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Mistworld by Simon R. Green
MISTWORLD

Cdl her Mary. When she sang, she could break your heart or mend it, but that was before the Empire
found and used her. Now she'sjust another refugee, running for her life. Degp within her, madness stirs.
Her nameisMary. Typhoid Mary. And nobody in Mistport will ever forget her.

CHAPTER ONE

A Ghost in the Night

A low, gusting wind came moaning out of the north, unsettling the snow-flecked migsthét filled the
narrow Mistport streets. Lamps and lanterns hung at every door, burning yellow and red and orange
againg the endless sea of grey. The mistswere dways at their thickest in the early hours of the morning,
before the risng of Mistworld's pae sun.

A dim figure padded confidently across adippery date roof, his dender frame barely visble amidst the
swirling snow flurries. The pure white of histhermal suit blended harmonioudy into the snow and the
migts, whilst its heating e ementsinsulated him from the wind's cutting edge. The man caled Cat crouched
down by an outjutting attic window and pushed back his suit's cowl, revealing pae, youthful feastures
dominated by dark watchful eyes and the pockmarks that tattooed both cheeks. He winced asthe
freezing air seared his bare face, and then he did carefully down the snow-smeared tilesto bump into a
gently smoking chimneystack. He took afirm hold on the uneven brickwork and leaned out from the roof

to stare about him.

From his high vantage point there lay stretched out before him dl thetiled and gabled rooftops of
Mistport, hishunting ground and private kingdom. Cat had spent most of histwenty yearslearning his
trade and refining his craft to become one of the finest burglars Thieves Quarter had ever produced. The
ornately carved and curlicued wood and ironwork of Mistport's buildings were hand- and footholds to
him, the cornices and gables hislandmarks and reting places.

Cat was aroof runner.

Light from the huge half-moon shone clearly through the curling migts, reflecting brightly from the
snow-covered roofs and streets and setting out the scene below in eerie starkness. To Cat's | eft lay the
scattered glow of Thieves Quarter, sprawled in atangle of shabby streets, where out-leaning timbered
buildings huddled together as though for warmth in the cold night. Its occasiond lights shown crimson
againg the dark, like rubies set on velvet. To hisright lay Tech Quarter, and the starport.



Sensor spikes blazed in the night, blue stormfire shivering up and down the dender crystd lances. Qil
lamps and torches burned in regular patterns across the starport grounds, marking out the huge landing
pads, each of them haf amilewide. Of dl the port's buildings only the steel glass control tower, last
remnant of the Empiresoriginal Base, still boasted bright eectric lights. Less than adozen shipslay on
the landing pads, mostly abandoned hulks stripped down for the high tech they possessed. A handful of
smugglers shipslay scattered across one pad, five silver needles glowing ruddy from the flickering
torches. Beacons suddenly flared into life around the largest pad, like corpsefires on anewly built cairn,
and Cat redlised with athrill of excitement that there was a ship coming in. Ships of any kind were
growing rare these days, and any new arrival was good news. Cat turned reluctantly away, and looked
down at the streets below him.

Nobody moved in the empty aleyways, and the pale blanket of freshly fallen snow remained unbroken.
Only thieves and spies braved the bitter cold of Mistport's night, and they never left tracks.

Cat pulled his cowl back up to shield hisface, and releasing his hold on the chimneystack, he dipped
carefully over the roofs edge. He took afirm grip on the narrow drainpipe and dowly eased himsdlf
headfirst over the edge until he was hanging upside down, hisfeet hooked firmly under the gutter. The
rusty ironwork groaned under hisweight, but held firm as he thoughtfully studied the small sted-latticed
window before him. The window was less than two feet square, and the grille was cast from stainless
ged.How very unhospitable , thought Cat. Anyone would think they were afraid of being burgled .
He looked more closely at the window frame, and smiled complacently as he spotted two dender wires
attached to the upper right-hand corner of the grille, which disappeared into the brickwork to no
gpparent purpose. Obvioudy an darm of somekind. Cat drew a pair of miniature cuttersfrom insde his
left boot, reached out to cut the wires, and then hesitated. The wires were too obvious. He checked
again, and grinned wryly as he discovered asmal dectronic sensor fitted flush into the grillesironwood
frame. Touch the grille or the frame, and the sensor would set off an alarm. Cat dipped the cuttersinto
his glove, and drawing adender steel probe from his right boot, he delicately shorted out the sensor with
the casua sKill of long practice. He dipped the probe back into his boot, and then took the cutters and
carefully snipped both of the wires, just in case. He put the cutters back in hisleft boot, took out asmal
screwdriver, and camly set about undoing the four smple screwsthat held the grillein place.

Blood pounded in his head from being upside down so long, but he ignored it as best he could and
refused to be hurried. He dropped three of the screws one by one into the white leather pouch at his belt,
and then put away the screwdriver and tugged cautioudy at the stedl grille. It came easily away in his
hands, and hung loosely by the one remaining screw. Cat grinned. So far, everything was going as
planned. He pushed aside the grille and dipped an arm through the window. His head followed, and then
he breathed gently as his chest and back scraped against the unyielding ironwood frame. Hetook afirm
grip on theinner frame with his hand, and then, taking a deep breath, he worked his feet loose from
under the gutter. His body jerked violently in the window frame as hislegsfell free, but the jolt wasn't
enough to pull him back out the window. He waited amoment while his bresthing steadied, and then
released his grip on theinner frame. Inch by inch he worked his upper torso through the narrow gap, and
then hiswaist and hipsfollowed easily. Only someone aswiry and limber as he could have managed it.
Which was one of the reasonswhy even Cat's rivals acknowledged him as the finest roof runner in
Mistport.

He swung lithely down from the window, and crouched moationless in the shadows while his eyes
adjusted to the gloom. A narrow halway stretched away before him, with astairway to hisleft and two
closed doorsto hisright. Moonlight spilled through the open window behind him, but even Cat's
experienced eyes were hard put to make out detailsin the darkness beyond the shimmering light. He
took off his gloves and tucked them into his belt, and flexed hislong, dender fingers through aquick



series of exercises. To agood burglar, the hands were just asimportant as the tools they used. Cat
aways|ooked after his hands. He gingerly pressed thetips of hisfingers againgt the floor, and then closed
his eyes, concentrating on thefed of the polished wood. Faint vibrationstingled under hisfingertips, and
Cat frowned thoughtfully. There were sensor panels hidden in the floor, no doubt designed to set off al
kinds of darmsif aman'sweight triggered them. Still without opening his eyes, Cat leant dowly forward
and swept hisfingers back and forth acrossthe floor in a series of widening arcs, judging by therise and
fal of the vibrations where it was safe and where it was not. He dowly worked hisway forward, inch by
inch, until he was sure he'd located the main pattern, and then he opened his eyes, stood up, and padded
confidently down the halway, easily avoiding the treacherous aress.

Just like the old game, he thought dryly. Step on a crack, break your mother's back . . . And then he
frowned, remembering how long it had been since Mistport could afford to maintain paved sidewalks.
The times were not what they had been. Cat shrugged, and moved quickly on to the lower of the two
doors. The sooner this part of the job was over, the better; the same white suit that hid him in the snow
and the mistswas wildly conspicuousin adark deserted corridor.

He stopped before the closed lower door, and studied it warily. His fence had briefed him as thoroughly
as possible on the house's exterior, but hadn't been able to tell him much about the insgde. The door had
to be booby-trapped in some way; it was what Cat would have done. He ran hisfingers gently over the
harsh-grained wood, but couldn't detect anything out of the ordinary. He took a pencil torch frominside
his right boot and thumbed it on. Then, leaning closer, heran his gaze over the door frame, inch by inch.
Sure enough there was asmdll, dightly raised button high up on the frame; asmple catch that was
released when the door opened. Cat shook his head dolefully at such ameagre testing of histaents, and
taking the sted probe from his boot, he dipped it quickly past the button to turn it off. And then Cat
frowned, and pulled back the probe. The alarm button was aready in the off postion; they must have
forgotten to set it before going to bed. Cat rolled his eyes heavenwards. Thiswas becoming ridiculoudy
easy. He snapped off the pencil torch, put away both torch and probe, and taking afirm grip on the door
handle, dowly eased the door open. He checked quickly for backup aarms, and then peered cautioudy
into the bedroom.

A sparselight filtered past the bolted shutters to show him adim form huddled under thick blanketsin
the canopied bed that took up most of the small bedroom. A few glowing coas burned redly in the
fireplaceto hisright, taking the chill off theair. Cat dipped into the room, closed the door behind him and
moved over to the bed, silent as the ghost he seemed. He paused briefly asthe deeper stirred and then
lay still again. Cat didn't carry any weapons, he didn't believe in them. Hewas aroof runner and an artist
at hiscraft, not some bully boy vanda or heartlessthief in the night. Cat had his sandards. He stood
motionless beside the bed until he was sure it was safe to move again, and then he leant forward over the
degping shape and reached out his hand. Judging his moment nicely, he eased his hand under the pillow
and drew out asmall brass-bound casket. The bed's occupant dept on, undisturbed. Cat stepped back
from the bed, drew asmall key from the pouch at hisbelt, and tried it cautioudy in the casket'slock. The
key turned easily, and Cat grinned broadly as he pushed back the lid and the crystd in the casket blazed
light into the room.

Asan Outlaw planet, Mistworld was cut off from Empire trade, and high tech was limited to what the
smugglers could bring in on their infrequent visits. A computer's memory crystd thus becamefar more
tempting oot than any diamond or ruby. Cat didn't know what information the crystal held, and didn't
care. Hisfence said she had abuyer for thejewel, and that was all that mattered. Cat reached into the
pouch at his belt and brought out ablank crystal, glowing twin to the jewel in the casket. He carefully
subgtituted one crystal for the other, closed the casket lid, and locked it. He dropped the key back into
his pouch, and then leaned forward and deftly replaced the casket where held found it. His hand had
barely |eft the pillow when the bedroom door suddenly flew open. Light flooded the room, and atall



figure with alantern filled the doorway.

Cat pulled the blankets from the bed and with one desperate heave threw them over the newcomer's
head. The bed's occupant sat up sharply, pulling asilk nightdress about her, and Cat paused to drop her
an gppreciative wink. The newcomer struggled furioudly on the floor, helplesdy entangled in the
bedclothes. The dropped lantern lay on its Sdein the doorway, filling the room with aflickering light. Cat
decided it was time he was going. He stepped carefully round the pile of heaving blankets and made for
the open door. The woman in the canopied bed opened her mouth and sang.

Cat sank to his knees as the song washed over him, scrambling his nervous syssem. A Sren! he thought
wildly. They set a Sren to guard the crystal! The song screamed through hisbody, shaking in his
muscles. He lurched to his feet, considered punching the woman out, decided thiswas no timeto be
heroic, and plunged for the doorway. The Siren's song washed over him in waves, numbing his hands and
feet and blurring hiseyesight.

Cat staggered out the door and down the passageway, paying no attention to the pressure darmsin the
floor, just concentrating dl hiswill on not giving in to the Siren song that was trying to batter him
unconscious. Hefindly reached the window through which held entered, and pulled himsdf up into the
narrow opening. He wriggled through the window with desperate speed, and then his heart missed a best
asahand closed around his ankle, bringing him lurching to ahalt. He kicked and struggled wildly, and the
hand lost its grip and fell away. Cat pulled himsalf out the window, grabbed the drainpipe, and hauled
himsdlf up towards the roof. He scrambled over the gutter and then collgpsed to lie flat on the
snow-covered tiles. He lay there awhile shaking in every limb, dowly relaxing as he redised hed | eft the
Siren's song behind. A woman whose voice and esp could combine to scramble a man's thoughts was an
impressive guard. Unless, of course, the burglar happensto be adeaf mute. . .

Cat grinned, and rising quickly to hisfeet, he padded away into the migts. For thefirst timein years, he
was glad not to have heard something.

CHAPTER TWO

A Gathering of Traitors

The reception area of Leon Vertue's office was warm, comfortable, and desperately civilised, and Jamie
Roya hated it. Much as he appreciated good living and luxury, he resented having hisnose rubbed in it.
There was something decidedly smug in the office's ostentatious display of wedth. The Sgn over the
modestly plain front door had said smply blacksmith, but Jamie doubted that anyone who worked in this
luxurious office would know an anvil if they fell over it. He Sghed, leant back in hisrecliner chair, and
tried to look as though he was used to such comforts. He surreptitioudy trailed hisfingers acrossthe
dick, shining surface of the chair'sarms. Plagtic. Now that was redl luxury. Jamie could count the number
of times hed seen plagtic on the fingers of one hand. More and more, he fdlt that he was very much out
of hisdepth.

He crossed one leg over the other, and tried to at least look relaxed. He glanced casually about the
office, hoping to find alapsein taste so he could sneer at it. The wooden wall panels gleamed dully in the
light of the banked fire, and the single great window was closed and shuttered againgt the night cold. The
main light came from asingle overhead lightsphere set into the calling. Jamie didn't care much for the
electric light. It was brighter than he was used to, and he didn't like its unwavering intengty. There was
something cold about eectric light, cold and . . . unnaturd. Jamie put the thought firmly from hismind,
and concentrated his attention on the gorgeous redheaded secretary Sitting behind her desk. Her flawless



skin had arich peaches-and-cream glow, even under the harsh dectric light, and her features had a
sharp, classical perfection. Her figure was smply spectacular. Jamie cleared histhroat loudly, and gave
her hismost charming smile. Shedidn't look particularly impressed. Jamie sighed, and went back to
looking around the office.

Papers and magazines lay scattered across the coffee table before him, but they were al at least aweek
old, well past the date when they should have been handed in for recycling. The headlineswere mainly
concerned with the discovery of the wrecked starshipDarkwind , and afew vague alegations of
corruption within the Communications Guild. Stale news, not yet old enough to be interesting again
through hindsight. Jamie Royd leant back in hisluxurious chair and let his mind wander. Ever snce held
gplit up with hislast partner hisluck had gone from bad to worse. Madel aine Skye had been an excellent
partner, but unfortunately she turned out to be somewhat overburdened with scruples. Partly her sster's
fault. Dear Jessica. A nice-looking girl, much like Madelaine, but about as much use as a chocolate
kettle. How awarrior like Madd aine had ended up with such awet blanket for asister was beyond him.
Jamie smiled dightly, remembering. Jessica hadn't exactly been impressed with him, ether.

Looking back, it was awonder he and Madelaine had stayed together aslong asthey had. Much as he
hated to admit it, Jamie missed her. If nothing € se, she'd had enough sense to keep him away from
peoplelike this. Jamie smiled fondly. Sweet Maddaine, agood fighter and a better partner. If only things
had been different . . . Jamie shook his head firmly. What was past was past, and should be forgotten.

Bored, he looked about him. The receptionist was buffing her nails with great thoroughness and intense
concentration, but Jamie wasn't fooled. He'd spotted the throwing knife strapped to her shapely cdf. He
sghed regretfully, and then shifted uneasily in hisrecliner chair. There was such athing astoo much
comfort. Get used to living in luxury and dl too soon you started getting soft; and in Jamie's business
growing soft could get you killed. Jamie Roya had enemies. He dso had debts, which waswhy held
cometo Leon Vertue's body bank.

"Mr. Royd?Dr. Vertue will see you now."

"Very kind of him," murmured Jamie. The receptionist gestured languidly at the door to her |eft, and then
went back to working on her nails. She didn't look up as Jamie walked past her desk, and he sighed
resgnedly. Y ou cant winthem dl.

The door led into along narrow corridor, brightly lit by adozen lightspheres set into the celling at regular
intervas. Jamietore his eyes away from thelights and swalowed dryly. HEd known Vertue wasrich, but
such a conspicuous use of eectricity impressed the hdll out of him. Jamie could have lived in extreme
comfort for over ayear on what it must have cost Vertue just to have the lightspheresingtaled. He pulled
himself together and hurried down the corridor. It wouldn't do to keep Vertue waiting. He was said to be
touchy about such things.

The corridor turned a sharp corner halfway aong, and finaly ended in asingle great door of polished
stedl. Jamie looked for adoor handle, but there wasn't one. He waited patiently before the steel door,
and studied himsdlf in the bright, shining mirror. He looked more confident than hefdlt, but that wasn't
saying much. He pulled his jacket straight, and adjusted his cloak so thet it hung in amoreflattering
manner. The old grey cloak was showing itsage, but it still kept out most of the cold and the snow, and
that was al Jamie had ever asked of acloak. He scowled at hisreflection, trying hard to look tough and
intimidating, but his mirror image remained stubbornly unimpressve. Jamie Royd wastal, thin, and
despite being only in his mid-twenties, well on hisway to being prematurely bald. His chin waswegk, his
stance was awkward, and if he had any muscles he kept them well hidden. 1t would have been easy to
dismisshim asharmless, if it hadn't been for hiseyes. Jami€'s eyes were dark and intense and very much



dive. They could express everything from camaraderie to staunch support to heartfelt sympathy without
meaning any of them. They were acon man's eyes, and Jamie was very proud of them.

He shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot before the great stedl door, his hands moving restlesdy at his
sides. He felt naked without his sword and dagger, but he'd had to leave them at reception. Vertue was
possibly the most universally despised man in Mistport, and he didn't take chances. In certain quarters
the reward for delivering his head, preferably unattached to the body, continued to rise. Jamie looked up
at the security cameraoverheed, and smiled ingratiatingly. There was afaintly threatening hiss of
compressed air, and the door swung dowly open. Jamie drew himsdf up to hisfull height and walked
into Dr. Vertue's chamber as though he owned the place.

Thewalls of the vast room were lined with shining crysta. The glow from asingle overhead sphere
reflected brightly from the walls, filling the chamber with asharp slver light. Jamie came to asudden hat
asthe door dammed shut behind him. Dozens of bulky sted units took up most of the floor, and though
Jamie had never seen them before, he knew exactly what they were: reclamation tanks. The means
whereby abody could be broken down into its respective parts.. . .

Each of the units was covered with athick haze of frost, and Jamie shuddered as he looked about him.
Cold as Migtport's streets were, this place was colder. The presence of desth hung heavily on the
freezing air, like thefina echoes of adesperate scream. Jamie pulled his cloak tightly about him, and
walked reluctantly forward to meet the two men who stood waiting for him beside the nearest
reclamation tank.

The overly tall, tooped man on the left was Dr. Leon Vertue. Wrapped in thick furs of grubby white, he
had the appearance and bearing of ahungry wolf. Hislong white hair hung in thick greasy strands,
accentuating his gaunt features. His hands were large and powerful, but immaculately manicured.
Surgeon's hands. Jamie recognised him immediately, though they'd never met before. Most people had
heard of Dr. Vertue, but no one associated with him by choice. Vertue was the owner-manager of
Mistport's main body bank. They weredl illegd, of course, but aman who needs an organ transplant to
save hislifeisn't going to be too fussy about where the replacement organ comesfrom. And there were
aways men and women from the back streets and dleyways who would never be missed . . .

The man standing beside V ertue was a stranger to Jamie, but he recognised the type. The man looked
hard, vicious, and competent, and he wore hislong jet-black hair pulled back in amercenary's scalplock.
The sharply defined linesin hisface showed him to bein hisearly forties at least, but there was nothing
soft or tired about the corded musclesthat tirred restlesdy as the mercenary moved lightly from one foot
to the other. Hewore aplain black therma suit and ablack fur half-cloak. There was a sword on his|eft
hip, and agun on hisright. Hisface and forehead bore the ritual scars of the Hawke Clan, which meant
that he was one of the Empiréesfinest professond fighting men. It also meant he was very expensive.
Jamie wondered how many men the mercenary had killed in hislong career, and then quickly decided
that he didn't want to know. Even standing perfectly still and relaxed, there was something . . . dangerous
about the man. Jamie looked away and wished fiercely that he was somewhere e se. Anywhere dse.

He glanced uneasily through the glass top of the reclamation tank before him. Curling blue mists seethed
and roiled continuoudy in the unit, as though struggling to escape. Jamie wondered briefly if the tank
contained abody, and if so, whose. Hetold himsdlf firmly that it was none of his business, and looked
back at Dr. Vertue and his mercenary. Jamie coughed politely to show he was waiting for them to open
the conversation, and Vertue smiled lazily a him. The doctor's pae eyes and long white hair gave him an
anemic, washed-out ook, but Jamie wasn't fooled. Vertue's smile showed him for the predator he was.

"Dear Jamie," said Vertue slkily. "So nice of you to come and see me at such short notice. Not that you



had any choice in the matter, of course."”

"Of course" said Jamie. "Now what the hell do you want?*

The mercenary stiffened dightly, but Jamie carefully kept his eyesfixed on Vertue. He couldn't afford to
sound cowed, or they'd walk al over him. He knew, and they knew, he was going to end up doing
whatever Vertue wanted, but if he acted like a servant he'd get treated like one. His only chance of

getting out of thiswith his hide intact was to act as though he till had an ace or two hidden up hisdeeve.
Though given his present Stuation, held have settled for ajack or aten.

"l want you to do me afavour, Jamie," said Vertue, ill smiling. "Andinreturn, I'll do you afavour.
What could be more smple?!

"What indeed?’ said Jamie easily. " Suppose you get alittle more specific, and I'll tell you whether or not
I'm interested.”

"Would you like meto bresk one of hisarms?* asked the mercenary. His voice was low, calm, pleasant;
he might have been asking the time or making polite conversation.

"Maybelater,” said Dr. Vertue. "Y ou have to make alowances for Jamie, my dear Blackjack. He has
hidden qudities”

"l don't have to make alowances for anyone,” said Blackjack. "But you're the boss."

Jamiefelt afew beads of sweat appear on his forehead, despite the cold. He had no doubt the
mercenary had meant what he said.

"Forgive mefor seeing you in thisintemperate climate,” said Vertue, "but | have ajob herethat redly
can't wait much longer. Y ou understand how it is; | wouldn't want the merchandiseto spail. . . "

"Anyone | know?" asked Jamie flippantly.

"l believe 0," said Dr. Vertue. "Her name was Skye. Maddlaine Skye."

Jamiefought to keep hisfaceimpassve.No . . . Oh no, not Madelaine . . . They'd been partnersfor
amost three years. They'd never been lovers, but they could have been. Madelaine Skye, agood woman
to have at your back in afight, or a your sidein abar. They'd worked together on ahundred different
jobs, on both sides of the law. Hed aways admired her guts, and her expertise. The best damned
partner hed ever had. Jamie Royal had many acquaintances but few friends. And now he had oneless.

You bastards.. . .

His hands curled into fists, and then he glanced at Blackjack and saw immediately that the mercenary
was jugt waiting for him to try and start something. Jamie fought down his anger, feding it burn cold and
fiercein hisgut. Theréd betimefor revenge later.

"Who killed her?' he asked quietly.

"Who do you think?" said Dr. Vertue.

Jamie carefully avoided looking at the smiling mercenary. "So Maddinesdead,” hesaid findly. "Am



supposed to be impressed by this?"
"I'll settlefor intimidated,” said Dr. Vertue. "Are you ready to discuss business now?"

Jamie Royal took adeep breath, and let it out dowly. The cold air seared his lungs, and the pain helped
to calm him. Not for thefirst time he sworeto give up dice atogether. Hiswinnings never lasted long, and
when helogt he ended up in Situations like this. Jamie had worked with dl sortsin histime, but Dr. Leon
Vertue represented an al-time low. There were those who said held been a clonelegger before coming to
Mistport, and Jamie could well bdlieveit.

"I'm adways ready to discuss business,” said Jamie steedily. "What did you have in mind?'
"Nothing too difficult,” purred Dr. Vertue. "Y ou are familiar with the Blackthorn tavern?’

"Sure," said Jamie. "Cyder's place. The most stony-hearted fence in Mistport, but her prices are fair.
Moreor less.

Vertue took adim package from under hisfurs and handed it to Jamie. He hefted it once, and raised an
eyebrow at itsweight.

"Cyder isholding apackagefor me," said Vertue. "1 want you to go to the Blackthorn tavern tomorrow
evening, pick up that package, and give her yoursin return. I'm entrusting you with agreat deal of money,
Jamie; be careful not to loseit on your way to the Blackthorn."

Jamie nodded, and dipped the package into an inner pocket. "This package I'm picking up; what'sin it?'

"A memory crystal. Do handle it with care, Jamie; asfar as| and my associates are concerned, that
crysta's safety isfar more important than your own. Should the crystal prove to be damaged in any way,
| would be most upset with you. Bring the crystal to me and placeit in my hand, and your serviceto me
will be complete. Inreturn, | will take care of your debts. All of them.”

"That'sit?" said Jamie, frowning. "Y ou must be crazy, Vertue. There are any number of courierswho
could handle thisfor you, for atenth of what it'll cost you to pay off al my debts. Why bother with me?

"I need someone who is both discreet and reliable,” said Vertue amiably. "Not to mention desperate. As
I'm sure you're aware, the theft of memory crystals carries the death penaty in Mistport. Y ou will do this
little task for me, won't you, Jamie?'

"What makes you so sure you can trust me?”

"Y our word issaid to be good,” said Vertue, smiling faintly asthough the ideaamused him. "And you
and Cyder know each other well. Too well for ether of you to even think of trying adouble-cross."

"But just supposing | should,” said Jamie. "What could . . ."

Blackjack leaned forward suddenly, and one scarred hand shot out to wrap itself around Jami€e's throat.
The mercenary bent Jamie back over the reclamation tank, and then grabbed his belt and lifted him up
and out over the unit. Dr. Vertue opened the tank's lid, and Blackjack started to lower Jamie towards the
curling blue mists. He kicked and struggled, gasping and choking for air, but he couldn't break the
mercenary's grip. Jamie looked down into the mists with bulging eyes. The blue mists swirled eagerly,
hungrily, and beyond them he could see light glinting on the many saws and scapelsthat stood ready to



pare him down to hisessential dements; so much skin, so much bone and cartilage, various organs, and
of coursethe eyes. There was dways a demand for eyes. Blackjack lowered him into the curling mists,
and only the mercenary's choking hand kept Jamie from screaming.

"Enough,” said Dr. Vertue, and Blackjack siwung Jamie away from the tank and placed him carefully on
hisfeet again. Helet go, and Jamie sagged against the side of the unit, gasping for bresth and not even
trying to hide the unsteadinessin hislegs. To be placed diveinto the reclamation tank, to dieinch by
bloody inch asthe scalpelsand sawscut intoyou . . .

I'msorry, Madelaine. . . | can't even avenge you. I'mtoo scared.

Jamie realised he was leaning on the reclamation tank to support himself. He quickly pulled hishand
away and stood up straight. Vertue chuckled quietly. Blackjack didn't even smile.

"Y ou won't betray me, Jamie," said Dr. Vertue. "Who else can afford to pay off al your debts? And
besides, if you should even contemplate such athing, I'll send Blackjack to fetch you. Y ou have very
lovely skin, my dear Jamie. | could get five thousand credits for two square feet of your skin. Go to the
Blackthorn tavern tomorrow evening. Collect the package from Cyder. Pay for it. Hurry back here. Got
it?'

"Got it," said Jamie. "Can | go now?"'
"By dl means,”" said Dr. Vertue.

Jamie Roya turned and walked unsteadily out of the freezing cold chamber. His hands were trembling
and hislegs shook, but he had enough sdlf-respect | eft that he wouldn't dllow himself to hurry. They could
scare him, but they couldn’t make him run. The door swung open before him, and he stepped out into the
corridor. Hewaited until the door closed behind him, and then he leant back against the cold metal and
wiped at hisface with a shaking hand. Sweat was pouring down hisface, asthough he'd just stepped out
of afurnace rather than an icebox. Vertue and Blackjack were probably watching him on the security
camera, but he didn't care anymore. Vertue hadn't said what he wanted the memory crystd for, but then
he hadn't had to. There was only one place willing to pay that badly for aMistport memory crystal. Only
one place that could regularly supply Vertue with the kind of high tech he needed to run hisbusinessand
maintain hislifestyle. Only one place that would supply amercenary like Blackjack for abodyguard. The
Empire. Dr. Leon Vertue was an Imperial agent. And now, so was Jamie Royadl.

If I didn't have so many debts. . .

Jamie shook his head bitterly, and walked away down the corridor. Memories of Madelaine Skye
pressed close around him, but he wouldn't [ook at them. He didn't dare. It was her own fault; she should
have chosen her partners more wisdly.

Leon Vertue watched the monitor thoughtfully until Jamie disappeared around the corner in the corridor.
"Can he betrusted?' said Blackjack quietly.

Vertue shrugged. "Hes rdiable enough, in hisfashion, and you frightened him quite convincingly.”

"And when he'sfinished hiswork for us?'

"We can't leave any witnesses,” said Vertue, smiling gently. "And theré's dways room in my unitsfor one



more body. There's so much demand these days.”

Blackjack looked at him camly. "That'sahell of a bedside manner you've got there, Doctor. Now if
you'll excuse me, theBalefire will be landing soon, and | have afew security guardsto bribefirg.”

"Theresno rush,” said Vertue. "TheBalefire will be placed under quarantine until Port Director Steel
returns from his Council meeting. And that won't be for some time. Meanwhile, | have another job for
you. | want you to kill someone.”

"When and where?'
"Tonight, at the city boundary; Merchants Quarter. The. . . target we discussed earlier.”
"Good," said Blackjack, smiling dightly. "1've been looking forward to that.”

Heturned and left without waiting for Vertue's reply, and the door opened before him and shut after him.
Vertue scowled a the monitor screen as Blackjack strolled unconcernedly down the corridor. Leon
Vertue had seen things and done things that would have sickened any norma man, but still he was scared
of the black-clad mercenary. Vertue pouted angrily. He didn't like to be scared; it upset him. Vertue had
many ways of dealing with those who upset him, al of them thoroughly unpleasant. He smiled reluctantly
ashismemoriescalmed him, but till hisfrown remained.

He looked back at the monitor, but Blackjack had aready disappeared from sight. Vertue licked hisdry
lips, and fdlt alittle of the tenson drain out of him. Even though they currently worked for the same
madgters, Vertue had never felt comfortable in the mercenary's presence. Under the polite phrases and
stoic cam, held seen a degp contempt burning in Blackjack's eyes, a contempt for everything and
everyone who wasn't strong.

V ertue scowled thoughtfully. He wouldn't dways need the mercenary . . . and there was dwaysroomin
the reclamation tanks for one more body. He smiled suddenly, and laughed softly to himsdlf. Leon Vertue
turned his attention to the reclamation tank before him, and ran his hand caressingly over the
moistiure-beaded lid. He thumbed a control and the swirling blue mists parted briefly, dlowing him a
glimpse of the cold white face below. Frost covered her staring eyes. She was very pretty. So very
pretty. And her flesh would be so cold and inviting and helplessto histouch. . . .

CHAPTER THREE

Decisionsin Council

The Council chamber was surprisingly wide and roomy, but itstimbered celling was aslow asin any
other dwelling in Misgtport. The howling spring gdes made living in tal structures without high-tech
support arisky business. Oil lamps and blazing torcheslent the chamber a comforting golden glow, and a
battered old heating unit murmured quietly to itsdf asit supplied adow, steady warmth. Faded portraits
of past Councillorslined the panelled walls, the familiar brooding faces staring down at the present
Council with astern watchfulness. A grest circular table dominated the room. Almost thirty feet in
diameter, and carved from a single huge block of ironwood, it had been commissioned by the origina
Mistport Council over ninety years ago. Port Director Gideon Stedl ran his plump fingers caressingly over
the polished wood of the tabletop, and tried not to yawn as the arguments around him droned on and on.

His chair cresked complainingly as histwo hundred pounds of weight stirred restlesdy. Stedl was



beginning to think the meeting would never end. Hed been here six hours aready, to no damned purpose
he could see. Asfar ashe could tdll, it wasjust business as usud, and they hardly needed him for that.
Unlessit concerned the starport itself, he was quite content to let the other Councillors go their own way
and do what they wanted. Stedl had no interest in palitics or government, and was only a Councillor
because his position as Port Director demanded it. Unfortunately, there was one item on the present
agendathat did affect the starport: theingalling at the starport of the one hundred and fifty disrupter
cannon from the recently discovered wreck of theDarkwind .

Sted laced his pudgy fingerstogether across his vast somach and glanced round the Council table, not
bothering to hide his boredom. Gideon Stedl was ashort fat man with calm, thoughtful eyesand a
disturbingly cynical smile. He had just turned forty and resented it. He had little tolerance for fools or
people who wasted histime, which was why he avoided Council meetings as often as he could get avay
with it. He sghed quietly, and tried to concentrate on the matter at hand. Eileen Darkstrom was il
gpesking, her harsh staccato voice echoing sharply back from the low ceiling. Steel sometimes wondered
if she made such long speeches on purpose, so that when shefindly finished, everyone would be so
grateful they'd vote for anything she proposed, just to stop her from starting up again. Steel grinned. He
wouldn't put it past her. Darkstrom had only been a Councillor for five years, but shed aready got more
donein that time than al the other Councillors put together. She was agreet one for getting things done,
was Eileen Darkstrom.

She was a short, stocky woman in her late thirties, with athick bush of bright red hair that burned like
glowing copper in the lamplight. Her skin was pale and freckled, but what would have been pleasant
enough features were marred by her constant scowl. Darkstrom was afighter, and didn't care who knew
it. Her green eyes blazed fiercely as she hammered on the table with her fist, and Sted winced in
sympathy for thetable. Asone of Mistport's leading blacksmiths, Darkstrom’s muscular arm was enough
to frighten anyone, let done atable fast gpproaching its century.

Shewasfindly getting around to the matter of theDarkwind' sdisrupters, but Stedl had given up trying
to follow her tortuous argument. He looked away, and his gaze fdll on thetall, brooding man sitting to
Darkstrom's |eft. He looked up, and their eyes met for amoment. Stedl kept hisfeatures carefully
impassive. Count Stefan Bloodhawk nodded curtly, and then turned his attention back to Darkstrom, his
long eegant fingers laced together to provide a platform for his sharply pointed chinto rest on. The
Bloodhawk was known to be wdll into hisforties, but his aristocratic festures were clear and unlined, and
he had the lean musculature of aman half hisage. His shoulder-length jet-black hair had been pulled
back and tied with ascarlet ribbon, showing off his prominent widow's peak. There were those who said
he dyed his hair, but never to the man'sface. The Bloodhawk's dark eyes were hooded and unrelenting,
like those of the ancient bird from which his Clan took its name, and his great beak of anose and
high-boned features only added to the resemblance. Sted frowned dightly, and lowered hiseyes. There
were many things he hated about having to attend Council meetings, and having to talk politely with the
Bloodhawk was right at the top of the list.

Count Stefan Bloodhawk was a paragon of virtue. Everybody said so, including him. He was head of a
dozen uncontroversa charities, ostentatioudy supported the right causes, and was Chief Commander of
the city Watch. He was congtantly bringing cases of injustice to the Council's attention, and then
demanding to know what they intended to do about it. He belonged to the proper associations, moved in
al theright circles, and practised a cold courtesy that was somehow more infuriating than any open insult
could ever be. Stedd was not alone in wondering just what such aparagon of virtue could have doneto
end up Outlawed on Mistworld. The Bloodhawk kept himsdlf to himself, and offered no clues.

Sted glanced at him, and then at Eileen Darkstrom. She and the Bloodhawk had been friends for years,
and were rumoured to be lovers, though what the hell they saw in each other was quite beyond Sted!. In



his opinion, the Bloodhawk wouldn't know an honest emation if it ran up and bit him on the arse. But
then, Stedl wasjust alittle biased when it came to Count Stefan Bloodhawk. Over the years, Stedl had
made agreat deal of money from his position as Port Director. He regarded it as alegitimate perquisite.
He was careful not to be too greedy, and made sure hislittle extra ventures never interfered with his
work as starport Director. Reasonable enough behaviour, he would have thought. Unfortunately, the
Bloodhawk thought differently. More than once held used his position in the Watch to try and trap Sted!
into situations where he could be impeached. So far he hadn't succeeded, but of late Steel had had to be
more than usually careful to cover histracks. If Stedl hadn't known better, he would have sworn the
Bloodhawk was out to get him. The sanctimonious creep.

Sted looked acrossthe table at Donald Royal, sitting dumped in his Chairman's seet, haf adeep as
usua. Hiswispy white hair hung uncombed in long feathery strands, and hisface held more wrinklesthan
Mistport had streets.

Hed been ahuge and muscular man in his day, but dthough his framewasjust aslarge, the muscles had
dowly drifted away over the years, until now little remained of the giant he had once been. No one
doubted hisright to it at Council; he'd earned that right through blood and sacrifice. His past deeds as
both warrior and politician were legendary. But these days his mind tended to wander, and since he dept
through most meetings anyway, Steel wasn't donein wondering why the man couldn't just retire
gracefully with honour and doze by his own damned fire.

Stedl looked up sharply as he redlised Darkstrom had finally stopped talking, and quickly joinedin the
polite applause as she sat down. Experience had shown that if Darkstrom felt she hadn't had enough
applause, she was quite capable of getting up and starting al over again. Not for the first time, Stedl
hadn't aclue asto what the hell she'd been talking about, but since sheld always been solidly pro-tech, he
had no doubt that she'd finally ended up backing his pogition over the disrupter cannon.

There was aquiet scraping of wood on wood as Suzanne du Wolfe pushed back her chair and rose to
her feet. Sted sighed quietly, and braced himsalf. Du Wolfe meant well, but as an esper hersdf it was
only natural that she should support the esper cause. Stedl just wished sheld be alittle less open and alot
lesslong-winded about it. Du Wolfe glanced quickly round the table, tucking acurl of her long auburn
hair behind her left ear. Tdl, lithe, and elegant, she was barely into her twenties and dready
heartstoppingly lovely. At firgt glance she seemed too young and innocent to be a part of Mistport's ruling
Council, but there was aharsh strength in her dark, even eyes, and the beauty of her face was marred by
the old whiplash scar that lay redly across her broken right cheekbone. The scar gave her face an odd,
twisted look, and pulled up the right Sde of her mouth into a constant bitter half-amile.

The Empire distrusted its espers, and so kept them under a harsh and brutd discipline. Which was why
so many of them ended up on Mistworld.

"Disrupters,” said Suzanne du Wolfe quietly, her hands resting lightly on the tabletop as she leaned
forward. "No one doubts their worth as weapons, but we dl know their limitations. Cannon have afaster
recharge time than handguns, but it till takestheir energy crystals agood minute and more to recharge
between each shot. With dl respect, Councillor Darkstrom, there's nothing these disrupters can do that
the esper shidd can't do just aswell, and much more efficiently.”

She stopped, and raised her |eft hand. She frowned dightly, and a pale blue flame sprang into being,
licking lazily around her hand without harming it. Du Wolfe smiled dowly, and the flame blazed up into a
stream of bright, burning fire, legping and flaring like a glowing fountain. The other Councillorsleant back
inther chairs, flinching from the searing heet. And then the flame was gone, with nothing left to show it
had ever been there, save for the unnatural warmth that still permeated the Council chamber. Suzanne du



Wolfewas aPyro.

"The psonic shidd has kept Mistworld safe from the Empire for almost two centuries. Working
together, espers can hex aship'stech and mindwipeits crew in lesstime than it takes a computer to bring
itsgunsto bear. And espers don't have to stop to recharge. Disrupters are dl very well in their way, but
an esper will dways be far more dangerous than any man-made weapon.”

Suzanne du Wolfe sat down again, and looked around to see if anyone dared disagree.

"You may well beright," said Darkstrom, "but in the end espers are only human, and humans can make
mistakes. Disrupter cannon just do asthe fire computerstell them, and technology doesn't grow tired or
irritable or make mistakes under pressure. A computer smply carries out its orders. No one here doubts
that the psionic shield has proved itsdlf to be an invauable defence; | merely suggest that thetime has
come to augment that shield with a high-tech system of high-classwesponry. Y ou've never seen what
disrupter cannon can do to a starship, Councillor du Wolfe. | have."

"Wered| familiar with your history asagtarship Captain,” said Suzanne du Wolfe sweetly. "But that was
along time ago. No doubt the Empire hasimproved their force shields since then. If wetry to match thelr
technology with ours, we're dways going to be at a disadvantage. They have vast sources of high tech to
draw on, while ours are dready running out. Our only hope isthe psionic shield; the Empire will never
come up with adefence against espers.”

"I'm not suggesting the psionic shield should be dishanded,” said Darkstrom with noticesbly heavy
patience. "The shield will till be there, but as abackup provision, in case the tech system should
somehow fail. Thiswould free your fellow espers from the need to spend long arduous hours on shield
duty, and enable them to take on other tasks where their skills are more needed. At any given time, there
aretwo hundred espers Sitting in atrance at the command centre, waiting on the off chance that the
Empire might decide to launch an attack. Meanwhile, Mistport isfaling apart around us because we
don't have the technology or the espersto keep it running smoothly.”

"Right," growled Sted. "We can aways use more espers. The psionic shield has aways had one mgor
drawback; it takes aminimum of two hundred espers working together to raise an effective shield. To
fight off an attack by the entire Fleet, weld need five times that number. What happensif for any reason
we couldn't raise that many?'

"There are over two thousand espersin Mistport alone,” said du Wolfe sharply. "And another fifteen
hundred scattered among the outlying farms."

"Thereare now," said Darkstrom. "But only half of them are experienced enough for shield duty. And
can we be sure therell aways be that many? Esp doesn't aways breed true.”

"Right," said Sted. "Finding the wreck of theDarkwind has been a stroke of immense good fortune, and
weld befools not to make the most of it. In case you've dl forgotten, it's getting harder dl the time for
smugglersto break through the Empire blockade. Were running out of high tech, and it's getting damn
near impossible to maintain what technology we have. Even the best-tended machinery will break down
intime, and we're nowhere near being able to build our own high tech. TheDarkwind has provided
enough systems and spares to maintain usfor afew more years, but the disrupter cannon arethe main
jewdlsin the treasure chest. For thefirst time, we have a chance to make Mistworld completely safe from
Imperid attack.

"Now with respect, fellow Councillors, | must insst on adecision. I've been away from the command



centretoo long asit is. The technicians are standing by, ready to ingtal the disrupters. | mustingst onan
answer."

"For once it seemswe are in agreement, Director.” The Bloodhawk's quiet voice was cold but impartia.
"I see no paint in further discussion. Since the disrupters are intended to work with the esper shield,
rather than replaceit, | see no reason why they shouldn't be ingtalled. The future of the psionic shield can
be discussed at alater date. Now, since we dl have other duties compelling our attention, | cdl for a
vote. | vote Aye."

"l vote Nay," said Suzanne du Wolfe quickly.

"Aye," sad Eileen Darkstrom.

"Aye" said Gideon Stedl.

Everyonelooked to Donald Royd, who sat up alittle straighter in his chair, blinking vagudly.

"We are voting on theingtdlation of disrupter cannon at the command centre," said Count Stefan
Bloodhawk.

"I know," snapped Dondd. "I'm not senile yet, Bloodhawk. Now we've got cannon, it'sonly sensblewe
make use of them. | vote Aye."

"Well," said Stedl, rising ponderoudly to hisfeet. "If theré'sno further business. . ."

"Sit down, Gideon," said Dondd Royd, smiling dightly. ™Y our precious command centre can manage
without you for alittlewhilelonger yet."

Sted sank wearily back into his chair, which complained loudly on receiving hisweight again. "All right,
Dondd," he said patiently. "What isit thistime? If it's about the sewers again, we can't afford thetime or
the technology or the engineers. | know we need sewers—| had to walk through the same streetsto get
here—but for the time being well just have to go on managing without them.”

"Mind you, the smell is getting worse," said Darkstrom.

"How can you tell?" asked du Wolfe.

"It takeslonger to scrape off my boots.”

"Desperate though our need for sewersis," said Donald Roya heavily, "we have something more
important to discuss. Hob hounds have appeared at the city boundaries. The beasts are at our gate once
agan.

For amoment, nobody said anything. Stedl frowned, and found himsdlf reaching automaticaly for the
gunonhiship.

"Have there been any actud sightings?' asked Eileen Darkstrom.

"Severd," said Dondd grimly. "And three degths, dl in the Merchants Quarter. One of thevictimswasa
littlegirl. Shewasonly fiveyearsold.”



Stedl shook his head disgustedly. The winter had barely begun, and aready the cold was worse than a
any time since Mistport records began. Asthe temperatures fell lower and lower, and game became
increasingly scarce, it was only to be expected that the Hob hounds would leave their blesk mountain
passes and open tundras, and come sweeping down to raid the outlying farms and settlements, and then
the city. The hounds were aways hungry.

"What's being done?" asked the Bloodhawk.

