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Chapter 1

THE APPRENTICES HALL WASDANK, AND SMELLED faintly of the chegp incense used in
the workrooms on the floor above. Silence Leigh sighed, rubbing her cold fingerstogether in afutile
attempt to warm them, then held her hands just under the tube of fixed fire that lighted her section of the
table. That was alittle better, but she knew from experience that the warmth would vanish as soon as she
took her hands away from the lamp.

In the six months she had been on Solitudo Hermae, she had grown to hate the damp chill of the
gpprentices hall. The partitionsto either side, which hid her work from the other apprentices who shared
the long table, gave privacy but did nothing to cut the cold drafts.

She sighed again, and let her handsfall back to the photoflashed text that 1ay open before her.
Unfortunately, there was no avoiding the daily study sessionsin the hal: haf the texts she and the other
apprentices had to work from were restricted -- literally chained to the edge of each apprentice's section
of the communal table.

There were three more books bes des the open Theater of Meditation in her cubicle, their sllvery
chansglittering in the light from the fixed-firelamp. 1dly, sheran her fingersaong the chain running from
the Theater of Meditation to the massive staple embedded in the table top. She could fed the lingering
resonances of the power the magi had used to forge the specid metad and, after Sx months intensive
study, could begin to guess a the processesinvolved in the forging. She gave the chain agentletug,
wondering just what it would take to break the bonds between chain, staple, and table. Then she amiled,
dowly. That was amost improper thought for amagus's apprentice -- they were supposed to wait until
their masters deemed them ready for new knowledge, not to seek such knowledge on their own. But
then, shewas hardly a proper apprentice.

Her smilefaded. Less than ayear ago, she had been astarship pilot and nothing more. The position
had been hard for awoman to win, but steering her grandfather's trading ship Black Dol phin from world
to world had been dl she had ever wanted in life.

But then her grandfather had died, and she had been plunged into an increasingly complicated and
dangerous series of adventures. First, her uncle, who was her lega guardian unless she married, had
cheated her out of her rightful inheritance, the Black Dolphin. Then he had tried to trap her into working
for him in his search for the lost, semi-legendary home of mankind, Earth. She had escaped that by taking
thefirst job that was offered -- piloting for Denis Balthasar aboard the half-and-half Sun-Treader -- and
had bought her lega freedom from her uncle by joining Bathasar and his engineer, Julian Chase Mago, in
athree-way marriage of convenience.

She smiled again, alittle wistfully thistime. They were good men, both of them, and she did not regret
her choice, but the marriage had thrown her straight into even more trouble. Denis Bathasar wasa
courier for the pirate combine Wrath-of-God, and Wrath-of-God had been engaged in itsfinal battle
with the Asterion Hegemony. The captains of Wrath-of-God had mustered every ship in their fleet, from
the warships down to couriers like Sun-Treader, for araid on the frozen world of Arganthonios -- and
had been ambushed and defeated. Sun-Treader's crew were among the lucky ones, Silence knew: the
Hegemon's navy was desperately short of men to crew its ships, and had bound some of the surviving
piratesto its service. She, Bathasar, and Chase Mago had been so bound -- the geas had nearly killed
Bathasar -- and assigned to crew amailship carrying a specid passenger to the siege of Castax.

It was then, Silence decided, that things had really begun to change. She had taken the first steps
during the nightmare passage between Arganthonios and the navy depot on Sgpriportus, discovering a
power within that alowed her to resist the geas. But it was aboard the mail-ship that she had first seen
how to use that strength. She had broken her own geas, then freed the others, but their escape had been
blocked by their passenger, the magus |sambard. And that, Silence thought, wasthe red beginning. If we
thought we had troubles before....



That was not entirely fair, and she knew it, but there was enough truth to it. Balthasar said asmuch at
every opportunity. The mailship had carried no weapons that would be effective against amagus. In
desperation, Silence had offered abargain. She owned an ancient starbook that gave the road to lost
Earth. She would take the magus to Earth and share the fabul ous secrets they were sureto find there, if
he in turn would protect them from the Hegemon's people. No magus could have resisted that offer.

They had made the attempt, but the Earth road was blocked by Rose Worlder siege engines, and the
badly damaged mailship had barely limped into the nearest port, on Mersaa Maia. There, with the Rose
Worlder authorities|ooking for any excuseto arrest and imprison them dl, 1sambard had camly informed
the three that, contrary to al the known rules of the magi's art, Silence was hersdlf potentially amagus,
and offered to train her -- if she would keep her part of the bargain and help Isambard reach Earth. She
had agreed, and in afind, ddightful act of revenge had stolen back the Black Dolphin, which had aso
cometo MerssaMaiain search of the Earth road.

That had been six months ago, and now, Stting shivering in the apprentices hal on the magi‘'sworld
Solitudo Hermae, it was hard to believe it had al happened. Silence shook her head dowly, not seeing
the book that lay open before her. Isambard had had a hard time convincing the magi who oversaw the
school that she, awoman, had the potentia to become a magus, but once they had agreed to accept her
as an apprentice, she had been completely absorbed into the system. Over the past months she had
immersed hersdf in the Trivium -- the Three Arts of symbology, perception, and manipulation that were
the basis of amagus's knowledge. Soon she would master them, she hoped, and be able to proceed to
the Quadrivium; but in the meantime there was work to be done.

She looked again at the book in front of her, forcing herself to pay attention to the elaborately
symbolic drawing. It was very liketheillustrationsin her starbooks, and she felt a sudden surge of
londliness. Riloting she knew, had aready mastered completely, not like the Trivium. But more than that,
to be apilot again meant to be in space with her husbands. At the moment, she envied them bitterly: they
had aready been off-world half adozen times, first to see Black Dolphin refitted, and then to seeiif
Bathasar could reestablish contact with whatever was left of Wrath-of-God. They were off-world again
now, and Silence found hersdlf torn between envious resentment and the desire for their return.

