reached out a hand and
touched Ransome lightly on the shoulder. Except for the flegting sensation of pressng againgt an
intangible boundary, Owen felt nothing from the contact; and few beside the Master of the Adepts Guild
would havefdt anything in return.



But Errec Ransome was who he was, and he came awake at the touch. The Adept Master made
no sound, but his eyes widened in recognition. Owen wondered how his disembodied presence
appeared to Ransome-as a cloudy phantom, perhaps, or as something even more vague and nebulous, a
sgh of wind or acoldnessin theair. Master Ransome.

Owen strove to project his subvoca words across the immense gap between his physica body
and this place where the essence of him had come. He groped for the half-forgotten words of the
traditional apprentice’ s chalenge-now so seldom used, and never before under such circumstances.

Master Ransome, | have been apprentice to you long enough; | would claim my staff and
call myself my own master.

Improbably, Ransome’ s bruised mouth curved into afaint smile. Owen, came the answering
thought. | did not think you would come thisfar.

But now | amhere. And | require . . . Thedark cell and the manacles on Errec Ransome's
wrists made amockery of the forma wording; Owen’ s thought ssumbled, and he forced himsdlf togo on
... | require that you test me as you seefit.

Ransomelaughed silently. If you’ ve come all the way from Nammerin into this place, then
you'’ ve passed a harder test than anything | would have set for you.

Then do you give me mastery?

| give you nothing, Ransome said. You have claimed it, and it is yours. The Adept Master
laughed again-no sound, only atroubling of thedark air. And | see that the Mages have set themselves
a greater task than they thought, since you are free. But if you are willing, there is something
more.

Owen bowed hishead. Command me.

No. You are Adept now, not apprentice. What you do must be of your own choosing.

Then | choose to serve, said Owen. Tell me what needs to be done.

There was aterrible joy in Errec Ransome' seyes. For this| trained you, for this| kept you
from the destruction that | knew would come. Go to the Retreat. Your staff isthere. Claimit, and
become the Master of the Guild.

Owen drew back, shaken. | did not ask . . .

But it isgiven.

And if | fail?

Ransome closed hiseyes, asif the strength to hold them open werefailing him. Then the Adepts
have no leader; our sun is set; and Lord sus-Airaalin has conquered.

sus-Airaalin? Owen felt atremor go through him at the name. But | saw him . ..

The Adept Master paid no heed to his unvoiced question. You should go, Errec Ransome said.
It isn’t safe for you to be here. But | have |ooked into the future and have seen how it lies. You will
be the Master of the Guild when the Mages threaten us no longer .

It was adismissa. Obediently, Owen alowed himsdf to drift away, passing like abodiless ghost
through decks and conduits until he seemed to float in open space above a planet. He let himsdlf fall
downward through the upper air onto the surface of his homeworld.

After the painstaking transit through darkness from Nammerin, his progressto the Retrest was
smple and dmost effortless. Guided by his knowledge of the world' s geography, and increasingly by the
feding of wrongness and evil coming from hisgod, he floated cloudlike through the middle atmosphere
until he cameto the Retrest.

He knew what to expect when he came close to his destination, but what he saw sickened and
angered him just the same. Within the walls of the Retreet, the courtyard was blackened and cratered.
Black-robed and masked Mages stood there, and they tended fires. The fires burned the books and
furnishings of the Retreat, they burned the broken staves of Adepts, and they burned bodies aswell. |
should have been here, Owen thought, as he had protested aloud to Kleaon Nammerin. These are my
people; | should have been with them.

He knew that Klea had been right, that he couldn’t have stopped an invasion single-handed. But
he still felt an overpowering sadness as he passed over the courtyard, and its flagstones puddled with



drying blood. Forcing himsdlf to go onward, he entered the main building, and walked through hals he
knew well toward his old room. That was the place to start the search.

And there, indeed, was his staff, leaning against the far corner, asif he had never been away.
Now to put his hand upon it, and somehow bring the physica object through the vast distance to
Nammerin-if such athing was possible.

Before he could touch it, he became aware of someone dseinsde theroom. A Mage. And like
the stranger on his mother’ sterrace, this one seemed able to see him even in his noncorporea state.
Owen shuddered; from the dark familiarity of this one' saura, he was facing the same Magelord who had
held him pinned down in Flatlands for more than two seasons.