"I'm sending Investigator Topaz and a company of the Watch into the Merchants Quarter to check
conditions," said Donald Royd dowly. "They'll make agtart first thing tomorrow. It's not much of a
response, but with the weeather asit is, | daren't send any men out at night. Still, if there are any answers
to befound, | daresay Investigator Topaz will find them."

That she will, thought Stedl grimly. Hed had dealings with Topaz himsdlf, and wasn't in any hurry to
repeat the experience. The last time the Bloodhawk had tried to nail Stedl, he'd sent Topaz to look for
evidence. If it hadn't been for some extremely fast footwork on Stedl's part, she'd have found it. Still, it
had to be said that the Investigator was a good choice when it came to hunting down Hob hounds. Even
the hounds had enough sense to be scared of Topaz.

"What about the outlying farms?* he asked suddenly. "Any news from them on the hounds?*

"Communications are still out because of the blizzards," said du Wolfe, just alittle smugly. "The Espers
Guild are keeping essentia news passing, but so far there've only been afew vague referencesto the
hounds. A few people have gone missing in the storms, but we've had no killings reported.”

"That'sodd," said Darkstrom dowly. "The hounds don't usualy bypassthe farms. And surdly there
should have been some reports of approaching hounds before this.”

"Yes" sad Dondd Royal. "There should have been. It's as though the damn animals just appeared out
of nowhere." He stopped short, and glanced worriedly at Suzanne du Wolfe. "Y ou said the blizzards had
hit the farms; how will that affect our food supplies herein the city?"

Du Wolfe shrugged. " Shouldn't affect us much. Bloodhawk, that's more your department, isn't it?"

"Therell be some shortages,” said the Bloodhawk camly, "But nothing to worry about. Most of our
supplies come from underground hydroponics these days. Were in no danger of going hungry. Not in the
short term, anyway."

"l don't see what else we can do at thistime," said Darkstrom, getting to her feet. "I move we adjourn
until the Investigator returns with more up-to-date information.”

"Seconded,” said Sted quickly.

Dondd Roya shrugged, and sank back into his chair, the fire already fading from hiseyesasthe
tiredness returned. Steel got to hisfeet as du Wolfe and the Bloodhawk pushed back their chairs, and as
quickly asthat, the meeting was over. Sted made polite goodbyes to hisfellow Councillors, and then
hesitated as he saw Donad Roya had made no moveto rise from his seat. The others paid no attention,
but Stedl could tell something waswrong. Royd was usudly astickler for courtesy. Steel waited till the
others had left, and then moved back to pull up achair and sit down facing the old Chairman.

"Dondd," hesad quietly. "It'sme, Gideon."



"I'm glad you stayed,”" said Dondd dowly, hisvoice firm and unwavering though his eyesremained
weary. "l need to talk to you, Gideon. Private business, not Council.”

"Of course," said Sted. "I'll helpif | can. Y ou know that."
"It'sabout my grandson,” said Donald Royadl.
"Jamie," said Sted ruefully. "1 might have guessed. What's he been up to thistime?"

"What do you think?' said Donald. "Gambling, of course. He owes money. I've had to help him out on
occasion before, but those were dways small loans, and he dways repaid them. From what I've heard,
thistime hisdebts are agreat ded larger, and he owes them to some rather unpleasant people. So far, he
hasn't dared come to see me, but no doubt he will eventudly. Y ou're hisfriend, Gideon; seeif you can
talk some senseinto him. He can't go on like this. He can't afford it, and neither can|."

"If I canfind him, I'll dowhat | can,” Stedl promised. "But you know Jamie; he only hears what he wants
to."

"Yes," said Donad Royd quietly, bitterly. "I know."

Sted shifted uncomfortably in hischair. He knew it couldn't be easy for aliving legend like Donald Roya
to have agrandson like Jamie, but the lad had been in tight spots before, and dways got out of themin
the end. If nothing ese, Jamie Roya wasasurvivor.

"I'll get in touch with you as soon as | hear anything,” Sted said findly, and Dondd nodded dowly, his
old eyes vague and far away. Stedl got up, and crossed quietly to the door. He looked back once, but
Royd wasdill sitting in hischair, logt in hisyesterdays. Sted |eft, closing the door quietly behind him.

He hurried down the bare wooden stairsto the lobby. It had been more than six hours since dinner, and
he was starving. He could have eaten a horse and gnawed on the hooves. He tempted himsalf with
thoughts of sweetbreads and fresh cream pastries, and took the stairs as quickly as hisbulk would alow.
He paused in the lobby to tap his persona code into amonitor console, on the off chance therewasa
message waiting for him, and the screen immediately cleared to show him the duty esper at the starport
command centre,

"Director, I've been trying to contact you for hours."

"Sorry," said Sted. "The Council meeting dragged on longer than any of us expected. But we've got the
go-ahead for the disrupters; you can tell the techniciansto tart ingtdlation immediately.”

"Director, weve had arefugee ship arrive from Tannim; theBalefire . A medium-gze ship, around five
million tons. She had to crash-land on the main pad, but she came through it well enough. I've placed her
under gtrict quarantine, and put the centreon Yelow Alert. TheBalefire' s Captain saysthat Tannim's. . .
gone. | redly think you should get back here as soon aspossible.”

Sted shook his head sickly. " So, the rumours were true. Tannim has been Outlawed. The whole damned
planet.”

"Y es, Director. According to theBalefire' s Captain, the Imperial Fleet just dropped out of hyperspace,
took up orbit around Tannim, and then scorched the planet lifeless. There's no telling how many millions



died. There was no warning given. None at dl."

"Therenever is," said Sted. "Dear God, awhole planet . . . Follow standard procedures, duty esper. Il
be with you as soon as| can. Any problemswith theBalefire 7

"I'm not sure, Director. |'ve had the port espers scanning the ship, and apparently they've been getting
somerather . . . unusua readings.”

Sted frowned. "How do you mean, unusud?"

The duty esper shrugged unhappily. "It's not easy to explain, sir. | think you'd better come and take a
look for yoursdlf."

"If I mugt, | mugt,” said Stedl. "Maintain Y ellow Alert, and contact the city Watch, just in case anyone
triesto break quarantine. Any other problems canwait till | get there.”

He blanked the monitor, and thought wistfully about sweetbreads and pastries. The esper scan was
probably just afalse darm, but he didn't fed likerisking it. In hisown way, Director Stedl took his duties
serioudy.

CHAPTER FOUR

Killer inthe Mists

The sun had just begun its dow crawl up the sky as Investigator Topaz and Sergeant Michad Gunn led
their company of Watchmen through the Merchants Quarter. The early morning light filtered unevenly
past the thick curling mists, and the sun wasllittle more than apaered circle, glimpsed dimly through the
fog. Thenight's bitter cold wasfaling reluctantly away, and the icicles hanging from roofs and guttersand
windowslIs had dl developed their own persstent drip of icy water.

Thewinding, narrow streets were gill mostly deserted, but dready the first few beggars and Street
traders had begun to appear from dark back aleys and sheltered lean-tos. And here and there, lying
half-buried in the snow, were the siff unmoving bodies of those who'd been unableto find shelter from
the cold. All too many of them were children, |eft to wander alonein the bitter night, bereft of family or
shelter or hope. The Watch passed the bodies by, paying the pathetic heaps of rags no red attention; it
was too common asight to be worth a second glance. One of Mistworld'sfirst lessons was the fuitility of
mourning over thingsthat could not be changed, or even eased. The Outlaw planet was a harsh world,
and cared little for thelife it rluctantly sustained.

A lone horse moved dowly out of the mists towards the Watch, itsrider huddied insde athick black
cloak. Horse and rider moved with an eerie silence over the snow-covered cobbles, forming dowly out
of the fog like some shadowy phantom. Investigator Topaz kept awary eye on them asthey passed
dowly by and disappeared back into the mists. The cloaked and hooded rider had paid the Watch no
attention, but in thiskind of areait was wise to trust nothing and nobody.

Topaz strode on through the thick snow, one hand resting lightly on the butt of the holstered gun at her
side. Her eyesflickered a every aleyway and side street she passed, but nobody challenged her, and the
shadows remained just shadows. It seemed the threat of the Hob hounds had been enough to keep the
human vermin off the streets, for atime a least. Topaz frowned. The city boundary wasn't far now, and
Topaz hadn't much experience of Hob hounds. She knew what everybody knew, that they were quick



and they were deadly and there was no defence against them except to attack first, but that was all she
knew. She had a strong fedling that might not be enough.

She glanced at her husband, walking quietly beside her. Sergeant Michagl Gunn was aninch or sotaller
than her five foot six, but his broad shoulders and muscular frame made him seem shorter. Hewasin his
mid-thirties, but asyet hisface and body had made no concessionsto either his hard life or the passing of
time. Hislong brown hair was pulled back in a scaplock, the sign of the mercenary. Gunn had been a
Sergeant of the city Watch for over five years, but he liked to keep his options open. His dark laughing
eyes were fixed on the street ahead, and his stride was loose and easy, amost as though he was looking
forward to his encounter with the Hob hounds. Topaz smiled dightly. Maybe he was, Michagl Gunn
needed excitement the way most men needed food and drink.

The boundary wall loomed out of the thickening mists before them, a huge twenty-foot barrier of stone
and mortar that marked the outer limit of the Merchants Quarter, and the edge of the city. The stonework
was scarred and pitted from the unrelenting weather, but the four-feet-thick wall was till strong enough
to keep out most of Mistworld's predators. Unfortunately, atwenty-foot leap was nothing to aHob
hound. Topaz glared thoughtfully about her as Gunn spread out the Watchmen in adefensive pattern.
They moved slently and cautioudy into the surrounding warren of Sde streets and dleyways, checking
the snow for recent tracks. Gunn came back to join Topaz, and took his gun from his holster to check
the energy charge. It was amogt full. He put the disrupter away, and looked gloomily about him.

"Hob houndsinthecity . . . If you ask me, the Council's gone daft. Everyone knows the hounds don't
get thisfar south until midwinter at the earliest. Do you think this could be somekind of drill?*

Topaz shrugged. "Could be, | suppose. But then, you never can tell what the damned hounds are going
to do from one year to the next."

Gunn grunted an acknowledgement, and glanced dubioudy at the boundary wall. There could be haf a
hundred hounds gathered on the other side of that wall, and held never know it until they came scrabbling
over the top. They should have built some eye-dlits into the damned thing , he thought. Gunn sniffed
disgustedly, and looked back at his men. The Watchmen had trampled the surrounding snow into dush,
and haf of them were so far avay they were little more than shadows moving in the mists. Thefog
muffled most sounds, and even the dow, gusting wind had been reduced to adull, faraway keening. At
least it had findly stopped snowing. Gunn sniffed heavily and wiped his nose on the back of hisglove.
Ever since hed first come to Mistworld six years ago, he'd had one damned cold after another. He was
beginning to forget what it was like to have a sense of smell. He stamped his feet hard against the packed
snow, trying to drive out some of the cold that was dready gnawing at his bones. He should have brought
his cloak. He glanced a Topaz, stlanding quietly beside him, and smiled fondly. She never seemed to fedl
the cold, or if shedid, sherefused to givein to it. There were those who mistook her poise and €legance
for coldness, but Gunn knew better. Topaz prided herself on her control; that was what made her such a
deadly fighter. Not for the first time, Gunn looked admiringly at hiswife and wondered what hed done
right to deserve her.

Investigator Topaz was a medium-height, dim, handsome woman in her late twenties, who wore her
sword and her gun with a casua competence that was both disturbing and intimidating. Her
close-cropped dark hair gave her classical features acam, aesthetic air. Her face was aways composed,
and her stance was relaxed but unyielding. Most people considered her a cold fish, but Michad Gunn
had aways admired her poise. Topaz had her fires and her needs, but she shared them only with him.
Perhaps because he was the only man who'd ever earned her trust.

Thefog seemed to be growing thicker, and the sun waslogt to Sght. Lanterns glowed bravely on the



surrounding walls, their light the only landmarksin the endless sea of grey. The mists pressed close about
Topaz, leaving a sheen of moisture on her hair and cloak. The Investigator frowned thoughtfully. The Hob
hounds preferred aheavy fog to do their hunting in. She thought about drawing her gun, but immediately
decided againgt it. To do so this early might be misinterpreted by her men asasign of weakness, and
Topaz had sworn never to be weak again. Shetried not to think about her past with the Empire, but her
memories were aways with her. Memories of the things she'd done, the things the Empire had made her
do; al the many deaths. . . Topaz closed her eyes amoment, forcing back the past by concentrating on
her assignment. There was aways work, to bury the memories. Topaz had alot she needed to forget, but
sometimes it seemed to her that even on Mistworld there was no escape from the Empire; the spectre at
the feast, the wolf at the gate. Topaz opened her eyes and glared coldly at the mists around her. Shewas
free, and she would stay free, even from her own memories. Her hand closed tightly around the pommel
of her sword, and her heavy Investigator's cloak of navy blue settled about her shoulders like the weight
of past ans.

"Chasing Hob hounds," growled Michadl Gunn. "We should be tracking down last night's burglar, not
wadting our time with this nonsense.”

"We have our orders.”

Gunn muttered something under his breath, and Topaz smiled dightly. "What's the matter, my husband?
Pride hurt?'

"Something like that. | would have sworn an oath our security could keep out anyone but a Poltergeist,
but that flaming roof runner just walked right in like our defences weren't even there. And it's more than
that; it's knowing that someone else wasin our house, our home, invading our privacy . . ."

"Hedidn't get the crystal. Y ou came back in timeto stop him.”

"Thereisthat. Though if | hadn't had to go to the toilet, maybe the sensor on the bedroom door would
have caught him." Gunn shook his head unhappily. "At least the crystd is safely at the command centre
now, and out of our hands. Anything that happensto it from now on istheir respongbility."

"Exactly," said Topaz camly. "The Hob hounds are our responsibility.”

"All right, dl right." Gunn leaned against the boundary wall, the harsh uneven stone pressing
uncomfortably into his back. His broad, stocky body wasfull of anervous energy that gave him an edgy,
restlesslook even when standing gtill. Hisright hand rested on his gunbelt, not far from his disrupter,
while hisdark, darting eyes probed the shadows of the nearby alleys. The rest of the Watch were
methodically searching the alleyways and side streets for traces of the hounds, poking their swords and
pikesinto the darker doorways and openings. So far al they'd found had been haf-a-dozen cats and one
rather startled drunk.

Topaz rested her hand on her holstered gun, but knew that if the hounds were here, they'd haveto be
fought with cold tedl in the end. Out of the whole company, only she and Gunn had disrupters. Energy
gunswere rare on Mistworld. Still, areliance on energy wegpons just made you soft in thelong run, and
Mistworld had its own ways of dealing with the weak. Gunn shivered suddenly, and Topaz frowned.

"You'recold," shesaid brusquely. "I told you to wear your heavy cloak."

"I don't like cloaks. They get in the way when you're fighting."



"They keep you warm when it's cold. Here." Shetook off her own cloak and draped it round her
husband's shoulders, ignoring his protests. "Don't argue with me, Michaedl. | don't fed the cold like you.
I've been trained to survive much worse extremes of temperature than this.”

"Y ou and your Investigator'straining,” muttered Gunn, pulling the cloak about him nonethelessand
fiddling with the clasp. "Even aHadenman couldn't do haf thethingsyou clam.”

"Wear the cloak,” said Topaz firmly, but her eyes were full of fondness. Topaz had spent many years as
an Investigator, apaid murderer in the service of the Empire. Sheld been very successful in her work,
until she met the mercenary called Michael Gunn. Hed taught her to fed human again. Not long after,
they'd both been Outlawed, and they had come, as so many before them, to Mistworld, the rebel planet.
The only surviving rebel planet. Now Topaz and Gunn were both Sergeantsin the city Watch, guardians
of law and order, afact that never failed to tickle Gunn's sense of irony.

Topaz il kept thetitle of Investigator. Even she wasn't sure why.
"Y ou ever seen aHob hound, close up?* asked Gunn.
Topaz shook her head. ™Y ou have, haven't you?'

"Yeah. | led theraid up at Hardcastle's Rock, thistime last year. The place was crawling with the ugly
beasts. The hounds had killed every man, woman, and child in the town, far more than they could ever
have hoped to eat. They killed just for the joy of it. Most of what's written about the houndsis rubbish.
Thelargest onel ever saw was barely ten feet long, and they're not poisonous. They don't need to be.
They run on dl fours, they're covered in fur, and the head islong and wolfish, but that's dl they havein
common with ahound. They're dways hungry, and they move so fast they seem likeablur. Their fur is
white and their hearts are dark. They delight in daughter and the torturing of prey.”

"They should fed right at homein Migtport,” said Topaz, and Gunn cracked up. Heloved Topaz's dry
sense of humour, mostly becauseit was sorare.

Topaz suddenly became very till, and Gunn froze in place beside her. The Investigator's face had
formed into harsh, unyielding lines, and her eyeswere hunter's eyes.

"What isit?" asked Gunn quietly.

"There's something out there," said Topaz, her voice little more than amurmur. " Something moving, deep
inthemigs.

"Herein the Quarter with us?' Gunn looked casudly about him, but dl he could see were the shifting
shadows of the nearby Watchmen. "Isit a hound?

"l don't think so. It feelsmore like aman. At about four o'clock, I'd say."

Gunn glanced in the indicated direction. All he could see wasthe curling mists, but suddenly his skin was
crawling beneath his scalplock asdl his old mercenary'singtincts kicked in. The fedling of being watched
and studied was all at once so overpowering he wondered how he could have missed it for so long.
Assuming, of course, that his clash with the burglar hadn't suddenly turned him paranoid. Gunn whistled
quietly, and three Watchmen appeared out of the mists before him.

"Anything to report?' he asked casudly, but his hands move surreptitioudy in the mercenary's hand



sgnashe and Topaz had carefully taught their men. Hisvoice was routine, but his hands said, We're
being watched. One man. Four o'clock. Find him .

"Haven't seen anything, Sergeant,” said the most senior of the Watchmen, nodding dightly.
"Okay," said Gunn. "Keep looking."

The Watchmen faded back into the fog, and were gone. Topaz looked at Gunn.

"Do you think they'll find him?"

"I doubt it," Gunn admitted. "Whoever's out there has to be bloody good to have got this close without
ether of us catching on earlier. But who the hell would be that interested in us?’

"Empire agents?"

Gunn shook hishead dowly. "Therell aways be some Empire spiesin Mistport, but we were never
important enough to justify any of them coming after us here."

Topaz looked a Gunn thoughtfully. "So why isthere somebody out there watching us?"
"Hounds! Ware the houndd"

Topaz and Gunn drew their disrupters at the Watchman's shout and moved quickly to stand back to
back. Watchmen boiled out of their hiding places and peered quickly about them, swords and pikes at
the ready. Somewhere out in the fog aman screamed shrilly, and the sound was cut suddenly short. And
out of the curling mists the Hob hounds came howling.

Their white fur blended into the fog, so that it was hard to tell where the one ended and the other began.
Only their bright emerald eyes showed clearly againgt the midts, together with the steaming scarlet maws
that gaped wide to show long, vicious teeth. The hounds moved through the fog like wild, demonic
ghogts, and their cry wasfull of an endless hunger and an endless hate. They legpt among the Watchmen,
rending and tearing, and blood flew on the freezing air. Men and hounds rolled together on the
hard-packed snow, sword and fang searching for a dropped guard or a bared throat. One Watchman
thrust his pike deep into a hound's side, spiking it to a sturdy wooden door. The hound screamed and
struggled, refusing to die until the Watchman cut its throat with his dagger. Two hounds pulled down a
Watchman and tore him to pieces dmost before he had time to scream. Gunn took careful am with his
disrupter, and the searing energy beam shot out to burn clean through alunging hound. It fell sllently to
the snow and lay ill, itsfur burning fiercely. Gunn dipped the disrupter back into its holster and drew his
sword. The gun was usdless until its energy crystal had recharged, and that would take at least two
minutes. A lot could happen in two minutes. Gunn hefted his sword eagerly, and headed for the nearest
hound.

The snow and dush were stained with crimson and littered with the dead and the dying, and till the Hob
hounds legpt and tore among the milling Watchmen. Sted flashed in the lantern light, and the air
reverberated to the savage howling of the hounds. Gunn and Topaz moved with deadly skill through the
thick of thefray, guarding each other's back. Topaz shot ahound asit legpt for her throat, and then threw
hersdalf to one side as the burning body crashed past her to dam against the boundary wall. Another
hound came flying out of the miststowards her, and Topaz knew there was no time to draw her sword.
She opened her mouth and sang asingle, piercing note. The tightly focused beam of esper-backed sound
smashed the hound into the snow. It quivered once and then lay till, blood seeping from its ears and



muzze

Topaz holstered her gun and drew her sword. She looked quickly about her, and her heart missed a
beat as she realised Michad Gunn had become separated from her in thefighting. Sherelaxed alittle as
she saw her navy blue cloak moving among the purple-cloaked Watchmen, and forced herself to
concentrate on the matter at hand. Gunn had been amercenary for over ten years; he could look after
himself. Her sword sheared clean through a hound'srib cage, the keen-edged New Damascus sted!
barely jarring on the splintering bones. The hound collapsed and scrabbled helplesdy on the bloody
snow. Topaz killed it quickly, and then a heavy weight dammed into her from behind, and she and the
attacking hound fdll together in aclawing, struggling hegp. Topaz sworevicioudy asaflaling paw raked
across her thigh. She pushed the pain to the back of her mind, and thrust her sword deep into the hound's
guts even asits jaws reached for her face. The hound howled with rage and pain, and then fell limply
across her, soaking her furswith its steaming blood.

Topaz pulled herself out from under the dead weight, and staggered to her feet. Her wounded leg ached
fiercely. She looked down and saw her left thigh was dick with blood, only some of it the hound's. She
shrugged, and looked away. The muscle was il intact, and the leg still held her weight. That wasdl that
mattered. She looked down at the dead hound, and shivered in spite of hersaf. Ninefoot long, if it was
aninch. The eyeswere dready glazing over, but its paws till twitched, as though searching for the enemy
that had killed it.

Topaz hefted her sword and looked about her, but the fight was over. The Watchmen were finishing off
the last few wounded hounds with their pikes, and the air no longer reverberated with the howling of the
hounds. The only sounds now were the ragged breathing and occasionad moans of pain from the surviving
Watchmen. Topaz did aquick head count, and found that although they'd been facing afull dozen Hob
hounds, she'd logt only nine Watchmen from her company of twenty-five. Topaz grinned harshly. The
Hob hounds were certainly impressive, but muscles and claws and fangs were no match for handguns
and cold stedl. She looked round for Michagl Gunn, to share her triumph with him, but he was nowhere
to be seen. A sudden chill wrapped itsalf around Topaz's heart.

"Michadl? Michad ?'

There was no reply. Topaz gestured quickly to the Watchmen, and they spread out through the
surrounding back streets and dleyways, calling their Sergeant's name. It didn't take long to find him.
Topaz saw the answer in the Watchman's face as he came to tell her. Shefollowed him into anarrow
dleyway, and gtared sllently at the unmoving body of her husband. Michag Gunn lay face down in the
blood-soaked snow, hissword il in hishand. A dead hound lay only afew feet away. Topaz knelt
beside her husband, her face as cold and composed as ever. She reached out a hand to take his shoulder
and turn him over, and then stopped when she saw the ragged hole burned through the navy blue cloak.
A cold and deadly rage surged through her as she realised the Hob hound hadn't killed her husband.
Michael Gunn had been shot in the back with an energy gun.

There's someone out in the mists, watching us. . .

Topaz placed her hand gently on Michagl Gunn's shoulder, and squeezed it once. "Rest easy, my
husband. | swear upon my heart and upon my honour that | will avenge you. | promise you blood and
terror, Michadl; blood and terror to our enemies.”

She paused amoment, almost expecting him to repeat the mercenary's curse after her, but the only
sound in the alleyway was the distant moaning of the wind. Topaz patted Gunn's shoulder once more, as
though to apologisefor leaving him, and then she rose dowly to her feet and walked out of the dley to



rgoin the slently waiting Watchmen.

"The Sergeant isdead,” she said quietly. "Carry him back to hishome. | will notify the Council thet the
Hob hounds have been dedlt with."

Her voice was cam and perfectly composed, and if she cried any tears, they stayed locked inside her.
Topaz was an Investigator.

CHAPTER FIVE

Balefire

Stedl sighed, and put down his cup. They'd forgotten the sugar again. Eleven years he'd been Director of
Mistworld's only starport, and they <till couldn't remember to put sugar in his coffee. It wasn't even redl
coffee. Heleant back in his specialy reinforced chair, and stared sourly about him. Computer banks and
monitor screens lay spread out to every side of him, piled one on top the other as often as not. Lessthan
haf of them gtill worked at any given time. The heavy wooden desk before him was overflowing with
reports and schedules and inventories, but for the moment he couldn't work up the energy to ded with
them. Sted felt tired and duggish and irritable, and theBal efire worried at his nerveslike anagging
toothache.

All around his soundproofed glass cubicle the starport control tower worked on with itsusud air of grim
urgency. There was dways more to be done than there wastimeto do it in, and everybody knew it. The
technology broke down faster than it could be repaired, work piled up as deadlines were constantly
shortened, and every year the damned winter blizzards arrived out of nowhere and buried the landing
pads under seven feet of snow. The command centre carried on asbest it could, and prayed for better

days.

Gideon Sted sat dumped in his chair and gnawed thoughtfully at the last piece of sweetbread. He
reached for the console keyboard built into his desk, and tapped in acode. The command monitor
screen lit up, and after amoment the swirling colours dowly formed into aclear image. Looming out of
the curling migtslike agreat sed mountain, theBalefire lay brooding on the main landing pad; the last
ship out of Tannim before the Imperia Fleet scorched the planet lifeless. Sted's chair creaked in
complaint as histwo hundred pounds stirred uneasily. As Port Director, Stedl was persondly responsible
for every ship that landed at the port, and theBal efire was amystery. Stedl didiked mysteries. He
scowled at the screen, and scratched absently at hisbald patch, asif to stir histhoughtsinto action. As
the only surviving planet to bresk free of Empire rule, Mistworld wasthe end of theline for thosethe
Empire Outlawed; you either made your way to Mistport or your scalp hung from abounty hunter's belt.
Normally, when the Iron Empress Outlawed awhol e planet there were thousands of refugees caught
offworld. Strange that no other shipshad comecaling. . . .

The screen flickered, and the picture broke up into amass of swirling colours. Stedl cursed wearily, and
heaved himself up out of his chair. He moved quickly over to the command monitor, and dammed a
meaty fist down onto the top of the set. The screen flickered again, and then cleared reluctantly to show
theBalefire . Sted shook his head dowly, and returned to his chair. The sooner the first assgnment of
spare parts arrived from theDarkwind , the better. The command centre's systems were becoming
increasingly jury-rigged and improvised, and therefore, not surprisingly, increasingly unreliable. Thewhole
damn place wasfalling to pieces around him, and there was nothing he could do about it. Sted picked up
the latest smuggler manifests from his desk and leafed disgustedly through the flimsy papers. Typicd. He
needed memory crystals and solar energy converters, and what had the smugglers brought him?



Lightspheres, heating units, and flush toilets. Stedl threw the manifests down, and squeezed his eyes shut
amoment. He had no right to complain. The smugglersrisked their lives every time they braved the
Empire blockade; it was only to be expected they'd concentrate on goods they knew they could get a
good pricefor. And anyway, as the smugglers so often pointed out, beggars can't be choosers.

Steel opened his eyes and looked out of his glass cubicle at the surrounding command centre.
Technicians and espers moved purposefully back and forth from leve to leve, tending the machinery and
keeping alive the complex beast that the starport had become. Thick swirling fog pressed close against
the vast stedlglasswindows of the control tower, isolating it from the rest of the landing field. Only the
espers and the monitor screens kept Mistport functioning, and there were never enough of either. To
Sted'seft lay the navigation systems, and to hisright, the communications net. Directly before him, where
the main computer banks had once been, there were now arow of camp beds. Lying on those beds
were fifty men and women with blank faces and empty eyes. Each one of them had an intravenous drip
Strapped to hisarm, feeding them nutrients. Stedl flinched at the sight of them, but didn't look away. They
were hisresponshility, like every other part of Mistport. In asense, they were his children; afact that
never ceased to torment him. When the computers had first started to break down, he had sought out
and gathered together the only kind of people who could replace acomputer: lightning cal culators and
idiot savants, dl of them with just enough esp to link up with ateepath. Take enough of these people and
put them together with ahandful of espers, and you ended up with arough equivaent of acomputer. A
thinking machine. It was a poor subgtitute at best, and every now and again one of the unitswould have
to be replaced. The weaker minds tended to burn out.

"Director."

Sted looked back at his command monitor. TheBalefire' simage had disappeared from the screen, and
inits place was the worried face of the duty esper. Hewas barely into histwenties, but dready hisface
showed deep-etched lines of care and worry.We're starting them too young , thought Steel. And
asking too much of them. How long before we're reduced to breaking in children, aslong as
they've got the esp we need? He sighed, and shook his head wesrily.

"Yes, lad. What isit?'

"The Captain of theBal€fire has given us access to hisflight computers, Director. Apparently, just before
his ship dropped into hyperspace, his onboard cameras were able to catch the last few moments of
Tannim's Outlawing. | thought you might want to seetherecording.”

"Of course. Runit."

Sted keyed his command monitor into the main system, and watched impassively as the screen showed
him the deeth of a planet.

Hundreds of Empire ships surrounded Tannim, pouring down destruction. Refugee shipstrying to flee
the planet were blown out of space dmost before they |eft the atmosphere. The searing disrupter beams
showed stark and bright against the dark of space, and the planet writhed beneath them like an insect
transfixed on apin. The oceans boiled, and vol canoes and earthquakes ripped apart theland. Theice
poles melted, and the air was churned into an endless maelstrom of sorms and hurricanes. And till the
Imperia Fleet grew larger as more and more ships dropped out of hyperspace and into orbit, and till the
disrupter beams stabbed down, scorching the planet lifeless.

How many millions dead, how many millions. ..



The monitor screen went blank, and Stedl sat for along whilein silence, staring at nothing. It was one
thing to know that a planet's entire popul ation had been destroyed; it was quite another to watch it
happening. And yet he couldn't let it affect hisjudgement. He daren't. He had to be true to his duty; the
protection of Mistport. He reached out and dowly tapped a code into his console. The command
monitor lit up again.

n DlJty m..ll

"Yes, Director?"

"Have you any more information on those strange readings your people picked up from theBalefire 7'
"Nothing definite, Sr. Our sensors detected a concentration of energy levelswhich suggests that most of
the ship's passengers are being carried in cryogenic units, but even so, our espersare still picking up
some very unusud life sgns. There's something strange aboard theBal efire , Director. Something cold
and powerful and . . . dien.”

"Alien?You mean an dienlifeform?"

"l don't know, Director. None of us have ever come across anything like this before. Whatever it isthe
Balefire’ scarrying, it'swell shielded. It could be anywhere aboard the ship.”

"Do you think this creature's dangerous?”'

"l couldn't say, Director. But it isdisturbing.”

Sted pursed hislipsthoughtfully and tapped them with an index finger. "Get metheBalefire’ s Captain.”
"Yes, Director."

There was a pause as the screen went blank, and then adow, grim voice issued from the monitor's

Speakers.
"Thisis Captain Starlight, of theBalefire ."
"Welcometo Mistport, Captain,” said Sted!.

"Never mind the damned amenities; my hull's breached in adozen places, my ship's sysemsarefdling
gpart, and my cargo hold'sfull of refugees. How long before | can unload and get arepair crew in here?!

"I'm sorry, Captain. Until theBalefire' sbeen fully inspected and cleared, no onewill be alowed to leave
your ship for any reason. My security people are armed and have been given ordersto shoot on sight.”

"What?'
"Migport's dready suffered one Empire plague ship, Captain. We don't take chances anymore.”
Therewasalong silence.

"How areyour crew, Captain?' asked Sted politdy. "What condition arethey in?"



"Pretty bad. Most of them are dead, back on Tannim. | had to raise ship while | had the chance; |
couldn't wait for them. . . . Thefew | have with me are exhausted. They've each had to do a dozen men's
work. They need medica attention, Director. | take it you will &t least allow adoctor to come on board?!

"I'msorry,” said Stedl.

"Y ou can't be serious, damn you! My crew needs a doctor. They could die!”

"Thenthey die
The words seemed to echo endlesdy on the silence.

"If just one of my men diesneediedy . . ."

"Save your threats, Captain. I've heard them al before.”

"Aye. I'm sure you have."

"My espers did athorough scan on your ship, Captain. They picked up some. . . interesting readings.”

"Isthat it? Is that the reason you're keeping us cooped up in this death ship? Just because afew bloody
freaks have a bad feding about us? I'll have your head for thisl"

"l doubt it,” said Stedl calmly. "But | may haveto take yours. Well talk again later, Captain.”

He broke the connection without waiting for an answer. Everyone on Mistworld understood the concept
of the Trojan horse. For those with short memories, Mistport's cemeterieswere full of reminders. There
was a sudden blast of noise behind him, and Steel winced as he turned quickly round to find Jamie Royal
leaning nonchalantly against the open cubicle door. The young esper grinned at Stedl, and trimmed an
immaculate fingernail with awicked-looking dirk.

"Gideon, how are you doing?'

"Closethe door!" Sted roared. "Can't hear mysdf think with al that noise!"

Jamie nodded casualy, put away hisknife, and pushed the door shut with his elbow. The uproar of
voices and machinery was cut off instantly. Stedl leant back in his chair and hid asmile behind his hand.
He liked Jamie, though he often wondered why. The man drank too much, lived beyond his means, and
would cometo abad end. If an outraged husband didn't kill him first.

"Hello, Jamie. What are you doing here?!

"I've been helping ingal your new cannon.”

Sted raised an eyebrow. " Since when did you develop ataste for honest work?”

Jamie smiled shegpishly. "My creditors were becoming ingstent.”

"I'm surprised they could fineyou."

"Sowasl. | must bedipping.”



Sted had to laugh. "So, Jamie, how did you come to be involved with our disrupters? What you know
about high tech could probably be engraved on your thumbnail without undue difficulty.”

"I've been acting as an interface between the technicians and your living computer.” The young esper
shuddered suddenly. "Y ou can't imagine what that's like, Gideon. Those poor bastards have just enough
mind left to realise what's been done to them. Neither man nor machine, but something caught horribly
between the two. Insde, they're screaming dl thetime.”

"Youthink | like using that mongtrosity? | don't have any choice, Jamie. Wevelessthan hdf the
computers we used to have, and those till on-line areall linked into vital areas of port machinery. We
need those people, Jamie; the port can't function without them.”

"That doesn't makeit right.”

"No. It doesn't.”

Jamie smiled suddenly. "Hark at me, preaching to you. What is the world coming to?"

"| sometimeswonder," growled Stedl. "What do you think of the new defence systems?”

"They'redl right, if you like that sort of thing."

"Y ou might try and sound allittle more impressed, Jamie. Those cannon are strong enough to punch
through an Imperid cruiser's shidds.”

Jamie laughed, and seated himsdlf eegantly on the edge of Stedl's desk, one leg idly swinging. "Still
putting your faith in technology rather than people, Gideon? The psionic shield has kept Mistworld safe

for amost two hundred years, and no damned machinery is ever going to replace us. We're better and
faster than any gun you ever saw.”

Stedl groaned theatricaly. "Not you aswell, Jamie. I've dready spent hours arguing this out with the
damned Council." He broke off suddenly, and looked grimly at the young esper. "I had timefor alittle
chat with your grandfather. He's worried about you."

"He'sdwaysworried about me.”

"Usudly with good reason. Areyou in trouble again, Jamie?"

"No more than usud."

"Jamie. . ."

"Don't worry, Gideon. | know what I'm doing. | owe afew people money, that'sdl. I'm taking care of
it"

Sted knew better than to push for an answer once Jamie's face took on that bland, innocent look. In his
own way, Jamie had his pride. He got himself into messes, so he had to get himself out. If it had been
anyone dse, Sted would have called it amatter of honor. . . .

"So, what can | do for you, Jamie?



"It seems | need your permission to leave the centre, and right at this moment arather delightful blondeis
waiting impatiently for metojoin her."

"Isshe married?'

"How would | know?"'

"| thought you were gill seeing Madelaine Skye; or has she been arrested for tech-running again?”
Jamie'sface froze suddenly. "I couldn't say. | won't be seeing her again.”

"But | thought youand she. . ."

"Not anymore."

Sted decided not to ask; he didn't think he really wanted to know. His life was complicated enough
without getting himsdf involved in the never-ending intrigues of Jamie Royd'slovelife. "All right," hesaid
findly, smiling in spite of himsdif. "I'll fix it S0 you can leave early. We can manage without you, |
Suppose.”

Jamie grinned, sngpped off asdute, and |eft the cubicle, carefully shutting the door behind him. Stedl
watched him walk jauntily away, and shook his head ruefully. Jamie would never change. Sted turned his
attention back to his command monitor, and for along time he sat quietly, studying the mist-shrouded
hulk of the sarshipBalefire . After awhile he leant forward and tapped a code into his console.

"Yes, Director?'
"Cdl Investigator Topaz of the city Watch and tell her . . . tell her she's needed.”

Sted signed off without waiting for his order to be acknowledged, and sank back in his chair, hisfat
hands clasped |oosely across his ample stomach. It had been almost three years since held seen Topaz;
he'd hoped the gap would be agreat deal longer. Out of al the people the Bloodhawk had sent after him,
only Topaz had come closeto actudly proving anything againgt him. But with a strange refugee ship on
the main landing pad, and the disrupter cannon still beingingtalled . . . Sted smiled sourly. Whatever else
you could say about her, Topaz was very good at finding answers.

Sted's hand strayed to his bald patch again, and he pulled it back.| worry too much , he thought
irritably. Getting soft . He picked up his cup of unsugared coffee and sipped at it. The coffee had gone
cold.

Topaz moved dowly about her living room, picking things up and putting them down again. A log tirred
in the open fire, and the flames jumped higher for amoment before the wood settled again. The crackling
flames were very loud on the quiet. A singlelamp shed awarm, comfortable glow across the room, but
the shadows were till very dark. Topaz moved dowly among her possessions as though searching for a
lifeline, but they gave her no comfort. Shelooked at her padded armchair beside thefire, but didn't Sit
down. Shewastoo restless to settle yet. The room seemed too big and empty with just her init. Sheand
Michael Gunn had lived together as man and wife for dmost seven years, and in dl those yearsthey'd
never been separated from each other for more than afew days at atime, and then only rarely. She
looked at his chair, on the other side of the fireplace, and redised with something like shock that he'd
never gt init again. Shelooked away, but everywhere she looked reminded her of Michadl.



And Michad Gunn was dead.
It hurts. . .

Sheld made the arrangements for hisfunera. Everything had been taken care of. Michael had wanted to
be cremated; he didn't believe in graves or cemeteries, and he had a quiet horror of the bodysnatchers.
No flowers, by request. Michad dways said that flowerswere for the living. So Topaz had accompanied
her husband's body to the crematorium and watched impassively as his coffin was consigned to the
flames. A small choir sang something tasteful in the background. Afterwards, the manager gave her anurn
full of ashes he said were Michadl's, and Topaz took it home with her. It didn't weight much. She put the
urn in acupboard under the stairsand left it there,

Died in the morning, cremated in the afternoon. Ashesto ashes, dust to dust.
It hurts.. . . like somebody hit me.

She wandered dowly, listlesdy, through the living room, her mind far away as she searched for some
kind of reason for Michadl's death. He had his share of enemies, dl mercenariesdid, but few of them had
the money or the resources to reach him on Mistworld. And nswith energy gunswere very
expensive. Lord Raven had sworn vengeance over the affair of Shadrach's Burning. Gunn and Topaz
running sword in hand through the blazing courtyard while a hundred warriorsin jet and silver
murdered each other in a mindless frenzy. Behind and above them, the ancient castle blazed
against the moonless night . But the old Lord had been mad and dying even then, and his son had
shown no interest in feud and vendetta.

Tobias Skinner il carried agrudge from the time Topaz and Gunn had murdered his brother. The
crowd roared as the slavemaster died, and Topaz held up the severed head to show it to the crowd
. But Skinner no longer had the guts or the money for thiskind of vengeance. Topaz shook her head
dowly, and findly sank into her armchair. None of it made any sense. Sheld aready thought of adozen
old enemies, and dismissed them dl. If any of them had arrived at Mistport, now or in the past, shed
have known. She still had her contacts.

She sat brooding in her chair, her muscles aching from the continuous strain of being unableto relax. Her
wounded thigh still troubled her with adull persstent ache. Her head was pounding and her hands shook.
She folded her hands together in her lap and stared into the fire. The day was dowly wearing on, and
tired as she was, she till hadn't gone to bed. She had tried, but found on entering the bedroom that she
couldn't stand the thought of deeping donein the empty bed. She didn't fed like deeping anyway. She
leant her head back againgt the chair and stared unseeingly up at the ceiling. Thoughts moved duggishly
through her mind, drifting here and there, unable to rest. Memories, plansfor revenge, theories of guilt
and murder . . . none of them made any sense. The memories cut at her like so many knives, but she
couldn't get away from them. Everywhere she looked brought back another memory. And anyway, she
wouldn't give them up even if she could. They were dl she had left of Michagl now. Emotionsroared
within her like great consuming flames, but till her face remained calm and composed. Sheld worn her
mask along time, and knew that without it she'd break down completely. And she didn't havetimefor
that now. She'd do her mourning later, after sheld tracked down Michael'skiller. She had no faith in the
Watch finding the murderer. Mistport was full of murderers. And besides, the Watch dedlt only in justice.
Topaz wanted revenge.

She reached out to the table beside her chair and picked up a small wooden casket. She held it before
her for along moment, just looking at it, remembering, and then she snapped open the catch and raised



thelid. Indde the casket was an ornately fashioned steel bracelet. Topaz took it out and hefted it in her
hand, then dipped it round her left wrist and locked it firmly in place. It was apersond force shield. They
were rare on Mistworld, even more so than energy guns. Topaz had brought it with her when she and
Gunn had escaped from Darkmoon's Standing and headed straight for Mistworld. She hadn't worniitin
Mistport; with Gunn and the Watch to guard her back, she'd never felt the need. Now he was gone, and
she had akiller to find, done. The bracelet weighed heavy on her wrist. Michadl had been working on it
for the past few months, trying out an ideaheld had. Michadl loved to tinker.

Topaz irred restlessy, needing to be going somewhere, doing something . . . But as yet she had no

cluesor leadsto follow. Her mind was till too shocked to work logicaly, and she knew it. Until the
shock wore off she wasin no condition to begin her search. She sighed quietly. In the meantime, she
needed something to do, to occupy her mind and keep her from thinking. She knew she ought to be
gathering up Michadl's things and sorting through his. . . effects, to decide what she was keeping, and
what would have to go. But she couldn't do that yet. That wastoo final, too much like saying goodbye
forever.

The monitor screen on the far wall chimed discreetly, and Topaz jumped at the sudden noise. She
waited amoment to be sure she had control of hersdf again, and then she got up from her chair and
walked unhurriedly over to the monitor. She entered her code and the screen lit up to show her afamiliar
face: John Silver, the duty esper at Mistport command centre.

"Hdlo, John."

"Hello, Topaz. | heard about Michadl. I'm so sorry.”

"Thank you."

"Have the Watch come up with any leads?"

"Not yet."

Siver hesitated. "Topaz . . . areyou dl right?'

"I'm fine, John. What was it you wanted?"

"Port Director Stedl asked meto call you. We have aproblem with arefugee ship that landed here
earlier today. Sted wantsyou to come and take alook at it."

Topaz smiled coldly. "He must redly bein apanic if he asked for me."

"Topaz, if you don't want to do this, | quite understand. We can dways find somebody dse.”
"No, | have no other commitments. I'm free to take the assgnment.”

"If youresure. . ."

“I'm sure.”

"Very wdl. The Director will meet you on the main landing pad in two hours time. The shipisthe
Balefire , out of Tannim. I'll tll the Director you're on your way."



"Thank you, John. And thank you for your sympathy. Y ou were ways agood friend to Michael and to
r.rell

"Y ou're welcome, Topaz. If you need anything, you know you can dways cal me."
"Wes"

"Goodbye, Topaz."

"Goodbye, John."

The monitor screen cleared, and Topaz turned it off. She stared at the blank screen for awhile, and then
turned abruptly away. If nothing else, theBalfire would give her something to do until she found the lead
that would put her on thetrail of Michad'skiller. She smiled dowly as athought cameto her. She'd find
Michadl'skiller, but not as a Sergeant of the city Watch. The Watch were limited by rules and
regulations. Topaz would hunt her prey as an Investigator. Her smile became cold and grim, and her eyes
held adark humour that had no mercy init. Sheleft the living room and went upstairs to her bedroom, to
change her clothes. She il had her old Investigator's gown. She'd sworn never to wear it again, but that
was along time ago, when Michael was ill dive.