She shook hersdlf hard and pulled the book closer to her, trying to concentrate on theimage. A
woman in antique haf-armor stood slhouetted against a sky that was half stormy and hdf clear. She held
agpadein her right hand; her |eft rested on the ring of a huge anchor. Silence stared at it for along
moment, trying to deduce the specia meaning behind the image, then sighed and reached for the
hieroglyphica chained to the table in front of her. The main image, the standing, armored woman, was a
common topos for metgphysica strength. The anchor, according to the hieroglyphicastable, could be
anything from hope to the submaterid universe, depending on the surrounding images. She made aface:
the magi's symbol s were so much less precise than the pilots voidmarks. But before she could find the
find component of the drawing, something touched her foot.

She started, and in the same moment afamiliar voice whispered, "Silence.”

The pilot leaned back in her chair until she could see around the partitions, and glanced casudly to her
left. The apprentice ditting there, athin, sharp-faced blond, gave her an urchin's grin.

"What isit, Kaare?" Slence glanced over her shoulder for the spidery homunculus that monitored the
hall to keep the apprentices at work. It was nowherein sight, and the pilot breathed asigh of relief.

"Y ou wanted me to keep alookout for aship coming in -- Recusante?" the other apprentice
whispered back. "Well, Master Fynn sent me to the port today, and | got alook at the board. Recusante
'sduein tonight."

"Thanks," Sllence said, and turned away, fighting down her sudden excitement. Black Dolphin,
renamed Recusante now after her refit, was back at last. She would haveto tell Isambard, as soon as
the study session was over. But |sambard had forbidden her to visit the port, and she wanted very much
to meet her husbands there.

Shetook adeep breath, forcing hersdlf to think calmly. Isambard's reasons for keeping her away from
the port were good ones. both the Hegemon and the Rose Worlders were still looking for awoman pilot
who had escaped under mysterious and inexplicable circumstances. If Recusante were compromised by



being connected with awoman pilot, there would have to be yet another expensive change of name and
markings before they could make the attempt to reach Earth. Even Isambard did not have unlimited
resources, asecond refit might well be beyond his means. Buit... Silence glanced down at herself and
smiled dowly. She was wearing an apprentice's smock and trousers -- boy's clothes -- as she had been
since beginning her studies on Solitudo Hermae, and her hair was cut as short as any boy's. If she could
borrow something less conspicuous than the apprentice's glossy white smock, she could probably pass
asadock worker. And that, she thought triumphantly, would remove | sambard's only good reason for
keeping me away from the port.

Sheturned her attention back to the Theater of Meditation, but it was impossible to concentrate on
the eaborate drawings. Finally, she abandoned the struggle and leaned her chin on her folded hands,
counting the minutes until the study session ended. When the three-toned chinefinally sounded, she
closed her book and rose without haste, timing her steps so that she reached the door at the sametime as
Kaare.

"1 need your help, Kaare," she said, without preamble.

"Again?' the blond grumbled, but let himself be drawn aside into the shadow of the refectory.

" just want to borrow some clothes," Silence said, running an assessing eye over the other
apprentice's body. Kaare was about her height, or maybe alittle taller; his clothes should fit, and loosely
enough to disguise her figure. "A shirt and along coat -- anything that isn't gpprentice's stuff. Will you
lend them to me?'

Kaare hesitated a moment, then grinned. "Y ou're going in to the port, aren't you?"

Silence nodded.

"All right,” Kaare said. "I've got some thingsthat ought to fit you. I'll bring them to your room after
dinner, dl right?"

"That'sfine" Sllence said, then wished she had ingsted on his bringing them immediately. Kaare was
not known for his punctudity, and the longer she waited, the morelikdly it was that 1sambard would
guess her plans and prevent her.

But for once, Kaare kept his promise. He arrived amost as the clock chimed the end of the dinner
hour, abundle of clothing tucked under one arm. He opened it to reved severa shirts and a shapeless
vest wrapped in acrumpled, knee-length coat, then politely turned hisback. Silence hagtily selected the
largest of the shirtsand pulled it on, then the vest. She shrugged hersdlf into the heavy coat, and turned to
face the narrow mirror.

Thereflection that confronted her was not her own. Silence drew a dow, soundless bregath, and lifted
one hand to tug at theloose neck of the shirt. The image copied the movement. It was she, then this
lanky, black-haired youth, and Silence amiled with growing satisfaction. The reflection smiled back at her,
and Silence shook her head to see even that familiar expression transformed. Experimentally, she set her
feet well apart and jammed her handsinto the pockets of the gill unfamiliar trousers, scowling at the
mirror. It was a haf-trained dock worker that scowled back at her, her moderate height turned to
half-grown awkwardness, her body's curves hidden benesth the layers of loose clothing.

From behind her, Kaare said, "Y ou'll do."

Silence saw her mouth twist wryly, and looked away again, suddenly unsure of herself. She had never
serioudy attempted to pass as aman before. She had originally adopted the smock and trousersto try to
fit inwith the crowds of adolescent male apprentices, and had never made any other effort to disguise
hersdlf, though her voice was naturally low enough to fal within the adolescent range. But it wasa
different game altogether to attempt to pass hersdf off asaman in Solitudo's port and field complex.

Asif he had read her thoughts, Kaare shook his head. "Trust me, Silence, no one will guess. And
even if someone does, what does it matter? Solitudo isn't a Hegemonic-law planet, and eveniif it were,
they couldn't do anything; you're |sambard's apprentice.”

Hewasright, of course. Solitudo's laws did not actudly require that women go velled and escorted; it
was merely customary for them to do so. She could not afford to be recognized for other reasons.

"l know, Kaare. But | liketo do thingsright.”