“You'vecome,” the Mage said. “We were certain you would. Now you can follow meto the
Void, and die”

The Mage crossed the room in a stride, snatched up the staff, and gestured toward Owen. With
his movement the room vanished, to be replaced by adull grey place, kyless and groundless, and Owen
knew that hisworst fears had come to pass.

Thiswasthe Void, whereal of an Adept’ s skillswere usdess, where redlity itsalf was unredl,
where the very nonsubstance of this nonplace leached power and strength away. And thereinthe Void
the Magelord turned, and laid down Owen’ s staff at his feet.

“Cometo me, Adept. Take back your staff if you can. Here you will be destroyed.”

Assoon as Llannat was aone again in the berthing compartment, she sat up in the bunk and
looked around for her clothes. Somewhat unnervingly, she found them hung over the back of the only
chair in the compartment, just as she ways dedt with them when she got ready for bed.

Judging from that, and from what Vinhalyn had said to her aminute or so earlier, she must have
put hersdlf to bed in here-after walking about the ship and speaking to people in what must have seemed
to be anormal fashion.

She shivered. If I’'m going to be doing thingslike thisalot, I'd really like to know about
them at the time.

Her preferences, she knew, weren't likely to count for much. She got out of bed and dressed,
then headed for the Deathwing' s cockpit. Night’ s-Beautiful-Daughter was il cruisng in hyperspace
when she arrived.

“I'll be doing the dropout,” she said.

The pilot looked at her curioudly. “But you don't know the systems. . . ”

“I said I’ll be doing the dropout.”

Llannat |et her fingerstrace over the control panels dong the patterns she had seen hersdf usein
her trance. This one first, and then the othersin the sequence . . .

“Hey!” said thepilot. “That’ s not theway it saysin the manualsl”

She kept working. “The manuas are incomplete,” she said, speaking from the memories she had
shared, trying not to think of what that other self had donein thisvery place. “The code for disarming the
sdf-destruct was amatter of personal ingtruction only, asafina safeguard againgt having captured ships
used by theenemy.”

“I...see” saidthe pilot, asthe dropout process ended and the stars reappeared around them.

Llannat straightened and stepped back from the control pands. “Where are we?’ she asked.

“Gyffer sysem.”

“Gyffer? Not Galcen?”’

Again the pilot looked gtartled. “It'swhere you told usto go, Mistress. Don’t you remember?’

Llannat shook her head. “1t’ s not important. I’'m going back to my quarters now; when Naver sey
arrives, let me know.”

Owen fdt his strength draining away wherever the grey mist of the VVoid drifted againgt him.
Whatever happened next would have to happen quickly-he couldn’t live herelong.
How can the Mages endure it?



But Owen’ s black-robed adversary wasliving, standing like a statue with aglowing staff in his
hand. The staff’ sred aura flickered off the black mask that hid his features.

“Areyou the Master of your Circle?” Owen asked the Mage. He circled as he spoke, looking
for position. The Mage turned to follow him throughout. “For if youarenot . . .”

Between one word and the next Owen dived through the nonsubstance of the Void toward his
daff. Hereached for it, trying to cdl it into his hands. The Mage' s ebony rod dammed himin theribsas
herolled to hisfeet, and he felt abone crack under the blow.

Worse, hismove had taken him into the fog, and now his strength was waning further. With the
last of hismomentum he sprang straight up, letting the edge of hisfoot fly out a the Mage s head.

The Mage ducked under the kick and brought his staff around in ablazing circle against Owen's
knee. All the strength fled from the limb in a hot splash of pain, and Owen went down. The grey,
soul-draining mist swirled around him. He struggled again to hisfedt.

“Now you will diehere,” the Mage said. “But see, | bring friends and family to play with youin
thetimethat remains.”

The Mage gestured with his free hand, and shapes arose from the mist: Bekain her guise as
Tarnekep Portree; Owen'’ s brother, Ari; the General and the Domina; Master Ransome. All pale and
expressionless, with cold and lifeless eyes, and the flesh doughing from their bonesto reved the skeletons
undernesth.

“Come, embrace your kind,” the Mage said.

“They'redl illuson.”

“Arethey?’

The phantasma Beka reached forth one rotting hand and brushed Owen’ s cheek. Pain followed
her touch, burning and chilling him at once. Owen reacted by punching straight into the cresture' s
face-but nothing resisted him, and hisfist exploded into pain as the unredl face deformed like smoke.