Topaz was an Investigator, and Mistport was going to learn what that meant.

CHAPTER SIX

Partnersin Crime

Blackjack waited patiently by the bare stone wall that marked the starport perimeter. The landing pads
lay hidden in the fog. The sun was diding quickly down the sky towards evening, and the mistswere
growing steadily thicker asthe temperature fell. Blackjack glanced casualy about him, but so far no one
had chalenged hisright to be insde the perimeter wall. At first glance Mistport security seemed
extremely lax, with nothing to prevent anyone from just walking out onto the landing field, but Blackjack
knew better. His trained mercenary's eye had aready identified the concealed proximity minesthat lay
between the pads and the perimeter. Mistworld as awhole might be lacking in high tech, but the starport
had itsfair share and more. Blackjack stared thoughtfully at the brightly glowing control tower, on the far
sde of the port. The glaring dectric lights blazed through the mistswith undiminished fury, the glowing
windows like so many watchful accusing eyes.

Blackjack pulled his cloak about him, and tried not to think about the port sensors. They were supposed
to have been taken care of, but the first rule of amercenary wasto trust no one, especidly your dlies.
The second rule was not to worry about things beyond your control. Either he was safe or he wasn't, and
he would dedl with each Situation asit arose. His gaze moved away from the tower and fell on the newly
ingtalled disrupter cannon, spread out in asemicircle on the eastern perimeter, their shining silver barrels
aimed proudly up at the fog-shrouded skies. The mercenary eyed the huge guns with respect. Hed seen
what disrupter cannon could do, even in inexperienced hands. Enough cannon could destroy an entire
planet, leaving nothing on its surface but vast oceans of dowly cooling ashes. Blackjack had never been
to Tannim, but he had neverthel ess shuddered when he heard the planet had been Outlawed. He turned
to look at the vast, battered hull of theBalefire , sanding aone on the main landing pad. The Starship was
awreck, and the mercenary felt aquiet admiration for the Captain who had brought that ship down
sfdy.



Blackjack glanced about him, but there wasn't much elseto look at. The only other ships on the pads
were the dozen or so assorted vessdl's belonging to the few smugglers till brave enough to crash the
Empire blockade. A few dim figures moved quietly through the freezing mists, mostly security Watchmen
and field technicians. The whole port had an air of desertion and desolation. Mistport had been designed
to handle ahundred ships, everything from skimmersto starcruisers, but that waslong ago, in the days of
Empire. Migtport had won its freedom from the tyranny of Imperia rule, but only by paying avery heavy
price. Technology wasthe lifeblood of astarport, and Mistport was running dangeroudy low. The
landing pads hadn't been repaired or extended since the Empire first built them, almost three centuries
ago. The high-impact crystd that could withstand the blast of astarship's engines and sustain itsmillion
tons of weight was now cracked and dull, worn dowly away by the unrelenting ssorms and cold.

Blackjack looked round sharply astwo figures moved dowly out of the miststowards him. Helet one
hand rest on the butt of his gun, hidden from sight by his cloak, and then relaxed allittle as one of the men
lifted his hand in the prearranged recognition signal. Amoue of distaste pulled at the mercenary’s mouth.
Paying bribesto traitorswas hardly hisidea of aday'swork, but Vertue gave the orders and Blackjack
had no choice but to obey them. For aslong asthe contract lasted. Afterwards. . . Blackjack smiled
suddenly, though his eyesremained cold.

Thetwo men followed atortuous, invisible path through the hidden pressure fields and proximity mines,
The location of the safe paths was a closaly guarded secret, reveded only to those Watchmen
responsible for starport security. Unfortunately for the starport, Watchmen were only human, and every
man has his price. Or his breaking point. Blackjack didn't know why Vertue should want amap of the
safe routes, and didn't much care. He had his orders.

The two security Watchmen finally cameto ahalt before him, and Blackjack bowed politely. The
Watchmen nodded their heads briefly in return, and for amoment the three men stared silently at one
another. Both security men weretal and lean, and at least partly anonymousin their thick purple cloaks
and padded helmets. They both carried pikes, the heavy sted heads gleaming dully in the light from the
control tower. Yet for dl their amilarities, Blackjack had no difficulty in telling them apart. The onewith
the scarred face was Sterling; the one with the golden eyeswas Taylor.

Blackjack's hand tightened on his gun butt. HEd heard alot about Taylor, none of it good. Word was
that Taylor was a Hadenman, and one look at those madly glowing eyes was enough to convince
Blackjack that he was indeed facing one of the rare and legendary augmented men of lost Haden.
Taylor'sface was pleasant enough, dmost handsome in its way, but the glaring golden eyes gave his
featuresawild, inhuman look. Even standing till, he gave an impression of strength and speed, and a
savagery bardly held in check. Blackjack was tempted to draw his gun and shoot Taylor where he stood,;
the man was dangerous. But he had his orders. And besides, the mercenary had an uneasy feding he
might not be fast enough. . ..

The man at Taylor's side had to be Sterling, the ex-gladiator from Golgotha. Which was dso fairly
impressive; there were reputed to be even fewer survivors of the Golgotha Arenas than there were
survivors from Haden. Blackjack decided that V ertue had known what he was doing after all, in sending
amercenary on asimple payoff job. These two Watchmen were both hard, experienced fighters.
Blackjack smiled dightly. When all was said and done they were till amateurs, whilehewasa
professiond.

"Y ou're Blackjack," said Taylor suddenly. Hisvoice had a harsh, rasping buzz, dien and subtly
disturbing. It had no place in ahuman throat. "I was expecting Vertue himsdf. Whereishe?!

"The doctor isbusy," said Blackjack easily. "He sent mein hisplace.”



"Proveit."

Blackjack pulled off the thick leather glove on hisleft hand and showed the two Watchmen the heavy
gold ring on hisfinger, carrying Vertue's sed. Taylor nodded, and Blackjack pulled the glove back on.
His hand had been exposed to the evening air for only afew moments, but aready hisfingers were numb.

"l wastold to ask about the memory crystd,” he said evenly. "Has it been ingtalled?”

"Not yet," said Sterling. Hisvoice was light and pleasant, in stark contrast to the ugly scarsthat marred
hisface. And yet bad as the scars were, they could easily have been repaired by any competent surgeon.
Blackjack assumed Sterling wore them as areminder of his past. Or possibly asakind of boast.Look at
my scars; all this| endured, and still | survived . Blackjack listened closaly asthe ex-gladiator spoke,
searching the pleasant, civilised voice for cluesto the man's character.

"The crystal hasn't been delivered yet," said Sterling. "When it has, I'll lock it into the computer systems
myself. Once the computer's on-line, no one will bother to check the crystd; they'll assumeit's dready
been checked."

"Youll havethe crystal sometimethisevening,” said Blackjack. "I'll seetoit.”

"After thisevening itll betoo late” said Sterling.

"I said I'll seetoit," said Blackjack. "Now, have you got the map?"

"Have you got the money?" asked the ex-gladiator, hisright hand moving causdly to hisbdlt.

Blackjack pushed back his cloak, careful to let both the security men see the holstered disrupter on his
hip. Hanging from hisbelt, next to the gun, was alarge leather pouch that clinked musically as Blackjack
hefted it in one hand. "Fifty in gold, as agreed. Whereisthe map?'

Sterling took his hand away from his belt and pulled afolded wad of paper from insde hisdeeve. He
handed it to Blackjack, who gave him the leather pouch in return. Both men moved dowly and
ddiberately, careful to make no movesthat might be misnterpreted. The transaction completed, they
both stepped back a pace. Sterling opened the pouch, glanced inside, and then pulled the drawstrings
shut again and nodded quickly to Taylor. The two Watchmen relaxed alittle. Blackjack tucked the thick
wad of paper into an inside pocket without even bothering to look at it.

Taylor raised an eyebrow. "Don't you want to check the plans?!

"If they're not right, and you've cheated me, I'll haveto kill you both," said Blackjack camly. "Do you
think | ought to check them?"

Sterling smiled dowly, and the scars on his face flexed and writhed as though they were dive. "You're
very freewith your threats, mercenary. | spent seven yearsin the Arenas, and graduated undefegated.
What makes you think you'd stand a chance against me?'

Blackjack's hand dammed forward in astraight-finger jab that sank deep into the ex-gladiator's gut, just
bel ow the sternum. Sterling's breath shot out in an agonised gasp, and he sank dowly to hisknees, his
face horribly contorted. Blackjack turned unhurriedly to face Taylor, who hadn't moved aninch.



"Hetakstoo much,” said Blackjack. "Even worse, he's out of condition. I'm not.”

Taylor looked a him steedily with his disconcerting golden eyes. "Nether am |," hesaid quigtly, in his
harsh, rasping voice. "Don't push your luck, mercenary.”

"Not unless| haveto," said Blackjack. "Now pick up your friend and get him out of here. | don't think
we should be seen talking together. | wouldn't want anyone to think | associated with the likes of you by
choice

Taylor smiled suddenly. "1'm going to remember you, mercenary.”

He bent down and picked Sterling up with one hand. The ex-gladiator must have weighed al of two
hundred and fifty pounds, but the Hadenman lifted him eadily. There was adisquieting strength hidden
somewherein Taylor'swiry frame. Hadenman. Anaugmented man. He settled Sterling comfortably over
his shoulder, nodded once to Blackjack, and then walked off into the mists. Blackjack took his hand
away from his gun. Hed never fought a Hadenman before, and wasn't sure he wanted to.

Sill, he thought camly as he watched Taylor disgppear into the mists,it might be interesting someday
to discover just how good a fighter an augmented maniis. . . .

The Blackthorn tavern had known better days. Grubby silks hunt at the blue-tinted windows, and a small
fire crackled dully in the large fireplace. Most of the tables and booths were occupied, but the customers
ordered only the cheapest wines and madetheir delast. Theair wasfull of songs and laughter, but the
gaiety had the forced, dmost desperate sound of people determined to enjoy themselves while they till
had the chance. Not for thefirst timein Mistport's short history money wasin short supply. A
dow-moving, cadaverous barman supplied drinks of dubious qudity to the regular patrons scattered the
length of thelong wooden bar. The ancient oil lamps hanging from the overhead beams gave the smoky
ar acomfortable golden haze, like afading photograph or a haf-forgotten memory. The unpolished wadlls
were stained with old wine and recent blood. The Blackthorn was alively place on occasion. Sawdust on
the floor hadn't been changed in weeks, but nobody complained. The Blackthorn had known better days.

Cyder sat in her private booth at the rear of the tavern, and shared wine with Jamie Royd. A tdl and
willowy platinum blonde who would admit to thirty yearsif pressed, Cyder was popularly regarded as
the most stonyhearted fence in Mistport. She never argued a price and she never gave credit. She had
few friends and her enemies were dead. She toyed with aloop of her long silvery hair and smiled prettily

at her companion. Jamie sipped cautioudy at hiswine, and glanced at the heavy brass-bound clock over
the bar. He put down his goblet and gazed reproachfully a Cyder.

"Y ou said he'd be here by now."
"Cat goes hisownway," said Cyder camly. "What do you want with amemory crystd, Jamie?"
"I'veabuyer.”

"I'd guessed that, my sweet. The last time you were here you were so desperate you even begged me
for aloan."

Jamie winced at the memory. "Y ou'reright, | should have known better. Therewere. . . debtsto be
pad."

"Y ou never could throw dice worth adamn, Jamie."



He laughed, and looked round the tavern. Two Wampyr had started afight, and the bartender was
taking bets.

"S0, how's business, Cyder?'

"It's been better."

"Money's scarce dl round.”

"That it is. Where did you find abuyer for amemory crysta?'
"Doesit matter?'

“I'm curious.”

"Don't be." Jamie sSpped at hiswine, pulled aface, and put his goblet down, pushing it firmly to one side.
Cyder didn't blame him. She wasn't wasting agood vintage on Jamie Royd.

"Areyou surethis Cat can betrusted?" he asked, checking thetime again.

"He'sthe best roof runner I've ever worked with,” Cyder said mildly. "Y ou can trust him asyou trust
r],E.ll

They shared asardonic smile.

"Maybe heran into sometrouble" said Jamie.
"HeEll manage,”" said Cyder. "He dways does."
"Even agang aSiren?"'

Cyder looked at him sharply, her bright blue eyes suddenly cold and forbidding. "No one said anything
to me about a Siren.”

"They wouldn'. But I've been doing alittle checking, on my own behaf." Jamie smiled grimly. "I don't go
into anything blind. It wasn't difficult finding out the address you'd been given. Turns out that particular
house isthe home of Investigator Topaz. | takeit you've heard of her?

"Everybody's heard of her."

"Right. Do you 4till think helll be herethis evening?’

Cyder thought for amoment, and then smiled brilliantly, al the worry gone from her face. "Hell be here."
"And the Sren?'

"I don't think shelll bother him much.”

"Cold hitch, aren't you?' said Jamie Royal. Cyder smiled sweetly.



"Harsh words, dear Jamie, from an Empire agent.”

Jamie pushed back his chair and was quickly on hisfeet, athrowing knife poised in his hand. Cyder kept
hersdf carefully relaxed. Anywhere e se in the tavern the bartender would have shot Jamie dead the
moment he drew aweapon on her, but here in her private booth there was no one to help her. Cyder
wasn't particularly worried. 1t would take alot more than Jamie Royal to worry her. She reached casudly
for her goblet, and even managed asmal chuckle.

"Come on, Jamie. Y ou're not the only one who can work things out. Who else would take care of al
your debtsin return for one memory crystal? Put the knife away; you're in Thieves Quarter, remember? |
don't give adamn who anyone worksfor, aslong astheir money's good."

She sipped dowly a her wine, studying Jamie warily over the goblet's rim. He nodded abruptly, and his
knife disappeared back into his deeve. He pulled his threadbare cloak about him, and tried for some kind
of dignity.

"Weal dowhat we haveto,” he said flatly. "I'll be back in an hour for the crystal. Don't waste my time
withaduplicate"

Cyder nodded, and Jamie | eft without saying goodbye. Cyder finished the winein her goblet, her lips
thinning away from the dregs. With fewer shipsthan ever touching down at Mistport, good wine grew
scarce, dong with everything else. Cyder had run the Blackthorn tavern well since sheld won it in a poker
game, but unless things improved soon, shed probably loseit to her creditors. With so little around worth
gedling, she barely made enough from her fencing to pay the bills asit was. Which waswhy Cyder dedlt
with Empire agents. Hard times breed hard people.

Sherose gracefully to her feet and swept out of her private booth. The fight between the two Wampyr
was over and the loser was being dragged away. Cyder smiled and nodded as she made her way
through the crowded bar, bestowing a cheerful word here and amerry wave there, her long, silvery hair
tossing from sdeto side. It wasalong way to her private stairway at the back of the tavern, but
somehow she kept on amiling. Keep the customers happy, love, keep the customers happy .

Cat ran swiftly acrossthetiled and gabled roofs, jumping casudly from leve to level over dropsthat
would have turned the scomach of any observer. More than once he climbed easily up sheer walswhere
the untrained eye would have sworn there were no foot- or handholds to be had, and his white-clad
figure became nothing more than adim blur in the curling mists as he drove himsdf unrdentingly on. He
was late, and he knew it. After escaping from the Siren, held followed his norma routine and found
himsdf a safe hole to hide in while the immediate hue and cry blew over. Hed dept through the day and
awakened to find it aready evening. Throwing off the Siren's attack must have taken more out of him
than he'd realised. Held checked the time by the Main Square clock, winced, and then headed for the
Blackthorn asfast as he could. Cyder didn't like him to be late.

He ran nimbly across a danting, snow-covered roof and threw himself out into space across adark,
narrow aleyway. The ground was along way down, but Cat didn't care. Heights had never bothered
him. He landed easily on the steep tiled roof opposite, and padded carefully down to the edge. He sank
down on his haunches, glanced quickly about him, and then dithered over the edge of the roof to hang by
his heels from a precarious outcrop of guttering. The stout wooden shutters below him were closed and
bolted. Cat hammered on them with hisfist, waited impatiently, and then hammered again. Therewasa
long pause. Cat had just drawn back hisfist to try again when the shutters flew suddenly open, amost
taking his head with them. Cat took afirm hold on the two solid steel hoops set specidly into the
sonework above the shutters, and swung lithely down and in through the window. Cyder helped himin,



and then leaned out the window to look quickly around. The street below was deserted, and dl the
nearby windows were still securely shuttered. Cyder pulled her shutters closed and dammed the bolts
home.

Inside, ablazing fire warmed the tiny, low-roofed room, and Cat darted over to stand before it, throwing
asde hisglovesto warm his numb hands a the dancing flames. The gloves hegting e ements didn't work
properly, which was why held been able to buy the thermd suit relatively cheaply. He grimaced asfedling
dowly returned to hisfingers, and then shook his head back and forth asthe pain gradualy died away. A
hand tapped him on the shoulder, and Cat looked round to find Cyder glaring at him.

"Yourelate. Wheresthe crystal ?"

Cat unlaced the leather pouch from hisbelt and Cyder snatched it from him, spilling the glowing memory
crystal out onto her pam. Shefavoured Cat with aquick smile from her generous mouth before hurrying
over to anearby table to examine the crystal under atechnician'sloupe. Cat smiled fondly at Cyder ashe
pulled off hisboots and then stripped off histherma suit and draped it carefully over the back of ahandy
chair. He crouched naked in front of the open fire, savouring the heat on hisbare skin. He grinned
broadly asthe cold seeped dowly out of hisbones, and then he straightened up and indulged in along,
satisfying stretch. He turned away and put on the smple woollen tunic set out to warm before thefire. He
looked a Cyder, till totally immersed in the crystal, and wondered, not for the first time, what he'd done
right to find her.

Beautiful asan Arcturan firebat, and about as deadly. Cyder was the best fence he'd ever worked with.
She knew her business, and she dways got him agood price. Of course, she cheated him shamefully on
occasion, but that was only to be expected. Cat didn't care. Cyder set up histargets, gave him ahaven
from the night's cold, and owned his heart, though held never tell her that. She might useit againgt him.

Cat could fed afaint vibration coming up through the thinly carpeted boards benegth his feet. He smiled
dightly. It must be getting quite noisy down below. A room directly over atavern wasn't the most
pesceful of places, but for adesf muteit raised no problemsat al. There was aglazed pot sSmmering
over thefire, and Cat's somach rumbled as there came to him the smdll of hisfavourite ew. Taking the
ladle and bowl set out for him, he served himsalf a generous portion and carried it over to the nearby
table where thick dices of fresh bread and amug of seaming de lay waiting.

Cyder put down her eyeglass as he sat down opposite her, and leaned across the table to kisshim
thoroughly. "Well done, my darling; the crystd's everything my contact said it was. Y our cut will keep
you in spending money for sometime to come. Did you have any trouble?"

Cat shrugged, and shook his head innocently. Cyder laughed.
"Someday I'll stop asking. Y ou only lie anyway."

Cat grinned and tucked into his stew, shoveling it down asthough afraid it might disappear a any
moment. He chewed and swallowed with an dmost frantic speed, pausing only to take great mouthfuls of
the chewy, thick-crusted bread. Cat had gone hungry too often in the past to take any food for granted.
In all thetime Cyder had fenced for him he'd never once missed amed, but old habits die hard. He
caught Cyder watching him reproachfully, and dowed down alittle.

He ate his second helping at an amost leisurely pace, and watched Cyder's lips carefully asthey told him
the day's news. Such pretty lips. . . Cat hadn't heard a voice or spoken aword since the Empire
smuggled amutated virusinto Mistport when he was a child. Hundreds had died; he was one of the lucky



ones. He could read lipsand talk clumsily with hisfingers, and had agift for insulting mimicry, but he
couldn't even hear an esper; his natural shields were too strong. Cat didn't mind. For him, slencewasa
way of life.

On theroofsit made no difference at dll.

Heleant back in his chair as Cyder carried on talking. His bowl was empty, and hisbelly was
comfortably full. He sipped appreciatively at hismulled ae and watched happily as Cyder told him of her
day and its happenings. Cat dept most of the day so asto be fresh for the night. He didn't like the day
much anyway. The sun wastoo bright, and there were too many people aboi.

"Therésagarship on the pads,” said Cyder. "TheBal€fire , with refugees from Tannim. All no doubt
carrying afew trinkets of great sentimenta valuethey'll sdll fast enough when they get alittle hungry.”

Cat grinned, mopped the last traces of stew from his bowl with acrust of bread, and popped it into his
mouth. Only therich could afford to buy passage as refugees, which meant good picking for the likes of
him. Cat smiled comfortably. Thingswere looking up.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Bitter Vengeance

Blackjack stood at hiseasein Leon Vertue's luxurioudy equipped office, and listened calmly while
Vertue shouted at him. The mercenary was tempted to look away and run his gaze over the fine paintings
and tapestries that adorned the walls, but he didn't. That would have been rude. Instead, he stared
politely at the doctor, hisface calm and impassve, until Vertue findly ran out of insults and began to calm
down alittle. Blackjack had served many mastersin histime as amercenary, and gave each of them the
respect and attention they deserved, but even masterslike Vertue were entitled to politeness. The doctor
findly fell slent and leaned back in his padded chair, breething harshly. He ran hisfingersthrough his
thinning hair and glared at the reports set before him on his desk. Blackjack glanced at the visitor's chair,
but didn't St down. He hadn't been invited to. He stood at parade rest, staring straight ahead of him, and
waited patiently for Vertueto get to the point. Vertue finaly pushed the papers aside and transferred his
gaze to the mercenary.

"Damn you, Blackjack, you've ruined everything. According to these reports. Investigator Topaz is
aready onour trall. It'sonly amatter of time before she finds someone who can lead her to us."

"None of our peoplewill talk," said Blackjack. "They're too scared. I've seen to that.”
"Y ou don't know Topaz."
"l can dill kill her."

"Not now you can't,” snapped Vertueirritably. "If you'd killed her when you were supposed to, instead
of hitting her damned husband by mistake, weld have got away with it. Asit is, we don't dare touch her.”

Blackjack said nothing. He could have defended himself by pointing out he had no way of knowing
Michael Gunn would be wearing hiswife's distinctive cloak. He might have mentioned the appalling
conditions, with the fog and the hounds. But he chose not to. He had no interest in excuses, whether from
othersor from himsdif.



Vertuerose from his chair and moved away from his desk to stare out the window. Outside the wide
pane of stedlglassthe evening migtslay gtill and heavy, enveloping the city in afestureless grey haze.
Vague silhouettes of surrounding buildings showed dimly through the haze. Street lights glowed amber
and gold and crimson, idands of light in an ocean of uncertainty. She's out there somewhere , thought
Vertuegrimly.She's out there, looking for me . He remembered Topaz's cold, implacable face, and
couldn't repress a shiver. Topaz was an Investigator, and knew nothing of pity or honour or mercy.
Vertue turned away from the window to face the politely waiting mercenary, and fought to keep hisface
cam and his voice steady.

"We can't afford any more contact with the Investigator,” he said quietly. "Any further attempts on her
life, successful or not, would only draw attention to her. For the time being, you leave her gtrictly aone.”

"That'swhat | have been doing,” said Blackjack. "Did you bring me dl theway herejust to tell methat?"
"Hardly," said Vertue coldly. "I have another assgnment for you. Y ou remember Taylor and Sterling?”

"Of course. The two Watchmen who provided us with information on the starport'sinternal security. Is
there some problem with them?”

Vertue smiled grimly. "It seemsthey fed they haven't been paid enough for their services. Either we
come up with more money, or they'll fed it their duty to turnusin.”

"Leaveitto me" said Blackjack. "I'll handleit. Do you mind if | kill these two?'
"Not at dl,” said Leon Vertue. "But if you do, | want the bodies. Particularly the Hadenman."

Blackjack nodded courteoudy, waited amoment to seeif there was anything more, and then turned and
left. Vertue watched him go, and shook his head dowly asthe door closed quietly after the mercenary.
The man was too cool, too controlled . . . and far too dangerous. Vertue knew Blackjack was no thregt
to him for aslong astheir contract stood, but no contract lastsforever. Vertue nibbled at afingernail, then
snatched his hand away. He frowned, and reluctantly made a decision. He leant forward and tapped a
memorized code into the comm unit built into his desk. The monitor on the wall opposite turned itself on,
but the screen remained blank. After amoment, a cold distorted voice issued from the speakers.

"Yes, Vertue What isit?"

"I've given the mercenary hisorders. Helll take care of Taylor and Sterling for us. I've warned him to
day away from Topaz."

"Good. We're nearing addlicate stage in our plans, and Blackjack is becoming too conspicuous. As
soon as he's dedt with Taylor and Sterling, | think it would be best if he was removed from the picture.”

"You mean kill him?*

"Certainly not, you damned fool! Do you want the whole Mercenaries Guild on our backs? | mean pay
him off, get him aberth on asmuggler's ship, and get him the hell off Mistworld as quickly aspossible. Is
that clear?'

"Yes, gr. I'll seetoit. About the Investigator . . ."



"Forget her. Once Taylor and Sterling are dead, and Blackjack is safely offworld, ther€ll be no trail left
for her to follow. Don't contact me again, Vertue. Your part inthisisover. I'll cal you in future, should it

prove necessary."

The speskersfdl slent. Vertue pulled aface at the blank screen and turned it off. He wasn't some
underling or servant, to be spoken to in such amanner. And it was unthinkable that the mercenary should
just pick up hismoney and walk away unscathed after al the trouble held caused. Especidly sincethe
body bank was so short of raw materials.

Investigator Topaz picked up Marcus Rhine by his shirt front and dammed him back againgt his office
wall. The cheap plaster cracked under the impact. Rhine clawed fegbly at Topaz's hands, hisfeet kicking
agood six inches above the floor. Both his eyes were puffed nearly shut, but he could still see clearly
enough to cringe when Topaz drew back her fist to hit him again.

"The name," said Topaz. "1 want the name of the man who murdered my husband.”

Rhine nodded agreement as best he could, and Topaz dropped him in ahegp on the floor. She stepped
back and seated hersdlf gracefully on Rhine's desk. Papersthat had once lain in neat piles on the highly
polished desk were now scattered across the floor. Some of the papers were spotted with blood. Rhine's
two bodyguards lay dead by the open door. For aman who made hisliving by threets, extortion, and
violence, Rhine should have paid more attention to his defences. He should a so have known better than
to refuse to gpeak to Investigator Topaz. Rhine sat up painfully and leant back againgt thewall, gradually
getting his breathing under control. He was a medium-height, rangy man with square, blocky handsand a
great leonine head of tawny hair. He wore smart clothes in adoppy manner, and though hisface was
painted in the latest fashion, histeeth were black and rotting. All in dl, helooked very much like arat
with delusons of grandeur. Hisface bore the ritual scars of the Rhine Clan, but most of those scarswere
now hidden or distorted by blood and bruises.

"Tdk tome," said Topaz, and Rhineflinched.

"You must be mad," he said thickly, blood trickling down his chin from his split lips. "When you attack
one Rhine, you attack usal. My family will have your head for this"

"To hdl with them and to hell with you," said Topaz cadmly. "Y ou've got aname, and | want it. Y ou
aways know names, Marcus. And don't thresten me with Clan vengeance; you're not that important.

Y ou Rhines only exist because the Watch is usualy too busy to waste time cleaning you out. Y ou're just
acheap little bone-breaker, Marcus, and that's al you'll ever be. Now give me the name."

"Sterling," said Rhine sullenly. "He's aWatchman, part of starport security. Used to be agladiator afew
years back. He didn't point the gun a your husband, but the word is he might know who did. Y ou'l find
him & the Redlance.”

He cowered against the wall as Topaz got to her feet, but she just overturned his desk with acasud flip
of her hand and then walked past him to the door without aglancein his direction.

"Y ou'd better be right about this, Marcus," she said quietly, and closed the door behind her. She walked
unhurriedly through the wrecked reception area, ignoring the damage sheld caused. A buxom secretary
sat dumped in acorner, groaning quietly as shefdt cautioudy at her broken nose. Sheld made the
mistake of drawing aknife on the Investigator. Topaz ignored her too, and made her way out onto the
dreet.



She paused outside the door and breathed deeply, asthough trying to rid herself of afoul smell. The
freezing ar burned in her lungs, but she barely noticed. Topaz had been trained to withstand far worse.
Evening had fallen and thelight was fading fast. It had just begun to snow again and the mistswere
growing thicker. Thewind had dropped to a bare murmur and the fog lay heavily acrossthe city. Topaz
could barely make out the far Sde of the street she stood in. A typicd winter's night in Mistport. Topaz
settled her sword comfortably on her hip and drew her handgun to check the energy level. The crystd
was bardly haf-charged, but it was enough. She holstered the gun and strode off down the street. Sheld
never visited the Redlance tavern before, but she knew of its reputation. All the Watch did. If it wasfor
sde, you could buy it at the Redlance. Drugs, whores, children, secrets. . . everything had its price.

The snow on the ground had been trampled into dush by the crowds that till filled the narrow streets.
Most of them were workmen hurrying to get home before the real cold began, but there were dso
hordes of beggars and street traders, trying for one last coin while the temperature permitted. The mists
curled duggishly asthe bitter wind murmured among the stone-and-timbered buildings, and thick icicles
hung unmelting from every gutter and window ledge. The passers-by were dl huddled in thick fursand
heavy cloaks, and Topaz drew more than one startled glance as she strode through the streetsin her
formal Investigator's uniform. Her thick navy blue cloak covered only along robe of silvercloth, and her
face and hands were bare. Topaz took no harm from the cold, and within her heart she was warmed by
her own unrelenting fury. Michael was dead. Her husband, the only human being sheld ever cared for,
was dead; murdered. And she would have a vengeance for that degth.

The Redlance lay deep in therotten heart of Thieves Quarter. There were those who saw the Quarter as
asingle sprawling dum, infested with dl theworst kinds of villains, but in redity it was no worse than any
other part of the city. It wasjust alittle poorer than most, and alot more obvious. The Watch
Commanders kept saying they were going to clear out Thieves Quarter once and for al, but somehow
there were dways other, more important things for the Watch to do. And besides, when al was said and
done, Mistworld was a planet full of criminas, for only the Outlawed ever cameto Mistworld. Aslong as
you didn't rock the boat too much, nobody cared. For those who got out of hand, the Watch enforced
the law, and the law knew no mercy. But there are aways those who think themsalves above the law,
and they need their own private placesto do business. Placeslike the Redlance.

Topaz strode grimly on through squaid streets and filthy back aleys until finally she cameto the
Redlance tavern. It looked like any other tavern in any other street; asmal, nondescript building with a
sngleflickering ail lamp to mark the swinging Sign above its door. The stonework was discoloured and
pitted from long exposure to snow and fog, and the two small windows were both securely shuttered.
Just another tavern . . . but the Redlance's door gave it away. Seven feet high and four feet wide, the
huge dab of ironwood was sudded with intricate patterns of gleaming stedl. The Redlance's door was
designed to keep people out, and it did so very efficiently. Topaz stood before the door amoment, and
then struck it once with her fist. There was abarely perceptible hum as the minicamera over the door
swivelled to look down &t her.

"Y ou know who | am," said Topaz. "Open the door."

There was along pause, and then the door swung sowly open and Topaz entered the tavern. A
deafening roar hit her like afist as she stepped inside, and the stale air was thick with smoke and swest.
Topaz stood at the top of the narrow stairway |eading down into the tavern, and looked out over the
packed crowd in search of the man she'd cometo see.

The constant noise broke against the bare stone walls, which threw it back again. Laughter, insults, and
the cries of bravos nerving themselvesto fight mixed one with the other in an unrelenting assault on the
hearing. Men and women from all ranks and stations siood side by side, drinking too much and laughing



too loudly. An average night for the Redlance. Topaz moved dowly down the stairway, keeping one
hand on the butt of her gun under cover of her cloak. No one paid her any attention beyond a brief,
Sdeways glance; in aplace like the Redlance everyone was careful to mind their own business. Topaz
stopped hdfway down the stairs and frowned thoughtfully. There was no trace of Sterling. Topaz
congdered searching through the crowd for him, but immediately discarded the idea. She wasn't in the
mood for adow, polite line of enquiry. She made her way with careful grace down the remaining stone
steps, worn down and polished by countless booted feet, and headed through the milling crowd to the
bar at therear of the tavern. Everyone made way for her without having to be asked. They knew who
shewas. A few men looked as though they might object to her presence, but onelook at her cold
determined face was enough to convince them not to pressthe point.

On reaching the bar, Topaz glanced unhurriedly about her until she spotted Pieter Gaunt, the owner of
the Redlance. Gaunt wastal and muscular, with ashock of dark curls surrounding abland, amiable face.
His clothestried hard to be fashionable, and amost madeit. Hewas at least fifty, but looked thirty from a
distance. He was known to have murdered seven men, three with his bare hands, and rumour put the
count much higher. He made some of his money from drugs and progtitution, for old times sake, but
most of hisincome came from the acquiring and selling of information. Topaz's mouth twitched. Gaunt
was about to undergo anew experience: the giving away of information for free. She loosened her sword
inits scabbard and made her way through the crowd towards him. At the last moment, alarge and
extremely muscular bodyguard stepped forward to block her way. Hisright hand hovered over a
sheathed short-sword, and hisleft hand held a spiked knuckle-duster.

"I'm here to see Gaunt," said Topaz, raising her voice to be heard over thedin.

The bodyguard shook his head, and lifted the knuckleduster to hold it in front of her face. He grinned
suddenly, and dowly brought the spikes closer to her skin. Topaz kneed him in the groin, waited for him
to bend forward, and then rabbit-punched him. The bodyguard collapsed on thefloor and lay very still. A
woman nearby screamed suddenly, but Topaz was aready turning to face the second bodyguard. If
anything, he was even bigger than thefirst, and he carried his sword like he knew how to useit. Topaz
drew her disrupter and shot him through the chest. The vivid energy beam ripped through him in asplit
second, and rushed on to blast awide crater in the wall behind him. The bodyguard fell dead to the floor,
smoke rising gently from the charred wound in his chest. The Redlance was suddenly quiet, the only
sound alow whisper that ran swiftly through the watching crowd.

Energygun...energygun...

Topaz looked at Gaunt, and smiled dowly. It wasn't a pleasant sight, but Gaunt didn't flinch. He stepped
forward to join her, being careful to keep his hands away from his sides and not make any sudden
movements. Close up, his bland and amiable features fooled no one. His eyes were dark and cunning,
and afedling of overt menace hung about him, like the scent of freshly spilled blood.

"That'stwo good men you've just killed," he said quietly, hisvoice pleasant and assured. "They'll be
expensveto replace. | trust you had agood reason for killing them."”

"I had to get your atention,” said Topaz. "'I'm looking for someone. Y ou know where heis."
Gaunt shook his head. "'l don't betray people to the Watch. It's bad for business.”
"l don't want him for the Watch. | want him for myslf.”

Gaunt studied her thoughtfully, taking in her Investigator's robe and cloak. He shrugged. "Give methe



name."
"Sterling, Starport security. Ex-gladiator.”
"I know him. Wait hereand I'll bring him to you."

Topaz nodded curtly, her eyes colder than the Mistport night. Gaunt turned and walked away, and the
crowd silently made way for him. He finally disappeared through a door behind the bar, and Topaz was
|eft done with the packed, unmoving crowd. She swept her gaze across them, and they stared warily
back, their eyes dark with barely suppressed hate and fear and suspicion. Someone stirred to Topaz's
left, and she lifted her right hand dightly to bring her gun into clear view. The stirring subsided, and the
long silence continued. Topaz had the feding of being donein astrange forest, surrounded by angry and
dangerous animals. A dight smile touched her mouth at the gptness of the comparison, and then she
thought of Sterling, and the smile vanished. The door behind the bar swung open and Gaunt came out,
followed by Sterling. Topaz nodded calmly when she saw the scarred face, and switched the gun to her
left hand. Sterling and Gaunt came out from behind the bar, and Topaz drew her sword.

"Sterling," she said harshly, her voiceringing on the quiet, "I have comefor you."

Sterling stopped agood ten feet away and studied her warily. "So you're Topaz,” he said finaly. "
awaysthought you'd betdler."

Topaz just looked at him, and said nothing. Sterling glanced round the watching crowd, as though
looking for sympathy or support, but whatever he found in their faces didn't seem to reassure him. He
looked quickly at Pieter Gaunt.

"Areyou going to let her do this? Just walk into your place and take one of your people avay?'

"Y ou're not one of mine," said Gaunt camly. "If you don't want to go with her, that's up to you." He
looked at the crowd. "Make some room.”

Thethrong of patronsfel back at his quiet command, forming awide circle around Topaz and Sterling.
Gaunt stepped quickly back into the crowd as Topaz moved dowly forward. Sterling backed cautioudy
away. Hedrew along, gleaming scimitar from the scabbard on his hip, and then drew adisrupter from a
concealed shoulder holster. He dapped the inside of hisleft wrist againgt his hip, and ayard-wide square
of glowing light gppeared on hisleft arm: aforce shield. Topaz smiled grimly and activated her own force
shield. Thetwo shidlds hummed quietly on the silence as the two combatants dowly circled each other.
Topaz moved gracefully, confidently, running the Smple rules of combat through her mind.A gun takes at
least two minutes to recharge between each shot. A force shield is only good for ten minutes
continuous use; after that, the crystal needs half an hour to recharge before it can be used again.
A shield will stop a sword, but reflects a gun. A sword never needs recharging.

Sterling cut at Topaz'sthroat with his scimitar, and she caught it easily on her shield. She swept her
sword out in along arc for his gut, and he brought his shild down just in timeto block it. Their swords
flashed crimson and gold in the lamplight asthey circled each other, searching out strengths and
wesknesses, looking aways for the opening that would let them use their guns. Hit the shield at the wrong
angle, and the energy beam would come right back at you. And if you found an opening and missed, the
odds were you'd never get a second chance. Unfortunately, a moving target is very hard to hit when you
have to watch out for asword aswell.

Topaz and Sterling cut and parried, thrust and recovered, their swords meeting and flying gpartina



flurry of sparks. The two shields dammed together again and again, static sparking between them where
the two energy fiedlds met. Sterling used dl hisold gladiator'stricks, plusafew new ones hed picked up
in Mistport, but to no avail. Topaz might not be his better with the sword, but she was strong and fast
and tirdless, driven by someinner demon, while he. . . had got soft. His breathing grew harsh and
ragged, and swest ran down hisforehead to sting his eyes. His sword grew heavier with every blow, and
hisarmsand back ached unmercifully.l should have shot her from cover when | had the chance , he
thought bitterly.Who would have thought the bitch would be this good a fighter? And till they
circled each other, swords probing and cutting and thrusting in a never-ending rhythm. Sterling glared at
the face before him, cold and savage and pitiless, and adow fear ate a his heart.

Andfinaly he made amistake, hisfirgt and hislast. He leant too far forward in alunge, and couldn't pull
back in time. Topaz's sword flashed down to sink deep into histhigh, cutting clean through to the bone
and flying out again in aflurry of blood. Sterling screamed and fdll full-length on thefloor ashisleg
collapsed beneath him. His shield flickered and went out. He lifted his gun for alast desperate shot, and
Topaz leant quickly forward and dammed down her force shield. The razor-sharp edge of the energy
field cut cleanly through hiswrigt, severing his hand and cauterizing the sump in the same moment.
Sterling screamed again, and fainted. Topaz stepped back and looked about her to seeif anyone cared
to dispute her win. Nobody did. She turned back to Sterling, then quickly lifted her gun to cover Gaunt
as he reached for the disrupter Sterling had dropped.

"Donttry it," said Topaz. "Don't even think about it."

"Of course," said Gaunt. "The spoils of war." He straightened up and stepped back into the crowd.
Topaz sheathed her sword, and bent warily down to retrieve the gun. She shoved it into her belt,
straightened up, and then glared coldly at the unconscious ex-gladiator.

"Wake him up,” she said curtly to Gaunt.

Gaunt nodded to his bartender, who produced a bucket of sogpy water from behind the bar. Gaunt

took the bucket and emptied it over Sterling. He cameto in arush, coughing and spluttering. Topaz
turned off her force shield and holstered her gun. Then, taking the front of Sterling'stunic in one hand, she
hauled him to hisfeet and dammed him back against the bar. She pinned hislegswith her body and then
dowly increased the pressure of her arm, pushing his chest steadiily back until Sterling thought his spine
would break. He lifted hisarmsto try and stop her, and then nearly passed out again when he saw the
blackened stump of hisleft arm. Topaz pushed her face closeto his, and Sterling trembled at the cold
implacable anger he saw there.

"Who killed my husband, Sterling? Tell me hisname.™

"l don't know hisname,”" Sterling muttered, and then he gasped as Topaz increased the pressure on his
chest. "My back! Y ou're breaking my back!"

"Tel mehisname. Tell mewho murdered my husband.”
"Taylor knows! Ask him! Hewas my partner, he knowsdl the names. | just followed his orders.

"And wheredo | find this Taylor?" asked Topaz. She smiled humourlessy as Sterling hesitated, and the
musclesin her arm bunched and corded as she bent him back alittle further. Sterling's face contorted in

agony.

"Taylor's aHadenman. Works for Mistport security, like me. He knows who killed your husband. Ask



him!"

"And there's nothing more you can tell me?"

"Nothing! | swear it!"

"l think | blieveyou," said Topaz. "Which isunfortunate, for you."

Her arm muscles suddenly swelled, and Sterling screamed once as his spine snapped. Topaz drew her
sword and cut histhroat in one swift motion, stepping quickly back to avoid thejetting blood. Sterling fell
limply to thefloor and lay Hill.

"That's onefor you, my husband," said Topaz quietly. She looked dowly around her, and the
surrounding crowd fell back, unable to meet her burning gaze. Even Gaunt looked away. Topaz smiled
briefly and made her way undisputed out of the Redlance tavern.

The silence held while she climbed the stairs and opened the door, but the moment the door closed
behind her, the crowd returned to its origina noisy and boisterous mood. The roar of sound returned,
only dightly muted by what had been witnessed. Gaunt gestured to two of his men, and they dragged
away Sterling's body and then returned for the two bodyguards. A serving wench set about cleaning up
the blood with a bucket and mop. Blackjack emerged from the door behind the bar and made hisway
over to join Gaunt.

"Thanksfor not tdling her | washere.”

"Shedidn't ask me," said Gaunt.

"If she had, would you havetold her?!

Gaunt shrugged. "Right now, | don't think there's anyone in this city who could deny that woman
anything."

Blackjack nodded dowly. "1 think you may be right, Gaunt. Y ou may well beright.”

A dozen city Watchmen were waiting for Topaz when she left the Redlance tavern. She stopped outside
the door, and glanced quickly about her. The Watchmen had fanned out to cut off al the exits. Topaz
looked at the man in charge, and nodded resignedly.

"Hello, John. Looking for someone?’

"Port Director Stedl till needsyou,” said John Silver, the starport duty esper. "In fact, he needsyou
urgently.”

"That fat old thief can wait," said Topaz shortly.
"No, he can't; hé's running out of time."
"Then get somebody else”

"It hasto beyou, Investigator.”



Topaz scowled, and searched Silver's face for some sign of weakness. Instead, she saw only a
weariness and acam sense of duty that sat oddly on his youthful features. He wore a set of thick,
superbly cut furstopped by the scarlet cloak of the esper, but they couldn't disguise hislean muscular
frame. He wore a simple short-sword on his hip in awell-worn scabbard. Silver had been a pirate before
coming to Mistworld, and Topaz knew that if it came to afight sheld haveto kill him to stop him. And
she wasn't sure she could do that. Silver had brought both her and Gunn into the city Watch, and given
them both a reason for living when they both needed one badly. He was the nearest thing Topaz had to a
friend.

"How did you find me?"' she asked findly, more for something to say than because sheredly cared.

"You left quiteatrall,” said Siver. "Including four wrecked taverns and more than sixty injured people.
They're ill trying to get one man down from achandelier in the Green Man."

"I'm close, John," said Topaz urgently. "I'm so close to finding the man who killed Michagl. | can't et you
stop me. | daren't et thetrail get cold.”

"Y ou're needed at the starport, Investigator. There's something strange aboard theBalefire . Sted thinks
it could be athrest to the whole of Mistport, and you know he doesn't panic easily. Y ou must come back
with us, Topaz."

"Or?'

"Theré'sawarrant for your arrest. Y ou've upset severa prominent peoplein the course of this evening,
and they al want your head. Asyet the warrant isn't sgned. If you agreeto help Stedl, it won't be.”