The blond nodded. "I understand. Don't worry, you won't have any trouble.”" He stood, stretching



eadly. "Areyou reedy?'

"Asl'll ever be" Slence answered. She gave the mirror afina, measuring glance, then turned to pick
up thetool bag that lay at the foot of her tidy bed. She unlatched it, checking for the worn grey binding of
her Gilded Sairs, then relocked the bag carefully. Kaare was watching her with some amusement.

"What do you keep in there? | don't think I've ever seen you without it. "

Silence hesitated, then managed what she hoped was a convincingly rueful grin. "My starbooks,” she
answered. "Pilots habitsdie hard.”

"Don't you trust the magi?' Kaare asked, laughing, and pushed open the door of the room.

Clearly he wasn't expecting an answer. Silence followed him through the maze of corridors without
speaking. But he'sright, she thought, more right than he knows. | don't trust the magi at dl, though it's
only one of my books | have to worry about. Involuntarily she tightened her grip on the bag's shoul der
strap. That single starbook -- an edition of the Gilded Stairs printed before the Millennid Warsthat had
destroyed the ancient, Earth-founded Union of the Human Sphere -- held the key to the lost roads to
Earth. Earth, and the reasons behind the broken roads and vanished records, were probably the greatest
of the mysteriesthat ill nagged at magi, Sar-travellers, and homeworlders dike. If the magi, or any of
the thousands of others obsessed with the search for Earth, redlized what she had, they would not rest
until they had taken it from her.

Kaare pushed open the door that led to the main courtyard of the teaching compound, and Silence
caught it automatically. The night air was cool and sweetly scented from the gardens, but therewas a
lingering harshness beneeth the fragrance. Silence sniffed hard, frowning, and Kaare said, "The wind's
from the north."

From the north and from the sea, Silence thought, and that explained the odd taint to the air. Not sat
-- there were no sdltsin the sterile waters of Solitudo's artificia seas-- and not anything else, but rather
the absence of the smédllsthat made each world unique. She shook her head thoughtfully. The crestion of
Solitudo Hermae was a tremendous accomplishment -- and the further her studies progressed, the
greater it seemed -- but it was still unmistakably an artificid world.

Kaare gave the door alittle push, and Silence started. "Thanks, Kaare, " she said. "Y ou've been abig
hdp.”
"Good luck," the other apprentice answered. "Theres usudly aflat at the gate around now."

"Thanks," Silence said again, and started across the shadowed courtyard toward the compound's
centrd gate.

AsKaare had promised, atransport flat was waiting there, its open bed empty of passengers. The
servant at the gate gave her no more than a cursory glance, but woke up enough to nod when Silence
asked if the flat were headed for the port. The magi, who controlled everything on this, their private
world, had no reason to restrict the apprentices movements. She nodded her thanks and pulled hersalf
up into theflat, trying not to look at its underside. She had spent most of her life in space, where
homunculi did most of the heavy work, but neither that time nor the ix months she had spent on Solitudo
had erased her ingtinctive didike of the magi's created beings. It didn't matter whether they had the
quasi-human shape of the most common homunculi, or the more exotic forms devel oped for specidized
tasks, likethetrangport flat itsdlf: she didiked them dl equaly.

She set her foot on the single step, and one of the eight pairs of legsthat carried the flat shifted to
compensate for her weight. The caricatured head, set in alow socket at the front of the flat, swiveled to
face her. Slence suppressed a shudder at the sight of the dull glass eyes sunk in thefolds of grey
pseudo-flesh. Theflat, its rudimentary intelligence satisfied, turned away again.

Slence dlowed hersdlf a soft sigh of rdlief, and crossed the empty bed to settle herself asfar from the
head as possible. She wished, not for thefirst time, that there were some other way of getting to the port
complex. But mechanica transport, though admittedly cheaper and more efficient -- a least at this
particular task -- interfered with the magi's Art. On their own world, if nowhere esein human-settled
space, the magi could afford to ban al mechanical devices.

Silence jumped as the head swiveled through three hundred sixty degrees, checking its cargo. Theflat
lurched unpleasantly as the multiple legs shifted to take their first step, and she grabbed hagtily for one of



the handholds that studded thewalls. It bounced erraticaly for afew momentslonger, and then the
sxteen legs settled into an efficient, bone-jarring trot. Twin globes of fixed fire flared briefly on the front
of theflat, then coalesced and focused to throw long cones of light across the roadway.

Astheflat swung southeast along the sea dliff road, itslights swept across the teaching compound,
momentarily illuminating the lush gardens, then flashed a ong the barren ground just beyond the
compound's low wall. The contrast between the elaborate greenery and the untransformed rock was
dramatic enough in daylight, but at night it had the unredlity of nightmare. Silence shivered, and looked up
to the familiar stars. Soon, she promised hersdlf, she would be back in space -- and not merely asapilot,
but asamagus.

There was a sudden flash of light among the familiar constellations, the coruscating dissonance of a
garship's ked striking atmosphere. Silence watched it cross the sky, the flickering dot growing to a
delicate wedge as the ship fdll toward the field complex, baancing againgt the harmony of the landing
beam. Then the ship reached the horizon, and was hidden in the haze of light that surrounded thefield
itsdf.

Silence looked away, trying to deny the longing she fdlt. Y ou wanted to be a magus, too, she
reminded hersdlf, and as badly asyou ever wanted to be apilot. But the memory of her first taste of
power had faded during the months of her apprenticeship, eroded by the daily routine of advances and
falluresthat had marked her struggle to achieve mastery. Riloting... She had mastered that art years ago,
was comfortablewith it in away she could never imagine being with amagus's power, and right now she
wanted nothing more than to return to that position of strength. If I'm not spotted, she thought, if no one
recognizes me, till searching the sky for another flash of ked-light, we could get away. Denisand Julie
could smuggle me aboard, and make some excuse to make a quick turnaround. We could |ose oursalves
among the sar-travellers, and Isambard wouldn't know where to begin looking for us....