“Not quiteilluson,” the Mage replied, laughing behind hismask. “ And red enough for what |
do.”

But Owen noticed that his enemy was breathing hard, and that under the mask hisjaw was set
and tense. So this place does take something out of the Mages as well. In that case-Owen dropped
draight down, throwing himsdlf flat, and rolled through the grey mist. Hefelt aburning painin his
midsection as he passed through another of the phantom figures, and then he was away.

Ahead of me, and to the right. My staff isthere.

Owentried to cdl it to him, but nothing responded. “ An Adept’ s skills count for nothing in the
Void.” Had he heard that lecture once, long ago, or had he given it himself? He didn’t dare breathe;
taking abreath would draw the grey mist into his lungs, and that would be the end of him.

He struck something solid-the Mage' sleg-and grasped it, whipping around in awrestler’ sthrow
and pulling his adversary down into the mist with him. The Mage' s staff struck him low on the hips, but
the blow lacked strength. Owen drove his elbow into his opponent’ s belly and was rewarded with the
sound of an explosive gasp.

Owen did hisleft hand up the Mage sarm to grab the other man’ s staff. Hisright hand was il
numb from punching hissster’ s phantom double. The ebony rod was glowing and hot to the touch.
Owen seized it, rolling as he did so to bring the Mage over on top of him.

Now the Mage' s back was pressed tight against his chest. He crossed hisright arm over his|eft
to hook the other end of the Mage' s staff. And then he pulled.

The short staff pressed inward againgt the Mage' sthroat. The black-robe struggled, trying to pull
Owen’ s handsfree, reaching down and striking Owen'’ sribs, smashing his head backward into Owen’s
face.

Owen felt an explosion of pain as his nose broke and the hot blood ran down over his mouth and
chin. Hislungs were burning. He hadn’t dared to breathe since he’ d gone down below the mist. He
pulled back more sharply on the Magelord' s staff.

The Mage convulsed. The vertebrae in his neck snagpped, and he fdl till. Owen rolled from
beneath the suddenly inert shape and swept out with hisleft hand.



There.

He pulled his staff to him and used it asaprop to lever himsdf upright. If thiswasvictory, he
reflected, it wasn't likely to do him any good. The featurdessfog stretched asfar as hisvision extended.
Hewastired-if not for his staff, he would have collapsed-and he had no idea how to get home.

Then adark mound stirred where the Mage had fallen. It rose, and stood upright. The Mage.

Owen brought his staff to guard, and white witchlight flickered down itslength. But the Mage
neither attacked him nor spoke. Instead, the dark figure turned and ran away, and Owen ran after. His
legs hurt, hislungs hurt, and his side ached where the ends of the broken rib grated together-but
wherever the black-robed phantom was going now, he was Owen’ slast remaining link with redlity.

A shape appeared before them, a pointed archway of impenetrable shadow. The Mage pulled
ahead, fl into the blackness, and was gone. Owen followed him into the dark.

By the white glow of his staff he saw that he had come into arough stone passage, one that he
recognized from the Retreat, a corridor deep underground. Doorways lined both sides of the passage.
Hefet himsdf being drawn forward and to the right, to a rough wooden door with apull-ring in the
center. He pulled, and took a step forward-

-into awindowless room lit by an opaline glow-globe, where cool air sghed and rattled through
the ventsin thefloor. A young woman with agtaff in her hand dept leaning againgt awal. On thefar Sde
of the room was awide bed with an ugly green coverlet. Owen wasfilled with the desireto deep. He
walked forward, staggering in hisfatigue, and lay down with his staff beside him.

Much later, he opened his eyes. Kleawas bending over him, cleaning the dried blood from his
facewith adamp cloth.

He reached for his saff. In defiance of al he had ever thought possible, it was till beside
him-red, tangible, and here.

“Wemay yet win,” hesaid. “ At least, we have not yet lost.”

Kled seyesweretroubled. “1 had dreams,” she said.

“Sodoweadl,” hereplied. “Sodoweal.”

epilogue; galcen near space

GRAND ADMIRAL Theio syn-Ricte sus-Airadin paced the observation deck of hisflagship,
dictating to the autoscribe his report for the leaders of the Resurgency on Eraas.