"Youthink | give adamn about your warrant?'
"Don't throw your life away for no good reason, Topaz. Michadl wouldn't have wanted that.”
"I swore him the oath of vengeance. The mercenary's oath."

"Thisjob shouldn't take you long, Topaz. A few hoursat mogt. In the meantime, if you'l tell me your
lead I'll have these men track it down for you."

Topaz looked around at the silent Watchmen. "And if | don't go back willingly, you'll have me dragged.
Isthat it?"

"Pretty much," said John Silver. "That'swhy | came with them. Y ou just might be able to take out dl
these Watchmen, but you wouldn't kill me."

"Areyou sure of that?'
"No. But then, wheresthe fun in being sure?’
He laughed cheerfully, and after amoment Topaz smiled in reply.

"I'm looking for astarport security man caled Taylor," she sad findly. "He's aHadenman, and he knows
who killed Miched."

"Shouldn't take uslong to find him," said Silver confidently. "By the time you're finished with Stedl, welll



have him waiting for you.”

"l hope s0," said Topaz, "Becauseif you let him dip through your fingers, John, I may kill you, friend or
no."

She walked away into the swirling mists, and after amoment Silver and the Watch followed her back to
the starport.

CHAPTER EIGHT
Starlight

Director Sted waited impatiently by the main landing pad, scowling at the night's cold and gnawing
hungrily at a sweetmeat. The sun had been down agood hour and more, and the night chill was growing
steadily worse. It was going to be ahard winter. Steel chewed dowly, savouring therich flavour of the
confection, and stamped hisfeet on the snow to keep them warm. He dways felt the cold worst in his
feet. TheBal€fire towered high above him, amountain of gleaming sted beside which the dender control
tower with its bright dectric lights seemed nothing more than a garish toy. There was no wind, and the
mists hung heavily across the landing field, muffling everything in afeatureless grey blanket. And out of the
mists came Investigator Topaz.

Her face was grim and brooding, and she came stalking out of the fog with along, impatient stride that
was dl the moreintimidating because it was entirely unsafconscious. Sted studied her thoughtfully as she
approached him, and began to wonder if perhaps he'd made the wrong decision. He respected and he
feared Topaz, but he hadn't asingle clue asto what went on behind those cold, implacable eyes. From
what he'd been hearing, she'd spent most of the day and evening blazing abloody trail through the
seamier Sde of Thieves Quarter, in search of the man who'd killed her hushand. Steel admired her for it;
he wouldn't have entered that part of Thieves Quarter without a disrupter in each hand and an army of
Watchmen to back him up. And yet the Topaz he remembered from three years earlier had aways been
cold and unemotional, |etting nothing get between her and her work, and it was that impartia
Investigator's skill he needed now.

Hefrowned dightly as he watched her draw near. She was supposed to have been wounded fighting the
Hob hounds, but you couldn't tell from looking at her. If shefelt any trace of pain or weakness, it didn't
show in her face or in her bearing. Part of her Investigator'straining, Steel supposed. He looked again at
her face, and smiled dightly. Topaz didn't look at al happy about being called away from her vengeance.
Sted felt no regrets. He needed her help, her Investigator's cunning. He bowed politely to Topaz as she
findly cameto ahdt before him, and she nodded curtly in return before turning away to Sare up at the
Balefire .

The massive starship brooded sullenly on its pad, the vast burnished hull glowing ruddy from the
surrounding torches before disappearing into the mists. Jagged holes pockmarked the stem and stern,

and one whole section lay broken open to the mercy of the bitter cold. A central vane had been stripped
of its covering, the naked stedl struts pitted and corroded like ancient bones. It was awonder theBalefire
had held together Iong enough to reach Mistworld. Stedl scowled, and took another bite of sweetmeat.
He distrusted wonders.

"How long before we can go aboard, Director?”

The dry, harsh voice startled him, and Sted had to swallow quickly to empty his mouth before



answering.

"Depends on the Captain. He knows were here.”

"Why send for me, Sted? There must be othersin the Watch with more experience than me.”
"You'redifferent,” said Sted flatly. "Y ou used to be an Invetigator.”

Topaz |ooked a him sharply. "What makes you so sure you need an Investigator?”

"My espers have scanned this ship adozen times, and the results are never the sametwice. There's
something unusua aboard this ship, something . . . strange.”

"Alien?'

"Possbly. Whatever it is, it's dangerous. That's the one thing my espers do agree on. It's dangerous, it's
powerful, and it's hiding somewhere on theBalefire . | need you to help mefind out what it is, and how
best to ded withit. That iswhat an Investigator isfor, isn't it?'

Topaz laughed suddenly, and Sted tirred uncomfortably et the bitter, unforgiving sound. "Shdl | tell you
what an Investigator isfor, Stee ? The Empire takes us when were still children, and destroys what
makes us human. We're not alowed emotions. They might weaken us. We're not alowed conscience or
empathy or compassion. They might interfere with our training. The Empire shapes our bodies and
moulds our minds, and when they've taught us al they know about killing and deception and the
uncovering of hidden truths, they send us out among the stars, to the frontiers of the Empire. We
investigate new dien cultures asthey are discovered, and determine whether they pose any threst to the
Empire. If they do, or if we think they might, we have to advise the Empire on how best to subjugate or
destroy the aliens. Endavement or genocide; there's not much differencein theend. They call us
ambassadors, but realy werejust highly skilled assassins. And that. Stedl, iswhat an Investigator isfor."”

Sted shifted from foot to foot uncertainly, and searched for something to say. "Right now, dl | care
about iswhatever'shiding in theBalefire . Areyou going to help me or not?"

Topaz shrugged. "The sooner thisis over with, the sooner | can get back to my own business. If thereis
an dien aboard thisship, I'll find it."

"Thanks."

Topaz looked at him suspicioudy. "Why are you herein person, Sted ? Afraid the refugees might try to
smuggle some vauables past you?'

"I know my duty," said Sted coldly. "I carry it out.”
"For aprice

Stedl looked away, unable to meet Topaz's sardonic gaze. "I hear you had alittle trouble delivering our
memory crystd, Investigetor.”

"Bad newstravelsfast. A burglar tried to steal the crystal one night; apparently no one had told him |
wasaSren."



Sted smiled dightly. "How very unfortunate for him. Has he been identified yet?!
"Not yet," said Topaz. " Somehow he got away from me."
Stedl raised an eyebrow.

"The crysta was il locked securdly within its casket," said Topaz evenly. "And it was till therewhen |
delivered it to your security people. Asyou are no doubt happy to hear, Director."

"Of course, Investigator, of course.”

Sted took another bite at his sweetmest, pulled his cloak tightly about him, and glanced curioudly at
Topaz's choice of outfit. HE noticed immediately that she was wearing her old Investigator's uniform
again, but thought it best not to comment on it if she chose not to. As he watched, Topaz turned dightly
away to look at theBalefire’ smain airlock, and Sted saw a charred hole in the back of the thick navy
blue cloak. He realised he was looking at the hole |eft by the energy beam that had killed the
Investigator's husband. Stedl shivered suddenly, not entirely from the cold. How could she bear to wear
the damned thing? He shrugged dightly, and looked away. The moon shone pady through the migts, and
alight snow wasfaling. Sted wolfed down the last of the sweetmeat and wiped his greasy fingerson his
furs. He quickly pulled his glove back on and beat his hands together to drive out the cold. If Topaz
thought her presence was going to be enough to stop him collecting hisusud tithe from whatever loot the
refugees had brought with them, she could damn well think again. Hed just haveto be alittle more
careful, that wasall.

Captain Starlight sat in hiscommand chair, staring out over the smoke-blackened bridge. Hisflight
computers were slent, thair lights dimming asthe power levelsfdl. The main viewscreen was dead, and
only static whispered from the speakers. Empty seats that should have held crew members stared
accusingly back at him. When he dept, which wasn't often. Starlight heard his dead crew cdling to him.
Another light sngpped out as the ship's main computers continued shutting down any system that wasn't
essentid to the ship'sintegrity. Starlight couldn't bring himself to care. Hed seen the damage reports;, the
Balefire wasn't going anywhere without amgjor refit. Darkness gathered on the bridge, and accusing
shadows waited at the corners of hiseyes.

Sarlight stirred dowly in hischair, tiredness dragging at hislimbslike chains. Two thirds of hiscrew lay
dead on Tannim, burned to ashes and |ess than ashes by the Empire hellships. His ship was awreck, and
he was an Outlaw. Starlight grinned mirthlesdy. Poetic justice? Hardly. Hed broken his share of laws
and regulations—what starship Captain hadn't>—but he'd done nothing to deservethis.

And my poor crew . . .

He remembered their voices, screaming from the comm units as theBal fire fought her way through the
outer atmosphere, her shields shuddering under congtant fire from the Empire's ships. He would have
waited for his crew if theréd been time, but there was no time, no warning, and he hadn't dared wait. It
had been close enough asit was. Ten of hisremaining crew were dead. Twice as many more were
injured. And his passengers. . . his passengers. They'd known the risks when they came to him, when the
Outlawing of Tannim was only the barest rumour. They'd known what might happen if things went wrong.
They'd known al the risks and accepted them, but neither they nor he could possibly have predicted
what had happened; the terrible thing he'd had to do to save hisship. . . .

Captain Starlight stared around his empty bridge. His surviving crew were deeping in their quarters, or
trying to. There was nothing left for them to do now. Nothing left for anyone to do. Starlight rose dowly



to hisfeet, weariness surging through himin adow, familiar tide. The Port Director waswaiting to see
him, and Starlight had put it off long enough. He had his duties to perform, while he was still Captain.

They might have taken everything e se from him, but he till had that.

Sted glanced surreptitioudy at Topaz as she stared grimly into the surrounding fog. He wondered what
she was seeing deep in her own thoughts. If there was anything in her of grief or sorrow for the husband
she'd lost, she showed none of it to the watching world. Even her revenge had been acold and
determined affair.

A sudden hum of straining machinery brought Stedl's attention back to theBalefire , asthe main airlock
dowly irised open, metd grating on metal amid an outrush of stinking air. Sted scowled, and tried to
breathe only through his mouth. He stepped forward and peered warily into the open airlock. The great
ribbed-steel chamber was fully ahundred feet across, and dimly lit by asingle glowing lightsphere set
over thedoor insgdethe airlock. The celling and the far wall werelost in shadows. The foul smell dowly
cleared as Mistport'sfreezing air entered the chamber, and Stedl stepped cautioudy in through the open
door, followed by Topaz. HEd never liked iris doors. He was dways afraid they were going to suddenly
contract and close before he could get out of the way. He moved dowly forward, and adim figure stirred
in the shadows at the rear of the chamber. Steel stopped where he was, and frowned uncertainly.

"Captain Starlight?

The figure moved dowly forward into the light. A tal, grey-haired man with hooded eyes, his cloak hung
about him like adirty shroud. His silver uniform was torn and bloodstained. His face was drawn and
haggard, and his degp sunk eyeswere full of aweary bitterness.

"I'm Starlight.”

Sted nodded briskly as Starlight finally cameto ahdt before him. " Port Director Gideon Sted, at your
sarvice, Captain. Thisis Investigator Topaz.”

Sarlight glared a Sted, obvioudy struggling for control. "My passengers are dl refugees from Tannim.
Their planet is dead; they have nowhere e seto go. Will they be safe here?’

Sted shrugged. "As safe as anywhere. Mistworld isapoor world, and aharsh one. Y our passengers will
have to fend for themsalves, or starve. And we have to check them out first."

"Of course” Sarlight smiled wearily. "We might al be Empire spies.”
"Yes" said Topaz. "Y ou might.”

Starlight looked at her, and Stedl coughed discrestly.

"How many refugees have you brought us, Captain?'

"There werefifteen thousand. Most are dead now."

"What happened?' asked Topaz.

| killed them,” siid Captain Starlight.



TheBalefire wasfull of sound as Starlight led Sted and Topaz through an endless maze of sed
corridors. There were constant creaks and groans as metal's contracted and expanded under Mistport's
varying cold, the brief furtive sounds like so many unseen mice. From time to time a sudden sputtering
noise would make Stedl jump, as one or another piece of machinery would give up the ghost and cease
to function. Starlight and Topaz paid no attention to anything they heard, their faces equaly cold and
distant. Steel muttered under his bresth and did his best to keep up with them. Though he was damned if
he could see what dl the hurrying was for; the cargo bay would till be there when they got there. The
overhead lights flickered uncertainly, and faded one by one as the ship's computers dowly fell gpart, their
memory crystals gradualy wiping clean asthe power levels dropped. The air was breathable, but thick
with the unpleasant fumes of burning insulation and spilt coolant, suggesting that the circulaing pumps
were aready breaking down. The heating e ements were out, and Mistport's cold was aready
permesting the ship. TheBal€efire was dying.

"Why you?' said Starlight suddenly, looking curioudy a Topaz. His voice echoed on the il air. "Why
an Investigator?'

"That was my ideg, actually,” said Stedl quickly. "My espers discovered something rather unusua aboard
your ship."

"Yes, | remember,” said Starlight. "But there are no diens aboard theBal efire "
"My espers quite definitely detected something. .. ."

"| don't give a sweet damn what your espers detected! | know my own ship. There's me, my crew, and
the refugees. Nobody else.”

"No diens among the refugees?’ asked Topaz.

“None."

"Youwon't mind if | inspect the ship for mysf.”

"Do | haveachoice?'

"No."

They walked awhilein slence.

"You said you killed mogt of the refugees,” Sted said carefully. "What happened, Captain?”

"Youll see" said Sarlight. "We're dmost there.”

He led the way through anarrow tunnel and out onto an equally narrow walkway, and there they
stopped. All around them there was nothing but darkness. Light from the tunnel didn't extend beyond the
walkway. Stedl glanced uncertainly about him. Although he couldn't see more than ayard in any
direction, he was nonetheless disturbed by the faint echo that accompanied even the smallest sound. And
then huge lights flared overhead as Starlight fumbled at awall control, and Stedl shrank back against the
wall asthe main cargo bay sprang into being before him. The bay wasasingle vast chamber of ribbed
sted a hundred thousand yards square. Golden light shimmered on the walls and reflected back from the

thousands of suspended animation unitsthat filled the cargo bay. The surviving refugeesfrom Tannim
dept soundly, undisturbed. Stacked one upon the other from wall to wall and from floor to celling, the



deep cylinderslay waiting like so many crysta coffins.

"Tannim was dready under attack when | raised ship,” said Starlight, moving dowly aong the narrow
walkway, which now showed itself to be set high up on the cargo bay wall. Sted and Topaz followed
close behind him. Within the nearest cylinders, they could just make out afew of the refugees, floating
like shadowsinice. "The Imperid Fleet was dropping out of hyperspace by the hundreds. Refugee ships
were being blasted out of the sky al around me. TheBal€efire was under attack, and my shields were
giving out. | needed more power, so | took it from the deep cylinder support systems. | had no choice.”

Sted frowned thoughtfully. Even with the extra power, theBal efire shouldn't have survived long enough
to drop into hyperspace. He shrugged; maybe she just got lucky. It happened. And then the significance
of what Starlight had said came home to him, and he looked at the Captain of theBal efire with growing
horror.

"How much power did you take from the cylinders, Captain? How much?”'

Starlight leaned out over the walkway's reinforced barrier, and tried for alife support readout on the
nearest deep cylinder. None of the lights came on. Starlight dropped his hand, and turned back to face
Stedl and Topaz.

"The ship needed the power. | couldn't return it until theBalefire was safely into hyper. By then, it was
too late”

"How many?" asked Topaz. "How many of your refugees survived the power 10ss?!

"Two hundred and ten," said Captain Starlight softly, bitterly. "Out of fifteen thousand, two hundred and
ten."

CHAPTER NINE
Darkstrom and the Bloodhawk

The wreck of theDarkwind lay haf-buried in the snow fifteen miles due north of Mistport, in the shadow
of the Deathshead M ountains. Between the city and the mountains lay ahuge raised plateau covered with
hundreds of feet of accumulated snow and ice. The curving mountain range chanelled the roaring winds
s0 that they swept across the plateau in asingle broad front, bludgeoning the snow utterly smooth and
level, and wiping it clean of al formsof life. Even the Hob hounds avoided the plateau. The snows
stretched unbroken and undisturbed for over twenty milesin every direction, and the temperature never
rose above freezing, even in what passed for Mistworld's summer. It was ableak and desolate place,
and it kept its secretsto itself. It had no name; it needed none. Everyone knew of the plateau and its
dangers. There were stories of the few brave soulswho'd tried to crossit, both dlone and in teams, but in
al of Mistport's short history, no one had ever succeeded. Y ou ether took the long route around the
plateau, or you didn't makeit.

Things might have stayed that way for sometime, if it hadn't been for Arne Saknussen's attempt to cross
the plateau. He and histeam had only been out on the snow five days when they made their discovery.
Like many great discoveries, it happened entirely by accident. The wind had been blowing constantly for
the last three days, and the snow was like asolid wall. The compasses were usaless so closeto the
mountains, and Saknussen's party crept dong at a snail's pace for fear of losing their direction. And then
the wind turned into a blizzard, and Saknussen called a hdt. His men set thermite chargesto clear out a



hollow in which they could shelter from the sorm, but in the panic of the moment they miscaculated the
grength of the charges. The blast killed ten men and injured as many more, but when the wind findly died
down, Saknussen and the other survivors found themsalveslooking down into a hollow half amile deep,
at the bottom of which lay thewreck of theDarkwind .

That part of the plateau |ooked very different now. The sides of the hollow had been carefully sculptured
and reinforced to provide easy accessto the wreck. A series of windbreaks had been set up to protect
the small town of fortified sheltersthat had grown up around the site. And down in the hollow more than
haf theDarkwind' slength had been painstakingly cleared of snow. Thelong stretch of burnished hull
showed stark and dien against the packed snow, like the hide of some immense metdlic snake. Great
derricks and cranes stood bunched together before the only opening in the hull, ready to winch out the
various pieces of technology as they were brought to the airlock. Seen from the distance the derricks and
cranes|looked like nothing so much as avkward matchstick men, bending and straightening endlessly
againg the blinding white of the snow.

Eileen Darkstrom clambered avkwardly down from the power dedge that had carried her acrossthe
plateau, and stretched her aching muscles. The glare from the snow was painfully bright despite her dark
glasses, and the bitter wind cut at her like aknife. She pulled her cloak tightly about her thick furs, and
stamped her boots experimentally on the packed snow. It seemed firm enough, but she didn't like
knowing there was nothing under her feet but hundreds of feet of snow. Darkstrom decided firmly that
shewasn't going to think about it, and moved forward to the rim of the crater to look down at the wreck
of theDarkwind . Her gaze drifted hungrily aong the length of the gleaming sted. Councillor Darkstrom
had been Mistport's leading blacksmith for dmost twelve years, but she'd never forgotten her timeasa
garship Captain. And then she smiled wistfully as she redlised her main concern now was how quickly
the ship could be gutted for its technology. How are the mighty fallen.

She looked away, and glanced around as she waited for the Bloodhawk's dedge to catch up with her.
All across the wide plateau the mists were so thin asto be nearly transparent. The midday sun shone
brightly overhead, and no clouds moved in the clear blue sky. The Deathshead M ountains|oomed up to
her left and right; great blue-black crags topped with snow. They were supposed to be volcanic, and
occasionaly rumbled menacingly to proveit. Hot sulphur springs bubbled up out of their cracked sides,
raising the temperature of the mountain dopesjust enough to make them habitable. But so far, there were
only afew human settlements on the dopes, the Hob hounds saw to that.

Darkstrom looked back into the crater, and scowled. Earlier thisyear she'd pulled every string she could
think of to try and get hersalf assigned to the plateau. The machinery coming out of theDarkwind madeit
atechnician's dream, and sheld been determined to be a part of the project. But the Council wouldn't et
her go. They said she was too vauable where she was, in Mistport. Now, finaly, she was right where
she'd wanted to be, and she couldn't stay. The only reason she was out on this Godforsaken plateau was
to find out why communications were out between the farms and settlements and the city.

The coughing roar of adedge engine caught her attention, and she looked round to watch the
Bloodhawk's dedge glide quickly over the snow towards her. The low, squat machinedid to ahalt
beside her and then shuddered into silence as the Bloodhawk shut off the engine. He climbed gracefully
down from the dedge and stretched elegantly. Even after severd hours spent hunched over the dedge's
controls. Count Stefan Bloodhawk still 1ooked every inch an aristocrat and a gentleman. Hisfurswere of
the finest qudity, and his cloak hung in abecoming manner. His dim frame and gracious bearing were
more suited to adebating chamber than this desolate plateau. But the Bloodhawk had always shown a
strong sense of duty and let nothing stand in hisway, least of dl his own preferences. Which was perhaps
one of the reasonswhy Darkstrom loved him so very much. He came over to join her, and they hugged
each other awkwardly through their furs. He put an arm round her shoulders, and looked down into the



crater. The cranes and the derricks were still hard at work, the roar of their engineslittle more than a
digant murmur.

"Stefan,” said Darkstrom findlly, "what are we doing here? Grief knows | can use arest from the dedge,
but we can't afford too many stopsif we're to reach Hardcastles Rock before nightfall.”

"The Rock can wait awhile," said the Bloodhawk camly. "I've been taking to Councillor du Wolfe on
the comm unit. It seems some of the technology leaving theDarkwind hasn't been arriving in Mistport.
Since we had to pass the site on our way to Hardcastle's Rock, | said we'd stop and take alook at
what's been happening here. It shouldn't take long. And besides, | know how much you've wanted to
have agood look round theDarkwind ."

Eileen Darkstrom shook her head ruefully, adow smile tugging a her mouth. Sometimes she thought he
knew her better than she knew hersalf. Saknussen's crater was actudly someway off their route, but she
hadn't been ableto resist at least taking aquick look at theDarkwind . Once the Bloodhawk had
realised where she was leading him, he must have contacted Mistport and looked for some excuse that
would let them stop &t the Site awhile. Bless the man.

"All right, Stefan,” she said gruffly. "1 suppose we can sparethe time for abrief visit. What kind of tech
has been going missng?'

The Bloodhawk shrugged, and led the way aong the rim of the crater towards the nearest set of steps
leading down to theDarkwind . "It's hard to say, exactly. Most of the technology seems innocuous
enough initsef; it'sonly when you put the various pieces together and see what they have in common that
the losses becomerather . . . disturbing. They'redl the kind of thing that would be very useful to a
clonelegger or abody bank."

Darkstrom swore vicioudy. Sheld take an oath there were no cloneleggers on Mistworld, but there were
severd illegd body banks. The Council and the city Watch spent alot of their time trying to find the
evidence that would close the evil places down. She ran the various names through her mind, trying to
pick out those with enough money or influence to stage something likethis. "Vertue," she said findly.
"Leon Vertue; it hasto be."

"He'saposshility, certainly,”" said the Bloodhawk. "But there are others. Let'stakethisone step at a
time. First, well check with the on-site security, and see exactly what technology has gone missing. Then
well check which personnel had accessto that technology. Andthen . . "

"Weplay it by ear.”

"Exactly, my dear. We ask questions, poke into corners, and generally make oursalves obnoxious. | can
be rather good at that, when | put my mind to it.”

"Indeed you can,” said Darkstrom solemnly.

The Bloodhawk smiled. "So can you," he said generoudly.

They laughed together, and started down the wide snow steps cut into the side of the crater.
InsdetheDarkwind it was comfortably warm. Darkstrom pushed back her hood and pulled off her

dark glasses, glad to be out of the cutting wind and away from the endless glare of the snow. She looked
curioudy about her as the Bloodhawk stepped out of the airlock to join her. It had been twelve years and



more since she had last set foot in astarship, but the gleaming steel corridor brought memories flooding
back. It was dmost like coming home again. The walls were smooth and featureless, unrelieved by any
ornament or decoration. The Empire didn't want its crews distracted from their duties. The overhead
lightspheres glowed brightly, probably powered by a site generator, but the gentle, amost inaudible hum
wasjust as she remembered. Thefirst time you joined a ship the never-ending hum from the lights drove
you crazy, but after aweek or so you just didn't hear it anymore.

Darkstrom walked dowly down the wide, spacious corridor, the Bloodhawk at her side. He said
nothing, recognising that she was caught up in old memories, but stayed close at hand in case she needed
him. Without |ooking round, Darkstrom reached out and took his hand in hers. She fdt in need of some
support. She'd forgotten how much she missed being Captain of her own ship. No, she corrected hersdlf,
that wasn't quite true. She hadn't just forgotten; sheld forced hersdlf to forget. It wasthe only way to stay
sane. She walked alittle more quickly, asthough trying to leave her memories behind her.

Captain Darkstrom of theDaemon . Five years of unblemished service. Not one unsuccessful mission on
her record. One of the best Captainsin the Fleet, and headed for higher things. And then one of her
cousins was Outlawed for keeping the wrong sort of company, and Eileen Darkstrom was politely
reminded that regulations clearly stated no relative of an Outlaw could be alowed to command a
garship. They told her she would have to resign her commission, or face being cashiered.

At firg, she couldn't believe they meant it. Surdly the regulation couldn't apply to someone like her, with
her record. When shefinally realised they did mean it, despite dl shed done for the Empire, Darkstrom
took her ship and her crew out into the stars, and turned pirate. She did well enough for ayear or two,
but took little pleasurein it. She had no taste for the endless blood and destruction. Eventualy she made
oneraid too many, and the Empire was waiting for her. TheDaemon went down, and she had to run for
her lifein abattered ship's pinnace. Sometime later, having fled from ship to ship and planet to planet,
she ended up on Mistworld and started anew life, first as a blacksmith and then aso asa Councillor.
Sometimes she wondered which of the two positions was the most important. Darkstrom shook her head
suddenly. Things hadn't been al bad since she came to Mistworld. She had her freedom, something shed
never known in the Empire, and more importantly, sheld met and falen in love with Count Stefan
Bloodhawk. She squeezed his hand gently, and smiled as he squeezed it back.

The corridors dowly filled with people as Darkstrom and the Bloodhawk made their way deeper into
the ship. Technicians had broken into the corridor walls and were checking through the systemsto see
what was worth salvaging. Darkstrom wasimpressed by how well theDarkwind had stood up to its
crash-landing. According to the reports she'd seen, the stern was cracked open and the lower decks
were nothing more than amass of crumpled metd, but here amidships everything seemed more or less
intact. Presumably the packed snow had absorbed some of the impact. Certainly the technicians seemed
busy enough. Darkstrom moved casudly among them, asking questions about the work, the technology;
getting thefed of things. Mogt of the technicians relaxed alittle once they redised she talked their
language, and the Bloodhawk was careful to keep well in the background. He could be rather
intimidating in Stuationslike this, and he knew it.

On the whole, the men seemed happy enough with the way things were going. There were the usua
complaints about living conditions, but nothing serious. They understood the redlities of life out here on
the plateau. Sowly, carefully, Darkstrom began to drop afew questions about the missing technology.
Most of the men didn't know what she meant, or claimed not to, but there were enough grim faces and
sudden silencesfor her to be sure that some of them knew more than they were telling. Darkstrom took a
few of these to one side and pressed them for details, using dl her charm and her Councillor'sinfluence.
And findly somebody whispered aname. Joshua Crane.



"Theré's nothing definite on him,” Darkstrom said thoughtfully to the Bloodhawk, as the two of them
made their way deeper into the heart of the ship. "But he's our best bet. HE's been in the right place at the
right time just alittle too often. From the sound of it, this operation'sfairly smal-scae; it could bejust a
one-man job at thisend."

"It'sthe man at the other end | want,” said the Bloodhawk. "The man who givesthe orders. | detest tech
runners. When bloodsuckerslike Vertue start hoarding machinery for themselves, it brings the whole of
Mistport that much closer to collapse.”

"Just remember we want this Joshua Crane dlive," said Darkstrom, and smiled as the Bloodhawk
reluctantly took his hand away from hissword hilt. "A dead technician might stop the looting for now, but
without the name of his magter, it'll only start up again later. | hope it doesturn out to be Leon Vertue. |
think I'd enjoy watching him hang. Theré's hardly afamily in Mistport that hasn't lost someoneto his
damned bodysnatchers.”

"Hell get what's coming to him," said the Bloodhawk.
Darkstrom smiled in spite of hersdlf. The Bloodhawk was aways so sure of himself.

The overhead lights grew fewer and far between as the two of them headed down to the main
Engineering Bays. Few of the between-deck e evators were working, and Darkstrom had to rely on her
old memories of the ladders and walkways. She was surprised at how much of the ship'slayout she il
remembered after al the years, but even so, she had to stop every now and again to make sure she was
on theright track. TheDarkwind was the same class and type of ship asherDaemon , but shed rarely
had occasion to visit her own Engineering Baysin person. It was on one of her brief stopsto get her
bearingsthat she first got the fedling she was being watched. A few corridors and severd sharp turns
later, shewas sure of it. She glanced at the Bloodhawk to seeif held noticed it too, and most smiled as
she saw his hand was near his sword hilt again. He met her eyes and nodded dightly. They stopped at the
next intersection and looked casudly about them, as though checking their route.

"He's behind us,”" said the Bloodhawk quietly, hislips barely moving. "About seven o'clock.”

"Got him," said Darkstrom softly. "Do you think he'sgot agun?”

"No. If he had, he'd have used it by now. | think it would be best if we split up. I'll go back the way we
came, as though I'm heading back to the main section. Then, when he goes after you, I'll circle round and
take him from behind.”

"Soundsfinetome."

"Y ou don't mind being used as bait?"

"Stefan, | can take care of mysdlf in afight. | wear asword, and | know how to useit. Y ou realy must
stop worrying about me. Now, on your way. And remember, we want him aive."

"I'll remember.”

He turned and walked unhurriedly back down the corridor, while Darkstrom strode off towards
Engineering. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled uncomfortably, and she was hard pressed to
keep her hand away from her sword. She could fedl the unseen watcher's presence. He was very close
now. She was tempted to stop and ook around, but she didn't. Her ingtincts told her he was there, and



they'd never played her false before. She kept her hand away from the sword on her hip, and tried hard
to look unconcerned. And yet despite dl her ingtincts and anticipation, the arm that snaked suddenly
round her throat caught her completely by surprise. She started to struggle, and then stopped as her
attacker held up avicious barbed dirk before her eyes.

"Shout out and I'll kill you," rasped aquiet voice beside her ear. "Who are you?'
"I'm Councillor Darkstrom.”

"Y ou picked the wrong place to go looking for trouble, Councillor,” said the quiet voice. "And you redly
shouldn't have sent your friend away."

"Hell be back."
"Notintime"
"Areyou Joshua Crane?"

Therewasadight pause. "Y ou just said the wrong thing, Councillor. Anything else, and | might have let
you go, but now you know my name. . ."

"I'm not the only one who knows."

"Then I'll just have to take care of your friend aswdll. 1t'stoo late now for the Council to send anybody
else. Thelast consgnment's already gone, and I'll be following it as soon as I've taken care of thislast bit
of business. Therésalot of money waiting for mein Mistport, and neither you nor anyone eseisgoing to
sopme.”

"Y ou can't kill aCouncillor and get away withit." Darkstrom kept her voice calm and even, trying hard
to sound confident. Crane just laughed.

"Y ou'd be surprised what you can get away with, Councillor. Y ou redly shouldn't have let your friend
go. Now | don't haveto hurry this. | can havealittle. . . fun, first. Fun for me, that is. | don't think you're
going to enjoy it much, Coundillor."

The dirk gleamed dully in the dim light as Crane turned it dowly back and forth. The barbed sted edge
moved gradually closer to Darkstrom'sface, and shetried to pull her head away. Cranetightened his
stranglehold, and she couldn't move at dl. The point of the dirk bit into her face, just above the right
cheekbone, and athin stream of blood rilled down her face. Crane dowly pulled the dirk down,
lengthening the cut held made. Even above the pain, Darkstrom could fed thefaint tug of her flesh parting
under the keen edge, and the fresh blood that dribbled down her face. She groaned once, and then
dammed her elbow back into Crane'sribs. Twelve years as a blacksmith had given Darkstrom agood
st of muscles, and Crane grunted loudly as the sudden blow drovethe air from hislungs. The dirk
stopped moving, and Darkstrom back-elbowed him again, putting al her strength into it. Crane's
stranglehold loosened. She stamped down hard on hisleft instep, and felt abone crack under her boot.
Thedirk fell away from her face as Crane moaned with pain, and she threw hersdlf forward, out of his
reach. She hit the floor rolling and was quickly back on her feet, reaching for her sword. And then she
stopped, and watched grimly as Cranefdl heavily to the floor, clutching with desperate hands at the grest
crimson wound in his neck. Blood streamed through his fingers as he lay twitching on the floor, and then
his hands fell awvay from his neck, and he lay 4till. After amoment, he stopped breathing. The Bloodhawk
stepped out of the shadows, stared briefly at the unmoving body, and nodded, satisfied. He set about



cleaning his sword with a piece of cloth. Darkstrom shook her head angrily.
"Dammit, Stefan, we wanted him divel”

"l couldn't risk it. He might have killed you."

"I could have handled him."

"Perhaps. But he had stedl in his hand and you didn't, and | didn't like the odds. Ther€'s blood on your
face. Usethis”

Darkstrom scowled at him, and then took the cloth he was holding out to her. She knew a peace
offering when she saw one. She pressed the cloth to her face and dabbed gingerly at the narrow cut. It
wasn't abad cut, as cuts go.

"Areyou dl right, my dear?'

"I'mfine, Stefan. It'sonly ascratch.”

"I wasworried about you."

"Yes, | know. Let's get out of here. We can send some men back to clean up this mess.”

"Did Crane mention any namesto you; like Leon Vertue?'

"No. Just that there was money waiting for him in Mistport.”

The Bloodhawk frowned thoughtfully. "Without aname, | don't think we can justify turning back. Our
mission to restore communications with the city istoo important.”

"Y ou'reright, unfortunately. But it would have been niceto findly nal Leon Vertue."

"Yes" sad the Bloodhawk, as he guided her back down the dimly lit steel corridor. "But don't worry,
my dear; | promiseyou, hell get what's coming to him."

CHAPTER TEN

Mary

Night lay heavily over Mistport, and the full moon shone dimly through the thick mists that curled across
the landing pads. Jamie Royd huddled ingde histhreadbare grey cloak and peered about him from the
safety of the perimeter shadows. The landing field was deserted, and even the marker torches were
burning low. He pulled amap from inside his cloak and studied it carefully by the light of a pencil torch.
The smdl spot of light danced across the unsteady map as his hands shook violently from the freezing
cold. Jamie swore under his bresth, and fought to keep his hands till. The night was cold, and getting
colder. Every breath seared hislungs, and he couldn't stop his teeth from chattering. He put the cold out
of hismind as best he could, and concentrated on the map. The sooner he was finished with this, the
quicker he could get out of thekilling cold. Only afool or amadman would linger out in the open during
Mistport's night. Only the foolish, and mad . . . and the desperate. Jamie scowled, and studied his map.



The starport perimeter was dotted with pressure fields and proximity mines, but the safe paths through
them seemed Straightforward enough. Jamie put away historch, and then carefully refolded the map and
tucked it into his pocket. HeEd aready spent most of the evening memorizing the safe routes, but he liked
to be sure. He glowered into the swirling mists and swore to himsdlf that thiswas the last job he'd do for
Leon Vertue, threats or no threats. Hed thought hisjob was over once he'd ddivered that damned
crystd to the Hadenman, but Vertue had insisted on this one last service. Blackjack had stood silently
beside the doctor, smiling coldly, waiting for Jamieto try and refuse. Jamie wouldn't give him the
satisfaction.

But I'll get you for this, thought Jamiefiercdy.l'll make you both pay for what you've done to me,
and to Madelaine. My sweet Madelaine.. . .

He smiled sourly, and shook his head. He was going to have enough trouble getting out of thiswith his
skinintact asit was, without hatching wild schemesto get back at Vertue and Blackjack. Revenge would
have to wait for another time, assuming he ever came up with a plan worth adamn. Jamie glanced about
him, listening carefully. No shadows moved in the mists, and no sounds disturbed the silence. According
to hisinformation, the Watch patrolled the perimeter at haf-hour intervals. Plenty of timeto snesk
through the port defences and hide himsdf in the mists. Assuming nothing went wrong. He took adeep
bresth, and moved cautioudy forward out onto the landing field.

The proximity mines were easy enough to spot, now that he knew what he was|ooking for, but the
pressure fields were undetectabl e to the naked eye. Thefirst you knew about tripping one was when the
Watchmen came charging out of nowhere to grab you. Jamie gritted histeeth and plunged on into the
migts. Either the map wasright, or it wasn't, and if it wasnt, it wastoo late to worry about it now. The
smugglers shipsloomed out of thefog to either sde of him, long silver needles glowing ruddy from the
flickering marker torches. The other pads were bare and empty, and Jamie felt horribly exposed and
vulnerable as he padded slently through the mists. Hisimagination filled the endless grey haze with
watching eyes and armed guards, and he could fed hisheart hammering wildly in his chest. He sumbled
to ahdt as ahuge dark shape formed suddenly out of the migts, and then herelaxed alittleashe
recognised the hull of theBalefire . Hewas in the right place. He padded quickly over to the reception
area.compound, and hid himsdlf in the shadows of the outer wall.

He crouched on his haunchesin the comforting gloom, and waited impatiently for hisbreathing to dow
and his heartbesat to return to norma.l'd make a lousy spy , he thought ruefully. He shook his head and
turned his attention to the straggling line of refugees emerging from theBalefire’ smain airlock. They
moved dowly, listlesdy, acrossthe landing pad, dressed in silks and fineries totally unsuitable for the
bitter cold of aMistport night, but none of them seemed to notice, or even care. Their faces were blank
and their eyes were empty, and none of them looked back at the ship they were leaving. Lost and aone,
hoping against hope, they came to Mistport as so many had before. Because there was nowhere el se.

Jamie hugged himsdlf fiercely ingde his cloak, and straightening up, he stamped hisfeet hard to try and
drive out the cold. Hed logt dl feding in hisfeet and hands despite his boots and gloves, and frost was
forming in hishair and crackling on hisface. Vertue or no Vertue, he couldn't stand this cold for long. If
he couldn't find the refugee he was looking for quickly, held have to leave and take his chances with the
damned mercenary. He snapped aert as he heard footsteps nearby. He glanced quickly round, and
winced as he saw John Silver standing in the doorway of the reception compound. What the hell wasthe
duty esper doing here? Jamie shrank back againgt the wall, trusting to the shadows to hide him. His
menta shield was astight as he could make it, and asfar as Slver's esp was concerned, he should be
invisble

Silver moved away from the door, hesitated, and then waked dowly towards Jamie. The duty esper



was frowning, but his attention seemed fixed wholly on the refugees. Jamie reached down and carefully
eased the dirk out of hisboot. The dender knife seemed heavy in hishand. He didn't want to kill Silver,
but he couldn't afford to be caught. They hanged traitorsin Mistport. Silver drew steadily nearer. Jamie
pulled back hisarm for the killing thrust, and waited for the duty esper to come in range. And then
someone called from inside the compound, and Silver stopped and looked back. Jamie froze in position,
hardly daring to bresth. Silver turned and walked back into the compound. Jamie relaxed, letting his
breath out in agreat Sgh of relief. He put away hisknife, shaking dl over with the relief from tenson. The
sooner thisjob was over, the better, it wasn't doing his nerves any good at al.

Heraised his esp and cautioudy probed inside the reception compound, careful to keep hisown mind
shielded. It seemed held arrived just in time; the first few refugees were just being processed. Jamie
frowned. There were two other espers apart from Silver, and they seemed to be scanning the new
arrivasvery thoroughly, asthough searching for something. He couldn't tell exactly what they were up to
without dropping his shields and aerting the other espersto his presence, but he could guess. They were
looking for the same refugee he'd been sent to find. Jamie grinned. Unfortunately for them, he wasthere
to make sure they never got the chanceto find her. He chose his moment carefully, and then delicately
mindprobed the refugeesin the compound. There were only four, and Jamie quickly dismissed them.
Vertue had said shewouldn't bein the first few, and it looked like he wasright. Jamie turned hisesp on
the refugees trudging dowly out of the mists, and probed them one by one as they approached the
reception area. It was along and wearying task, but Jamie stuck to it. He soon lost count of the refugees
asthey passed, but he didn't redlly give adamn. It was starting to look like he was wasting histime, and
inaway herather hoped he was. Treachery paid well enough, but his heart wasn't in it. He Sghed
quietly. There were till debtsto bepaid. . .

And then atall blond woman emerged silently from out of the mists. She wore the long, gaudy robes of
Tannim's patrician class, now torn and grimy and spotted with dried blood. She couldn't have been more
than twenty, but pain and sorrow had etched deep linesin her face. She was still good-looking, but sheld
never be pretty again. She waked dowly and gracefully through the mists, staring straight ahead with a
fixed, disquieting smile. Jamie reached out to her with hismind, and asingle word answered him.Mary .
Jamie smiled dmost regretfully, and darted out of the shadowsto intercept her.

"Hello, Mary. I'm Shadow, your contact.”
She amiled a him, and Jamie shivered. Her eyes were cold and dark and very empty.
"Hello, Shadow. Mary has been programmed.”

Jamie glanced quickly around to make sure no one had noticed them. Then, taking Mary'sarm, heled
her off into the swirling mists. He shot quick glances at her as he carefully retraced his path to the
perimeter wall. She came with him unresistingly, not saying aword. Jamie wasjust as happy for her to
stay that way. Her voice had been cold and unfedling and somehow inhuman. What the hell had those
Empire bastards done to her? And what did she mean, she'd been programmed? Jamie tried another
mind-probe, but she had excellent shidlds, either her own or implanted by Empire mindtechs. Jamie
shrugged, and hurried her on through the thickening fog. V ertue's contacts were supposed to have fixed it
S0 that the control tower's sensors wouldn't pick them up, but Jamie didn't fedl inclined to risk it any
longer than he had to. He was beginning to get avery bad fegling about this whole operation. He glanced
quickly a Mary. Shewas il amiling.

They reached the perimeter wall without being chalenged, and Mary alowed Jamieto help her over the
low stonewall. He quickly joined her in the narrow street, and then glared hurriedly about him. The mists
were growing steadily thicker, and alight snow had begun to fal. Jamie shivered inside histhin cloak, and



looked dubioudy a Mary's flimsy robes. The night was cold, and getting colder. He was supposed to
take her straight to Vertue's place, but the odds were she'd freeze to death on the way. Particularly if he
had to waste time dodging the city Watch. Dressed as shewas, Mary stuck out like anun in abrothel.
He had to get her some warm clothes, someplace where they wouldn't ask awkward questions. . . Jamie
smiled suddenly. The Blackthorn. Cyder was already connected with Vertue in some way viathe energy
crystal, so shewouldn't talk out of turn. And the tavern wasn't far off. Jamie took Mary'sarm and hurried
her along the dimly lit street. Cyder would be bound to have some clothes Mary could borrow. She
might also have afew ideas asto what the hell was going on.

The Blackthorn was moderately busy when Jamie peered cautioudy in through the open door. Most of
the tables were full, and the bar was lined from one end to the other. The air was thick with smoke and
the unrelenting chatter of people determined to have agood time while their money lasted. Jamietook a
firm hold on Mary'sarm and led her into the tavern. He wasn't sure how the crowd would affect her in
her present state. For the moment she was |ooking straight ahead, ignoring everything and everybody,
and Jamietried to relax alittle. He made his way to the bar, looking around for Cyder, but she was
nowhere to be seen. A bravo in greasy furs reached out ahand to grab a Mary. She didn't react, but the
bravo froze in place as he found Jami€'s knife hovering before his | eft eyeball. The bravo swallowed

dryly.
"Uh. .. no offence meant."

"None taken," said Jamie courteoudy, and pulled Mary on towards the bar. The bravo turned back to
his jeering companions and did his best to pretend nothing had happened.

Jamie found an open place at the long wooden bar, and quickly filled it with Mary and himsdlf. He
waited impatiently for thetall, cadaverous barman to get to them, and glanced warily round the packed
tables. He hadn't thought the tavern would be so full at this hour of the night. Mary'sarriva in Mistport
was supposed to be a secret, and here he was bringing her into a crowd of people who'd sall her outina
minute if they thought they could make half a credit on the dedl. Jamie scowled. He couldn't take her to
Vertue dressed as she was. Sheld never make it. And anyway, Jamie felt badly in need of some advice.
Things were getting out of hand. He looked round as the bartender finally approached, and tried for a
relaxed and confident smile. It didn't fed at al convincing.

"I'm looking for Cyder."

"She's out on business, Mr. Royd."

"I've got to see her; it'surgent.”