She sighed then, and shook her head a her own stupidity. In the first place, Isambard was no fool. He
knew the star-travellers culture fairly well himsdlf, and was known in ports from the Rusadir to the
farthest planets of the Fringe. More than that, he had hel ped hisfellow magi often enough, and would not
hesitate to call in those debts. And even if they were clever or lucky enough to outrun Isambard's pursuit,
the magus was not the only person interested in them. The Hegemony wanted her -- no one else had ever
broken free of the Navy's geas -- and it was the most powerful political entity in space, fresh from its
conqguest of the Rusadir. None of the Fringe Worlds, not even powerful Delos, would dare to protect
her. Only the Rose Worlds might have the strength to stand up to the Hegemon, securein their ring of
closed worlds, but the Rose Worlds were blocking the road to Earth. Her first and only attempt to fly the
Earth road had proved that, and warned the Rose Worlders that she knew at least a part of their secret.
Shewould find no refugein their trading circle.

Silence smiled wryly to hersdlf, glad the darkness hid her face. No, once she had made her bargain
with Isambard, she had no choice but to carry it through to the end. It was not as though she gained
nothing from it: 1sambard had agreed to teach her to use the magus's talent she should not have had, and
they would dl four sharein the profitsfrom finding Earth. But she didiked being under obligation to
anyone.

Theflat lurched again, and Silence grunted as she wasjolted painfully against the sdewadll. It was
coming up on the field perimeter, defined by another of the low retaining walls. This one was barely
knee-high, but as deeply rooted in the planet's soil asthe one that surrounded the teaching compound.
Therewas no red gate, merely apair of smple, shoulder-high pillars on either side of the road, but the
ground within the enclosure was abruptly fertile, carpeted with coarse grass.

Theflat dowed to ajog, swerving dowly to pass between the lines of tuning sheds. It was heading for
the row of warehouses, and Silence leaned forward reluctantly.

"Takemeto themaintermind.”

For along moment, she thought the homunculus had not heard, and she nerved hersdlf to dap the
rough pseudo-flesh of its head. Then, ponderoudly, the flat turned back, passing between the last of the
sheds and the first of the docks to stop beside the main termind. 1t had chosen the back entrance, the
onereserved for the magi's servants.



Sighing, she dropped from the flat. Hoisting her bag back onto her shoulder, she threaded her way
around the corner of the building, into the cone of light that outlined the main entrance. For abrief
moment, blinking in the sudden brilliance, shefdt asthough al eyeswere on her. Bracing hersdf, she
pushed through the heavy door, pausing just inside the entranceway to survey the lobby.

To her surprise, there was no oneto notice her arrival. She blinked again, hard, until her vision
cleared, then stood for amoment longer staring at the termina’s|obby. The main thing now wasto find
out where her ship was docked, but she couldn't remember where the locator board stood. She glanced
around the lobby again. To either sde of the door, stairways curved up to the primary level, alow mutter
of coine drifting down to mingle with the low rumble of baggage trucks. Aheed, the shdlow firgt-floor
lobby branched out into half adozen tunnels, each leading to one of the main dock complexes. Figures
werevisblein the depths of most of these, men and homunculi dike indistinct shadows againg the glaring
lights, busy with cargo off the newly arrived starships.

Silence took a deep breath, suddenly aware of her own nervousness, and started up the stairs. The
dock directory board was bound to be on the main floor, with the customs offices and dl the other
machinery of the port; she would go therefirgt. She climbed the stairs deliberately, counting each step,
and had to force herself to ook up when she reached the top, waiting for challenge or snickering
comment. The hurrying figures barely seemed to give her a second glance, and Silence shook hersdlf,
disgusted with her own timidity. Somehow, though, there was ared difference between being awoman
and apilot, and being awoman and dressing like aman. The psychic armor she had cultivated before no
longer seemed to give much protection.

"Need some help, kid?'

Silence started, and turned toward the kiosk that stood just to the right of the stairway. A
bored-looking man in Port Control flashesleaned across the worn counter, fixing her with an indifferent
gare. "I'mlooking for aship,” the pilot answered gruffly, and waited, holding her breeth, for his reaction.
The Port Control worker showed no sign of increased interest. Emboldened, Silence went on, "
Recusante, she'scalled.”

The Port Control worker shrugged. "Check the main board,” he said, and looked away.

"Thanks," Silence muttered, and turned toward the dock directory board, amassive black cube
suspended high above a pit of sand. Tiny multiply-armed homunculi scrambled acrossits faces, adjusting
the bright charactersthat indicated where the starships were docked. On other, more normal worlds, the
directory boards were mechanical; on Solitudo, where mechanics were not alowed, the magi had
replaced the usua system with this more eaborate display. She could not repress awry smile, guessing
that the magi had created the cube as much to show off their Art asto provide information.

Silence pushed her way into therail, making hersalf meet the eyes of the men shedisplaced. A few
looked annoyed, one muttering something about pretty boys, but all seemed to accept her at face vaue.
Silence surveyed the listing with agrowing sense of confidence.

Recusante's name was followed by a double letter and then astring of numbers, al in avivid shade of
green. Silence glanced down at the key engraved on the broad railing: JA 3381, in green, meant themain
compound, third shed, dock 381, no specia clearance required. And | should hope not, she thought,
elbowing her way out of the crowd.