“We have now gone beyond the span of time for which our Circles undertook to suppress
hyperspace communication. Within afew hours at most, messages will once again be ableto pass
between such links as remain physicaly undamaged; and | will send you this summary, together with my
daily reportsfor the period spent out of contact, viathe protected relays on Ophdl.

“I cannot praise too highly the efforts of those who did thiswork. Many of them have died, giving
themsalves away completely in order to provide their Circles with renewed energy. They are heroes, let it
be so written.

“We have completed the primary tasks which we set for ourselves during this period of grace.
The Barrier isbroken. Galcen isours.”

He paused, picturing the jubilation that his message so far would undoubtedly set off in the streets
of home. Far beit from him, he reflected, to deprive the people of their long-awaited satisfaction. He let
afew more seconds elgpse, the better to help those who would have to cut and amend hiswords for
their public hearing, and then continued.

“A number of our secondary objectives, however, remain to be accomplished. Those Adepts
who stayed to hold their citadel are dead; and Errec Ransome himself isa prisoner in our hands-but
lesser Guildhouses remain on anumber of the Adept-worlds, and even here on Galcen many of the
apprentices have eluded us.”

He paused. “ One gpprentice in particular has dipped from our grasp, which brings usto the
second problem.

“Genera Metadi and his offspring have not been located, living or dead. | have spoken to you



before about the danger Metadi himsdlf presents. Asif that were not enough, hisyounger son, Owen, is
our missing gpprentice. Owen was tracked for some time by our agents on the Adept-world of Pleyver,
but succeeded in vanishing-possibly returning to Galcen, since we found his staff at the Retreat. We left
the staff as bait, and Lord syn-Criaamon, who had dedlt with Rossdin-Metadi on Pleyver, offered to
watch the trap.

“Now syn-Criaamon himsdlf is dead, the taff is missing, and we have searched for its owner by
al meansat our disposa. Nevertheless, athough no ship has departed from Gal cen, Owen
Rossdlin-Metadi is not to be found.

“The possihilities,” sus-Airaain concluded, “ are disturbing.”

He halted his dictation as the door of the observation deck opened to admit atrooper with a
message tabl et.

“Report from the bridge, sir. Hyperspace communications are starting to come back up, and the
captain says you might want to take alook at this-it came through on the widebands just afew minutes

sus-Airadin accepted the tablet, which was flashing the orange light that meant a stored audio or
video message. “Thank you,” he said to the trooper. “'Y ou may go now.”

As soon as he was alone, he pressed the button which would alow the tablet to replay its
message. Thefirg thing to come up was ared and ydlow design identified in the commentary screen asa
commercid trademark belonging to Generd Ddlivery and Communications Technologies of Suivi Point,
Limited. The red and yellow trademark faded into awhite and blue logo belonging-so the commentary
informed him-to Dahl& Dahl Mercantile Bankers, aso of Suivi Point. The Dahl& Dahl logo dissolved into
apicture.

Theimage in the message tablet’ s palm-sized screen had the fuzzy edges and dead colors of a
holovid transmisson picked up flat, but that didn’t matter. sus-Airaalin recognized the face. In hisyouth
he had seen a copy of the message Perada Rossdlin of Entibor had sent to the Lords of Eraas, telling
them that she would see her homeworld dead rather than give up the fight; and in the fullness of years he
had met and spoken with the Domina herself.

Perada was gone-to the sorrow of the galaxy, thought sus-Airadin; had she lived, things
would have been different-but the young woman in the pale green gown had the same fair, arrogant
face and the same startlingly bright blue eyes. Her yellow hair was braided in the same complex pattern,
and she wore on her head the black tiara of twisted meta that was the Iron Crown of Entibor.

This one was supposed to be dead, thought sus-Airadin. And then the young woman began to
speak.

The voicethat came over the message tablet’ s on-board speaker didn’t have much volume, but
the words came through clearly and without distortion.

“People of the Republic! A Mageworlds warfleet has attacked Galcen. Singly we cannot stand
againg them; we must work together if we areto survive. If you have aship that can fight, or aship that
can be madeto fight, or the knowledge and skillsto work such a ship, cometo Suivi Point, where we
will build afleet such as can capture the galaxy. Tothisgoa | pledge my resources; to thisgoa | pledge
my nameand Sgn mysdf:

“Beka Rossdlin-Metadi, Dominaof Lost Entibor, of Entibor-in-Exile, and of the Colonies
Beyond.”