"I'm sorry, Mr. Royal, but she's not here. If you'd like to wait, she should be back any time now."
"Okay. Thanks"

Jamietook Mary's arm again and led her over to one of the private booths at the rear of the tavern. He
sat down on one of the chairs, and then had to get up again and make Mary sit down. She stayed where
he put her, fill smiling gently to herself. Jamie collgpsed onto hischair, and stretched out hislegs. It felt
good to be back in the warm again. He flexed his numb fingers, trying to work some fedling back into
them, and wondered what the hell he was going to do. He couldn't afford to wait long, but on the other
hand, he couldn't leave with Mary dressed as she was. He growled disgustedly, and silently damned
Vertueto hell and back. It was dl hisfault, whichever way you looked at it. Jamie studied Mary
thoughtfully. Asfar as he could tell, she hadn't moved an inch since held sat her in her chair. Her face was



gtill calm and cold, and her eyeswere far away. It was as though shewas.. . . waiting for something.
Jamie scowled at her. She was ill smiling. He looked away. The smile was starting to get on his nerves.

"Well, Jamie Royd, | didn't expect to find you here."

Jamielooked up sharply, his hand dropping to the knife in his boot, and then he relaxed dightly. "I might
say the same about you, Suzanne. What is one of Migtport's leading Councillors doing in adive like this?*

Suzanne du Wolfe shrugged, and pulled up achair next to Jamie. "Passing through. Who's your friend?
"Just someone I'm minding; abusiness deal. Look, Suzanne, | need afavour. I've got to take her
somewherein ahurry, and she can't go out in the night dressed like this. Have you got a spare cloak or
something you could lend her? | was going to ask Cyder, but sheisn't here.”

Suzanne frowned. "Areyou in trouble again, Jamie?"

"Arent | dways? These days, everything | touch turnsto dross.”

"Jamie. . . | heard about you splitting up with Maddaine. I'm sorry."

"Thanks." Jamie hesitated, and then looked steadily at Suzanne. "Suze, I'm in trouble. Red trouble. |
need your help.”

She smiled cynicaly, and leaned back in her chair. "All right. How much do you want to borrow this
time?'

"No, Suze, it'snot money | need. Or at least, not just money. It'syour influence | need, your protection.”

"Jamie, theré'snot alot | can do for you. AsaCouncillor, | might be able to turn ablind eyeto afew
things, but . . ."

"You're not just aCouncillor," said Jamiedowly. "Youredso aWolfe."

Suzanne's face hardened suddenly. "Du Wolfe, Jamie. I'm only aWolfe by marriage, and Jonathan's
been dead almogt three years now."

"l know," said Jamie. "'l helped hunt down the man who killed him, remember?
"Yes. | remember.”

"I'm asking you as afriend, Suze. Once you're made part of aClan, you're dwaysapart of it. They'll
help, if you ask them. And they're the only ones who can give methe kind of protection | need.”

"Come on, Jamie. Who could you possibly have upset that you'd need that much protection?”

"Leon Vertue," said Jamie quietly. "He's an Empire agent. He owns dl my debts, and he had Maddaine
killed."

"Oh, Jamie, no. . ."

"I've been working for Vertue these past few days, a mercenary called Blackjack made it clear that |



didn't have any choicein the matter. Vertue's planning something, Suze, something big. | want out, but if |
try to run helll send that damned mercenary after me. I've got to have protection, or I'm a dead man.”

"Jamie. . ."
"Please, Suze. | don't know what's going on, but it'sgot ared nasty fed toit."

"All right," said Suzanne du Wolfe. "I'll talk to the Clan, and see what they say. In the meantime, you'd
better stick closeto me. They won't dare attack you while I'm around. Now, what are we going to do
about your lady friend here?’

Jamie Roya and Suzanne du Wolfe both looked at Mary, and then froze in their seats. Mary was smiling
at them, and her eyes were darker than the night. Her time of waiting was over.

Cat hung by his hedlsfrom the roof's gutter and pounded angrily on the closed shutters with hisfist, but
they remained firmly shut. Cat scowled, and pulled himsalf back up onto the roof. Cyder should have
been back by now. He crouched motionless on the snow-covered dates, lost in thought. The wind
whirled the falling snow around him, and he shivered even insde histhermd suit. Findly he shrugged, and
padded along the edge of the roof to the drainpipe. He swung easily over the edge and did down the
drainpipe to his emergency entrance: a narrow window that opened onto the halway of the Blackthorn's
upper floor. The shutter was dways left unbolted and dightly gar, as nobody but Cat waswiry and
limber enough to clamber through it. Even so, he had ahard time of it when hetried, and Cat wondered if
he was putting on weight. That was what eating regular meals did for you.

Hewriggled free of the window frame, and dropped silently to the floor. He looked quickly about him,
but there was no one there. The lamps burned brightly in their holders, but ill there was a strange
coldnessto the air. He started down the hall, and then paused as a door swung open to hisright. All of
Cat'swarning ingtincts suddenly kicked in, and he faded quickly back into the shadows of an dcove. The
moment he/d done it he felt ridiculous. There was nothing threatening about a door swinging open.

It probably hadn't been shut properly. But sill he didn't move from the shadows of the dcove. Cat
trusted hisingtincts. He studied the open door carefully. No light spilled out into the landing, and Cat
realised that the room beyond the door was completely dark.

Nobody came out, and after amoment the door dammed shut. Cat waited, watching curiously, and then
the door opened and dammed shut again. Cat felt his hacklesrise as he watched the door open and shut
time and again. There was acontrolled, deliberate violence to the damming door that disturbed him
deeply. He chose his moment carefully, and then darted out of his acove and on down the halway while
the door remained shut. The door flew open as he passed, and Cat flattened himsdlf against the wall on
the far side of the door. There was a pause before the door dammed shut again, but he didn't try to see
what was waiting in the darkness beyond the door. He didn't want to know.

He padded softly down the corridor, scowling as he began to be serioudy worried. The damming door
had to be making ahdll of anoise, but nobody had come to investigate it. He headed for the dairs a the
end of the hall, and then hesitated as he realised there was another door between him and the stairs. It
was shut, and it seemed just an ordinary door. Cat approached it warily, but it remained closed. He
studied the door thoughtfully, and then glanced at the stairs. More and more he was getting the fedling
that something bad had happened in the Blackthorn. Hisingtincts weretdlling him to get the hell out of the
hallway, but the closed door intrigued him. He glanced back, and saw that the other door was till
opening and shutting, opening and shutting. He looked back at the closed door by the sairs, and worried
hislower lip between histeeth. Findly, hetook off one of hisgloves, tucked it into hisbelt, and placed his



bare palm flat against the wood of the door. If there was anyone moving about inside the room, he should
be able to pick up the vibrations. But no sooner had he put his hand to the door than he snatched it away
again. The door was shuddering. Cat licked hisdry lips nervoudy, and forced himsdlf to try again.
Gradudly he redlised that what he could feel was the continuous thudding of somebody beating against
theinside of the door with their fists. Cat backed away, and then hurried over to the stairsthat led down
to the bar.

Wheat the hell had happened in the Blackthorn? And where was Cyder?

Cat heditated at the foot of the stairs, facing the heavy wooden door that led into the bar. He never went
into the bar when it was open for business, it wasn't safe. If the Watch ever found out he made his home
at the Blackthorn, they'd never leave him or Cyder in peace again. And besides, after the two doorson
the upper floor, he wasn't sure he wanted to see what was behind this door. But he had to find some
answers. Cat braced himself, and pushed the door open.

Furniture lay scattered across the tavern floor like kindling. Deep gouges siretched acrossthe wallslike
claw marks. All the mirrors were cracked and shattered, and broken glass was everywhere. Cat stood
unmoving in the doorway, frozen in place by horror and disbdlief. He looked dowly about him, trying to
takeit dl in. Thelong wooden bar was cracked from end to end. Tables and chairslay overturned, as
through a strong wind had blown through the tavern. Wine and ae lay pooled on the floor like spilt
blood. All the windows were broken, and the lamps and lanterns had blown out. The only light came
from the smouldering fires that burned duggishly here and there among the wreckage. And dl around,
moving in strange ways, were shadows that had once been men and women. Some szt listlesdy, with
their backs propped against walls or overturned tables. Their mouths gaped open, and their eyes saw
nothing. Otherslay on their backs, staring unseeingly at the ceiling, their hedls drumming againgt the floor.
Still more lay huddled under improvised shelters, their eyestightly shut, their mouths stretched wide by
raw, rasping screamsthat Cat couldn't hear. A few men and women lay dead among the wreckage,
though no wounds showed.

Cat moved dowly forward. He glanced behind the bar, and winced. The bartender had died screaming,
his hands pressed to his ears. Cat glimpsed a movement out of the corner of his eye and spun round,
poised to run or fight as necessary. Cyder stood just ingde the main door, surveying the scenein
shocked amazement. Cat quickly made hisway across the room to join her, stepping carefully around the
various bodies. Hetook Cyder in hisarms, and for amoment she clung to him, her face buried in his
shoulder. Then she straightened up, and pushed him away. She looked around her wrecked tavern, and
though her face was cold and hard, her shoulders were dumped in defedt.

"I'mfinished,” she said quietly. "Therésno way | can raise enough money to put right thiskind of
damage. What the hell happened while | was gone? It looks like a bomb went off in here. A bomb, or a
Poltergeist. Damn. Damn! Cat, you watch over the place while | go for adoctor. Maybe some of these
poor souls can tell uswhat happened.”

Cat nodded unhappily, not liking the idea of being left in the Blackthorn on hisown, but by thetime he
looked round. Cyder was aready gone. Cat shrugged, looked uneasily about him, and sat down by the
open door to wait.

In afire-blackened booth at the rear of the tavern, Jamie Roya and Suzanne du Wolfe lay sprawled
acrossthe table, quite dead.

Typhoid Mary had come to Mistport.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Two Warriors

Donad Roya's house stood near the inner boundary of Merchants Quarter, not far from the starport.
When he and hiswife had first moved in, their new home had been part of one of Mistport's most
desirable areas, but that was many years ago. Now the house was old and crumbling and somewhat in
need of repair, and so was the surrounding area. The great househol ds had become lodging houses and
tenements, and the old Playhouse was now a covered market. The well-off and the socialy ambitious
had long ago moved on to other, more reputable areas, but Donad had never moved. Hiswife had
alwaysloved their house, and since her degath there was nowhere el se he wanted to be. Besides, it was
his house, and he wasn't going to leave it just to fit in with the vagaries of fashion.

Donad Roya had aways been avery stubborn man.

Hesat in hischair, in his study, and glowered unseeingly at hislow-burning fire. Jamie had been dead
nearly three days now, and the Watch were gtill no nearer finding out who killed him. They couldn't even
agree on the manner of his death. His body had been badly burned, but the coroner's report had smply
sad heart failure. Donad shook his head dowly. Hed always said Jamie would die young, but hed never
redly believed it. He hadn't wanted to believe it. Jamie had been hisonly living relation, the last of the
Roya line. Donald had had such plansfor Jamie, such hopes. . . . All gone now. One of the comforts of
growing old was watching your children and grandchildren grow up, and hel ping guide them past the
traps and pitfals, and al the mistakes you made. Therewas ared satisfaction in knowing you'd done
your best for them and they were the better because of it. And now it was al over. Hed outlived both his
children and his only grandchild, and for what? To walk aone through an empty house, and spend the
evenings Stting by thefire to keep the cold from his bones.

Donad Roya sank back in his padded armchair and let his eyes drift over the accumulated possessions
of hislife. Every painting and ornament, every piece of tech and stick of furniture, held its own specia
memory. Y oung Jack Random had sat in that chair opposite, when hefirst came to Mistworld to gather
warriorsfor arebelion on Lyonesse. That was more than twenty years ago, but Donad could still hear
thefiery conviction in Random'’s voice as he spoke on the need for men everywhere to make a stand
againg the tyrannies of Empire. Dondd had tried to explain that it wasn't as ssimple as that, but Random
wouldn't listen. He'd gathered hislittle army, held them together with grand rhetoric and promises of loot
and glory, and led them back to Lyonesse to face the waiting Empire. Some time later, Donad heard that
the rebellion had been put down. Random's army had been cut to ribbons and the survivors hanged for
treason, but Random himself had escaped, vowing revenge. Since then, Jack Random had led many
rebellions on many worlds, but gill the Empire stood. He hadn't yet learned what Donald Royal had
learned long ago; that it would take more than force of armsto overthrow the Empire. The people il
believed in the Empire, even whileit betrayed and murdered them, and until they could be given
something eseto believein, the Empire would continueits bloody rule.

Dondd stirred uncomfortably in his chair as other memories came back to him. Lord Duranda had
stood benesath that portrait as he expounded his mad scheme to enter the Darkvoid in search of the
legendary Wolfling World. If hefound it, he never returned to tell of it. And that ornate china vase had
been given to Donad by Count Ironhand of the Marches, to commemorate the time they stood together
with asingle company of Watchmen and fought back over a hundred Hob hounds. Donald couldn't stand
the ugly little vase, but he kept it so as not to upset the Count. Donad had awaysliked Ironhand. He
frowned suddenly, as he remembered Count Ironhand had been dead for over fifteen years. Drowned,
saving achild who'd falen in the River Autumn. Brave and chivarous, Ironhand, even to theend. They



were al dead now; al the old heroes and warriors who'd held Mistport together and made it strong.

Dead and gone down the many years, with only him to remember them and the glorious deeds they'd
done.

And who'll remember me, when 1'm gone?he thought dowly.Whao'll remember Donald Royal, except
as a footnote in some dusty history book .

And now Jamie was dead.

Donald shook his head dowly, acold harsh anger building within him. Hewas old and hewastired, and
he hadn't drawn asword in anger in more than twelve years, but he was damned if held let hiskinsman's
death go unavenged. He levered himself up out of his chair and paced up and down before thefire,
thinking furioudy. Whereto start, that was the problem. There was atime, not that long ago, when he
could have just summoned a company of the Watch and demanded access to the investigation, but these
days he had little real power. Hed lost interest in politics when hislast opponent died, and since then held
let things dip. He only stayed on with the Council out of a sense of duty. Besides, the Watch weren't
getting anywhere. Going about it al wrong, as usud. Instead of concentrating on what happened to Jamie
at the Blackthorn, they should have been asking what brought him therein thefirst place. Therewasaso
the question of what he was doing sharing a private booth with Councillor du Wolfe. They didn't have a
damn thing in common. All right, they might have been lovers, but Donald would have svorn du Wolfe
had better taste than that.

Donad scowled thoughtfully as he paced up and down, dowly grinding hisright fist into hisleft palm.
Hed haveto go back further, try and discover what Jamie had been up to prior to his death. And that
wasn't going to be easy. Jamie never kept books or records on his various dedlings, for fear they'd be
used againgt him in acourt of law. But who el se would know? Donad stopped suddenly as the answer
cameto him. Jamie might not have trusted anything to paper, but his old partner might have. It hadn't
been that long since they split up. And even if she hadn't kept any records, the chances were she might
know something about why Jamie had gone to the Blackthorn on that particular night.

Yes, dl he had to do was find Jamie's old partner, Madelaine Skye.

Dondd stalked out of his study and hurried down the gloomy halway to an old, familiar cupboard. He
fumbled with the key in his eagerness, but finaly hauled the door open. Insde the cupboard lay dl hisold
swords and daggers, till lovingly oiled and cared for and wrapped in specidly treated ragsto protect the
metal. He chose hisfavourite sword and carefully unwrapped it. The length and heavy weight of it felt
good in his hand, asthough it belonged there. He smiled, remembering, and then dipped the sword into
its scabbard and buckled the belt around hiswaist. He unwrapped a knife, and dipped it into the top of
his boot. He hefted his old throwing axe in his hand, but reluctantly decided againgt it. He hadn't practised
in so long, his eye was bound to be out. He put the axe back, and instead gathered up afew useful odds
and ends and distributed them about his person. Just in case.

He closed the cupboard door and locked it. The sword at his hip seemed heavier than he remembered,
but then, he wasn't as young as he used to be. He grinned at the understatement. Luckily, hed dways
relied on skill asmuch asmuscle. He pulled on apair of thick lesther gloves and wrapped his heaviest
cloak about him. If he remembered correctly, Jamie had said Madelaine Skye had an officein the old
Bluegdlt building in Guilds Quarter. About an hour'swalk, if he hurried. Donald Roya smiled. It felt good
to be doing something again, after dl the many years.

Guilds Quarter wasn't quite asimpressive as Tech Quarter, but it was certainly just as prosperous. The



squat stone-and-timber buildings had a smug, self-satisfied air of solidity and respectability. The streets
were well-lit and reasonably clean, and beggars were firmly discouraged from loitering. Powerful men
lived in Guilds Quarter, men on the way up. Or on the way down. It wasthat sort of place.

But Guilds Quarter, like every other Quarter, had its good areas and its bad areas. Madelaine Skye's
officewasin one of the worst sections, ashambling clutter of streets so close to the inner boundary that it
wasonly just apart of the Quarter. The Bluegdt building wasthetalest in its street, with three floorsin
all, but the brickwork was old and pitted, the facade was decidedly shabby, and the whole place exuded
adigtinct air of gented poverty. Donad could remember when the Bluegelt had been one of the mgor
merchant houses, but of late it had obvioudy come down in the world. He stood in the street outside,
garing glumly &t the dark, empty windows, and trying to get his bresth back. WWhen he was younger he
could have made thewalk easily, but at his age nothing came easily anymore. He moved weerily over to
the great front door and leaned againgt it for amoment while he waited for his second wind. The lantern
over the door shed adirty yellow glow that illuminated very little outsideits pool of light. Donald didn't
care. There waslittle enough in this street worth looking at.

His breathing finally evened out, and he stepped away from the door and pulled his cloak tightly about
him. The evening was fast turning into night, and he had to get insde soon, before the red cold began. He
tried the door handle, and it turned easily in his hand. The door wasn't |locked. Donald shook his head
unhappily. The Bluegelt must redly be onitsway out to have such lousy security. He let himsdlf into the
building, and pushed the door shut behind him.

Thelong, narrow halway stretched out before him, half hidden in shadows. A single ail lamp burned
above the main door, itsdim bluelight flickering unsteadily asthe ail ran low. Donald moved dowly
forward into the hal, peering warily about him. The hdl itself was clean, but bare. There was no furniture,
no fittings, no portraits or tapestries on the panelled walls. The wooden floor had neither rugs nor carpet,
and from the look of it hadn't seen atrace of wax or polish in years. Therats has deserted the sinking
ship, and taken everything with them that wasn't nailed down. Doors led off the halway to either sde, but
Donad didn't bother to check them. Nobody here would give a damn who he was or what he was
doing, aslong as he didn't disturb them. He glowered at the sairs at the end of the hall. He could clearly
remember Jamie saying that Madelaine's office was on the top floor. Typical. Donald hated stairs. Even
when hewasfeding at hisbest, along flight of stairs could till remind him how frail he'd become.

Threeflights of stairs and severa long restslater, Donad Roya stumbled to ahdt before the second
door aong the narrow hallway on the top floor. The flaking paint on the door saidmaddaine skye:
confidentid enquiries . Donad smiled dightly. HEd never met Skye before, but that signtold him alot
about her. A euphemism like that could mean anything you wanted it to. Basicdlly, dl it really meant was
that Skyewasfor hire, if the money was right. He knocked politely on the door, and waited impatiently.
There was no reply. Donald tried the door, but it was locked. He smiled wryly; at least somebody in this
building understood the need for good security. He put his ear against the wood of the door and listened
carefully. There wasn't asound from inside the office. He straightened up and looked quickly about him,
and then kndlt before the door to study itslock. The only light came from asingle lantern at the far end of
the halway, but it was enough for Donald's needs. He took athin twist of wirefrom ingde hisleft glove
and inserted it carefully into the door lock. He jiggled the wire amoment, getting the fed of the tumblers,
applied alittle expert pressure, and the door was no longer locked. Donad removed the wire and
dipped it back into his glove. Nice to know he hadn't lost his touch. He pushed the door open and
walked into Madelaine Skye's office.

He shut the door behind him, and waited for his eyesto grow accustomed to the gloom. The only light
came from astreet lamp st just outside the window. Donald shook his head grimly at the lack of
shutters. The glassin the window wasn't even stedglass. The security in this building was apalling. He



moved dowly forward into the gloom as his eyes adjusted. It wasn't much of an office, as offices go, but
it had the bare essentiads. There was a desk, with afew papersoniit. A fairly comfortable chair behind
the desk, and another, rather plain chair for visitors. Two lamps he couldn't risk lighting. Therewasa
battered old couch, pushed up against the right-hand wall. A few negtly folded blankets and a pillow lay
piled a one end, suggesting that the couch sometimes doubled asabed. A large potted plant stood alone
on thewindowsill. It had no flowers, and its |eaves were drooping.

Donad moved dowly round the office, trying to get the fed of the place. It was cheap, but adequate.
The furnishings were rather functiond, but there was nothing wrong with that. Donad didn't much care
for frillsand fancies, and distrusted those who did. And yet . . . the overall impression he got was one of
desertion, as though Skye had walked out some time ago and not come back. Donald ran afinger across
the desktop, and frowned at the trail held left in the dust. He moved behind the desk, dusted the seat of
the chair with his handkerchief, and sat down. It was even more comfortable than it looked. Donad
stretched histired legs and looked about him. It was dl very interesting, but so far he'd seen nothing that
would explain why Jamie died. It had to have been some case he was working on. He couldn't have been
killed over his debts, everyone knew Jamie dways paid up eventualy. Donald frowned thoughtfully.
Maybe it was something he or Skye had ssumbled on by accident.

Hetook out his pencil torch, switched it on, and lesfed through the papers lying on the desk. Just memos
and reminders, mogtly trivid stuff, and none of it current. The paper should have been handed in for
recycling long ago. No wonder there was a paper shortage. He looked speculatively at the two desk
drawers. Hetried them, and they were both locked. Donald did histrick with the wire again, and then
pawed carefully through the contents of the two drawers. Again it was mostly everyday stuff, but finaly
he came up with atan folder. It had been pushed to the back of the right-hand drawer, and left
unlabelled. The folder contained three sheets of paper, each covered with notes written in asprawling
longhand. The writing was so bad he couldn't read haf of it, but it seemed to be areport on the Hob
hounds movements around the outlying farms. Donad's frown deepened as he read on. Asfar ashe
could make out, the report seemed to suggest that the only reason the hounds were avoiding the outer
farms and settlements was because they were being herded away. . . .

Donad stared blankly at the page in his hand. If this report wasright, and Jamie and Skye had gone
looking for more information, that might explain everything. Only the Empire had the interest and the
resources to mount an operation like this, and they wouldn't have taken kindly to being investigated.
Dondd dipped the paper back into itsfile, and then frowned suddenly. If the Empire had wanted Jamie
dead, one of their agents would have killed him smply and negtly, and then disposed of the body. They
didn't leave traces, when it could be avoided. They certainly wouldn't have destroyed awhole tavern full
of peoplejust to kill one man. Donald scowled. Whoever killed Jamie, it dmost certainly wasn't the
Empire, which meant he wasright back where he started. He sat back in his chair and hummed
tunelesdy, trying to make sense of it al. Thefolder and its contents were important, he could fed it, but
he couldn't see how it linked in with Jami€'s desth.

"And just what do you think you're doing?'

Dondd's heart jJumped at the unexpected voice. Helooked up, startled, to find atal silhouette filling the
open doorway. He sat up straight in his chair, and let one hand drift back to his sword hilt.

"I wouldn'," said the voice, and Donald moved his hand away again. Hejust had timeto rediseit wasa
woman'svoice, and then he winced as the room was suddenly full of light, throwing back the gloom. His
eyes quickly adjusted to the brightness, and he studied the newcomer warily. She stood just insde the
doorway, holding up astorm lantern in her left hand. Shewastall for awoman, easily five foot nine or
ten. She had atouded head of reddish-brown hair, faling in great wavesto her shoulders. Her face was



alittle too broad to be pretty, but her strong bone structure gave her a harsh, sensual look that was
somehow much more impressive. She wore thick mismatched furs under a battered but serviceable
cloak. There wasasword on her hip, and her right hand held a throwing knife.

"| asked you aquestion,” she said camly. Her voice was degp, smoky, assured. "What are you doing
here?'

"My nameis Donad Royad. I'm looking for Madelaine Skye; | have some businessto discusswith her.”

The woman looked a him sharply, and then put away her knife with aquick, practiced motion. She
moved over to the desk, put the lantern down, and studied Donald carefully.

"I'm Madelaine Skye. What do you want with me?"

The office seemed warmer and more comfortable with both itslampslit. Donald Roya sat in thevisitor's
chair, which was just as uncomfortable asit looked, and studied Skye curioudy while shetaked. Having
findly met her, it was easy to understand why Jamie had stayed with her for so long. Normally, Jami€'s
attitude to women had aways been love them and |leave them, and given the kind of women he usudly
went around with, it was hardly surprising. But Jamie and Madd aine Skye had been partnersfor almost
three years, and thiswas undoubtably due to Skye. She was adynamic yet very feminine woman, with
enough energy in her to run asmal generator. Donad had no doubt shed made Jamie an excellent
partner. He just wondered what the hell she ever saw in Jamiein thefirst place. He suddenly redlised
Skye was taking about the case she was working on at present, and he listened more carefully.

Information about the outlying farms and settlements was dways hard to come by, Skye said, but of late
it seemed to have dried up to the bare minimum. This had to be partly due to the recent storms, but even
the esper network was having problems getting answers. Skye had been approached by Councillor
Darkstrom, on apurely unofficia basis, and asked to look into the Situation. She and the Bloodhawk
were going out to Hardcastle's Rock to lead the officid investigation, but Darkstrom had wanted her
own, separate enquiries made at thisend. Apparently she didn't trust some members of the Council.

Darkstrom hadn't said anything more than that, and for the money she was offering, Skye hadn't felt
inclined to press her. So she started digging, and straight away she began hearing strange tales about the
Hob hounds. From what Skye had been able to gather, it seemed the hounds were somehow being
Steered away from the farms and settlements. Communications had been al but sabotaged to keep alid
onthis, but still theword had got out, in certain quarters a least. The men involved in the herding had
goneto great painsto stay anonymous, but there was no doubt as to who and what they were. Empire
agents. Why the Empire should want to protect the outlying settlements wasn't clear asyet.

Donad frowned, and leant forward. "But what has all this got to do with Jamie's death? Where's the
connection”?'

Skye shrugged. "Beats me. Jamie and | had aready broken up before | took on this case. I'm not sure
what hed been up to lately; I've been . . . out of touch for awhile. But it seems Jamie had been paying
vigtsto acertain well-known doctor. Leon Vertue"

"The body bank doctor?

"You got it. And everyone knows Dr. Vertue has solid links with the Empire.”

"Maybe we should have aquiet word with him,"” said Donald dowly.



"We could try, but | doubt he'd see us.”

"Hell sseme. I'maCouncillor.”

Skye laughed. "Y ou think hell give adamn, with his connections?'

Donad scowled, and nodded reluctantly. "All right, well have to approach this by amore devious route.
We need someone who'll talk to us about V ertue's setup; someone who might know what Jamie was
doing for the doctor."

"I know just the man, an old drinking companion of mine. A shifty little bugger caled Donovan Shrike.
He still owes me afew favours. But even so, the kind of information we're looking for is going to cost
money. Lotsof it.”

"l have money," said Dondd shortly. "Wherewill wefind thisinformant?'

"At the Redlance.”

Dondd grinned suddenly. "Isthat rat hole il there? | thought the Watch cleaned it up years ago.”

"It's under new management these days, but by al accounts it hasn't changed much. Except for the
worse."

"Very well. Let'sget going.”
Skye raised an unplucked eyebrow. "Y ou want to go now? This evening?'
"Of course. Thelonger we leaveit, themorelikdy it isthetrail will get cold. Let'sgo.”

"Wait just aminute. What makes you so sure I'm going to work with you? All right, you're Jami€'s
grandfather, and | know your reputation. | suppose everyone in Mistport does. They teachit inthe
schoolsthese days. But that was along time ago. | can't run acase and look after you at the sametime.”

"l can look after mysdlf." Donald stood up, unlaced his purse from his belt, and threw it down on the
desk. It landed heavily with a solid-sounding thud. " There's ahundred and fifty, in gold. Asaretainer.
Y ou're working for me now. Isthat acceptable?’

"Gold isaways acceptable. And | was. . . fond of Jamie. All right, you've got yoursdlf aded. Just try
not to get in my way too much.”

"I'll try," said Donald. "Now can we please get amove on? | don't want to be caught out on the street
whennight falls”

Skye sghed, and got to her feet. She picked up the purse and laced it to her belt, then smiled suddenly
at Donad. "l dwayswondered where Jamie got his stubbornness from.”

Donad Roya hadn't been insde the Redlance for over twenty years, and was astonished to find the
place hadn't changed at dl. It wasjust asratty and disgusting as he remembered. The air was thick with
the smell of sweat and urine and assorted drugs, and the unrelenting clamour hurt hisears. It wasa
wonder to him that anyone in the packed crowd could hear anything in such abedlam. He made hisway



dowly down the stone stairway into the tavern, followed closdly by the cloaked and hooded figure of
Madelaine Skye. For reasons best known to hersdf, she had inssted on pulling her hood al the way
forward so that it hid her face. Donald had decided not to ask. He didn't think he really wanted to know.

No one paid him any attention as he made hisway through the crowd to the bar. Dondd felt just alittle
annoyed about that. On the one hand, the last thing he wanted was to draw attention to himself, but then
again therewas atime, not that long ago surely, when his entrance into a place like the Redlance would
have stopped everyone dead in their tracks. He smiled sourly as he forced hisway through the press of
bodies. It was only to be expected, after al; haf the people here hadn't even been born when hewas
busy making himsdlf alegend. He stopped as Skye suddenly tugged at his arm and pointed out Pieter
Gaunt, the new manager of the Redlance. Donad headed towards him, and was somewhat mollified
when Gaunt recognised him immediately.

"Well, Councillor, thisisapleasant surprise,” said Gaunt cheerfully, shaking Dondd's hand just alittle
too firmly. "What brings the famous Donad Royal to the Redlance? Looking for alittle something to
warm your old bones, perhaps?’

Dondd stared coldly at Gaunt. He didn't like the man's condescending tone in the least. "1'm looking for
Donovan Shrike. Ishe here?!

"He might be. Depends on what you want with him."

Donad looked steadily at Pieter Gaunt, and something in the old man's eyes took the mockery out of
Gaunt'sface. For amoment, something of the old Royal legend lived again, and Gaunt felt a sudden chill
shudder through him. He remembered the things held heard about Donald Royal in his heyday, and
somehow they didn't seem so unlikely anymore. The dark grey eyeslocked unrelentingly onto his, and
Gaunt swalowed dryly. This man is dangerous , he thought suddenly, and fought down an urgent need
to cdl for hisbodyguards. A cold sweat beaded his forehead.

"l want to see Shrike," said Donald Royadl. "Point him out to me.”

Gaunt started to nod agreement, and then the old man's hold over him was broken as one of his
bodyguards stepped forward to stand between him and Royal. Gaunt tore his gaze away, and leant back
againg the bar asthe tenson drained dowly out of him. Helooked again at Donald Roya, and saw only
an old man in ashabby cloak, but still he shivered as he remembered the dark grey eyesthat had held
him so easly. That man is still dangerous. . .

The bodyguard stabbed Donad in the chest with astubby finger. "When you speak to Mr. Gaunt, you
speak politely. Got it?!

Dondd looked a him warily, taking in the man's great size and musculature. Madelaine was nowherein
dght. "Thisisaprivate conversation,” he said palitely. "I don't see any need for you to get involved.”

"Tough. Y ou looking for trouble?!
"No," said Donald, "I'm not looking for trouble.”
"Good. Because you're leaving; right now."

"I haven't finished my busnessyet."



"Yesyou have. | say s0. Want to make something of it?"
"I redly don't want any trouble. Just let mefinish my business, and then I'll leave.”

The bodyguard smiled, and flexed hismuscles. "I guess your hearing must be going. Y ou don't seem to
be getting the message. Y ou leave when | tell you to. Mr. Gaunt has better things to do than stand around
listening to scruffy old men who think they can throw their weight about. Now, do you want to walk out,
or would you rather go out on the end of my boot?'

"Do you know who | am?'

"No. Don't care much ether. Y ou should have walked while you had the chance. Now I'm going to have
to teach you some manners, the hard way. | think I'll start with your fingers."

He grinned unpleasantly, and reached out a hand to take Donald by the arm. Donad's fist whipped out
from under his cloak and dammed into the bodyguard's gut, just above the groin. The bodyguard let out
his breath in abrief, sobbing grunt. His face screwed up in agony, and then he collgpsed on the floor.
Donad dipped the heavy stedl knuckle-duster off hishand, and put it back in his pocket.

There was a sudden scuffling sound behind him, and he spun round sword in hand just intimeto see
Skye stab another bodyguard through the heart. Donald nodded his thanks, and turned back to face
Pieter Gaunt. The manager of the Redlance looked at histwo fallen bodyguards and shook his head
sadly. Hed fully regained his composure, and if hisface seemed alittle pale, that was probably just a
trick of thelight.

"I don't seem to be having much luck with my bodyguards lately," he said evenly. "It would appear you
haven't lost your touch over the years, Councillor.”

Dondd smiled. "I'm asgood as| ever was, only nastier.”
"So | see. Who's your anonymous friend?"
"Just afriend who prefersto remain anonymous. Where's Donovan Shrike?”

"He'sin one of the private booths, third from the left." Gaunt gestured &t the row of enclosed wooden
cubicles at the far right of the tavern.

Donald nodded politdly. "Thank you. Please see that we're not disturbed.” Sword till in hand, he moved
away without waiting for Gaunt's answer. Skye moved quickly in beside him, and Donald noted
approvingly that she hadn't sheathed her sword ether. The heavy blade was a comforting weight in his
hand as he approached the row of cubicles. The crowd parted before him and Skye and closed again
after them, without ever once pausing in its various conversations. Drawn swords were gpparently fairly
commonplace in the Redlance. Donad stopped before the booth Gaunt had pointed out to him, and
knocked on the closed door. There was no answer. Donald pushed the door open, and then cameto a
halt. A short, scrawny man lay dumped forward across the booth's table. His throat had been cut. Blood
dripped steadily from the table's edge into awidening pool on the floor. Donald moved quickly forward
into the cubicle, and pulled Skyein after him. He dammed the door shut, and then searched the booth for
clueswhile Skye examined the body.

"| takeit that is Shrike?' he said tightly.



"Yes" said Skye. "He hasn't been dead long."
"Somebody didn't want him to talk to us. Gaunt?'
"l doubt it. Not hisstyle."

Donad gave up on his search, and looked thoughtfully at the dead man. "At least now we know were
ontherighttral...."

"Thereisthat, | suppose,” said Skye. "Damn! He could have saved usalot of time. Now what do we
do?'

Dondd frowned. "No one will talk to us after this. They'll be afraid to. But weve ill got one name |l ft,
someone we know Jamie was working with."

"Leon Vertue."

"Right. It'stoo late in the evening to go after him now, even assuming we could get past his security. And
anyway, | want to do alittle background work on him first. Maybe | can find some leverage to use
againgt him. Give me your code number and I'll call you sometime tomorrow.”

"No, I'll contact you. My office doesn't have acomm unit. Give me your private code, and I'll bein
touch."

Donad shrugged. "If that's the way you want it." Helooked at Shrike's lifeless body, and then looked
away. Despite dl the many deaths held seen down the years, it never got any easier. Sudden, violent
desth gtill sckened him, in hissoul if not his ssomach. In away, hewas glad. It meant he was still human.
He'd seen too many killing machinesin histime. They usudly ended up killing themsaves when they ran
out of enemies. He turned and left the cubicle, and Skye followed him, carefully shutting the door behind
her. They made their way back through the crowd and up the stairway, and out into the night.

From the shadows of his private cubicle, next door to Shrike's, the mercenary caled Blackjack watched
them go. As soon as he'd seen Donald Roya enter the Redlance, Blackjack had known Shrike would
have to be slenced. He knew too much, evenif hedidn't rediseit himself. Blackjack looked thoughtfully
at the hooded figure with Royal. It had been awoman's voicein the cubicle, but he hadn't recognised it.
Hed better find out who shewas. But firgt, it might be agood ideato run acheck on Councillor Royal.
He might be nothing more than an old man living on hislegend, but he seemed to be doing dl right so far.
Maybe Vertue was right to be worried about him after al. Still, if worst cameto worst, Councillor Royal
could always have alittle accident. It shouldn't be too difficult to arrange. Perhaps afal; everyone knew
old men had trouble with stairs.

Blackjack |eft the booth and strode confidently out into the tavern, to follow Donad Roya and his

companion. It wouldn't do for anything to go wrong at this stage; not when Vertue's planswere finaly
nearing completion.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Gallowtree Gate

Cyder stood aone in the wrecked bar of the Blackthorn tavern. The city Watch had been and gone, and



the dead and the mindburned had been taken away. That had been three days ago, yet despite all
Cyder's efforts, the bar remained awreck. The windows were cracked and starred. Deep gouges had
been made in the panelled walls, they looked like claw marks, but no one knew what had made them.
The gresat brass clock over the bar had stopped afew minutes after two. Itsinterior was intact and
undamaged, but still the hands remained fixed in position. The tables and the chairs were gone; Cyder
didn't have the money to replace broken furniture.

There were no customers; people were afraid to enter the Blackthorn. Cyder didn't blame them. She
hadn't had agood night's deep since the devastation, and often woke trembling from nightmares she
preferred not to remember. Cat had dtered his deegping habits to spend the nights with her, and she
found some comfort in hisarms, but even he couldn't protect her from the dreams. 1t wouldn't be so bad
if sheld had some ideaof what had happened in her tavern after sheld Ieft. Out of dl the victims, neither
the living nor the dead had provided any answers. The brainburned were being trested in Mistport's one
and only hospitd, but so far not one of them had responded to either drugs or espers. Their minds were
gone. The autopsies on the dead dl yielded the same result: death by heart failure. In the end, dl deaths
can be described as heart failure. Three days had passed since Cyder returned to find her tavern a
charnel house, and still no one could tell her how or why it happened.

Or why thefour guests on the first floor had been driven quiteinsane.

Something evil had cometo the Blackthorn, and traces of its presence till remained. Therewasa
permanent chill to the air despite the roaring fire. Even the quietest sound seemed to echo on and on
endlesdy. Oil lamps and lanternsfilled the bar, but till the empty room remained dim and gloomy and the
shadows were very dark. Cyder stared about her, and then put aside the broom she'd been pushing
amlessy about the floor. She had to face the truth. Even if there had been customers, she had little left to
offer them. Nothing lessthan atota refitting could save the Blackthorn, and she didn't have that kind of
money. Cyder turned her back on the deserted bar, and made her way to the private stairway at the rear.
She'd have to speak to Cat. Sheld puit it off aslong as she could, but there was only one chance left to
her now, if shewasn't to lose everything. A chance she had to take, even if it meant putting Cat at risk.

She dowly climbed the winding flight of stairs up to thetiny attic at the very top of the Blackthorn,
wondering al theway just how she was going to break the newsto Cat. When shefinaly pushed open
the door. Cat was waiting for her, aready dressed in hiswhite therma suit. Hisworking clothes. Cyder
smiled, and shook her head wryly. There were times when she wondered if Cat was a secret telepath.
He grinned dyly back at her, and jerked his head at the shuttered window, asking if therewas ajob for
him.

"Yes," said Cyder. "Thereésajob for you, my dear. But thisis going to be atricky one, and | haveto do
somethinking first. Come and St besde me."

She sat down on the bed at the far side of the room, and Cat came over to it a her side. He dipped an
arm round her waist, and she hugged him to her. More and more she found she needed the smple
unqguestioning support Cat offered her. Cyder had spent dl her adult lifelooking out for hersdlf, fighting
off her enemieswith ruthless skill, and making opportunitiesif there were none conveniently at hand. She
never forgot adight, and she never let afavour go unpaid. She trusted no one, cared for no one, was
beholden to no one. It was alondly life, but it was hers. And yet now all her vaunted cunning and
business sense had come to nothing. Her fencing income had dropped to an al-time low, and her tavern
was finished. Whét little money she had left dwindled day by day, and she was fast running out of
options. Cat stared worriedly at her, and Cyder looked a him amost fondly. My poor Cat , she thought
widfully.All this time you've depended on me to do the thinking for both of us, and now, when it
really matters, | haven't a bloody clue what to do for the best .



Cat sensed her despair, and gently pulled her head down onto his shoulder. He held her firmly in his
arms and rocked her back and forth, as though soothing aworried child. He wished he had words of
comfort to give her, but there was nothing in histhroat but silence. He gave her what ease he could, and
waited for her to find her strength again. Sooner or later she would work out what to do, and he would
goanddoit for her.

Cyder buried her face in his neck, her thoughts drifting tiredly from one vague hope to another. She
needed money, and in ahurry. She could always send Cat out to do aspot of roof running, but she didn't
like going into jobs blind. A successful burglary needed to be planned days in advance, with every danger
weighed and alowed for. And even then, there were far too many things that could go wrong. If Cat
wereto get caught on ajob, sheld be very upset. He was her main asset now. She frowned fiercely. She
didn't like the direction her thoughts were heading in, but asfar as she could see, she didn't have any
other choice.

It wasdl Sted'sfault, anyway. The only reason she'd been away from the Blackthorn when al hell
broke loose was because she'd been trying to promote alittle business with Port Director Stedl. They'd
worked well enough together in the past, but thistime all heéd offered had been a chance a fencing some
of theloot he expected to acquire from theBalefire . And even that would have to wait till it had cooled
down alittle. Cyder scowled. She couldn't afford to wait; she needed the money now. All Sted'sfaullt; if
she'd been at the tavern when things started to go wrong she might have been ableto do . . . something .
.. She dghed regretfully. No matter which way she looked, she kept coming up with the same answer:
the only remaining dedl that could help her now. A deal not without its share of risks. . . She sat up
graight, and gently pushed Cat's arms away from her. He saw the business|ook on her face, and
obediently sat dertly beside her, waiting for ingructions.

"I haveajob for you," said Cyder dowly. "Theresno risk involved, aslong asyou're careful. | want you
to go and meet aman for me. Hisname's Starlight, Captain Starlight of theBalefire . At the tenth hour,
you'l find him in the Gdlowtree Gate cemetery, in the Merchants Quarter. Hell show you asample of his
merchandise. If it'sagood enough quality, report back to me, and I'll set up ameeting to arrange the
transaction. Now, watch yourself on thisone, Cat. Legdly speaking. Starlight won't be allowed to take
anythingwith him from theBal efire; al valuables should have been turned over to the port as docking
fees. So, anything Starlight has, he must have smuggled off the landing field. And since Port Director
Sted isknown far and wide as an extremely suspicious man, the odds are Starlight is being very carefully
watched. The Captain assured me he could shake off any tail long enough for this meeting, but | don't
want you taking any chances, Cat. If Sted discoversweretrying to cut him out, hell have our guts for
garters. If you spot anyone, anyone at al you don't like the look of, don't try and make contact with
Starlight. Just get the hell out of there and come straight back to me. Got it?

Cat nodded. All indl, it ssemed a simple enough job, aslong as he watched his back. He kissed Cyder
goodbye, did it again because he enjoyed it, and then moved quickly over to stand before the shuttered
window. He activated the heating eementsin his suit, checked they were al working correctly, and then
pulled the cowl up and over his head. Cyder unbolted the shutters and pushed them open, wincing asa
blast of freezing air rushed into the room. Cat pulled on his gloves, ran his hands quickly over hisbody to
check he hadn't forgotten anything, and then stepped lithely up onto the windowsill. He nodded to Cyder,
and reached up and grabbed the two steel hoops set into the stonework above the window. He took a
firm hold, flexed his muscles, and then swung out of the window and up onto the roof. The shutters
dammed together behind him.

The sun had gone down into evening, but thered cold of the night hadn't begun yet. Cat padded
cautiously across the snow-covered tiles to perch on aweather-beaten gable. He stared calmly about



him, getting used to the cold and judging the gusting wind. The mists were heavy, and therewas afeding
of snow intheair. Not the best of conditionsfor roof running. Cat shrugged, and grinned to himsdlf. The
worse the conditions, the better he was hidden from prying eyes. It al equalled out. He crouched
thoughtfully on the gable, looking for dl theworld like aghostly gargoyle. A thought cameto him, and his
grin widened. If hewas going to meet Starlight by the tenth hour, he was going to have to cover ahell of
alot of ground in ashort time. And there was only one sureway of doing that. . . .