The terminal was connected to the docks and service sheds by a maze of shielded catwaks-- a
necessty on aworld like this, where the landing window was so narrow. The starships could not begin
their descent into the planet's atmaosphere until the hemisphere of fixed fire that provided Solitudo with its
daylight waswell clear of the Snglefied. That meant that the leading edge of the night-sky, the
hemisphere of untinctured air, had to be past the zenith before the ships could land. Technicaly, of
course, the window was afull twelve hours wide, from the moment the night-sky's edge reached the
zenith over the field to the moment the edge of the day-sky swung up to the same point. But practical
consderations -- navigationa difficulties, excess heat bleeding over into the night-sky, and adozen other
variables-- narrowed it to a Six-hour window except in dire emergencies. Even then, it wasn't easy to be
thefirgt ship in the landing queue. Sllence was just grateful that Balthasar had landed the ship when they
first cameto Solitudo.



She shook hersdlf, annoyed at the irrelevance of her thoughts, and looked down at thetiled floor.
Sure enough, a dozen different-colored lines of tile led away from the directory board toward the mouths
of the closed catwalks. The green lineled off toward the most distant catwalk: as always, Balthasar was
saving money.

The catwak ran along the Sde of the terminal for ashort distance, then turned abruptly left to jump
across an empty roadway to the roof of atuning shed. From that vantage point, the tinctured glasswalls
gave onto a spectacular view of the field, looking down the long tow path to the landing table. A cradled
freighter, broad hull dwarfing the blocky shape of itstow, was halfway down the path, heading for the
docks. A second tow, lighter and more maneuverable, was shoving another, much larger cradleinto
position on the landing table, directly over the speaker of the landing beam. Silence glanced up quickly
and saw, only dightly dimmed by the lights, the flickering bronze wedge of a star-ship'sked riding the
landing beam down onto the table.

Shefound hersdf dowing to watch as the starship dropped closer. It was big, big enough to dwarf
even the massive cradle waiting for it, with thelong lines of awarship. She frowned nervoudy, scanning
itsside for service markings, but the interference flickering dong itsked effectively hid itsinggnia. It
didn't look like a Hegemonic ship, but Silence hesitated at the entrance to the JA dock, worried in spite
of hersdf.

The warship was very close now, its keelsong sounding even through the tinctured glass of the
catwalk. Patches of reddish light danced aong the tow path and across the landing table, reflections from
the straining kedl. It wastime -- maybe past time, Silence thought -- to break with the harmony of the
landing beam. She put her fingersin her earsjust intime.

Light flashed from the landing table, a coruscating, rainbow brilliance that completely obscured both
ship and cradle. An ingtant later, the basso harmony of the landing beam was drowned in a discordant
dhriek that rattled the glass of the catwalk. Wincing, Silence squinted through the flashing lightsto see the
warship check its rushing descent, dowing as kedl and beam repelled each other. She was right, though,
the pilot had waited alittle too long to bresk with the landing beam. The warship settled into its cradle
with athump that must have been painful to its crew. Interference faded as the engineers stopped down
the harmonium, and at last she could make out the insggnia painted on the stubby bow: the stylized moon
and river of Tdl Sukhas. Sllence sighed gently, relieved.

She knew she should move on, but instead she stayed, leaning againgt the tinctured glass of the wall
for amoment longer, staring at the warship. Tell Sukhas was amoderately wedthy world, at least by
Fringe World standards. The ship, afour and probably the biggest ship in Tell Sukhassfleet, wasof a
recent design, and in reasonably good repair. But Tell Sukhas was not the sort of world whose oligarchs
sent warshipsto Solitudo Hermae on good-will journeys. The Tell Sukhans must bein trouble, she
thought, and therewas redlly only onelogica source of that trouble. The Hegemon had besieged Castax
aready, and the planet had capitulated after three months. The other Fringe Worlds must be worrying
about who would be next. Silence shivered, remembering the massive engines she had seen ringing
Castax, and turned away, abruptly disheartened. The Fringe Worlds had too many longstanding
commercid rivaries even to begin to cooperate againgt the Hegemon's forces, and the Rusadir, united,
hed falen to him anyway. All too soon, shewould have no placeleft to run.

Silence shook hersdlf, swearing at her own pessimism, and shoved through the door to the docking
shed, damming the push bar with unnecessary violence. Theinterior of the dock was dim, after the hot
ydlow lights of the landing field. Silence paused for amoment to let her eyes adjust to the new lighting,
then studied the rows of shipslaid out below her. The catwalk gave onto anarrow balcony overlooking
the rows of dock spaces. Most of those were full, dura-felt baffling curtains drawn tight around the ships,
protecting their delicate keelsfrom disruptive influences. Like the main buildings, each dock had a
number painted on the roofing curtain; it was the work of an ingtant to find Recusante's cubicle. She
marked her path carefully, knowing how different things would look once she was down among the
ships, curtainsrising to either side. Down the right-hand staircase from the bal cony, |eft aong the dock
wall until she reached the first cross-corridor, then up it to the broad central tow path. Turn right, and six
spaces farther was JA 3381.



Silence arted down the stairs, counting spaces. She found Recusante's dock without difficulty, and
without drawing undue attention from the star-travellers who hurried through the wide corridors. The
heavy baffles were drawn tight around the dock space, but aminuscule opening showed at the right-hand
corner. Silencelifted the curtain there, shaking it gently to sound the darm bells sewn at the upper hem,
and stepped through the gap. The bells sounded softly, their sweet dissonance muffled by the dura-felt
surrounding them, but even so the noise struck awhispering echo from Recusante's gleaming kedl, and
Silence shivered with pleasure at the familiar note, staring up at the cradled ship.

No refit could change the old Black Dolphin into alongship. The rounded merchant hull till bulged
awkwardly over the dender kedl, and Silence could not suppress asigh of regret for Balthasar's
haf-and-haf, Sun-Treader, destroyed on Arganthonios. Now there, she thought, was a ship that handled
likeadream.... But Black Dolphin -- Recusante, she corrected hersdlf automatically -- would take twice
the punishment afragile half-and-half could stand, and in the search for Earth, solidity was bound to be
more important than mere speed. Besides, the refit had included a complete retuning of the keel, and that
was certain to improve the way she handled, Silence thought, as would the removal of some of her
uncleslessinteligent additions -- like the upper gun turret. Silence scanned the upper hull carefully, and
was pleased to see that the raw welts where the turret had been were dmost invisible beneath the fresh
coat of sedlant. The lower gunswere the only redlly sensble addition her uncle, Otto Razil, had made.
Their brassy muzzles showed at the open ports, their pods negtly dovetailed into the hull above the
Stubby atmospheric stabilizers: Bathasar was taking no chances even on this supposedly friendly planet.

The bow hatch popped noisalesdy from its seating, and swung outward to settle againgt its stop. A
massive, bearded man, so tal that he had to stoop alittle to get through Recusante's conventiona
hatchway, came forward on the cradles walkway, staring down at her with atota lack of recognition.
Silence hid her grin, and waited.

After amoment, thebig man said, "Yes? Can | help you?'

A second figure gppeared in the hatchway, asmaller, leaner man with greying hair. Silence saw him
frown, then saw the frown change to addighted grin. "Jdulig, it's Slence," he sad. "We come home, pilot
-- orisit maga?"'

The big man stared amoment longer. "My God, Silence, itisyou,” he said, and clattered down the
cradle gtairsin the other man'swake. Silence returned their joint embrace, but pulled avay dmost at
once, looking at her husbands.

She had begun the three-way marriage as a convenient way of getting her freedom from her uncle's
guardianship. Shewas gill not entirely sure how or when things had changed, but she was certain they
had, and equally certain the othersfelt the same. Still, it was a serendipitous combination. She shared
something of acommon culture with the big engineer, Julian Chase Mago. Like her, hewasfrom the
Rusadir, though from Kesse rather than Cap Bel, and an oligarch's son rather than of merchant stock.
But Denis Bathasar, the greying second pilot and Recusante's nominal captain, was a Delian and an
ex-pirate, part of Wrath-of-God's combine. And yet the three of them had formed a strong and lasting
bond even before their capture by the Hegemony.

"It'sagood idea, Silence, dressing likeaman," Chase Mago said. "I really didn't recognize you."

"It wasafriend'sidea," Silence sad.

"That does solve one problem,” Bathasar said. "'If you can pass for someone's apprentice, then we
don't have to worry about explaning why we have awoman aboard." His face clouded at that, and
Chase Mago shook hishead dowly.

"Trouble?" Silence asked.

"Not any more," Bathasar said. He glanced away again. "Let's go aboard, have sometea, and you
canfill usin onlifeon Solitudo.”

Damn your secrecy, Silence thought, but she knew better than to make too strong a protest. That
would only set Balthasar's back up, and it would take twice as long to get the information she wanted.
"Good idea," she said doud. "I thought we'd deep in the compound.”

Bathasar nodded, and Chase Mago said, turning back to the cradle airs, "It'll be more comfortable
than deeping shipboard, that'sfor sure.”



The curtain bells jangled softly again, and that sound was followed by the whisper of the baffle closing
behind anewcomer. Balthasar's gaunt face contracted in a scowl, eyesfixed on the curtain. Silence, her
back il to the opening, was nevertheess suddenly, painfully aware of the new presence. She said, not
turning, "'lsambard.”

"Silence." The maguss voice, asadways, held acertain touch of uncertainty when addressing her by
her first name. Histone sharpened immediately. "Sieuri.”

Bdthasar growled an insincere greeting. Chase Mago said nothing, but came down from the cradle
gairsto join the others.

"| expected to find you here, Silence," Isambard continued. "Despite my -- request -- to the
contrary."

Silence took adeep bregth, biting back afamiliar anger. The relationship between magus and
apprentice was not intended to be a comfortable one, but in their case, the usua tensionswere
complicated by the bargain that lay between them. When she was sure she had mastered her expression,
she turned to face the magus, saying blandly, "I'm pleased not to have disappointed you, Isambard.”

The magus, asmal, unheathily gaunt man with snow-white hair and beard, nodded gravely, clearly
waiting for something.

"Will you come aboard?' Bathasar growled after amoment.

"Thank you." |sambard brushed past Chase Mago and began climbing the cradle stairs toward the
hatch. The engineer gave him an astonished glance and followed, shaking his head.

Bathasar shrugged, waiting for Silence a the foot of the steps. As she passed, he said softly,
"Stiff-necked bastard. Are dl your people like him?!

Silence shook her head. "No, not redlly. And not my people, either.”

Without waiting for an answer, she ran up the cradle stairs and ducked through the hatch. The refit
had done more to Recusante'sinterior volume than to her exterior. Silence paused for amoment inside
the rim of the hatch before she remembered that the common room had been shifted aft, leaving room for
two small cabins forward, directly opposite the ladder to the control room. The door now lay inthe main,
lengthwise corridor. Silence took another deep bregth, controlling her anger and frustration, and pushed
through the half-open door.

Isambard was aready dtting at the head of the single large table, a black-robed statue with aface the
color of wax but the westhered texture of aged, hewn stone. Chase Mago was busy with the galley
console. As Silence entered the compartment, the engineer turned away from the heating niche, easily
carrying two mugsin each huge hand. He set one on the table; Silence took another, sniffing curioudy at
the spicy fragrance. Thiswas asili, astrong, thick, bittersweet brew from some Ras Gavran herb, not the
smoky tea Bathasar usudly preferred. Shelooked curioudy at the engineer, and Chase Mago grimaced.

"Long flight," he said. "I need the wake-up dose."

Silence nodded, and detached one of the padded chairs from the floor cleats, swinging it around so
that she could Sit near, but not at, the table. It was aminor point, she knew, maybe even a petty one, but
it was time she started reasserting herself. Bathasar finished fiddling with one of thewall consoles and
cameto St beside her, pulling ahammock chair from its usud place. Chase Mago, with one unreadable
glance a the Ddlian, handed him his mug and seated himself at the opposite end of the table from
|sambard.