Cat siwung down from the gable, ran swiftly across the roof, and jumped the narrow dleyway to land
eadly on the next roof, casudly disdainful of the long drop beneath him. He hurried on, passing from roof
to roof like a drifting phantom, moving gracefully from gable to chimney to guttering as he headed deeper
into the corrupt heart of Thieves Quarter. Some half an hour later he dropped down onto alow roof
overlooking the docks area and perched precarioudy on the edge, staring out over the dark waters of the
River Autumn.

Thin streamers of mist curled up from the duggish waters as the River Autumn meandered into Thieves
Quarter and out again. The river ran through most of the city, stretching from boundary to boundary and
passing through three of the city's Quarters. Iced over as often asnot, it was till the smplest method of
transporting goods through Mistport. No matter what time of the day or night, there were dways barges
moving on the River Autumn. Cat watched happily as the cod-fired barges dowly nosed their way
through the darkness, asingle lantern burning on their sterns, glowing like dull coas on the night.

Cat swung down from a dippery buttress and dropped silently to the empty dockside. He faded back
into the shadows and looked cautioudy round. A dozen crates stood piled to one side, waiting to be
loaded, but there was nobody about. Even this early in the evening, nobody braved the cold unlessthey
had to. The dockhands were probably huddled round abrazier in some nearby hut, just as Cat had
expected. Frosthite was an occupationa hazard for those who worked on Mistport's docks. The pay
was good, but then, it would have to be. Cat had never been tempted. He waited patiently in the
shadows as the barges drifted unhurriedly past him, the long flat boats appearing out of the grey mistslike
huge floating coffins. Ice forming on the surface of the water cracked and broke against the stedl-lined
prows of the barges. Cat watched, and waited. Finally abarge passed directly by the dockside, and
choosing his moment carefully, Cat darted forward out of the shadows and stepped quietly aboard the
barge. With the ease of long practice, he ducked under the greasy tarpaulin that stretched half the length
of the boat, found himself acomfortable hollow, and tucked himself away, out of Sght of oneand dl. The
barge drifted on, heading out of Thieves Quarter and into Merchants Quarter.

Cat lay back in the darkness, and let the quiet rhythms of the water soothe him. He liked travelling by
barge. Roof running was fun, but thiswas so much more restful. Aslong asthe barge crew didn't find
him. He stretched lazily. The barge would get him to Gallowtree Gate in plenty of time. For once, hisjob
seemed reasonably uncomplicated. He should be finished inside an hour, if dl went well.

Gdlowtree Gate cemetery wasill-lit and ill-tended, and not even the heavy incense from the
neighbouring church could hide the graveyard stench. Tall gnarled treeslined the single gravelled path that
wandered through the cemetery, their dark thorny branches stirring restlessly as the wind moved them.
Overgrown grass lapped around the neglected graves and their markers, and the high surrounding wall
waswreathed in ivy. Headstones and monuments gleamed brightly in the moonlight, looming out of the
midslike pale, unmoving ghods.

Latethough it was, asmall party of men were digging agrave. Wrapped in thick furs and thicker cloaks,
they attacked the hardened earth with vigour, probably because the exercise helped to keep them warm.
Captain Starlight watched them awhile, and then turned away, bored. The thief waslate, and the evening
was bitter cold. Starlight pulled his cloak about him, leaned back againgt atal stone monument, and



glanced briefly at the timepiece embedded in hiswrist. Nearly haf past ten. He cursed Cyder and her
thief, and spped hot soup from his pocket flask.

TheBalefire was awreck, and with high tech rarer than gold on this misbegotten planet, Starlight was
stranded. Hed let his crew go, and soon enough they'd disappeared into the city, which swallowed them
up with hardly aripple to mark their passing. The refugees were gone; taken care of, one way or another.
Now Starlight wasfindly on his own, with no duties or responsbilities to anyone save himsdlf. For the
first timein hisadult life hewasfree, and he hated it. He felt naked. He was dso broke. His ship and all
itstechnology wasforfeit to the port in docking fees. All he had left was the jewellery and other loot hed
acquired from his passengers, one way or another. Starlight frowned. They had no cause for complaint,
any of them. Hewasn't asmuggler or arebd, just astarship Captain caught in the wrong place at the
wrong time. He'd saved as many people as he could, and lost his ship doing it. He was entitled to make
some profit on the deal. Assuming the Port Director didn't rob him blind first. Starlight shook his head
angrily. All that mattered was raising enough money to buy passage offworld on one of the smugglers
ships. From what he'd seen so far, Mistworld was asingularly unattractive place to be stranded.

Not far away, the gravediggers were singing abawdy song to the rhythm of their shovels breaking the
earth. Thick streamers of mist curled among the headstones, pady reflecting the full moon'sgleam. The
wind whispered in the swaying branches of the trees. Coloured lanterns hung from the massive
iron-barred gates, their parchment sides decorated with scowling faces to scare off evil spirits. Starlight
looked at them, and didn't smile. Everyone needed something to believein, even a Captain who'd lost his
ship. He drank some more of his soup, hoping the hot, spicy liquid would help keep the night's cold at
bay just alittle while longer. HEd been here less than an hour, and aready the heating e ementsin his
uniform were hard pressed to keep the chill from his bones. He shifted hisweight as he leant
uncomfortably againgt the tall stone cross, and brooded yet again on the foul luck that had brought him to
Mistworld.

Footsteps crunched clearly on the gravel path, growing louder asthey approached. Starlight stepped
away from the monument and carefully adjusted his cloak to let his hand rest hidden on the energy gun at
hisside. A tal blond woman wearing a patched grey cloak came steadily out of the miststowards him.
Her sense of purpose and calm, unwavering stare disturbed Starlight, and he moved back into the
shadows o let her pass. She drew steadily closer, neither hurrying or dawdling, and then stopped directly
before him. Her head turned dowly from side to Side, as though she were listening for something only she
could hear, and then she looked right at Starlight in his shadows, and smiled. He stepped reluctantly back
into the moonlight, his hand Hill resting on hisgun.

"Captain Sarlight,” said the blonde happily. "I've been looking for you."

Sarlight nodded tiffly. "I thought Cyder said the thief would be aman.”

Thewoman ignored him, her eyes searching his face with anaked hunger thet chilled Starlight more than
the night ever could. Her eyes seemed very large in her pdeface. Shewas dtill smiling. When shefindly
spoke again, her voice was harsh and urgent.

"I want my sapphire, Captain. What have you done with it?"

Starlight's eyes narrowed, and he nodded dowly. "So. Y ou're one of the refugees| brought in, aren't
you?"

"My sapphire, Captain Starlight. | want it."



Starlight eased hisgun inits holster. "I've nothing for you, lady. | don't know what you're talking about.”

"That redly isapity, Captain." She giggled suddenly, and two bright spots of colour appeared in her
gaunt cheeks. "L ook at me, Captain Starlight. Look at me."

Their eyes met.

Cat crouched low on top of the dippery stone wall as the gusting wind swayed atree's thorny branches
againg him. He glanced quickly around, and then dropped silently to the damp grassbelow. All was
quiet in Galowtree Gate cemetery. The shadows lay undisturbed, and no one waked the single gravelled

path.

Cat stared about him suspicioudly. There were supposed to be guards to discourage grave robbers from
the body banks, but the rusty iron gates gaped wide, unmanned. Cat shrugged. More budget cuts, he
supposed. He glanced up at the night sky and shook his head disgustedly. If he hadn't fallen adeep on the
barge, he could have been here ages ago. Asit was, he was amost an hour late. It wouldn't surprise him
if Starlight had got tired of waiting and decided to fence hisloot somewhere se. And Cyder wouldn't
likethat at all.

Cat shivered, not entirely from the night's cold, and moved off into the cemetery, padding down the wide
gravel path like agtedthy ghost. Moonlight shimmered on hiswhite thermal suit. He would have preferred
to stick to the shadows of the walls, but the graveyard was littered with overgrown and unmarked
graves, and Cat was superstitious.

Hefound Captain Starlight sitting with his back propped againgt atal stone cross, breathing harshly,
garing at nothing. Cat knelt beside him and waved a hand before the staring eyes, but they didn't react.
Cat scowled, the hackles rising on the back of his neck. Brainburned, just like the ones held found at the
Blackthorn. He swallowed dryly, and fought down an dmost overwhel ming impulse to turn and run. It
was like being caught in anightmare that followed him wherever he went. He quickly brought himself
back under control, and searched Starlight's clothes with emotionless proficiency. All hefound were a
few silver coinsand asmal, polished ruby. He studied the stone with a practiced eye. Good stuff, but
with Starlight gone there was no way to get at the rest of it. Cyder definitely wasn't going to be pleased.

He kicked the stone cross in disgust, and then froze as he caught a sudden movement at the corner of his
eye. All hiswarning ingtincts suddenly kicked in, and he darted out of the light and into the shadows of
the nearest wall, disregarding any graves he might be treading on. Whoever or whatever mindwiped the
Captain might till be around, and the same white suit that hid him in the fog and the snow worked against
him in the dark cemetery. More and more, Cat was coming to the conclusion that he should stick to the
roofs where he belonged. He looked cautioudy around him. A dim movement not far away caught his
eye, and after amoment he moved stedlthily forward into the misgtsto investigate.

Two men lay trembling on the ground beside afreshly dug grave, their hedls drumming against the wet
earth. One stared up at the night skieswith unseeing eyes. The other had torn his eyes out. Brainburned.
Cat edged closer, and peered down into the open grave. His hackles rose as he made out a till form
lying on the uneven earth a the bottom of the grave, its neck twisted at an impossible angle.

Well, thought Cat crazily,he'sin the right place .
He shuddered suddenly, and decided enough was enough. He faded back into the shadows, clambered

over the high ssone wall, and fled back to the more understandable evils of Thieves Quarter. He didn't
know that the dead man had been an esper, and was dready dying when hefel into the open grave.



Sitting under the tall stone cross, Captain Starlight stared unseeingly a the open cemetery gatesthrough
which Typhoid Mary had left. Guttering lanterns scowled at each other in reproach. Although Cat
couldn't hear it, Starlight was whimpering.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Blood and Terror

The Hadenman called Taylor was drinking wormwood brandy in the Green Man tavern when Blackjack
found him. The Green Man stood on the boundary between Thieves Quarter and Tech Quarter, where
the lowest of the low mixed openly with the rich and powerful. It was a place where dedls were made
and planswerefinalized. Secretswere sold and traded, or openly discussed, and the devil take the
hindmost. Deaths could be arranged, reputations made or destroyed. At any time of the day or night
somebody would be making a deal, to somebody el se's disadvantage.

Nothing cheagp or nasty, of course. The Green Man boasted |uxurious surroundings, firs-class cuisine,
and an excellent wine cellar. Rare and precious tapestries decorated the walls, and an oil-fired generator
in the basement provided dectricity for lighting and heat. There was a subtle perfume on the air, and no
one was ever ill-mannered enough to raise ther voices above amurmur. There were stlandards to be
observed. The Green Man took a straight percentage from al deals made on the premises, and had
never failed to make an extremely hedlthy profit at the end of each year.

Blackjack stood just insde the door, looking about him. It was early in the morning, with the sun barely
up, but till some fifty or so patrons sat drinking at the exquisitely carved and polished tables. The Green
Man never closed. Blackjack looked thoughtfully at Taylor, Stting alonein an acove, with hisback to the
wall. The bottle of brandy before him was dmost haf empty. He looked up as Blackjack made hisway
through the tables to join him, and nodded politely. The mercenary pulled up achair and sat down
opposite the Hadenman. Taylor shifted his chair dightly so that Blackjack didn't block hisview of the
door. Thetwo men looked at each other for awhilein silence, each waiting for the other to spesk firdt.

"Have you heard about Sterling?’ asked Taylor finaly. His harsh, buzzing voice grated unpleasantly on
Blackjack's ears.

"l saw it happen,” said Blackjack. " She broke his back with her bare hands.”
"Ffteen hundred in gold," said Taylor flatly. "1 want it by tonight.”
"What'sthe rush?'

"Sterling gave Topaz my name. It's only amatter of time before she finds me. Assuming the city Watch
don't find mefirgt. It seemstherés aprice on my head. Even my friends don't want to know me anymore.
They're scared of the Investigator. I'd known Sterling for dmost nine years. He was one of the finest
gladiators ever to survive the Golgotha Arenas, and that woman made him look like an amateur. | dways
knew she was dangerous. Y ou should have told us, mercenary. . . . Investigators are no more human
than | am. Anyway, | don't plan to be around when she comeslooking for me. | don't know what fool
killed her hushand, but | don't have a snowbal's chancein hdl of convincing her of that. I've booked
passage offworld on asmuggler's ship, leaving & first light tomorrow.”

"Such berths tend to be expensive," observed Blackjack.



"Fifteen hundred in gold,” said Taylor. "If | didn't need himto fly the ship, I'd break him into little pieces
and dance on the remains. Now, mercenary, | can get the money from you in return for my silence, or |
can get it from Port Director Stedl, asareward for turning you in. | redly don't give adamn which.”

Blackjack |ooked at the Hadenman thoughtfully. The rasping, inhuman voice held few shadings of
emotion and never rosein volume, but deep in the golden eyes Blackjack saw something that might just
befear.

"What's 0 specid about this Investigator?' he asked dowly. "All right, I've seen her fight. She's good,
very good. But you're an augmented man. Y ou should be able to take care of yoursdlf.”

Taylor shook his head, and drained the last of hisbrandy. He stared down into the empty glass, hisface
grim, hiseyes brooding. Y ou've never heard of Investigator Topaz? | thought everyone on Mistworld
knew her story. Shel'salegend in the Empire. Mothers frighten their children with her name. She'sa
Siren, mercenary. When she sings, she can rip your mind apart. The Empire trained her to destroy whole
dien civilisations. By dl accounts she was very good at her job. And then one day she turned againgt the
Empire, or it turned againgt her, and she went on the run. Sirens are rare, and the Empire wanted her
back, under its contral. | think even then she frightened people. The Empire sent awhole company of the
Guard after her, five hundred fully trained warriors. They caught up with her on alittle backwater planet
cdled Virimonde. Shekilled them dl with asngle song; the most powerful esper there's ever been. Add
to that an Investigator'straining in gun and sword, and you've awarrior I've no wish to meet in combat.
Nor would you, if you've got any sense. Now, how soon can you get me my money?"

"Forget it," said Blackjack.

Taylor looked a him steedily. "Perhaps | didn't make mysdlf clear, mercenary; you don't have any
choice"

"There are dways other choices.”
"Doyou think I'm bluffing?"
"No," said Blackjack. "I don't think that at all.”

Taylor threw himself sdeways out of his chair, and the blazing stream of energy from Blackjack's gun
missed him by inches. The Hadenman was quickly back on hisfeet, amiling grimly. Blackjack pushed
back his chair and rose to hisfeet, sword in hand. Taylor started towards him, and the mercenary
backed warily away, holding his sword out before him. There were frantic scrambling sounds al around
as the Green Man's patrons hurried to get out of the way and under cover. At the rear of thetavern a
table burned fiercely, having absorbed the disrupter's energy beam. Blackjack holstered his gun, and
switched his sword to hisright hand. By the time the crystal had recharged, the fight would probably be
over, oneway or another. He dapped hisleft wrist againgt his hip, and a glowing force shield sprang into
being on hisleft arm.

Taylor dowly circled the mercenary, his golden eyes unwavering and unblinking. His movements were
cam and deliberate, with adisturbing fluid grace. He didn't wear asword or agun. He didn't need to.
Blackjack hefted his sword in hishand. Hed never fought a Hadenman before, but he had faithin his
abilities. He circled dowly to keep facing Taylor, careful to keep the gently humming force shield

between them. For awhile the only sound in the tavern wastheir regular, controlled breathing and the
quiet dap and scuffling of their feet on thefloor. Blackjack feinted with his sword and then cut vicioudy at



Taylor's exposed neck. The Hadenman ducked easily under the swinging blade and threw himself at
Blackjack'sthroat. Blackjack got hisshield up just in time, and Taylor dammed into it. Fat sparks spat
and sputtered on the il air, and Taylor fell back, shaking his head. Blackjack staggered back from the
impact, only just keeping his baance. HEd been lucky, and he knew it. HEd never seen anyone move so
damnedfast .

Taylor picked up anearby table and tore it in two, the heavy wood groaning asit ripped apart. The
Hadenman pulled at one of thelegsand it came away in hishand, ayard-long club of ironwood. Y ou
couldn't cut ironwood with stedl; it had to be trimmed and shaped with alaser. And Taylor had just
demalished an ironwood table with his bare hands.If he's trying to impress me , thought Blackjack,he's
succeeding .

Taylor moved forward, and swung the massive club at Blackjack's head. He brought up his shield, and
Taylor changed the direction of the blow at the last ingtant. The club twisted in his hands and dipped
under the glowing shield to hammer into Blackjack's side, throwing him back. Hefdt hisribs break under
the impact, and had to fight to stay on hisfeet. He coughed painfully, and there was blood in his mouth.
Taylor came at him again and he backed quickly away, holding hisshield low to cover hisinjured side.
Taylor swung his club with blinding speed, and only alucky stumble saved Blackjack from a crushed
skull. Hefet abrief wind caress hisface as the club swept past his head, and then, in the split second that
Taylor was dtill off balance from the force of the blow. Blackjack brought his shield hard across againgt
the club. The shidd's glowing edge diced clean through the ironwood, and Taylor was left with ashort
stub of wood in his hand. Blackjack stepped quickly back, and crouched behind his shield again. Taylor
looked at the wooden stump in his hand, and then tossed it casually aside. He looked at Blackjack and
amiled.

Blackjack circled dowly to hisleft, pushing chairs and tables out of hisway. He needed room to
manoeuvre. His broken ribs were asolid blaze of pain, but he ignored them. He couldn't afford to be
digtracted. Taylor lifted hisleft arm and pointed at Blackjack. For amoment the Hadenman held the
pose, and then helifted his hand in a curious gesture and Blackjack's heart missed abeat ashe saw a
stubby stedl nozzle emerge from adit in the underside of Taylor'swrist. He started to back away, and
then brought his shield acrossto cover his chest just as a searing blast of energy spat from the
Hadenman's disrupter implant. The energy beam ricochetted off the force shield and shot away to
demolish anearby overturned table. Taylor lowered hisarm.

Blackjack swallowed dryly. He had to get in close and finish thiswhile he still had achance. Therewas
no telling how many other surprises the Hadenman had built into his body. Blackjack moved carefully
forward, and Taylor came to meet him. He cut at Taylor's unprotected ribs, and the Hadenman's right
hand shot out to grab the sword. The wide, blocky hand clamped firmly onto the steel blade and held it
tight, despite the razor-sharp edges. Blackjack could see the flesh part as he jerked the sword back and
forth in the Hadenman's hand, and caught a glimpse of implanted steslmesh benesth the skin. Hetried to
pull the sword free, and couldn't. Taylor raised his other hand and reached unhurriedly for Blackjack's
throat. The mercenary brought hisforce shield acrossto strike at Taylor's arm, and the Hadenman
quickly released the sword and jumped back out of range.

They stood staring at each other for amoment, and then Taylor suddenly crouched and legpt into the air
with asingle graceful movement. His augmented muscles carried him clear over the sartled mercenary,
and absorbed the landing impact with hardly ajar. Before Blackjack could even start to turn, Taylor'sleg
shot out in avicious karate kick, damming into the mercenary's back. Blackjack's face contorted at the
horrid pain and hefdl heavily to thefloor, dropping his sword and nearly cutting himself badly on the
edges of hisown shidd. Herolled awkwardly over onto his back, fighting off the pain, and pulled a
throwing knife from thetop of his boot. Taylor stood watching him, smiling. Blackjack threw the knife



draight for Taylor's heart, putting dl his strength into it. The Hadenman snatched the knifein midair,
snapped the stedl blade in two, and threw the pieces aside. Blackjack's shield flickered and went out.

Taylor moved dowly forward, savouring the open desperation in the mercenary's face as he scrambled
backwards across the thick carpeting. The Hadenman flexed his hands eagerly. Blackjack dammed up
againg thefar wall, and knew there was nowhere | eft to retreat. He fumbled at the steel band on his
wrigt, to no effect. The glowing force shield did not return.

"Y ou should have checked your energy level,” said Taylor. "Itll be at least an hour now before the
crysta recharges. A lot can happen inan hour."

Heleant forward, grabbed the front of Blackjack'sfurs, and lifted him easily off the floor with one hand.
Blackjack hit him inthe gut. Taylor didn't even seemto fed it. Blackjack clawed at the hand so easily
supporting hisweight, and then reached out with both hands to take Taylor's throat in a stranglehold.
Beneath the rough, scarred skin the mercenary could fed athick layer of steelmesh. Taylor struck
Blackjack casudly across the face, and blood flew from his crushed lips. Taylor hit him again, and
Blackjack felt his cheekbone crack and break under the impact.

And then the force shield sprang into being again on Blackjack's arm, and Taylor screamed briefly asthe
shield's upper edge shot up to dice deep into his throat. He dropped Blackjack and fell backwards,
blood gushing from the wide cut that had nearly decapitated him. He rolled back and forth on the floor,
grasping histhroat with both hands, as though trying to hold the wound together by brute force. Findly
the flow of blood lessened, and Taylor's handsfdl limply away. Blackjack rose painfully to hisfeet, and
turned off hisforce shield.

"A timing device," he said hoarsely to the unmoving Hadenman. "An old mercenary'strick. | was
beginning to think I'd st it for too long an interval "

He moved cautioudy forward and checked the Hadenman's pul se and breathing, to be sure he was
dead. Hetook histime about it, but findly straightened up, satisfied, and looked around for something to
drink. Hefdt very strongly that he'd earned a drink. He headed for the bar, walking dowly and carefully.
He had at least one broken rib, probably more, and his back was giving him hell, dong with his battered
face. The Green Man's patrons dowly emerged from their hiding places, talking quietly but animatedly
among themsalves. There was even a smattering of applause. Blackjack wondered if he should take a
bow. Hed just reached the bar, when the talk died suddenly away into silence.

"You did well againgt the Hadenman," said acold voice behind him. "I'm impressed.”

Blackjack turned painfully round to find astriking medium-height woman with close-cropped dark hair
regarding him calmly from just inside the door. She wore an Investigator's cloak of navy blue. Blackjack
knew without looking that there was a hole burned through the back of the cloak.

"Topaz," said Blackjack hoarsely. His eyeswent to his sword, lying on the floor too far away, while his
hand hovered over his holstered gun.

"You've heard of me," said Topaz, stepping e egantly forward. "Nothing good, | hope.™
"Y ou're taking a chance coming here," said Blackjack. "No one here has any love for the Watch."

Even as he spoke, he could see thefifty or so patrons moving forward. It was an unwritten law,
enforced by the richer and more powerful patrons, that the Watch | eft the Green Man strictly aone. It



was asmal priceto pay to avoid open war. It was also understood that any Watchman who entered the
Green Man did so entirely at hisown risk. No one there liked the Watch, and most had old scoresto
settle. Therewas agenerd rasping of stedl on leather as swords were drawn from scabbards. Someone
took a bottle by the neck and smashed it againgt atable. Light gleamed brightly on the jagged ends of the
broken glass. The Green Man's patrons moved dowly forward in apack united by an eager, vicious
anger. Topaz stood unmoving in the middle of the tavern, looking coldly about her. And then she opened
her mouth, and sang.

The pack fell gpart as the song washed over them, scrambling their nervous systems and screaming pain
through their bodies. Swords, daggers, and broken bottles fell unnoticed to the floor astheir owners
staggered back and forth, hands pressed to their ears, unable to concentrate on anything but the awful
sound that was tearing through their minds. Topaz stopped singing, and the sudden silence was broken
only by the muted cries and groans of the Green Man's patrons. They turned away in ones and twos, and
then there was arush for the rear entrance. In the space of afew moments the tavern was empty, save
for Topaz and Blackjack.

All through the Siren attack the mercenary had stood to one side, untouched. He watched, fascinated
and horrified, as Topaz took on a murderous mob and routed it in a matter of seconds. Maybe that story
about the company of the Guard hadn't been an exaggeration after al. He wondered for amoment why
the song hadn't touched him. He had ho immunity; nobody did, not even another esper. It could only be
that Topaz had deliberately focused her song to avoid him. He didn't need to ask why she'd doneit. She
gtill needed information on her husband's death, and she meant to get it from him. Aslong ashewas
careful what he said, he might get out of thisdive yet. He watched uncertainly as Topaz moved dowly
towards him.

"I don't think we haveaquarrd," he said carefully.

"Then you think wrong," said Topaz, coming to astop afew yards short of him. "I've been keeping an
eyeon Taylor. | knew that sooner or later his master would send someone to shut him up. Y ou did rather

well, mercenary.”
"Thank you," said Blackjack.

"You'rewecome," said Topaz. "Now | want the name of your master. He can tell me who murdered my
husband. Tell me your master's name, Blackjack.”

"Leon Vertue," said Blackjack steedily. "He runs an organ bank."

"I know of him. He'sacoward. He might order amurder, but he wouldn't have the gutsto do it himsdif.
He'd hire someone elseto do it, someone like you. I'll deal with him, eventudly. For now, | want the
killer'sname™

"l don't know it."

"Your voicetdlsmeyourealiar. Srensknow alot about voices. By any chance, Blackjack, did you kill
my husband?'

"It was an accident.”

"I did wonder," sad Investigator Topaz. "He was wearing my cloak, and in the confusion of the fighting
and the hounds and the migts.. . . | did wonder. Michadl died because of me. I'll kill you dowly for that.”



"Of courseyou will," said Blackjack. ™Y ou esper trash never did have the gutsfor afair fight."

Topaz studied him slently, her head cocked dightly to oneside. 'Y ouretrying to anger me," she said
findly. "Y ou want meto throw away my advantagesin arush of emotion. But Investigators have no
emotions. Surely you know that."

"You'redifferent,” said Blackjack.

"Yes" sad Topaz. "I am. Michael taught me to be human again. And so, when he died, when you
murdered him, | swore my husband the mercenary's oath of vengeance. | swore him blood and terror.
Y ou know what that means, Blackjack, don't you?"

The mercenary didn't answer. Topaz nodded owly, her face cold and emotionless.

"Very well. A fair fight, Blackjack. Then, when | kill you, | will be ableto savour it &l the more. Pick up
your sword, mercenary.”

Blackjack moved quickly over to where his sword lay, and stooped down to pick it up. He caught his
breath as his damaged ribs hurt him, and for amoment everything disappeared in athrobbing blood-red
haze. He gritted histeeth and forced down the pain, shutting it away in the back of hismind whereit
couldn't reach him. He grabbed his sword and straightened up again. Hisinjured sdefelt stiff and
binding, but that was dl. His mercenary'straining would keep the pain at bay for aslong aswas
necessary. Helooked narrowly at Topaz, and took afirm grip on his sword. The Investigator had to die.
She knew too much, and besides, he didn't like people who interfered in his business. Blackjack smiled
dightly. Sheredly should have known better than to agreeto afair fight. HeEd never fought fair in hislife,
and he wasn't about to start now. Especially not against some damned esper fregk. His smile dowly
widened as he advanced on the waiting Investigator. No need to hurry this; he had time to mix business
with alittle pleasure. He'd show her the redl meaning of blood and terror.

Topaz smiled a him and sang asingle piercing note. Blackjack jumped, startled, asthe steel band on his
wrist suddenly shattered and fell avay. He stared stupidly at the smoking wreckage of hisforce shield
lying at hisfeet, and then looked back a Topaz. Shewas ill smiling.

"Y ou wanted afair fight, didn't you? Now, it will be."

Shetook off her own bracelet and put it in her pocket, drew her sword, and started towards him.
Blackjack hefted his sword and went to meet her. They circled each other warily, their blades reaching
out to rasp briefly againgt each other, testing for strengths and weaknesses. Blackjack struck the first
blow, and Topaz parried it easily. For the next few minutes the empty tavern rang to the sound of sted on
sted as Blackjack used every tactic and dirty trick he knew to try and finish the fight quickly. He used
every skill hed learned in hislong years asamercenary, and felt acold sweat start on hisfaceashe
dowly redised that, thistime, those skills weren't going to be enough. Topaz was an Investigator. He
fought on, not giving an inch, searching franticaly for something that would give him an edge. Hewas
aready hurt and tired, and with his modified force shield gone the odds were too even for hisliking.

He stamped and lunged, his blade whistling through the air in savage cuts and thrusts, but somehow
Topaz's blade was ways there to parry him. Step by step, foot by foot, she drove him back, her face
never oncelosing itslook of cam, thoughtful concentration. Blood ran from a dozen cuts on Blackjack's
chest and arms, and he couldn't even get close to touching her. Fear and desperation put new strength
into his blows, but still it wasn't enough. And then helooked into her eyes, and saw the cold remorsaless



fury that drove her, and knew he didn't stand a chance. He backed quickly away, switching from attack
to defence as hismind worked frantically. When the answer findly came to him, he wondered how he
could have missed it for so long. He drove Topaz back with aflurry of blows, and then threw his sword
at her. She knocked it easily to one side, but in that short moment the mercenary was able to step back
out of range and draw his gun from its holster. Time seemed to dow right down. Blackjack brought the
gun to bear on Topaz. Hisfinger tightened on the trigger. And Topaz opened her mouth and sang.

Blackjack froze in place, unable to move as the song washed over him, scrambling his nervous system.
Try ashe might, he couldn't move hisfinger the fraction of aninch needed to pull the trigger. Topaz's
song rose and fell, roaring through his mind, and Blackjack watched in horror as his own hand dowly
lifted the gun and turned it so that the barrdl was pointing at hisright eye. He couldn't even scream when
Topaz's song moved in hisfinger and pulled thetrigger.

Investigator Topaz stared at the crumpled body |ying before her.Blood and terror , she thought dowly. |
promised you blood and terror, Michael, my love . She turned away, and sheathed her sword. She felt
strangely empty. Sheld taken afierce satisfaction in the moment of Blackjack's death, but now that was
gone, and nothing had come to replace it. There was ill Leon Vertue to be dealt with. He had ordered
Michad's degth. It might beinteresting to ask him why before she killed him. But somehow she dready
knew that Vertue's death wouldn't mean as much to her as Blackjack's had. Shelooked tiredly about
her. Her rage and need for revenge had been al that had kept her going since Michael's death. Now she
had nothing left tofill her life, nothing to stop her from thinking.

Oh, Michael, what am | going to do now you're gone. . . .

She left the Green Man without looking back, and disappeared into the mists. For atime her footsteps
could still be heard, fading dowly away, and then even that was gone, and nothing remained but the cold
and empty slence of the night.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

In Jamie'sMemory

Snow was fdling heavily the day they buried Jamie Royd. Thick fog enveloped the cemetery like adirty
grey shroud, and abitter wind moved duggishly among the gaunt and twisted trees. Donald Roya stood
beside the newly dug grave and watched silently as the snow-specked coffin was lowered into the
waliting ground. Cold Harbour wasn't the finest cemetery in Mistport, or the most luxurious, but it was
one of the oldest. Four generations of the Royal linelay buried at Cold Harbour; five now, with Jamie.
Donad bent his head against the wind-swept snow, and tried to concentrate on the priest'swords. The
old traditiond Latin phrases weren't as comforting asthey once were, perhaps because held heard them
too oftenin hislife.

Heraised his head dightly, and looked about him. He couldn't see far into the mists, but he didn't need
to. He knew where hisfamily lay. Hiswife, Moira, was buried in the shade of the great East Wall. He
visted her twice aweek; sometimesto St and talk, sometimes just to St and remember. Not far away
stood a s mple stone monument carrying two names, those of his son, James, and hiswife, Helen. Both
had died in thewar againgt the High Guard, more than twenty years ago. Their bodies had never been
found, but Donad had put up a headstone anyway. He felt they would have wanted it. His daughter,
Catrina, lay buried close by, next to her mother. She had married twice, both timesto scoundrels, but
seemed happy enough for all that. Best damned cook he'd ever known. Her restaurant had been famous
initsday. She'd deserved better than aknife in the back from some namel ess cutpurse.



And now it was Jamiesturn. Donald stared sllently at the small group of mourners beside the grave. He
hadn't expected many to turn up, and he'd been right. Madelaine Skye stood at his side, unrecognisable
in her massive fur cloak and hood. Next to her stood Cyder, the proprietor of the Blackthorn tavern. A
hard bitch, by al accounts. Her face was cam and her eyes were dry, but earlier on Donad had seen her
place asmall bouquet of flowers on Jamie's coffin. Her hands had been strangely gentle, and before
turning away she touched her fingertipslightly to the coffin lid, as though saying goodbye. Beside her
stood John Silver, dressed in dark, formal robes and cloak that lent his youthful features an austere
dignity. The esper stared down into the open grave with dark, brooding eyes, lost in his own thoughts or
memories.

There was no one else to see Jamie on hisway.

Donald sighed quietly, and hunched inside his cloak as the wind whirled snow around him. Hed
expected Gideon Sted! to at least make an appearance, but he hadn't come. With al the problemsthe
Director had it was hardly surprising, but . . . At least held sent awreath. The priest finished his prayer,
sgned himself quickly, and closed his Bible with aquick, decisive sngp. He murmured afew words of
sympathy to Donad, clapped him on the shoulder, and then hurried away to hisnext funerd. The
beginning of winter was dways abusy timefor funerds. The two gravediggers sood alittle way apart,
waiting patiently for the mournersto leave so that they could get on with their job. Dondd took a handful
of earth and threw it down onto the coffin lid. It landed with a heavy thud; aharsh, find sound.

"Goodbye, Jamie," said Donald quietly. "Rest easy, lad. I'll get the bastards who did thisto you, |
promise. | promise.”

He moved back, and watched in silence as one by one the others each took a handful of earth and threw
it down onto the coffin. Thelid had been closed throughout the service. Jami€'s face had been badly
burned, far beyond any mortician's kill to rebuild it. Donad hadn't wanted to see the body anyway. He
preferred to remember Jamie as he was when he last saw him: young, handsome, brimming with life.

Madelaine Skye came over to him and took both his handsin hers. She squeezed them gently once, and
then stood back away as Cyder and John Silver came to pay their respects. Cyder glanced briefly at the
mysterious figure with its hood pulled down to cover the face, and then nodded politely to Donad.

"I understand Jamie died owing money," she said gruffly. "I've got afew credits tucked away on the Sde.
If you need any help putting hisaffairsin order . . ."

"Thank you," said Donald. "I have enough money to take care of dl hisdebts. But it was kind of you to
offer.”

"l liked Jamie. Y ou dways knew where you were with him."
"Yes. | didn't know you and Jamie were friends.”
"Neither did 1, till hewas gone. I'm going to misshim.”

She shook Donad quickly by the hand, then turned and I€eft, striding briskly off into the fog. John Silver
stepped forward to take her place.

"I only knew Jamie afew years," he said quietly. "L ooking back, it ssemslike | spent most of that time
trying to keep him out of the hands of the Watch. Life's going to seem awfully dull without him around to



liventhingsup.”

"Have you any newson hiskiller?' asked Donad politely. He dready knew the answer.
"I'm sorry, no. But it'searly daysyet."

"Wes"

"Director Stedl sends his gpologies. Theway thingsare. . ."

"l understand. Please thank him for the wreath.”

"Of course" Silver looked back at the grave. "Jamie was agood friend, in hisway. | wish I'd known him
longer.”

He shook Donad's hand and walked away into the mists. Donald Roya and Madelaine Skye stood
together beside the open grave.

"l dwaysthought Jamie had morefriends,” said Skye quietly.

"No," said Donad. "Not red friends. Acquaintances, business partners, and drinking companions; he
hed plenty of those. But not many friends.”

"l supposethat'strueof dl of us, intheend.”
"Perhaps.”

"What about the rest of hisfamily?'

"Therésno oneese. Just me."

They stood together awhile, thinking, remembering.
"Maddaine. .."

"Yes, Dondd."

"Didyoulove him?'

Madelaine Skye didn't ook at him. "1 don't know. Maybe. | didn't know him very long." She stopped
suddenly as her voice broke. "Y es, of coursel loved him."

"Didyou ever tel hm?'

"No, | never did. And now | never will."

"Why did you and he split up? 'Y ou seemed to be doing quite well as partners.”

"Wewere. We had an argument. One of those slly things. It seemed important a thetime.”

Donald took her by the arm and turned her away from the grave. "Let'sgo," he said quietly. "Weve said



our goodbyes, and now we have work to do. Someone has to pay for Jamie's death, and | think | know
who."

"Donald, you can't just walk into Leon Vertue's office and demand to see him. He has ahigh-tech
security system you wouldn't believe, just to keep out peoplelike us."”

Dondd Royd warmed his hands at the crackling fire, grimacing as the cold seeped dowly out of his
bones. Sky€'s office was taking along time to warm up, and he/d been out in the cold for hours. Skye
had been talking to him for severa minutes, but if he heard her words, he didn't show it. He stared
thoughtfully into the legping flames, hismouth aflat grim line. When hefindly spoke, hisvoice wascdm
and even and very deadly.

"I'm an old man, Maddlaine. Y ou should have seen mein my prime; 1'd have made your eyes sparkle
and your heart begt faster. To hear the way they tell it now, | was ahero in those days. I'm not so sure
myself; | was S0 busy charging round Mistport trying to hold things together that | never redlly had the
timeto think about it. | only did what needed doing.

"Sincethen I'velost my wife and both my children, and today | watched them bury my only grandson.
I've outlived al my friends and most of my enemies, and seen my past turned into alegend | barely
recognise. Jamiewasal | had left. Hewas awild one, but he had style and akind of integrity. | had such
hopesfor him. . . . And now he's gone. Someone's going to pay for that. | don't careif Vertue'sgot a
whole stinking army to hide behind; | won't let him get away with what he'sdone.”

And then he shrugged and smiled, and turned away from thefire to face Maddaine Skye. "Y ou don't
haveto go along with this, lass. I've got nothing left to lose, but you're ayoung woman, with al your life
ahead of you. Jamie wouldn't have wanted you to throw away your life on an old fool's schemesfor

revenge.”

Skye smiled at him affectionately. " Someone's got to watch your back. Look, we can't be sure Vertueis
our man. I've been doing alittle quiet checking up on him, and theré's not alot to go on. It seemsclear
that Jamie was doing some kind of courier work for him, but no one seemstoo sure what it involved.
Word isthat VVertue might be in some kind of trouble. He's cut back his organ bank businessto the bare
minimum, and his bodysnatchers have been quiet of late. Theré's even arumour that Vertue's been trying
to arrange passage offworld on one of the smugglers ships. It's hard to get any real evidence, one way or
the other. People are afraid to talk about Vertue. After what happened to Shrike at the Redlance, you
cant redly blamethem.”

"Any word on who killed him?*

"Nothing definite. Chances are that V ertue's pet mercenary had something to do withiit, but again
nobody'swilling to talk."

"Well, then," said Dondd camly, "since we can't get the answers anywhere e se, we might aswell go
and ask Vertue."

"It'snot going to be that easy, Donald.”

"How right you are," said a harsh, sardonic voice behind them. Donald and Skye looked quickly round
to see agreat bear of aman standing just inside the open office door. Almost seven feet tdl, and more
than haf aswidein hisbulky furs, his broad face was mostly hidden behind along mane of dark hair and
athick bushy beard. His eyes were dark and deepy, but his smile was openly cruel. He looked round the



poky little office, and sniffed contemptuoudy. Behind him, four husky bravosflexed their musclesand
practised looking tough. Donald looked at Skye reproachfully.

"We're going to have to do something about the security in this building.”

Skye nodded grimly, and glared at the newcomers. "Business hours are over. Now, who the hell are
you, and what do you want here?"

"I'm Stargrave," said the giant cheerfully. ™Y ou've probably heard of me.”

"Sure," said Skye. "Protection, blackmail, and arather nasty variation on the badger game. Last | heard,
there was a thirty-thousand-credit reward out on you."

"Fifty thousand, woman. Get your factsright.”
"What do you want here, Stargrave?' asked Donald coldly.

The giant chuckled quietly. There was no humour in the sound, only menace. "l do so admire aman who
likesto get down to business. Well, grandpa, it seems you and the young lady here have been poking
your nosesinto things that don't concern you.”

"And you're here to warn us off."

"Something like that, grandpa. Y ou've both been naughty, so you both get punished. She gets her legs
broken; you get agood kicking. Nothing persond, you understand.”

Donad laughed, and Stargrave frowned as he recognised the genuine amusement in the sound. Y ou
think I'm joking, grandpa?"

"Not at dl," said Dondd. "It'sjust good to know some things haven't changed. I'm going to enjoy
teaching you the error of your ways."

"He's crazy,” muttered one of the bravos. "Let's get the job done and get the hell out of here.”

"Right," said Stargrave camly. "Only | think we'll break one of grandpa'slegsaswell. | don't liketo be
laughed a."

He moved forward, and the four bravos sauntered into the office after him. Donald glanced unhurriedly
about him, taking in the layout of the office furniture and checking for possible advantages and pitfalls.
Even dlowing for the odds, it felt good to be back in action again. One of the bravos looked curioudly at
Skye, il largely anonymousin her heavy cloak with the hood pulled forward. His face suddenly went
pae, and he stopped dead in histracks.

"You can't be. You can't be! Vertue said you were. . ."

He screamed and fell backwards, the hilt of Skye's throwing knife protruding from his|eft eye socket.
There was a harsh susurrus of steel on leather and Skye leapt forward, her sword swinging before her in
abright slver blur. Another bravo fell to the floor, grasping desperately at the sde dash in hisgut. Skye
turned quickly away to face her next opponent, and stedl rang on stedl as she forced the bravo back with
the sheer speed and strength of her attack.



Stargrave and the final bravo drew their swords and then made the understandable mistake of going
after Donad, assuming him to be the weaker opponent. Donald backed cautioudy away, his sword held
out before him, and then darted behind Skye's desk, putting it between him and his opponents. Stargrave
and the bravo shared a glance, and moved to opposite ends of the desk. Stargrave grinned. Whichever
way the old man went, they were sure to get him. Donald looked from one adversary to the other,
grabbed a handful of papers from the desk, and threw them in the bravo's face. The bravo automaticaly
put up ahand to protect his eyes, and Donald skewered him negtly through the ribs. Stargrave stood and
watched, frozen in place by astonishment as Donad pulled back his blade and the bravo fdl limply to the
floor. Dondd grinned. That was one style of fighting they wouldn't find mentioned in hislegend. It might
spail hisimage. And then Stargrave was upon him, and there was no time for anything but
swvordsmanship.

Donald backed away around the desk, ducking and weaving and meeting Stargrave's blade with hisown
only when he had to. He knew if hetried afull block or parry, the giant's sheer strength would force the
blow home. Donad kept backing away, his mind working furioudy. Evenin his prime he would have
been hard pressed to match Stargrave's power, and he was along way from his prime. Already hisarm
wastired, his grip was weakening, and his breathing was growing short. Donald smiled suddenly, hiseyes
cold and grim. That just made it more interesting. It had been along time since held had ared chdlenge
inhislife

He ducked under Stargrave's sweeping blade and cut vicioudly at the giant'sleg. Stargrave jumped
back, startled at Donald's sudden switch from defence to attack, and then adow, sullen fear crept into
his heart as Donald pressed home his attack. Stargrave had never bothered to learn much of the science
of swordsmanship; with his strength and reach he'd never needed to. But now this old man's sword
seemed to be everywhere at once, striking from everywhere and nowhere, faster and faster, till the
gleaming blade was just ablur. Stargrave backed away, step by step, unable to believe that thiswas
redlly happening to him. And then he came up short against the desk, and redlised that his retreat was
blocked. He couldn't go back and he couldn't go forward, and the sword, the sword was everywhere.
He hesitated as his mind worked frantically, and in that moment there was a sudden burning pain at his
throat.

He hurt me, thought Stargrave increduloudy.I'll cripple himfor that. I'll cut out his tongue and put
out hiseyes. I'll stamp on hisribstill they crack and break. He hurt me!

His sword dipped out of his numb fingers and fdll to the floor. Stargrave looked at it stupidly. Something
warm and wet was soaking his chest. He put hishand to it and hisfingers came away covered with
blood. Hisvison blurred, and dl the sounds in the office seemed to come from very far away. The
strength went out of hislegs, and he sat down suddenly. His eyes closed and his head dropped forward
asthelast of hislife's blood pumped dowly out of his severed throat.

Donad Roya leaned back againgt the wall and waited patiently for his ragged breathing to get back to
normal. An interesting opponent, but not very bright. He turned to see how Skye was doing, but she had
aready killed her man, and was busily searching through his pockets.

"Anything interesting?' asked Dondd.

Skye held up abulging purse and hefted it in her hand. It clinked musically. "1 hate working for nothing,"
said Skye camly. She straightened up, tied the purse onto her belt, and looked round her office. Thefive
dead men had shed alot of blood. Skye wrinkled her nose, and scowled. "What a mess. Why couldn't
they have attacked us on the street? Ah well. Wed better get out of here before someone callsthe
Watch."



"Right," said Dondd, pushing himsdf away from thewall. ™Y ou can stay a my placefor awhile. I've got
plenty of rooms. Do you still have any doubtsthat Vertue is our man?'

"Noneat dl."

"Good." Dondd hefted his sword thoughtfully. "' As soon as things have quieted down some, | think well
pay him alittle vigt. I'm quite looking forward to speaking with Dr. Leon Vertue."

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Closing Trap
Typhoid Mary staked the city streets, hidden in the curling migts.

Mary wasn't redlly insane, just programmed. The Empire had atered her according to its needs, but
Mary never knew that. Asfar as she knew, she wasjust another refugee, running from the Empire. Time
moved for her in fits and starts, and memories from one day rarely passed to the next. The only constants
in her shifting life were her terror of being captured and handed back to the Empire, and her need for the
object she sought; the desperate, overwhelming need that kept her roaming the mist-choked streets and
would not let her rest.

When she was a child on her father's estate, they'd called her greedy. Her mother said Mary had a
swest tooth; if she saw something pretty, shejust couldn't resist it. Her father gave her a sapphirefor her
tenth birthday, because she pleaded for it so; asmall polished stone with aheart of cold bluefire. It cost
her father agreat deal, since sapphiresare very rare, but Mary neither knew nor cared. It was enough
that it was pretty and she had wanted it. She hung it from achain of rolled gold, and wore it dways round
her neck. The sapphire became her constant companion in good times and bad, through triumph and
heartbreak. Now it was gone, and she wanted it back.

Someone had stolen it from her. She didn't know who or why, but ever and aways adark whisper in
the back of her mind kept her moving, searching, hunting. From timeto time it seemed to her that she'd
found the thief, but somehow it never was, and she had to go on looking. Sooner or later, she would find
her sapphire. She had to.

Scurrying from shadow to shadow, ever fearful of the Empire, Mary roamed the crooked streets and
aleyways of Mistport. Deegp within her, madness stirred. Behind her lay atrail of the dead and the
brainburned, but she never knew that. Typhoid Mary had been programmed.

She hurried through the narrow streets, hidden in the mists. In the houses she passed, children woke
screaming in the night and would not be comforted.

"People are dying by the hundreds, Investigator! | don't have the time or the patience to indulge your
vendettaagaing Vertue any longer!" Sted hammered on the nearest console with hisfist to make his

point, and then growled under his bresth as Topaz looked calmly back at him. Stedl bresthed deeply,
and fought to hold onto histemper.

Behind her cam mask. Investigator Topaz felt deathly tired. It had all ssemed so smple when she began.
All she had to do was track down her husband's murderer and kill him, and then everything would be
settled and she could carry on with her life again. Now Blackjack was dead, but nothing was settled. It



might have been the mercenary'sfinger on the trigger, but Vertue had given the order. She didn't even
know why. All she knew for sure wasthat Michadl hadn't been the intended target. He died only because
Topaz had lent him her cloak. He died because Blackjack had mistaken him for her.

Her first impulse had been to hunt Vertue down and kill him dowly, but she soon redlised she couldn't
do that. In the past few days she had given hersaf over entirely to death and destruction, and only
Blackjack's death had shocked her sane again. It was the Empire that had taught her to think in such
ways, the Empire that had taught her to kill and destroy. Over the years, Michagl Gunn had shown her
other waysto live, more human ways, and Topaz had thought her past was gone forever. Now she knew
sheld only buried it deep down inside her. It was still there, and always would be, waiting to be called
forth again. All she had to do was give up the humanity Michadl had so painstakingly taught her. She
couldn't do that, she wouldn't do that, not even to avenge Michadl's death. He wouldn't have wanted it.

And so she had holstered her gun and sheathed her sword, and used her position in the city Watch to go
after Vertue, using the law and dl its dow-moving processes. It wasn't easy. Asfar asthelaw was
concerned, Dr. Leon Vertue was a hard-working and honest citizen. Everyonein Mistport knew what he
was and what he did, but there was no proof. Vertue saw to that. Those who enquired too deeply into
his business had a habit of disappearing. But Topaz didn't give up easily. She fought on, step by step,
working her way closer to Vertue and al his hidden dirty secrets, despite everything lega andillegd he
could put in her path.

And dl the time she thought how good it would fed to draw her sword and cut him down, and watch the
blood flow from hisdying body.

"Areyou ligening to me, Investigator?' Topaz jumped as Stedl pushed hisface closeto hers. "Much as|
sympathize with the loss of your husband, you can't spend adl your time chasing after Vertue. It'snot asif
you had any red evidence againgt him."

"l have enough to satisfy me."

"That's not good enough, and you know it." Steel moved away and sat on the edge of hisdesk, which
cresked complainingly under hisweight. Stedl ignored it, his gaze fixed on Topaz. "Y ou haven't been here
long, Investigator. In aplace like Mistport, the Watch has to be above suspicion. Theré's aways going to
be a certain amount of graft and kickbacks; that's what helps keep the city running. But theré's no place
in the Watch for personal vendettas. We don't have many laws here, Investigator, but those we do have
are enforced vigoroudy. They haveto be. If they weren't, we'd fall into barbarism in under ageneration,
and the Empire would wipe us out. We survive because we're harder on ourselves than the Empire ever
was. It's not easy being free.

"That'swhy I'm ordering you to leave Vertue done. If hel's broken the law, the law will punish him.
Eventudly. In the meantime, | need you here. Mistport's coming apart at the seams, and with the rest of
the Council either dead or missing, I've ended up in charge of the whole damn mess. | can't handle
everything, Investigator; | need people around me | can trust. That'swhy | went to so much trouble to
keep you out of jail after you carved up Taylor and Blackjack. But if you keep going after Vertue, there's
nothing more | can do for you. Vertue may well be as crooked as a corkscrew, but he's gone to great
painsto hideit. He dso hasfriendsin high places. Very influentid friends, who are presently doing their
best to make my life even more difficult than it dready is. Y ou step one foot out of line, Investigator, and
I'll have no choice but to cut you off a the knees. So, ether you start pulling your weight, or I'll withdraw
my protection and let the wolves have you. Isthat clear?!

"Quite clear, Director. | had aready come to the same conclusion mysdlf; Vertue can wait. Acting under



my ingtructions and your authority, the city Watch have sealed off Mistport. Nobody getsin or out until
this plague's under some kind of control. Quarantine is enforceable on pain of death. Surviving victims of
the plague are being held in isolation, and Mistport's medica staff are working round the clock to
discover some common link between them. Now please be seated, Director, and kindly lower your
voice. | don't careto be shouted at."

Sted scowled, and then rdluctantly sank into the chair behind his desk. Outside his office, his staff
worked furioudly at their pogts, struck silent by the thick steel glass windows that made up his cubicle.
The plague had been running wild in Mistport for dmost aweek now, and they were still no nearer
identifying it, let alone coming up with acure. Even so, Sted couldn't help wondering where heldd found
the courage to raise his voice to the Investigator. He was probably feverish from overwork and lack of
deep. He gestured for Topaz to St opposite him, and she lowered hersdlf gracefully into the stiff-backed
vigtor'schair. Stedl's cubicle was designed for function rather than comfort, but from Topaz'srelaxed air
she might just aswdll have been reclining in her favourite padded armchair.

The Director looked down irritably at his crowded desk. His In and Out trays were swamped under
overflowing piles of paper, most of them ostentatioudy marked "Urgent.” Steel hadn't bothered to read
haf of them. Of late al the news was pretty much the same, and he could only stand so much depression
at onetime. It was somehow typical that Mistport should undergo itsfirst mgjor catastrophein years and
he'd be the one left in the hot seat. Darkstrom and the Bloodhawk were till wandering round the outlying
settlements, Dondd Royd had gone haring off on some dubious scheme of his own, and poor Suzanne
du Wolfe was dead, one of thefirst victims of the plague. Sted sighed wearily. It wasasign of how
desperate hed become that held started to think he'd even wel come seeing the Bloodhawk again, if he
and Darkstrom would just take some of the pressure off his shoulders. Stee came out of hisreveriewith
adart asheredised the Investigator wastalking to him.

"Director, what are the latest casuaty reports?”

Sted punched up the answer on his command monitor, and glared at the result. "Worse than ever. Three
hundred and forty-seven dead, and over two thousand brainburned. More cases are being reported
every hour. And on top of that, dozens of buildings have been wrecked or burnt out at more than half of
the Steswhere plague victims were found.”

"We're under attack."

"I had worked that out for mysdlf, Investigator.” Stedl turned off the monitor, and stared grimly at the
blank screen. "The Empire's used us often enough before as atesting ground for new weapons, but
there's never been anything like this. The nearest comparison would be the mutant virusthey hit uswith
some twenty years ago, but whatever this plagueis, the old vaccines don't even dow it down.” He leaned
back in his chair and rubbed tiredly at his aching eyes. Too much work and too littledeep . . . "None of it
makes any sense, Investigator. The victims are always either dead or brainburned. No immunes, no
in-betweeners, no recoveries. The survivors range from autistic to catatonic, but not one of them has
enough mind left to respond to apsionic probe. We can't even discover how they contracted the plague.”

"The Watch is undertaking preventative measures. Director.”

"And ahdl of alot of good they've done. I've agreed to everything from quarantining victims familiesto
torching whole streets of houses, and sill the bloody plague keeps spreading.”

Topaz looked at him steadily. "We're doing everything we can, Director. If you've any other ideas, well
be happy to implement them.”



"I don't know what to do! I'm not even sure exactly what it iswe're deding with. The only clue weve
got isthat the first cases of the plague appeared soon after theBalefire landed. What's the latest news on
thet?'

"Thefied technicians are dtill tearing the ship apart, but so far they've come up with nothing.”
"Great. Just great."
"Director, do you remember why you firg cdled mein?'

"Of course. The port espers reported sensing something strange aboard theBalefire . But we checked
every refugee to come off that ship, and every damn one of them was clean. We even broke open the
deep cylinders, but each and every body was where it should be, and asit should be. Unlessthere's
some hidden compartment . . ."

"I doubt it, Director; the technicians would have found it by now. But we never did find an explanation
for the espers readings.

"Y ou think that's sgnificant?'

Topaz shrugged. "Who knowswhat's significant, at this sage.”

Stedl frowned thoughtfully, and clasped his hands across his belly. "The espers said they detected
something strange, powerful . . . dien. Alien; could that be it? Some alien cresture smuggled into the city,

carrying an outworld plague?' He stopped suddenly, and rubbed at his aching forehead. "No. It couldn't
have gone undetected thislong. Not in Mistport.”

Sted and Topaz sat in Slence for awhile, each logt in their own thoughts. The monitor chimed suddenly,
and the screen lit up to show the face of the duty esper.

"Director, | haveacal for you. From Councillor Darkstrom.”

Sted sat forward in hischair, grinning widely. "Grest; put her through! | never thought I'd be so glad to
seethat grim face of hersagain.”

"I heard that," said Eileen Darkstrom dryly. The screen remained blank, but her voice carried clearly
from the comm unit's speakers. "What's happened in Mistport while I've been away?"

"Desth, plague, and devagtation,” said Stedl succinctly. "I'm glad you're finaly back; things have been
going crazy here."

"Never mind that now," said Darkstrom briskly. "Thisisimportant. The Bloodhawk and | came across
something very disturbing in the outer settlements. Communi cations between them and the city have been
ddiberately sabotaged, to prevent usfrom finding out that Empire agents have been herding the Hob
hounds towards Mistport.”

"Herding?' said Stedl increduloudly. "Are you sure?’

"Yes," sad Darkstrom steedily. "'I'm sure. Now, that was the bad news. The really bad newsisthat the
Bloodhawk and | got here only just ahead of the main pack. We could see them, crossing the plateau;



hundreds of thefilthy creatures. They'll get here sometime during the next few days. Y ou'll haveto take
every Watchman you can find and set them to guarding the boundaries.”

"Darkstrom, | can't do that—"

"You'vegot to! Look, | can't stop and talk. I'm meeting someone and it'simportant. I'll seeyou
afterwards, and you can fill mein on al the latest gossip then. Darkstrom out.”

The speskersfdl slent. Sted hurriedly punched a code into his monitor. "Duty esper, get Darkstrom
back on theline. Now."

"I'm sorry, Director; shewas calling from her comm unit implant. It's not part of our comm net. Well
haveto wait until she callsback.”

"Damn. Very wdl, but | want to know the moment she cdls.”

"Yes gr."

The screen went blank again, and Stedl leant dowly back in hischair. "That'sal | needed. Firgt acity
racked with plague, and now there are hundreds of Hob hounds headed straight for us. | should never
have got out of bed thismorning. Ah hdll, maybe she's exaggerating.”

Topaz shook her head. "Councillor Darkstrom is known for her rhetoric, but she rarely exaggerates
when it comes to possible dangers.”

"That'sright, she doesn't. All right, take what men you can spare, and set them to watching the
boundaries. Well worry about the hounds as and when they make their appearance. Now then . . . oh
hell, I've lost track of what we were talking about.”

"The beginnings of the plague, Director, and its possble links with theBalefire . Captain Starlight was
one of thefirg few victims, wasn't he?"

"Y es. He hasn't said aword since we found him. Hewon't eat or drink or deep; just sitshuddled ina
corner, whimpering. If | didn't know better, I'd swear he'd been scared out of hismind. What kind of a
plagueisit where theliving are worse off than the dead?”

"Where theréslife there's hope, Director. My husband taught methat along time ago, and | till believe
it to betrue. Given enough time, our medics might yet come up with acure.”

"Given enough time, the plague might wipe usal out."
"There haven't been many deaths so far. Not compared with the number of survivors.
"There have been enough, Investigator. More than enough. Most of us have lost someoneto the plague.”

Topaz looked at him curioudy. There had been something in Sted'svoice. . . "Who did you lose,
Director?

"A friend. His name was Jamie Royd.."

Sted'svoice was very quiet, and his eyes were far away, lost in memory. Topaz looked at her hands,



folded nestly in her lap.
"] didn't know the esper was afriend of yours, Director.”

"l liked him. Everyone did. Even hisenemies.” Stedl sat dumped in hischair, hismouth twisted into a
bitter grimace. "l couldn't even go to hisfunera. Too much to do."

"I didn't think you had any friends, Sted," said Topaz quietly. "What was he like?'

"Jamie. . . wasagambling man. He owed money to everyone dumb enough to extend him credit, but he
always pad his debts eventualy. He never broke hisword, and he never dedlt from the bottom. And the
only way anyone will ever remember him isas one of thefirgt victims of thisnew plague. Not much of a
legacy for aman like Jamie."

Topaz |ooked a him thoughtfully, then pushed back her chair and got to her feet. "Weve done dl we
can for one day, Sted. Leave it for now. It'slate, and we could both use some deep.”

Stedl nodded goodbye without looking up. Topaz stared at his bowed head a moment, and then | eft,
closing the cubicle door quietly behind her.

Eileen Darkstrom stood at the far boundary of Tech Quarter, staring out into the fog. All the time she'd
spent trudging through the unrelenting cold of the plateau and the outlying settlements, shed thought
constantly of how good it would fed to get back to the warmth of Mistport. And now she was back, the
first thing she had to do was hang about on the outskirts of the city, freezing her butt off. Darkstrom
sniffed, and huddled inside her cloak. The fog was thicker than ever, with visbility no more than afew
yardsin any direction. The street lamps cast only shdlow pooals of light, and the mists muffled every
sound. A heavy snow wasfaling, and the sinking evening sun waslost to sight. Another hour or so and it
would be gone completely; night fell early on Mistworld aswinter drew near. Darkstrom scowled, and
kicked at the thick snow on the ground.

Where the hell are you, Sefan?

Darkstrom walked up and down before the boundary wall, slamping her feet to drive out the cold. The
Bloodhawk had been very particular about her being on time, and here he was dmost haf an hour late.
Typica. Not for thefirst time, Darkstrom wondered what the hell was so important that they had to
discussit out herein the freezing cold, so far away from everything and everyone. It had to be something
to do with what they'd discovered about the Hob hounds. She'd intended to go straight to the Council
and tell them everything, but the Bloodhawk had inssted that the two of them talk in privatefirs. Asif
they hadn't had enough chance on the way home. Darkstrom smiled fondly, remembering.

There was adight noise behind her, and she turned happily, expecting to see the Bloodhawk. There was
no one there. She looked quickly around, but nothing moved in the thick grey migts, and silence lay
heavily acrossthe falen snow. Darkstrom stirred uneasily, and dropped her hand to her sword. The
hounds shouldn't be here for at least another forty-eight hours, but there was always the chance afew
outrunners had got ahead of the pack. . . . Darkstrom drew her sword and glared about her into the
mists. Her muscular blacksmith's arms flexed confidently, and her narrowed green eyes held an eager,
dangerous gleam. She hadn't known much about the hounds until she'd visited the outer settlements.
What she'd learned there had shocked and sickened her. Hob hounds attacked humans not because they
felt threatened or hungry, but smply because they enjoyed it. They showed adistinct preference for
wesker prey, likewomen or children. Particularly children. Darkstrom gripped her sword tightly. She
thought she would enjoy evening the score againgt the hounds alittle. She hitched back her cloak to give



her arms more freedom of movement, stolidly ignoring the cold, and stamped her boots into the snow to
get agood footing. Whatever was lurking out there in the mists was about to get the surprise of itslife.
She moved dowly forward, listening intently for the dightest sound. She quickly discovered that the only
sound on the quiet was the snow crunching loudly under her boots. Darkstrom scowled, and moved
quickly over to put her back against the boundary wall. No point in making it easy for the hound.

Her scowl degpened as she heard dow, unhurried footsteps approaching out of the mists. Whatever was
out there, it wasn't ahound. It could be afootpad, or an Empire agent . . . Darkstrom hefted her sword
and dropped into afighting crouch. The footsteps drew steadily nearer, and then atal dim shadow
formed suddenly out of the fog. Darkstrom tensed, and then relaxed with agreat Sgh of pent-in breath as
Count Stefan Bloodhawk came walking out of the mists towards her. He looked at her drawn sword,
and raised an elegant eyebrow. Darkstrom laughed, and put her sword away.

"I know I'm alittlelate," said the Bloodhawk, reproachfully.

"Sorry, Stefan,” said Darkstrom, smiling ruefully. " The mists have been getting to me." She moved
forward into his arms and gave him awel coming kiss, to show sheforgave him for being late. "What kept
you, dear? Isthere some new problem about the hounds?

"Yes," said the Bloodhawk regretfully, "I'm afraid thereis." Hisright hand dipped the dagger expertly
between Darkstrom'sribs, and she stared at him in silent horror before the light went out of her eyesand
she dumped againgt him. He stepped back, and let her fal into the snow.

"I'm sorry, my dear,” said the Bloodhawk camly, "but | redly couldn't let you talk to the Council. | want
the houndsto be a surprise.”

He sighed quietly, cleaned his dagger on apiece of rag, and sheathed it. It was a pity he'd had to kill her.
Hed grown rather fond of her, in hisway. But the Empire's orders had been most specific, and he
couldn't risk upsetting his masters. Anything wasworthiit if it would finaly get him off this stinking planet.

Now that Darkstrom was dead, the Council would have to face the hounds unwarned; or rather, what
was |eft of the Council would. Darkstrom and du Wolfe were dead, and hewould be . . . missing. That
just left Roya and Stedl; an old man and athief. The Bloodhawk smiled dightly. Everything was
proceeding according to plan. He picked Darkstrom up and dung her over his shoulder. She was
surprisingly heavy for such asmall woman. The Bloodhawk walked unhurriedly back into the fog and
disappeared among the mists. The sound of his retreating footsteps died quickly away, and soon there
was nothing left to show that he had ever been there, save for afew scuffed footprintsin the snow and a
small patch of blood where Eileen Darkstrom had falen.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The Wolf at the Gate

Sted paced back and forth in his cramped glass cubicle, trying to wake himself up. He should have gone
home and got some deep while he had the chance. Now it wastwo in the morning, and it didn't look as
though held be getting any deep this night. His head was muzzy, his eyes ached, and his mouth tasted
absolutely foul. He took another large bite from the candy bar in hishand, but it didn't help much. He
glanced surreptitioudy at Investigator Topaz, standing hunched over his computer console. She couldn't
have had much deep hersdlf, but she looked disgustingly bright-eyed and dert. Sted growled under his
breath. It wasn't naturd to look that good this early in the morning. He moved in behind Topaz and



peered over her shoulder as she keyed in anew series of codes. He watched the answers come up on
the screen, and winced.

"Over five thousand and gtill rising . . . What the hell's happening out there, Investigator? Weve got the
strictest quarantine regulations Mistport's seen in more than twenty years, and till people are dying. How
can everything have got out of hand so quickly? What the hell are we dedling with here?!

Topaz shook her head dowly, and stabbed at the terminal keys as though she could bully the computer
into giving her the answers she wanted. "When the Empire creates a plague, it does athorough job,
Director. New outbreaks have been recorded dl acrossthe city. The actua degth rateis fill
comparatively low, but there are so many mind-wiped victims that we just can't cope with them anymore.
The hospitd's dready full to overflowing. If we don't come up with somekind of vaccine soon, in afew
more weeks Mistport will be acity of the dead and the dying."

"I'm not even sureitisaplague,” growled Sted, sinking into his chair. Asusud, it groaned under his
weight, and he cursed it absently. "It doesn't act like a plague, doesn't fedl like a plague—" He took
another bitefrom his candy bar and wiped his sticky fingers on his short front. The sugar gave him

energy. "What kind of a plague doesn't have any symptoms? One minute the victims are fine and hedlthy,
and the next minute they and everyone around them is either dead or mad. No plague works that fast.”

"Could be along incubation period.”

"No. Our tests would have found something by now."

"Well what isit, if it isnt aplague?"

"] don't know! Some new Empire wesgpon, arogue esper . . ."

"An esper? Be serious, Stedl. What kind of esper could take out five thousand peoplein lessthan a
week?"

"Y ou once stood off five hundred Guards with asingle song.”

"Yes" sad Topaz steadily. "And it nearly killed me. I'm the most powerful Siren the Empire ever
discovered, and even | have my limits. No, Stedl; it can't be arogue esper.”

"You can't be sure of that."
"We can't be sure of anything anymore, Director.”

Sted and Topaz glared at each other helplesdy, and then |ooked away as the command monitor
snapped on.

"Director!"
"Yes, duty esper. What isit?’
"Sensors report agathering of Empire ships off Mistworld, Director.”

Stedl gaped at the screen, unable to take the newsin. They've come. They've finally come . He
swallowed dryly, and shook hishead dightly to cleer it.



"How many ships?'
" Seventy-three and counting, Director. They're dropping out of hyperspace as we watch."

"It'sthe Heet," said Topaz softly. "After dl these years, the Empire finaly thinksit's ready to destroy
Migworld."

Sted ignored her, and broke contact with the duty esper to key his monitor into the main system. The
screen showed him a crowded radar image, with new contacts appearing every second. Overlapping
voices from the command centrefilled the cubicle.

Disrupter cannon don't answer to the computers. Get a team down there to check the systems.

Smuggler ships are powering up for takeoff. Ground crews please clear Pad Seven.

Where are the espers? We need the psionic shield.

Force shields are down. They don't answer to the computers.

Disrupter cannon are not on line. Repeat; disrupters are not on line.

The computers are dead! They don't hear usl!

Where are the espers?

Sted cleared the screen, and the voices fell silent. He could fed his pulse hammering in his neck, and his
palms were wet with swesat. Everything was happening so damned fast . . . He looked at Topaz, and her
unruffled salf-possession helped to calm him down alittle.

"Weve gtill got the smugglers ships," said Topaz.

Stedl shook his head. "They don't stand a chance againgt the Imperia Fleet, and they know it. They're
going to die up there, just to buy usalittletime." He sat back in hischair and stared dazedly round his
cubicle. Beyond the glass walls, technicians were running back and forth, shouting and cursing silently.

"The force shidlds are out. The disruptersare out. | can't believe our defences dl fell apart so quickly.
What the hell's happened to our computers?’

"The crystad!" said Topaz suddenly.

"What?'

"The memory crysta | ddlivered; it was part of the main defence systems, wasn't it?"

Sted swore softly. "Yes, it was. Y our burglar must have had time to switch crystals before you
discovered him. And what with dl the excitement of theBalefire arriving, and the Hob hounds, and the
plague. . . the crysta must have been ingtaled without checking.”

"And | never thought to check for mysdlf."

"No reason why you should have; that was our respongbility.”



A distant roar shook the control tower asthe smugglers shipsthrew themsalvesinto the night skies, a
dozen silver needles againg the Imperia Feet.

"Call them back," said Topaz.

"I can't. We need time to bring the espers together. Without our shields and disrupters, the smugglers
shipsare the only other defence we've got |eft. Their nameswill be remembered as heroes.”

"Weregoingtolose" sad Topaz quietly. "'l should have known. | should have known there was
nowhere safe from the Empire.”

Sted glanced quickly at her dark, brooding face, and then turned back to his command monitor and
raised the duty esper.

"Gather the espers. We need the psionic shield.”

"It'sdready up and holding, Director, but | don't know how long we can maintainit." John Silver'sface
was calm and controlled, but his eyeswere grim. "Hundreds of espers have died from the plague.”

"That'sit!" Sted turned to his computer console, ignoring the Startled esper, and tapped in aquery. He
nodded savagely as a stream of information flowed across the screen. "' should have seen it before; only
espers have died from the plague. We were so busy looking for aphysical common denominator we
didn't think to check for any other links. Investigator, we've been set up. With our computers sabotaged,
the psionic shidd isal that stands between us and the Feet, and the plague was introduced specificaly to
take care of that. And | was so proud of my cannon . . . | should have listened to Suzanne du Wolfe.
Duty esper, maintain the shield. That hastop priority until | tell you otherwise."

"Yes, Director, but . . ."

"Just do it!" Steel broke off contact and stared thoughtfully at the blank monitor screen. "It'sacarrier,
hasto be. One of the refugees from theBalefire . | thought Starlight was Iucky to escgpe from Tannim!
Somewhere adong the line the Empire must have smuggled aboard a carrier with an esper-specific

plague”

"No," said Topaz abruptly. "That's not it." Steel looked at the Investigator in surprise as she paced back
and forth before him, frowning. "Y ou wereright thefirst time, Director; it's not a plague, it'sarogue
esper. A Siren, like me. When | sing, my voice and esp combine to work directly on the mind, boosting
and scrambling the sensory input. Take that too far, pushtoo hard . . ."

"Brainburn,” said Sted!.

"Yes" said Topaz. "That'swhat happened to the five hundred Guards on Virimonde."

"Andif youwereto sing at an esper . . ."

"The weaker mind would sdlf-destruct. The victim's talent would rage out of control, attacking both the
victim and his surroundings. It's no wonder so many plague sites have been gutted by fire and violence;
the victims must have included Pyros and Poltergeists. How could we have been so blind? The espers

werethered target dl dong. The mindwiped survivors were nothing more than innocent bystanders, a
blind to keep usfrom noticing that one by one those we depended on most for our defence were being



murdered!”
Stedl and Topaz |ooked at each other.
"Y ou were the most powerful Siren the Empire ever had,” said Sted findly.

"Yes" said Topaz. "l was. | destroyed five hundred minds, and they made me alegend. Thisnew Siren
has taken more than five thousand victims, in just afew days. | wonder if they'll make her alegend too.

Probably not; she'd more valuable as aweapon.” Topaz shook her head dowly. "No wonder the port
espers picked up strange readings from theBalefire . Director, we've got to find this rogue and stop her,

whilewedill can.”

Sted frowned thoughtfully. "It's not going to be easy, trying to find one woman in acity the Sze of
Mistport. | take it we can be sure the rogueisawoman? If the empiresfinally produced amae Siren.

Topaz shook her head firmly. "No, it'sasex-linked characteridtic, like hexing or dowsing."

"Let'shope you'reright, Investigator.” Steel called the duty esper back to his monitor.

"Yes, Director?"

"How many espers can you spare me for a city-wide search? Emergency priority.”
"Assuming everyone reports in, maybe adozen; but that'll be most of our reserve.”

"I'll take them. We're looking for arogue esper, avery powerful Siren. Y ou shouldn't have much trouble
recognising her; she was responsible for the strange readings your people picked up from theBalefire .
Report back to me as soon as you've found her, but no one'sto approach her until | givetheword. This

rogueis dangerous. Got it?"
"Yes, Director.”

"Isthe shield secure?’

"For the moment. The Empire ships are in stable orbit, but keeping their distance. They know what will
happen if they try anything.”

"Stay withit, lad,” said Sted gruffly, and John Silver grinned.

"With our shidd or onit, Director."

The monitor screen cleared. Steel looked in surprise at hislast piece of candy, melting forgotten in his
hand, and popped it into his mouth. He chewed thoughtfully, his hands clasped across hisbelly. "The port
espers scanned every man, woman, and child leaving theBal efire . There's no way the rogue could have
got past them.”

Topaz shrugged. "Empire agents must have got to her first, and spirited her off thelanding field. This
whole thing has been very carefully planned, right from the beginning.”

"It'sstarting to look that way. But how far back doesthisthing go, Investigator? Did the Empireredly



scorch Tannim lifeless just to make sure we'd accept theBalefire’ srefugees? A whole world?!
Topaz |ooked at him steadily. "They've done worse, Director. Much worse.™

They sat in slence awhile. Sted knew there were things he ought to be doing, but somehow he just
couldn't seemto raise the energy. "Do you think they'll find the rogue, Investigator?*

"A dozen espers, to cover an entire city? They might get lucky, but | doubt it. We don't even know her
name."

"Cdl her Mary."
"What?'

"Typhoid Mary. It'san old namefor afugitive carrier of disease." Stedl smiled a Topaz's open
astonishment. "A Port Director hasto study many fields, Investigator.”

He steepled hisfingers and tapped them together thoughtfully. "Asfrom now, I'm promoting you to
Watch Commander. With the Bloodhawk missing, | need someone on the spot | can trust. You're
probably the only onein the Watch who redlly understands what were up againgt. Get al the Watch out
on the streets and search the city, sector by sector. If you come across any espers apart from the rogue,
| want them escorted here under full protection. We can't afford to lose any more espers. At least here
we should be able to offer them some security.”

Topaz nodded. "Soundslogical. Just one thing; what are my men supposed to do if they find the rogue?’

"They can't afford to take chances,” said Stedl steadily. "Keep her under surveillance, but don't
gpproach her. I'll send men armed with disrupters.”

"Y ou're not going to give her the chance to surrender.”
"No. | can't taketherisk."
"With this many Watch out on the Streets, were going to need acover story.”

"Right. If the truth gets out ther€lll be apanic. Put abounty on the rogue's head and tell everyone she'sa
plague carrier. It'strue enough.”

Topaz smiled dightly. "That should keep people off the streets. I'll lead apatrol into Thieves Quarter. |
know the area."

"No! You're an esper, Topaz; | can't risk losing you to the rogue.”
"I'maSiren, Director. | may bethe only rea chance you've got of stopping her.”

Sted hesitated, and then nodded curtly. He turned away and studied his computer console, and after a
moment Topaz left the cubicle. Sted scowled at the blank screen before him. Damn fool woman was
going to get hersdf killed at thisrate. He wondered why that bothered him so much. He sighed wesrily,
and indulged in along, dow stretch. He was 0 tired even his bones ached. Hed done everything he
could, but he had a strong fedling it wasn't going to be enough. The Empire had been planning thisfor a
long time. They wouldn't have |eft anything to chance. He blinked in surprise as his monitor screen



suddenly lit up again.

"Yes, duty esper. What isit?’

"Hob hounds, Director! They're pouring into the city through abreach in the Guilds Quarter boundary.
First reports are confused, but it seems clear there are hundreds of the beasts. The Watch on the spot
arefdling back, street by street. Without reinforcements, it's only amatter of time before they're
overrun.”

"Of course," said Sted. "The Empire can't risk usfinding Mary too soon, so they provide adistraction.
Logicd."

"Director?"

"Take as many Watchmen as you need, but | want those hounds contained. It's vital they be stopped
wherethey are.”

"Weve only got so many Watch, Director. We can't block off the hounds and maintain acity-wide
search for the rogue esper.”

"l know. Just . . . do the best you can.”
"Yes, Director."
"What arethe early casudty reportslike?"

"Bad. The hounds are daughtering everything that moves. The Watch are dowing them down, but that's
al. Still, it could have been worse."

"l don't see how."

"At least the Watch wasthere, Director. If you hadn't posted men to watch the boundaries, the hounds
would have taken us completely by surprise. Thereésno telling how many they would have killed, running
unstopped through the city.”

"Yes. | suppose s0. Welve got Councillor Darkstrom to thank for that. | teke it therés still no sign of her
or the Bloodhawk?'

"Not so far, Director.”

"And Dondd Royd?"

"Sill missng, gr.”

"That just leaves me. Thelast Councillor. Ironic, initsway, | suppose.”

Sted sat inslencefor awhile, saring at nothing, his eyesfar away. John Silver waited patiently.
“Duty esper.”

"Yes, Director?"



"I'm going home. Re-route any messages, and . . . let me know if anything happens.”
"Of course, Director. Not much else we can do now, isthere?’

"No. You look tired, lad."

John Silver smiled. "I think I'll stay alittlelonger. | couldn't deep anyway.”
Sted nodded. "I'll seeyou later.”

"Goodbye, sir."

The screen went blank. Stedl rose dowly to hisfeet and looked about him. Beyond the glasswalls, the
technicians sat unmoving at their posts, tense and slent. Stedl looked away. Hed done everything he
could. "'l did my best," he said softly. He hesitated amoment, as though waiting for an answer, and then

he turned and | eft without looking back.

Twelve esperslay side by side on comfortable couches, and spread their thoughts across the city,
searching.

Tarpaulined barges drifted down the River Autumn, steel-lined bows breaking through the newly
forming ice. Outleaning timbered buildings bowed to each other like tired old men, upper stories
no more than a hand's-breadth apart. Watchmen patrolled the lamplit streets, shivering in their
furs. Cats darted along the low stone walls of a back alley, appearing and disappearing in the

thick fog like dusky phantoms.

The espersfound Mary in less than an hour, and made contact with her mind. She killed them all.
Typhoid Mary had been programmed.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Heroes and Villains

The building itsdf was quiet and unassuming, dmost anonymous, and the sign above the door said Smply
blacksmith . Dondd Roya smiled grimly. He knew better. During his many years on the Council hed
read agreat many reports on Dr. Vertue's body bank. It was one of Donad's old familiar angers that
held never been able to raise enough evidence to close the place down. He should have tried harder. If

he had, Jamie might still be divetoday.

Dondd sighed quietly and pulled his cloak tightly about him. The fog was thick and heavy, the snow had
been faling for hours, and it was till barely morning. It was going to be ahard winter. Donald glanced at
Madedaine Skye standing next to him, unrecognizable as usua in her thick fur cloak with the hood pulled
well forward. She seemed calm enough, but Donad could tell from the set of her shouldersthat her right
hand was resting on her sword hilt. He wasn't surprised. He'd heard the open ragein her voice on the



few occasions she'd spoken of Dr. Vertue.
"Well," said Dondd. "Thisisthe place.
"Yes" sad Skye. "l know."

"Y ou've been here before, then?"

"Wes"

Donad waited a moment, and then sniffed when he redlised Skye wasn't going to say any more. He had
agtrong feding there were things going on that Skye wasn't telling him abouit. It didn't redlly matter. If it
was important, Skyewould tell him eventually. Vertue was dl that mattered now. Donald Royal looked
at the closed door and felt adow, cold anger build within him. Leon Vertue knew how and why Jamie
had died, and one way or another Donald was going to learn the truth. He glanced quickly at Madelaine

Skye.

"Reedy?"
"Reedy."
"Thenlet'sdoit.”

Donald stepped forward and tried the door. It wasn't locked. He pushed the door open and moved
cautioudy forward into aquietly tasteful lamplit hal. Skye stepped quickly in behind him and pushed the
door shut. It felt good to bein out of the cold. Donald pushed back his hood and beat the snow from his
cloak as helooked about him. The short, narrow hall was completely empty, and ended at the only other
door. Donald started towardsiit, Skye at his side. He took off his gloves and tucked them into his belt.
Heflexed hishands dowly. Glovesjust got in the way when you used asword. He checked thewalls
unobtrusively as he passed. He couldn't see any security cameras, but he assumed they were being
monitored. Both the walls were covered with ogtentatioudy expensive paintings and tapestries. Donad
smiled suddenly as he recognised aforgery. He knew it was afake, because he owned the origind. His
smile dowly faded. At least, hed dways assumed he owned the origina. He arrived at the end door ina
thoroughly foul state of mind, and scowled fiercely when the door handle wouldn't turn under his hand.
He hammered on the ironwood door with hisfist and waited impeatiently. Therewas ahiss of gatic froma
smal comm unit set into the door frame.

"Dr. Vertue thanks you for calling, but regrets to announce that he is unavailable today. We apologise for
any inconveniencethismay cause.”

"Get that recording off theline and talk to me," growled Donad. "Or so help me I'll call in acompany of
the Watch and have them turn this door into kindling. I am Councillor Dondd Royd, and | have business
with Dr. Vertue"

There was a pause, and then a hesitant female voi ce issued from the comm unit. "1'm sorry, Councillor,
but the doctor |eft Strict instructions that he wasn't to be disturbed for any reason.”

"Your bossisdready introuble" said Dondd coldly. "Unless you want to join him, | suggest you open
this damned door. Now."

The door hummed quietly to itsdlf, and then swung smoothly open. Donad smiled grimly, and stalked



forward into the doctor's reception area. So much for the first line of defence. A gorgeous redhead was
rising nervoudy from behind a huge sted-and-plastic desk. Donad nodded briskly to her, and glanced
about him. Therewas no sign of Vertue. Highly polished ironwood wall panels gleamed richly under the
overhead lightsphere, and the carpet was thick enough to hide agood-sized snake. Any other time
Donad might have been impressed, but right now he wasn't in the mood. He had other thingson his
mind.

"Vertue" hesad bluntly. "Whereis he?'

The secretary tore her eyes away from the bulky, fur-wrapped figure of Maddaine Skye, and glanced
quickly at the closed door to the right before answering Dondd. "I'm afraid you can't see him just at the
moment, Councillor; he'sin conference. He was most emphatic that he wasn't to be disturbed. If you'd
caretowait . .."

"Hell see us," said Donad, and headed for the right-hand door.

"I'm sorry Councillor," said the secretary, and something in her voice made Donald stop and look back.
The secretary had adisrupter in her hand, pointed carefully midway between him and Skye. Donad
stood very till. The secretary had them both covered, and he had no doubt she'd use the gun if shefdt at
al threatened. He thought about the throwing knife in the top of hisright boot, and then thought better of
it. He needed adigtraction. . .

The secretary looked quickly from Donadd to Skye, frowning thoughtfully. “If you redlly had acompany
of the Watch, you'd have brought them in with you. And if you don't have the Watch's backing, that
means you don't have awarrant. So | can throw you both out any time | fed likeit. But you wouldn't
have come on thisstrong if you didn't have something you thought you could hurt uswith. | don't think |
can afford to take any chances with you, Councillor. Or your mysterious friend. Unbuckle your sword
belt, Councillor. Sowly, and very carefully. And you, in the furs; push back that hood and let metake a
look at you. I'm sure | know you from somewhere."

Dondd fumbled at his sword bdlt, taking histime about it without being too obvious. The secretary
seemed more interested in Skye than shewasin him. If hetimed it just right . . . He knelt carefully down
and dropped his scabbard onto the floor. The secretary's eyesflickered from Skye to him and back
again. Skye dowly lifted her hands, and then jerked her hood back to show her face. The secretary's
eyeswidened with horror, and her gun hand started to shake.

"You can't be. You can't be! | saw your body in the tank!"

Dondd pulled the knife from his boot and threw it underhand, putting al his strength behind it. The knife
dammed into the secretary’s shoulder, spinning her round. The disrupter fired, discharging its energy
harmlesdy into the ceiling. Skye stepped quickly forward, sword in hand. The long blade flashed once,
and the secretary fell limply to the floor. Skye knelt beside her to be sure she was dead, and then
sheathed her sword. Donad picked up his sword belt and buckled it on again.

"Nicethrow," said Skye.

"Thanks. Why did she spook like that when she saw your face? And what did shemean . . ."

"I'll explain later. Come and take alook at this."

Donald sniffed, and moved behind the desk to crouch down beside Skye. His knees protested loudly,



but heignored them. Skye gestured for him to study the secretary's face. He did so, frowning, and then
reached out to gently touch the flawless skin with hisfingertips. It wasjust alittle bit too taut, and he
could fed thetelltalelittle scars behind her ears and under her chin. Somewhere dong the line, the
redhead had undergone extensive skin grafting in order to retain her stunning good looks. Donald
wondered briefly what had happened to the woman who'd donated the skin, and then he grimaced as he
redlised he dready knew the answer. He took afirm hold on the hilt of histhrowing knife, and pulled it
out of the secretary's shoulder. He wiped the blade clean on her blouse and dipped the knife back into
his boot. He had a strong feding he might need the knife again before the morning was over.

Herose awkwardly to hisfeet, wincing as his knees protested again. There were days when he
wondered just whose side his body was on. Skye moved over to the right-hand door and tried the
handle. It waslocked. Donald reached into his pocket for hislockpicks.

"Don't waste your time, Dondd,” said Skye. "It'san dectronic lock. Vertue thinks of everything." She
scowled thoughtfully at the tiny security camerabuilt into the door frame. "We can't afford to waste any
more time. Weve probably set off al kinds of darms, and there's no telling how long they've been
watching us. Try the desk; maybe there's a hidden switch or something.”

Donald nodded, and searched the desk drawers one by one. It didn't take him long to find asmple
remote control unit, hidden in an empty candy box. He tried the various buttons at random, and after hed
turned the lights on and off afew times, the right-hand door hummed loudly and swung open reveding a
long, narrow passage. Donald tucked the remote into his pocket, and moved quickly over to stand
beside Skye. He noticed she'd pulled her hood forward to cover her face again, but he decided not to
say anything. Sheld tell him when she was ready.

The corridor stretched away a good thirty feet and more before turning a sharp corner. Lightspheres had
been et into the ceiling at regular intervals, but only one was working. There was astrong smell of
antiseptic. Skye moved dowly forward into the corridor, and Donald followed her. He couldn't see any
security cameras, but he knew they were there. Thelir footsteps were eerily loud in the quiet, echoing
hollowly back from the bare, featurelesswalls. Therewas aquiet rasp of steel on leasther asMaddlaine
Skye drew her sword. Donad couldn't help noticing that her hand was shaking dightly.

Leon Vertue glared a his master, standing camly before him on the other side of the reclamation tank.
He'd been shouting and blustering at the man for the best part of an hour, and little good it had done him.
Nothing that VVertue could say seemed to have any effect on Count Stefan Bloodhawk.1 should never
have got involved with the Empire , thought Vertue sourly.Once they get their claws into you,
you'retheirsfor life . Hefought hard to hold on to histemper. Mistport was going to hell in ahandcart,
Blackjack was dead, Investigator Topaz was on histrail, and now some damned fool had let Hob
houndsinto the city. Oneway or ancther, hislife here was finished; he had to get off Mistworld and start
again somewhere ese. It didn't matter where. There was always a demand for body banks. What did
matter was how much of his stock and equipment he could take with him. He had to take some of it, and
it was up to the Bloodhawk to help him. The Empire owed him that much. Vertue glared at the
Bloodhawk, who stared calmly back at him.

"Y ou've got to get me out of here!" snapped Vertue. "While you've been hiding safe and sound in the
outer settlements, that damned esper of yours has gone crazy; she's been mindblasting everything that
moves! | don't know what happened between her and Royal, but that rotten bitch of yours has been out
of control ever since she got here. Y ou never told me she was so powerful! Shell destroy the whole city
before she's through.”

"Do stop whining, my dear doctor; it doesn't become you in theleast.” The Bloodhawk brushed an



invisblefleck of dust from hisdeeve. "Thelady in question isnot out of contral; she's doing exactly what
she was supposed to. She did make her start alittle earlier than wasintended, I'll admit, but that was
your fault. Y ou should have told methis Jamie Royd wasunreligble.”

"I had no way of knowing that! All the sgnswere that Blackjack had him thoroughly terrorized. | il
don't know why Jamie disobeyed his orders.”

"Why isn't important. The fact remainsthat he led Mary straight to another esper. No wonder her
programming took over."