"So how'd it go?' Silence asked.

Balthasar shrugged, leaning back in hischair. "Wewere just testing the waters, redly, soit'shard to

"Wedid dl right," Chase Mago interrupted firmly. "But there's trouble. The Hegemon's people are
definitely looking for you, and are willing to pay ahigh pricefor information.” He gave Bdthasar a
pointed glance. "I think you'd better tell the rest, Denis."

Balthasar made aface, but nodded. "All right. | -- we went to Kilix, finally."

When the Ddlian showed no sign of continuing, Silence nodded encouragingly. Kilix wasaFringe
World, with few resources and a bad reputation, but located at the nexus of several logicd trading
routes. "Kilix," shesad.



"Yeah." Bathasar paused amoment longer, marshaling his thoughts, then continued. "1 heard on SiSp'
Catacecaumene that Wrath-of-God still had afactor there, so | figured it'd be agood ideato get back in
touch with them. Wdl, we got lucky. Thefactor is Anse Vdthier, and we know each other. Thingsare
gtill pretty much amess with Wrath-of-God, what with losing most of the fleet at Arganthonios, and then
the Hegemon cracking down on the factors and the rest of the contact men. It'sjust lucky for the Council
that the Hegemon hasn't tried raiding the Wrath itsdlf. | don't know why, but he hasn't." He took adeep
breath, and went on with difficulty, "What he's done -- Apparently the Hegemon iswilling to let the
Council buy itsef off. Vathier saysthe Council wants what's | eft of our people to pass on word if they're
contacted by anyone who got away after Arganthonios.” He squared his shoulders. "Especidly awoman
pilot. VdAthier isn't pogtive, but he's pretty sure the information goes straight to the Hegemon's people.”

"Charming, in't it?" Chase Mago growled.

Silence swore softly, telling herself she should not have been surprised. Wrath-of-God, for all itsfleet
and its agents spread throughout Fringe, Rusadir, and Hegemony, was still nothing more than apirate
combine. Y ou couldn't expect loyaty from people like that -- but people like Balthasar gave
Wrath-of-God their loyaty, and were owed something in return.

Bathasar smiled bitterly. "Oh, it's not that bad, Julie, it's just the Captains -- the Captains Council --
doing this. Y ou saw how upset Vdthier was about the order, and I'm damn sure he won't report us. You
haveto give hisMost Serene Mgesty credit, though. It'sahell of alot chegper for him to make
Wrath-of-God tear itself gpart than to try adirect attack.”

Chase Mago nodded thoughtfully, and Silence found hersdf sighing in agreement. Of courseit would
be better for Wrath-of-God's controlling Council to refuse the Hegemon's "offer" -- but that would bring
on an attack the pirate combine was in no condition to withstand.

Isambard cleared histhroat. "Y ou're quite certain, Captain Balthasar, that VVathier won't report you to
your erstwhile employers?

Bathasar rubbed irritably at the patch of pale skin that marred one cheek, marking the spot where
Wrath-of-God's identifying tattoo had been removed. Chase Mago said, "'If Denis says not, then he
wont."

"Then that buys us sometime," Isambard said. He looked directly at Silence. "l assume you see what
this means?'

Slencefrowned. "l seealot of possbleimplications,” she said dowly. "To which are you referring?!

Isambard gave her the faint, unhappy smile he used when her answers disgppointed him. "Hasiit
occurred to you that the Hegemon -- or at least his agents -- are willing to go to an extraordinary amount
of troublein order to recapture you?'

Silence kept her face impassive with an effort. 1t had not occurred to her, and now that it had been
suggested, she could not believeit. It smply didn't make sense. Anomaly or not, magus-in-potential or
not, she wasn't worth that kind of effort. Still, the thought was frightening, and it was hard to keep her
voice steady as she said, "Too much trouble, it seemsto me. Isn't it more probable, Isambard, that
acquiring information about awoman pilot was the secondary purpose, the primary one being to destroy
Wrath-of-God?"

Isambard nodded, and in spite of hersalf Silence felt atouch of pride. "However," the magus went on,
and Silence sighed, damning hersdlf for being stupid enough to expect unqudified praise from the old
man, "the fact remainsthat the Hegemon's agents are offering rewards for information about you, and |
would be very surprised if they did not aso begin making inquiries among the magi.”

"There wasn't anything said about awoman magus,” Bathasar interjected.

"Not yet," Isambard said. "But femae pilots are rare enough, if one discountsthe Migthians, and it is
known herethat Silenceisapilot. Even if no further inquiries were made, it would not be unreasonable
for one of my colleaguesto take that kind of information to the Hegemon." He paused, then said
thoughtfully, " Of course, we are discounting the possbility that hisMost Serene Mg esty has contacts
within the Rose Worlds."

Silence took another deep breath. She till could not quite believe that the Hegemon would find a
woman pilot enough of an anomaly to expend so much effort in trying to seek her out -- or that he would



find such an eaborate revenge worth histime. But if onething wasin itsdf sufficient to tip the balance, it
would be the possibility that thiswoman pilot had come very closeto finding the Earth-road.

"I'm sure he does," Chase Mago said. There was an edge to his voice that made sambard raise an
eyebrow at him. "Take that asagiven, Isambard. What then?'

"1 should have thought that was clear,” the magus said. " Solitudo will not be entirely safe for much
longer.”

"How safes entirely safe?' Bathasar muttered irritably.

Silence knotted her hands together inside the wide deeves of her borrowed coat. "How much longer
will I haveto stay on Solitudo?" she asked, and somehow managed to keep her tone detached, asthough
the question were merely academic.