Vertue shook hishead angrily. "That'sdl irrdlevant now! Blackjack's dead, and too many people are
garting to tie me in to what's been happening. It's only amatter of time before one or dl of them come
after me. Y ou should have let mekill Topaz, as| wanted.”

"No. Oncetheinitia attempt had failed, we couldn't afford to draw attention to her. Someone might
have realised she was dangerous to our scheme because shewasa Siren. Like our dear Mary."

"L ook, you got meinto this mess, Bloodhawk; it's up to you to get me out.”
"Or?'

"Or I'll go sraight to what'sleft of the Council, and turn mysdf in.”

"They'd lock you up and throw away the key."

"Atleast I'd fill bedive"

"Just another rat deserting the sinking ship,” said the Bloodhawk sadly. "My dear Leon, you must know |
can't possibly alow you to upset my plans. Not at this stage.”

"And just how do you plan to stop me?* Vertue stepped back from the reclamation tank, grinning
wolfishly. The Bloodhawk raised an eyebrow at the disrupter in Vertue's hand, but said nothing. "Y ou've
got aship somewhere,” said Vertuetightly. "A private ship. Y ou're going to help me transfer my
equipment to that ship, and then we're both going to take alittle trip off-planet. As soon aswe reach the
nearest starport, we both go our separate ways. That'sfair, isn't it?”

"Y ou can't hold agun on meforever," said the Bloodhawk.

"l can giveit abloody good try," smiled Vertue. "Now let's go. Weve wasted enough time talking.”
"Morethan enough,” said Donald Royadl.

Vertue and the Bloodhawk spun round to find Donad standing in the doorway, leaning lazily againgt the
door-jamb, athrowing knife poised in his hand. Skye stood beside him, sword in hand, anonymous as

awaysin her furs.

"Y our security redly isappdling, Vertue," said Donad mildly. "Now put down that gun. Y ou even try
pointing it inmy direction, and I'll put thisnasty little dagger right through your left eyeball .

Vertue stared a him, clearly weighing his chances, and then carefully put the gun down on the closed lid
of the reclamation unit. Donad nodded his thanks, and walked unhurriedly forward into the vast



chamber. He glanced quickly about him, taking in the great walls of shining crysta and the bulky
reclamation tanks that took up most of the chamber. The air was freezing cold, and the stench of cheap
disnfectant was almost overpowering. Skye moved silently at Donad's Side, her eyesfixed on Leon
Vertue. Donad finally came to a stop before V ertue and the Bloodhawk, carefully keeping afew yards
distance between them. Donad stared steadily at the Bloodhawk.

"| thought Vertue didn't have the brains or the gutsto pull something likethis," he said quietly. "And |
always thought you were too good to be true. How long have you been atraitor, Bloodhawk? How long
have we had an Imperia agent Sitting at the heart of our Council?"

"Almost from the beginning,” said the Bloodhawk calmly. "As soon as| saw Mistport, | knew I'd made
adreadful mistakein coming here. Such apitiful, squdid little place. Totaly uncivilised. It quickly
occurred to methat since. . . what I'd done hadn't really been dl that bad, the Empire might possibly be
interested in reacquiring my loyalty. After al, | could do alot for them. For theright price. It wasn't
difficult, making contact, even then, and the Empire wasn't dow to see my potentid. I've done rather
well, over the years. There's even been some talk the Empire might give me amedd for my services."

"No one gives medasto traitors" said Donad. "Not even the Empire.”

The Bloodhawk shrugged, unperturbed. "Bethat asit may, with the Empirés help it wasn't difficult to get
mysdlf elected Councillor. And after that . . ."

"Yes," said Dondd. "It al startsto make sense now. No wonder we were never able to keep anything
secret from the Empire”

"Quite" said the Bloodhawk. ™Y ou know, you redly should be surrendering to me. When dl issaid and
done, | hold dl your livesin my hands™"

"Run that by meagain,” said Dondd. "I think | missed something.”

The Bloodhawk smiled. "My dear Dondd, even as we speak the Imperia Fleet is gathering above our
heads."

"What?' Vertuelooked sharply at the Bloodhawk. "Y ou never said anything about the Feet coming
here. Y ou never said anything about the Fleet!"

"Do be quiet, Leon. It wasn't necessary for you to know. Now, Donad, within amatter of hours, the
Feet will movein and scorch the planet lifeless. Just like Tannim. Y our only hopefor survivd isto
surrender to me and throw yoursalves on my mercy. | know what you're going to say, Dondd, but I'm
afraid you're wrong. Very soon now, every esper in Mistport will be dead, and without the psionic shield,
Mistworld will be defenceless”

"Thedisrupter cannon.. . ."

"Areout of commission, along with the force shields, thanksto alittle discreet sabotage. By now Port
Director Stedl should be discovering that his precious computers aren't listening to him anymore. It's
redlly quite amazing what you can do with one carefully programmed memory crystd in just theright
place. Y ou do remember how | convinced the Council that the defence computers needed anew
memory crystd?'

Donad looked a him for along moment. "How long have you been planning dl this?'



"Years" sad the Bloodhawk. "Allowing for afew small hiccups, | don't think things have gonetoo
bedly.”

"Who areyou?' said Leon Vertue suddenly, glaring at the silent, hooded figure standing beside Dondd
Royd. "Why do you keep staring at me?"

"Y ou know who | am." She pushed back her hood, and V ertue's face went white, his eyeswide and
staring like those of atrgpped animal. "Y ou and | have adebt to settle, Vertue.”

"You'redead!" said Vertueloudly. "Blackjack killed you, and | put you into the reclamation tank myself!
| saw you torn gpart by the blades and the saws!™

"No," said Maddaine Skye softly. "Unfortunately, your mercenary got it wrong. He arrived while | was
out. The only woman in my office was my sgter, Jessica. Sheld cometo pay me asurprisevist. I'mtold
shelooked alot like me. Y our man cut her down in cold blood, and then brought her back hereto you
and your reclamation tanks. Y ou used my degth to force Jamie to work for you. The poor lamb never
was very brave without meto back him up.

"] found out what had happened soon enough, and decided to stay dead until | could find out what was
going on. | knew there had to be somebody behind Vertue, and the whole thing had the Empire's smell
about it. | couldn't eventell Jamiel wasalive. | needed to be sure just whose sSde he was on. By thetime
| was sure, it wastoo late. He was dead. | never even had achancetotell him | loved him."

"You can't blame mefor hisdeath,” said Vertue quickly. "It was the Bloodhawk's idea. He gave the
order; | just passed it on to Blackjack."

The Bloodhawk raised an eyebrow. "He'slying, of course.”
"Of course," said Skye, "But then, both of you would say anything to save your skins, wouldn't you?"
"I've got money," said Vertue. "Lotsof it. I'll giveyou hdlf, if you'l let mego.”

"Y ou gave my sster to the knives" said Madeaine Skye. "And there isn't enough gold in the Empireto
make up for what you did to my Jamie."

Vertue looked into her cold green eyes and saw his death staring back. He whimpered faintly, and then
snatched up the disrupter lying on the reclamation unit. Skye's sword flashed up and down in asilvery
arc, and severed Vertue's hand from hiswrist. He just had time to scream, and then he fdll back as
Dondd's throwing knife sprouted from histhroat. Blood flew on thefreezing air, and Vertuefdl dying to
thefloor. Donald and Skye turned quickly to face the Bloodhawk, only to stop suddenly asthey saw the
disrupter in hishand.

"Y ou didn't think he was the only one with agun, surely?' said the Bloodhawk. "Please put away the
sword, Maddlaine. | assure you, you're not going to get achanceto useit.”

Skye sheathed her sword, being careful to make no sudden movements.
"Very good, Madelaine. Now, both of you unbuckle your sword belts and |et them drop to the floor.”

Donad and Skye did so. The scabbarded swords made a heavy, hopel ess sound as they hit the floor.



The Bloodhawk gestured for Skye and Donald to move back from the reclamation unit, and they did so.
The Bloodhawk glanced at Vertue's disrupter lying on the floor, and kicked it out of reach.

"That was anice throw, Donald," he said appreciatively. "A direct hit on the carotid artery, from avery
tricky angle”

"It wasn't that good,” said Dondd. "'l wasaming for hiseye."

"Dear Donadd, modest asever. Youredisel can't et either of you live. Y ou know far too much. Asfar
aseveryone eseisconcerned, | am missng, presumed dead, and | fully intend to stay that way until I'm
safely off thisstinking planet. Don't make this any more complicated than it hasto be. Just takeit quietly,
and I'll kill you quickly and cleanly.”

"Likeyou killed Darkstrom?" said Donad suddenly.
"Exactly."

"Bagtard.”

"Redly, Donad. . ."

"Sheloved you!"

"Shewas useful

Donad Royd stared grimly at the Bloodhawk. "There's two of us, and only one of you. Shoot me, and
Skye€ll get you before your gun can recharge.”

"Quite possibly,” said the Bloodhawk. "But she won't risk your life, any more than you'l risk hers. And
neither of you is desperate enough to throw away your own life on the chance the other will get me. No,
you'l just go on doing as| tell you, hoping that I'll make amistake and you'll be able to turn the tableson
me. You'll find some rope over therein the corner, Donald. Go and fetch it. Don't even think of trying
something heroic, or I'll kill Madelaine."

"Rope," said Donad, not moving.

"Y ou're going to tie her up, and then I'm going to tie you up. Then | can shoot you both quite safely.
Now, don't say any more, Dondd. | don't redly have thetimeto kill you asdowly as1'd like, but give
me even the dightest excuse, and | swear I'll find thetime. | hate you, old man. I've dways hated you. If
it hadn't been for you and your example, Mistport would have fallen apart years ago, and | would have
been freeto leave this squalid little planet. Time and time again | set up schemes and you wrecked them.
Y ou kept the Council honest, and fought corruption in the Watch. Y ou're the reason I've been trapped
heredl theseyears”

He started towards Donald, his face twisted with rage. His gun hand shook in the intengity of his
emotion. And in that moment, while his attention was fixed solely on Donad, Madelaine Skye drew from
her pocket the disrupter she'd taken from the dead secretary in the reception office. The Bloodhawk
caught the movement out of the corner of hiseye, and started to turn. Donald stepped quickly forward
and hit the Bloodhawk with aleft uppercut to the chin. He put everything he had into the blow, and the
Bloodhawk staggered backwards, his gun hand swinging wildly back and forth. Skye chose her moment
carefully, and shot him through the heart. The searing energy beam threw the Bloodhawk back againgt



the reclamation tank. He stood spread-eagled againgt it for amoment, and then did lifelessto the floor.

Skye looked at him for amoment, and then put away the gun. "That wasfor you, Jamie," she said softly.
Sheturned to Donad Royal, who was nuraing hisleft hand gingerly. "Areyou dl right, Donad?!

"| think I've broken every bonein my hand."
Skyelaughed. "My hero. Come on, it can't be that bad if you can still flex your fingers like that.”
Donad sniffed, but had to smile. "We didn't do too badly in the end, did we?"!

"Not bad at al. We made quite ateam.” She stopped and looked at Donad thoughtfully. "Donald, how
would you like to make it permanent? | could use a partner like you."

Donad looked at her. "Are you serious? At my age?'
"| said partner, not husband. We work well together. My skill, and your experience; it'sanatura.”

Donald thought about it, and then grinned suddenly. "What the hell. | was getting bored with being a
Coundillor."

They grinned at each other. Donald put out his hand, and Skye shook it firmly.
"Now what?' said Maddlaine Skye.

"Wdll, first | suppose we'd better get back to the command centre and seeif that bastard was telling the
truth about the Imperial Fleet. | have astrong feding we don't know the half of what's reslly been going
on.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Songsin the Night

With so many Watchmen roaming the streets most thieves decided that discretion was after all the better
part of vaour, and retired from their normal livesfor awhile. The patrols had been out in the bitter cold
al morning with hardly abreak, and were growing increasingly tired and touchy. They'd arrest anyone,
on the dightest suspicion, just to get off the streets and out of the cold. Thieves stayed indoors, and
waited for better days.

All save the roof runners.

Perched high up on awegther-beaten gable like some ghostly gargoyle. Cat rested his chin on his
white-gloved hand and sighed quietly to himself. It was dmost three days since the unfortunate affair at
Gdlowtree Gate, and Cyder was till furious at missing out on Starlight'sloot. Cat had beeninsuch a
hurry to get out of the cemetery that he'd even forgotten to take the Captain's disrupter. Such gunswere
rare on Mistworld, and therefore vauable, and Cyder was il giving him hell for having left it behind.
Today had been no better than the day before, and so Cat had decided to take to the roofs for awhile,
until Cyder camed down alittle and stopped throwing things. Fresh movement caught hiseye, and he
peered interestedly down into the mists below, where apatrol of the Watch were halfheartedly searching
agarbage-filled back alley whiletheir leader reported in.



Investigator Topaz shifted her weight from one numbed foot to the other and pulled her heavy cloak
about her as she waited for the command centre to re-route her call to Stedl's gpartment. Typical , she
thought sourly.My men are out here risking pneumonia, and he's sitting at home with hisfeet up in
front of a nicewarmfire. There's no justice. Or at least none we can learn to live with . Sheglared
about her into the thinning fog. A low wind had sprung up, dispersing the mists, but it only made the cold
bite deeper.

Even with her Investigator'straining, Topaz was beginning to fed the cold.l must be getting soft. I'll be
needing eight hours of slegp a night next . She shook her head sadly, and then looked down as static
whispered from the comm unit in her hand.

"Yes, Investigator.”
"Sector Four clear, Director; no trace of the rogue. Any news your end?"

"A few sightings, but none confirmed. The twelve espers| set looking for Mary must have found her.
They'readl dead. | daren't risk trying that again.”

Topaz swore under her breath, so as not to darm her men. Right now, the last thing they needed was
more bad news to discourage them. "What's happening with the Fleet? Have they moved against the
shiddyet?'

"No. They're il up there, waiting. We may have something on the rogue. One of her first victims after
the Blackthorn was Captain Starlight. There's some evidence to suggest she deliberately hunted him
down."

"Evidence?'

"l was. . . having him watched &t thetime. | suspected him of trying to smuggle vauables off the landing
fidld. Most of my watcherslost their minds dong with Starlight, but one of my men had left earlier on. It's
only now that what he had to say is starting to make sense. . . . Anyway, it's possible the rogue thought
Starlight had something she wanted, something smuggled off Tannim. Among Starlight's effects we found
asingle blue sapphire, apparently acquired from one of the refugees. Such gemsareincreasingly rare
throughout the Empire, and are especialy prized on Tannim."

"Who has this sgpphire now?'

A fat chuckle answered her.

"Of course, Director. | should have known."

"Quite. It seemsto me there might be some connection between the rogue and the sapphire. I've sent for
acourier to takeit to the port laboratories. Maybeit'l tell them something. Looks like just another gem
to me. Anyway, we should have their report sometime this afternoon. Assuming we're dl ill herethis
afternoon.”

"Very well. Let me know the results when you get them.”

"Of course. Topaz . . ."



"YS?I

"Donad Royad findly turned up at the control tower. | wasjust talking to him when you caled. It seems
Leon Vertueisdead. Hewas shot, whiletrying to kill Donad.”

"l see™

"No doubt well get dl the detailslater. | thought you'd want to know."
"Yes. Thank you, Stedl. I'm moving on to Sector Five now. Topaz out.”
"Sted out.”

Topaz dipped the comm unit back into her pocket and called for her patrol to re-form. The Watchmen
emerged from the back aley shaking their heads and brushing rotting garbage from their clothes. Topaz
accepted their report, and then led them off into the mists,

Cat watched them go from the gable's shadow, and scratched thoughtfully at his pockmarked cheek.
What he'd been able to read off Topaz's lips both intrigued and worried him. The Empire hadn't moved
directly againg Mistworld in amost two hundred years; not since the Fleet first smashed itsdf againgt the
psionic shield. But now it seemed they were back. . . . He worried hislower lip between histeeth,
scowling. He'd better tell Cyder, and see what she made of it. If nothing ese, it might take her mind off
losng Starlight'sloot.

Cat padded softly away across the snow-covered roofs. As he disappeared into the rising mists, atal
blonde with faraway eyes emerged from the shadows of the aleyway below. She'd thought for atime
that the Watch were going to find her, but they hadn't looked very hard. To be exact, they hadn't dug
deep enough. The garbage had been very unpleasant, but Mary had hidden in worse places. Anything
was better than being found and handed back to the Empire. She'd found Topaz's conversation very
interesting. So, Port Director Stedl had her sapphire, but he was going to give it to somebody else. She
couldn't have that. Sheld haveto find Stedl firgt, and make him give her back her sapphire. Thiswoman,
Topaz; shed know where Stedd was. Mary moved off into the thickening mists, following the Investigator
and her patrol.

Even the best programs can be diverted.

Cat hung upside down from the Blackthorn's guttering and frowned worriedly as he saw that the attic
room's shutters stood dightly gar. It wasn't like Cyder to be so careless. He pulled the shutters open,
grabbed the sted hoops set above the window, and swung down and into the attic room.

Only one of the lampswaslit, and there was a chill to the air. Cat pulled the shutters firmly together.
Cyder was Stting in achair before thefire, staring into the legping flames. Shelooked tired and bitter and
just alittlelost. Therewas no loot for her to fence, and the Blackthorn was till closed. Cyder had
worked hard at repairing what she could, but there was alimit to what she could do with her resources,
and sheld pretty much reached it. To be poor in Mistport was a crime, often punished by degath in the
cold and unforgiving streets. Cat scowled fiercely. He was still aroof runner, and agood burglar could
aways make money. One way or another.

Cyder looked round as she heard him approaching and gave him awarm smile, but her eyes were vague
and absent. She got up to greet him, and Cat put hisarms around her. For amoment she leant against
him, happy just to be held and comforted, and then she pushed him away, her face falling back into its



usual hard, controlled lines. She smiled at Cat's disappointed face, and kissed him warmly.
"It's about time you got back. Where've you been?

Cat laborioudy spdt out in fingertalk what held learned from the leader of the Watch patrol. He was
puzzled; Cyder seemed strangely cam as she watched hisfingers, amost distracted. When he'd finished,
she kissed him quickly and then moved away to inspect her face and hair in the mirror on thewall. Cat
watched her lipsin the reflection.

"Don't worry about the Imperia Feet, my darling. Aslong asthe esper shidd's up, they can't hurt us. As
for the plague carrier, | know the price on her head istempting, but were thieves, not bounty hunters.
Leave such work for those with ataste for it. All right?"

Cat nodded reluctantly.
"Good. Now then, I've got ajob for you. I'm going to see Port Director Stedl.”
Cat raised an eyebrow, and Cyder laughed.

"Don't worry, darling. Sted and | have been business associates from timeto timein the past. He
recently acquired arather fine sapphire, and | have abuyer for such agem. | had made arrangements
with Stedl to purchase the sapphire from him, but when | contacted him an hour ago, he broke our
agreement and refused to sell methejewd at any price. In fact, he was quite short with me. Now we
can't have that, can we? | was depending on that dedl, Cat. The profit on reselling the sapphire would
have gone along way to helping us out of our present difficulties. Now weve got nothing, and it'sdl his
fault. So, | am going to invite mysdf to dinner with Stedl. It shouldn't be difficult; dear Gideon does o
love showing off his culinary skills, and we usudly enjoy each other's company. And that's where you
comein, Cat. While | keep him occupied, you're going to break into his gpartment and steal the

sgpphire.”
Cat amiled politely. Hed have been better off staying on the roof.
"l knew you'd approve,” said Cyder.

The migtsfilled the narrow Streets as Topaz waited impatiently for her patrol to catch up with her. The

fog pressed close about her, leaving a sheen of moisture on her hair and cloak. Visbility was poor, the
high ssonewalls around her little more than dim shadows. A single street lantern glowed bravely against
the encroaching fog, apool of amber light in aseaof endlessgrey. At least it had stopped snowing.

Vertue was dead. Topaz smiled dowly. With him gone, her vengeance was finaly complete. She would
have preferred to kill him herself, but it didn't matter. It was enough that he was dead. She felt asthough
agreat weight had been lifted from her shoulders, and yet . . .

What do | do now? | need . . . something in my life; something to give it shape and purpose.

For along time that had been Michaedl. Then there had been revenge. Now . . . what? She frowned
dightly. She was a Commander in the Watch. Michagl would have found that amusing, but Topaz had
aready found akind of comfort in the Watch. Right from the beginning they had accepted her, despite
who and what she was, and what she'd done in the past. Perhaps, through the Watch, she could repay
Mistworld something of the debt she owed it, for having taken her in and given her sanctuary from the
Empire



Sow footsteps broke the silence, and Topaz |ooked quickly around. Her men were going to haveto do
much better than thisif they were going to cover al the sectorsin this Quarter before nightfall. And then
Topaz frowned as she realised there was only one set of footsteps approaching. The harsh, crisp sound
of boots on snow carried clearly on the till air. Topaz turned to face the sound, one hand moving
automatically to thegun at her side.

Typhoid Mary came walking dowly out of thefog, wrapped in afilthy, tattered cloak. Her gaunt face
and hands were bare to the cold, and aready showed clear Ssgns of frosthite. She was smiling, and her
eyeswere very bright. Topaz knew who she was. One Siren can dways recognise another. Topaz saw
the power that burned in the rogue like an dl-consuming flame, and felt her mouth go dry. For aslong as
she could remember, she'd always known she was the most powerful Siren thered ever been. Now she
wasn't sure that was true anymore. Even through her shields Mary's mind blazed like a searchlight. Deep
within Mary's mind Topaz could see the Empire's handiwork; adark and savage conditioning that
writhed among Mary's thoughts like maggotsin afdlen gpple.

Topaz glanced back the way sheld come, and saw nothing but the mists. And even if her patrol did get
to her in time, there would be nothing they could do. Cold steel was no defence against a Siren's song.
Topaz knew she stood or fell alone, just as she had once before, when she'd faced an entire company of
the Guard and destroyed them with her song. She could still hear their screams. Typhoid Mary stood
before her, ill smiling. Topaz carefully moved her hand away from her gun. 1t couldn't help her now.

"That'snot my name.”
"l canhelpyou.”

Thetall blonde shook her head dowly, her dead-white face as empty asamask. Her smilewasa
grimace, and the light in her eyeswas cold and deadly. "1 thought Mistworld at |east would be free of
bounty hunters. Save your breeth, Investigator. | won't let the Empire take me again.”

"I'm no bounty hunter. | just want to help you."

Mary laughed harshly. "I've seen the Investigator's cloak before. I know your kind. | know what you
are, and what you do. Y ou're as inhuman as the aliens you walk with. Y ou want to take me back to the
Empire”

"Listento me," said Topaz, stepping forward.
Mary opened her mouth and sang.

The street lantern shattered. Topaz staggered back as Mary's song roared in her mind, and sheraised
her own voice in defence. Topaz and Mary stood face to face, unmoving, and the force of their
combined songs whirled the fog and snow around them in adow, churning maelstrom. The two minds
smashed againgt each other, neither giving an inch, but Topaz felt adow fear stir degp within her asshe
realised the rogue was using only afraction of her power. Topaz summoned her strength. If shelogt, then
al of Mistworld went down with her. She reached deep insde hersdlf, and drew upon the vast well of
power sheld sworn never to use again.Five hundred men, screaming. Their eyes, so dark and empty .
Topaz drew upon her strength, made it apart of her song, and threw it at the rogue esper. Mary didn't
evenflinch.



The rogue's song rose effortlessy over Topaz's, striking past the Investigator's defences with
contemptuous ease. All Topaz's shieldsfell away, and Mary howled through her mind, searching
ruthlesdy for the information she needed. It only took a moment, and then Mary's voice rosein triumph
asshefinally discovered the location of her precious sapphire. Topaz fell limply to the ground. She never
felt theimpact when shehit.

Mary fdl slent, and stood thoughtfully over the unmoving Investigator. The churning snow dropped back
to the ground again, and the fog dowly grew ill. A dow excitement welled up within Mary as she
thought of regaining her lost sapphire, but there was dso adark, quiet voice whispering at the back of her
mind. The voice had been there along time. It told her where to look for her sapphire, who to approach,
and what to do when they lied to her. Now the voice was telling her about the Mistport command centre.
It told her there were lots of espersthere, waiting for her; waiting for her to sing for them. Mary wanted
to sing for them, but even more than that she wanted her sapphire. She hesitated, confused, torn between
the two conflicting poles of her conditioning, and then she smiled and relaxed again asthe answer came
to her. Firgt, shewould go to Stedl's gpartment and reclaim her lost jewel. Then, once the sapphire was
safely hers again, she would go to the command centre. Mary smiled brightly as shewaked away into
the curling migts, and her eyeswere very dark.

Typhoid Mary's program was nearing its end.

CHAPTER NINETEEN
A Final Sacrifice

Cat crouched uncomfortably on the flat asphalt roof of the building overlooking Sted's gpartment, and
waited impatiently for Cyder'ssignal. Port Director Sted! lived right in the heart of Tech Quarter, a
high-income high-tech areathat Cat usudly had enough senseto stay well clear of. The buildingswere
mostly blesk dabs of concrete and glass|eft over from the origind Empire colony. They offered no easy
hand- or footholds, and were lousy with security devices. Even worse, they all looked the same and Cat
kept getting lost. He scowled about him at the thickening mists. HE'd be glad when this job was over and
he could get back to the more familiar timbered and gabled roofs of Thieves Quarter.

The heating elementsin his gloves had cut out again, and he pounded hisfists together to keep the blood
flowing. At least the thick mists and the recent heavy snow meant he could blend easily into the
background. For once hiswhite therma suit was actudly earning its keep. He glowered down at Stedl's
gpartment, but there was still no sign of the arranged signal. Cat thought of Cyder and Sted! reclining at
their ease before ablazing fire, sipping mulled wine and discussing the sumptuous med they were about
to enjoy. His somach rumbled loudly. He sighed, and peered resignedly through the thickening mists at
the brightly lit window below.

Stedls ground-floor gpartment was warm, comfortable, and bedecked with carpets of an impressive
thickness. Tapestries and rugs covered thewalls, lessto keep out the cold than to ward off the chill
inspired by the blank white walls and ceiling. Colony buildings were designed to be easy to erect and
proof againgt the dements, but that was al. Since they were never meant to belivedin for long, it didn't
matter that they were hardly pleasant on the eye. Frills and fancies could come later, when there was
time. It said something about Mistport's short and troubled history that buildings origindly intended for
temporary shelterswere not only still standing hundreds of years later, but were il preferable to any of
the stone-and-timbered buildings that had followed them.



Pieces of high tech andobjets retrouves lay scattered casually across Sted's spacious living room, side
by sdewith small satuettes of gold and brass and silver. Stedl fancied himself a collector, though his
taste was frankly appaling. The various chairs and couches were smart and elegant, whilst till being
sturdy enough to cope with Stedl'sweight. First and foremogt, the Director was a practical man. The
sngle great window had the faint bluish tinge of steelglass, but Stedl's other security measureswere
politely incongpicuous. Even the window was mostly hidden behind heavy curtains.

Cyder let Stedl take her cloak and hang it up, and strolled admiringly round the room. Every time she
paid Sted avist he seemed to have acquired some new expensivertrifle. It was a pity shed only come
for the sapphire. . . .

"What are you doing here, Cyder?"

Sheturned dowly to face Sted, knowing she looked stunning in her gown of red and gold satinet, tightly
laced across the bosom.

"| wanted to talk to you, and you wouldn't answer my calls. So, herel am. Aren't you glad to see me,

darling?

Stedl smiled suddenly. "Yes. Yes, | am. | could use some company. I'm just preparing dinner. Would
you caretojoin me?"

"Areyou sure there's enough for two?"
Sted chuckled, and patted his stomach. "My dear Cyder, | dways have enough for two."

"Then | would loveto join you for dinner. Y ou are, after dl, still the finest chef in Mistport.” Cyder
stopped, and looked at Stedl curioudy. "Is something wrong, Gideon? You look . . . tired."

Cyder was being polite, and they both knew it. Steel looked ghastly. His face was drawn and haggard,
and his eyes were degp-sunk with exhaustion. Overweight though he was. Sted usudly gavethe
impression of being light on hisfeet, but now al hisweght seemed to have caught up with him, and his
movements were dow and ponderous.

"It'sbeenalong day,” said Sted, smiling faintly.

"I heard about the gathering Fleet."

Sted! looked at her for amoment, and then chuckled admiringly. "Now how the hell did you find out
about thet?'

"I have my sources," said Cyder, smiling demurely.

"I'm sureyou have," said Sted. "Don't worry about the Fleet, my dear. The esper shield isup and
holding. Dondd Royd's keeping my seat warm at the control tower. There's nothing redlly for himto do
there, but . . . Hey, | was sorry to hear about the Blackthorn. The damage sounded pretty bad.”

Cyder shrugged. "It wasn't good. Still, we're dowly picking up the pieces. WEl be open for business
again dmost before you know it."

"That'll cost you an arm and aleg. Areyou dl right for money, Cyder?'



"Of course. | have my savings, and | should be collecting on a debt I'm owed quite shortly."
"Good. Well, make yoursdf comfortable while | seeto the dinner. It won't be long now."

He moved off into the adjoining kitchen, and Cyder poured herself agtiff drink from the most impressive
of the decanters. She hadn't thought it would be this easy. Something was worrying Sted, and it wasn't
just the Fleet. The plague carrier? Cyder shrugged, and sipped dowly at her wine. Excellent vintage. If
nothing else, shewould give Gideon an evening of good talk and company, and make him smile. It was
the least she could do. They were, after dl, old friends.

But fond as she was of Sted, business was business. She strolled over to the window, pushed back the
heavy curtain, and drew a pencil torch from her voluminous deeve. Outsde, the fog was thicker than
ever. She switched on the torch and waved it back and forth, hoping Cat could seeit. He shouldn't have
any trouble breaking in, assuming her information on Stedl's security was up to date. If it wasnt, thiswas
going to be amost embarrassing evening. She turned off the torch and dipped it back into her deeve.
She glanced at the kitchen door, to be sure Sted was still safely occupied, and then pulled the curtain
back into position and turned away from the window. She looked about the room, mentaly pricing afew
of the more expensive items, then wandered towards the kitchen. Something smelled nice. Out in the
Street, SoOmeone was Snging.

Thewindow exploded inwards. Flying divers of stedlglass sprayed across the room, amid an inrush of
freezing air. Cyder was thrown violently to the floor and lay sprawled on the carpet, her earsringing. Not
far away, achunk of steelglass had been driven deep into the sde of achair, and other divershad
gouged deep holesin the carpet. Cyder dowly raised her head, and rivulets of blood ran down her face.
She couldn't fed her legs. She was shivering violently from the cold, and her head ached horribly. She
fought to St up, but her legswouldn't obey her. Shefindly raised hersaf up on one elbow, and turned her
head painfully dowly to look behind her. And there, stlanding among the wreckage of the window, wasa
tall blonde wrapped in atattered grey cloak. She was smiling, and her eyeswere not sane.

Thick streamers of fog rolled into Sted's living room through the shattered window. If the blonde felt the
cold, she gave no sign of it. She looked at Cyder, and moved dowly towards her. Cyder tried to drag
herself away, and couldn't. Blood ran down her face in asteady stream. The blonde loomed over her,
dill amiling.

"Whereishe?' shesaid camly. "Where's Sted 7!

"Herel am, Mary," said Stedl quietly. "Now get away from her.”

Stedl stood just inside his kitchen door. His face was pale, but his hands were steady. He and Mary
studied each other for awhilein slence.

"How did you bresk my window?' said Sted findly.
"I'maSiren. A good singer can dways shatter glass.”
"But that's gedglass.”

The rogue shrugged. "Glassis glass. Where's my sapphire.”

"May..."



"Don't cdl meMary! That's not my name."
"It isnow. Y ou're arogue esper; Typhoid Mary, thekiller."
Mary shook her head impatiently. "I haven't killed anyone."

Sted stared at her. "What are you talking about? 'Y ou've killed hundreds, and mindwiped even more!
Why do you think we've been searching for you?"

"Y ou want to hand me back to the Empire! | know you; | know your kind. I'm not going back. I'll kill
you firgt. I'll kill you dl beforel let you send me back!"

Sted saw the madnessin her eyes, and licked hisdry lips uncertainly. The rogue had al the signs of
someone who'd been conditioned by the Empire mindtechs. Reason would only affect her within the
limits of her conditioning. And even then, he had to be careful. There was no telling what might set her
off. Say the wrong thing, and he could quite easily sign his own death warrant.

"Mary, please let us help you. The Empire has been using your song to murder other espers. . . ."

Mary laughed contemptuoudly. "Don't waste my time, Stedl. Y our liesdon't interest me. Y ou have
something of mine, and | want it back. Whereisit, Sted? Where's my sgpphire?!

"Wheres my sgpphire!”

Sted looked at her for amoment, and then nodded at a smart little desk by the front door. "It'slocked in
one of the drawers."

"Getit."

Stedd moved dowly over to the desk, followed al the way by Mary's unblinking gaze. He took a key
from his pocket, careful to keep his movements dow and deliberate, and unlocked one of the desk's
drawers. He reached in and brought out asmall leather pouch. He pulled open the drawstrings and took
out asmal blue gem, no more than haf aninchin diameter.

"Isthisit?" hesaid dowly. "Isthiswhat it'sal been about? One stupid little jewe ?!

"Giveittome" sad Mary eagerly. Stedl put the pouch and the jewel on top of the desk, reached into
the open drawer, and took out a disrupter. Mary looked at the gun, and smiled.

"Youkilled Jamie Royd," said Stedl.
"Giveme my sapphire.”
"Hewas afriend of mine, and you killed him. Y ou want your sgpphire? Come and get it."

Mary sang asingle piercing note and Steel convulsed, the gun flying from hishand. Hefdl to thefloor
and lay there hdplesdy, shivering violently.



Cyder tried to Sit up further, so she could see where the gun had fallen, and her arm gave out. Shefell
forward onto the bloodstained carpet, and lay trembling in the slence. Somehow she'd never thought it
would end like this. To diein the middle of apetty burglary . . . it just wasn't fair. She coughed, and her
ribs hurt, but she couldn't move to ease them. One of her eyeswas gummed shut with drying blood. She
was cold, and so very afraid.

Cat crouched helplesdy outside the shattered window. There was nothing he could do. The woman was
obvioudy avery powerful esper, and he didn't even have aweapon. Taking on arogue esper with his
bare hands would only get him killed. If he just stayed where he was, hidden from sight, therewas a
chance he could il get out of thisdive. He didn't haveto risk his neck. Cat shrugged suddenly, and
pulled himsdlf up onto the jagged window frame. He couldn't run away. Cyder needed him.

He crouched on the ironwood frame a moment, getting his balance just right. The rogue had her back to
him. Cat gathered his strength and threw himsdlf & her. The rogue must have heard something at the last
moment. She started to turn, but Cat till dammed into her with enough force to send them both crashing
to the floor. They rolled back and forth on the bloodstained carpet, Cat trying desperately to get a
stranglehold on her. She brought her elbow back hard into hisribs, driving the air from hislungs, and his
grip loosened. Mary pulled hersdf free, and turned to face him. Cat struggled up onto hisknees. Mary
opened her mouth and sang.

Cat froze on his haunches as the song washed over him, searing through his muscles. His senses blurred
inand out, twisted and jumbled. A tearing headache bent him in two, and then was suddenly gone. Mary
was the most powerful esper Cat had ever encountered, and for the first time since he was achild, Cat
could hear again.

There was the sound of his own rasping breathing, and the scuffing of his hands and knees on the carpet.
From out beyond the shattered window came the never-ending sounds of the city, muffled to amurmur
by the thick fog. From al around him came the smple, wonderful, everyday sounds of lifeand living. And
over and above everything ese, he could hear Mary singing.

Her voice was sweset and true, rising and faling like asingle peta tossed on thewind. It filled Cat's mind,
and nothing else mattered. Mary knelt singing before him, face to face. Cat swayed to the song'sdow
rhythm, glorying in hisfreedom from silence. He felt himsdf growing steedily weeker, felt the darkness
gahering in around him, and didn't care at dl.

Helooked past Mary, and saw Stedl sitting dumped againgt the far wall, his hands clapped to hisears,
gtaring at nothing. Lying on the floor between Mary and Sted was Cyder. She lay stretched out on the
carpet, bloodied and broken and very till.

Cat rose shakily to one knee, took careful aim, and lashed out at Mary. The last sound he ever heard
was hisfig damming into Mary's chin. Mary fell backwards, and lay ill.

Cat cried dlent tears, and moved dowly over to cradle Cyder's bloody head in hislap.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Starting Over

Topaz handed Sted amug of steaming coffee.



"Sted, you've got to be the luckiest man I've ever met. If your mysterious friend had waited just alittle
longer to punch out Mary, you'd al have been brainburned.”

"And don't think I'm not aware of that, Topaz." Stedl warmed his shaking hands on the mug, and nodded
histhanks to the Investigator. The coffee smelled ddlicious. If he hadn't known better, hed have sworn it
wasthered thing. "The Watch Sergeant told me you had arun-in with Mary yoursdlf, on theway here”

Topaz smiled grimly. "Seems | waslucky too. My Investigator's training protected me from the worst of
her song, and she didn't wait to finish me off.” Shelooked a Steel narrowly. "Did you realy stand up to
Mary, aamed only with ahandgun?'

Sted shrugged, embarassed. "I was too mad at her to be scared. | knew | didn't stand much of a
chance, but . . . | couldn't et her get away. | had to giveit atry, didn't [

Topaz laughed. "Sted, there's hope for you yet."

They shared agrin, and Steel sank back in his chair and sipped gingerly at his coffee. It wasrea coffee.
Where the hell had she found real coffee? He decided not to ask. It would only embarrass her. He sghed
contentedly. He hadn't felt thisgood in ages. The crisswas over, hewas il dive, and Mistport was
safe. It had been abloody close thing, but they'd come through, and that was all that mattered. He
glanced about him, and smiled wryly. He hadn't come out of it entirdly unscathed. Hisliving roomwasa
mess, with blood and glass everywhere. Someone was on the way to replace the shattered window, and
he hated to think how much that was going to cost him. For the time being he kept the curtains closed
and tried to pretend he couldn't fed the cold. Thinking abouit it, Steel was surprised to find he didn't really
give much of adamn. Hewas dive, and the port was safe . . . He'd been thinking about redecorating

anyway.

The Watch had taken Mary away, still unconscious. The hospital would keep her safely sedated, until
the port espers could work out some way to defuse her programming. She wasn't to blamefor al the
things shed done; Mary was just another Empire victim. There were lots of those on Mistworld.

On the couch opposite Steel, a somewhat revived and repaired Cyder was Sitting with her arm round

Cat, who was cheerfully nursing the heavily bandaged right hand he'd broken on Mary's jaw. Stedl
studied the young burglar thoughtfully, and Topaz followed his gaze.

"Know anything about him. Sted?"

"Not adamn thing. Roof runner by thelook of him, but he hasn't said aword so far. Just appeared out
of nowhere and saved al our lives by flattening Mary. | suppose he's entitled to the reward.”

"I'd forgotten about that.”
“I'll bet he hasn't."

"Bethat asit may, Stedl; right now I'm rather more interested in what one of Mistport's most notorious
fences was doing herein your gpartment.”

Stedl glanced briefly at Cyder, smiled weakly, and became very interested in his coffee. Topaz glared at
him, and moved over to stand before the couch. Cat sudied her warily, while Cyder smiled gracioudy
and nodded a polite hello.



"How areyou feding, Cyder?'

"I'll live, Investigator. In the meantime, | am thisyoung man's agent. When can he collect the reward?'

"Hell getit, but first | want afew answersfrom him. Helooks remarkably like a burglar who once stole
amemory crystd fromme.”

Cat smiled innocently, and Cyder hugged him to her.

"I'm afraid well never know, Investigator. Unfortunately hel's adeaf mute, and can't answer questions.”

Topaz turned away, shaking her head in disgust. Steel chuckled softly, caught Cat's eye, and dismissed
him with awave of his hand toward the door. Cat shook his head, grinning. He rose quickly to hisfest,
padded over to the shattered window, pushed back the curtains and disappeared out into the thick fog.
Sted raised an eyebrow, but Cyder just smiled back at him, unperturbed. Topaz decided not to ask.

"If it'sdl right with you, Gideon," said Cyder, "I'll be getting back to my tavern. | want to get these
bloodstains out of my dress before they set."”

"Of course. I'm sure Topaz can find you an escort.”

"Thanks, that won't be necessary.”

Cyder got to her feet, wincing dightly as her cracked ribs protested. Stedl levered himsalf out of his
armchair and escorted her to the door. He wrapped her cloak about her shoulders, and opened the door

for her. Cyder paused amoment in the doorway.

"Goodbye, Gideon. It would have been alovey dinner, I'm sure.”

"Thanksfor kegping me company.”

"Any time"

Cyder blew him akiss, and left. Stedl shut the door quietly behind her. He went back to his chair and
sank gratefully into it. Topaz plumped up his cushionsfor him with arough efficiency.

"Drink your coffee, Stedl. It's getting cold.”

Sted picked up his mug again and sipped obediently at his coffee. He sighed appreciatively, and then
looked round his ruined living room with an abstracted air.

"What'swrong, Sted ?'
"Mary's sapphire; what happened to it?"
"Isthat adl you can think of? Don't you want to know what's happened to the Imperiad Flegt?'

"l imagine they've redised by now that the esper shidd isn't going to fal, and they've dl dropped quietly
back into hyperspace.”

Topaz nodded. "They left one ship on sentry duty, but no doubt that'll be gone tomorrow. If itisnt, I'll let



the Poltergeists play afew practica jokesonit."

" S0, we've weathered another sorm. What were the find figures from the hospital 7'

"More than twelve thousand brainburned; eight hundred and thirty dead.”

Sted sghed. "Not much of avictory.”

"We stood off the Imperid FHeet and survived,” said Topaz camly. "I'll settlefor that.”

"To hdl with the Empire; where's that damned sapphire? | put it on top of the desk, but that got
knocked over when Mary sang. She didn't have it when they carried her out, and neither did any of the

Watch. It's got to be here somewhere, but damned if | can find it."

"Cyder; she must havetakenit.”

Stedl shook his head firmly. "No. The sensors built into my door frame would have detected the jewel
evenif shed swalowed it."

"“Theroof runner?'

"I had his suit checked while the medics were tregting him. No sapphire.”

"Thenwho'sgot it? That jewd'sworth asmdl fortune.”

Sted shrugged, then relaxed suddenly and sank back in his chair. "What the hell; it's only a sapphire.”
Topaz looked a him. "Areyou sureyou'refeding al right, Sted?"

Sted laughed. "Perfectly dl right, | assureyou.”

"Good." Topaz leaned forward suddenly to stare him straight in the eye. "Because the next time we
mest, Director, I'm going to find the evidence that will nail you once and for al."

"Y ou'rewelcometo try, Investigator. Y ou're welcometo try."
Topaz laughed, and |eft. Sted grinned, and sipped his coffee.

In the dark, overshadowed alleyway opposite Stedl's apartment Cyder leaned wearily againgt the rough
sonewall and waited for her head to settle. She was sweating heavily, despite the freezing cold, and her
hands were trembling. The Watch medic had done agood job strapping up her cracked ribs and putting
afew dtitchesin her torn scap, but shed till lost afair amount of blood from her various cuts and
gashes. Shefdt awful, but she hadn't dared stay any longer in Stedl's gpartment. There was no telling
when they might start asking awkward questions. The medic had wanted her to spend the night &t the
hospital for observation, but Cyder had curtly refused. She had amorbid fear of hospitals, and besides,
they were expensive. She leant her head back againgt the cold stonewall. Half killed by arogue esper,
and dl for nothing . . . She jJumped despite hersalf as Cat dropped out of the fog to land beside her. He
frowned as he took in her condition, and moved quickly forward to take her arm.

"I'mdl right," sheinssted, but let him help her away from thewall. Her legs seemed alittle steadier now
shewasn't done. "Areyou dl right, Cat?"



He smiled, and nodded.

"After al weve been through, | didn't even get the sapphire. Still, the reward money will comein handy.
... What areyou grinning at?'

Cat opened his mouth, reached in, and took out asmall blue jewel. Cyder stared at the sapphire a
moment, and then started to laugh. It hurt her ribs, but she didn't care.

"Of course; there were no sensors|left in the broken window! Cat, my love, I'll make amaster thief out
of you yet." She hesitated, and studied him searchingly. "Nobody ever risked anything for me before; you
risked your lifeto save me. I'll have to think about that. Now let's get back to the tavern. Theres till alot
of work to be done before we can open for business again.”

Cyder leaned heavily on Cat's supporting arm, not wholly through weakness, and dowly, together, they
disappeared back into the ever-curling mists of Mistport.
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