Isambard looked full at her, with the impersona gppraisal she had come to expect from the magi.
Silence was better armored againgt it now. After amoment she raised an eyebrow, waiting for her
answer.

"Y ou cameto Solitudo knowing symbology better than most magi,” the magus said & last. "That was
to be expected in a star-traveller, especialy in apilot. Perception, too, you've mastered quickly enough;
again, | expected that. Seeing the Form of athing is much the same as seeing your voidmarks.
Manipulation, even though you did nothing precisdy like it asapilat, isredly nothing more than applying
symbology and perception, and you've done about what | expected there. In addition, you show a
certain, unconventiona harmonic talent. In short, you've mastered the Trivium, and | could certify that.”

Silence waited, counting heartbeats, and then, when Isambard showed no sign of continuing, said,
"BUt?

Isambard smiled gravely. "Y ou areredly only atheoretician as yet, though you may qudify asa
practitioner. | had hoped to make you at least an adept before we attempted to reach Earth.”

Silence sighed. Practitioner was the third of the five ranks, but the mgjority of sudents never
progressed any further, unable to master the four Artsthat made up the Quadrivium and achieve the real
power of an adept. A practitioner was able to do a number of smple manipulations -- and, more
important, was licensed to do so throughout the human-settled worlds -- but no mere practitioner could
expect to be of much usein bresking the Rose Worlders barriers. "All right,” she said dowly. "If | were
certified asa practitioner, could you teach me the Quadrivium shipboard?”

"It would not beimpossible," Isambard answered reluctantly, "but | am aspeciaist in the cregtive and
destructive arts. That is close enough to harmonicsto alow meto encourage you in your natura taent,
but I am not really suited to teach you the other two. Beyond that, we would not have Solitudo's
resources to draw on."

"But it could be done?' Silence repeated.

Isambard nodded.

"It sounds like aworkable solution,” Chase Mago observed.

"S0," Slence sad. "lsambard, if Solitudo isn't going to be safe any longer, we have to leave. Will you
teach me shipboard, until I've learned enough to make our attempt to reach Earth?"

"Asyou say," the magus said, "thereslittle other choice. | would say, however, that we have at least a
local month before any inquiries can reach us." He added sharply, "And you'll haveto quaify asa
practitioner firs."

Silence nodded agreement, trying to look more confident than she actudly felt. There was till no
guarantee that she could pass the quaifying examination.... She put that thought firmly from her mind.
Isambard was giving her amonth, and that would have to be enough. "Denis, do you agree?’

Bathasar shrugged, but said, "Like Julie says, | don't see any other choice."

"It'sagreed, then," Silence said, and yawned suddenly. It was nearly dawn by planetary reckoning,
and she had been awake since just past dawn of the day before. She reached automatically for another
cup of the asili, but Chase Mago touched her hand.

"Why don't you get some deep?"’ the engineer asked gently. Giving Isambard a challenging glance, he
added, "We could all use some deep before we go to the compound.”

"Asyou wish." Isambard rose, gathering his black robes about him. "However, | have work that can't



wait. Good morning, Sieuri.”

Bdthasar rose smoothly with the magus, and followed him from the common room. A few moments
later, Silence heard the sound of the forward hatch opening, and then the thud asiit closed.

"How'd it redly go?" she asked, when Balthasar regppeared in the doorway.

Bathasar shrugged again, but to Silence's surprise, said, "A lot of work, with only meto pilot, but not
so bad, otherwise. It'll be good to have you back aboard.”

Chase Mago yawned hugdly. "I'm dead tired," he said. " Can wetalk in the morning?"

"Itismorning," Bathasar said. "Sun's up -- or whatever your day-sky does."

"Rises," Silence said. She stood, stretching to work out the stiffness. ™Y ou'reright, Julie. Let's get
somedeep.”

It took another hour of desultory conversation, but at |ast the three were sprawled together in the
smple cabin they shared planet-side. The two men were adeep amost a once, exhausted by their long
flight and the difficult landing, but Slence lay awake amoment longer, deepily enjoying the hdf-familiar
presence to either side. They were another reason it would be good to get back into space. I'll haveto
remember to ask Kaare about the qudifying exam for practitioner when | return his clothes, she thought.
Hetendsto hear everything. And then her mind went blank and she, too, dept.



Chapter 2

IT WASRISING DARK BEFORE SILENCE RETURNED TO THE teaching compound, leaving
Bathasar and Chase Mago to finish the paperwork for Recusante'sarriva. The night-sky wasvisbleon
the eastern horizon, awedge of darknesslike adistant mountain range. Silence eyed it sourly, wishing it
were evening aready. She had gotten barely four hours of deep, and not even Balthasar's coffee could
erase the fuzziness of mind and body. If the magi had ordered a more reasonable cargo, she thought,
shifting her weight against the dull edges of the cratesthat filled the transport flat, | might've been ableto
get some deep on the way. Great shapel ess packs of Elysian grains would've been perfect -- even abde
or two of cloth would've been more pleasant. But the magi's cargo came packed in metal-sheathed
starcrates, each one fully protected against the contingencies of star travel, and entirely too solid to be
comfortable.

Theflat dowed its pace abruptly, throwing Silence againgt the crate behind her. She cursed the
homunculus under her breath, but even that release felt half-hearted. It dtered its stepsagain and at last
jerked to astop at the main gate. Silence hauled herself out of the open bed, dragging her tool bag with
her. Theflat trotted away again as soon as she had dropped clear. The pilot swore again, adjusting her
crumpled coat, and glared at the servant watching her from under the arch of the main gate. To her mild
surprise, however, the man did not look away to hide asmirk, but actually came forward out of hislittle
cubbyhole.

"Areyou Slence Leigh?'

Apprentices did not merit any title of respect, but the man's tone was unexpectedly polite. Silence
eyed himwarily. "Yes"

"Doctor Isambard left an urgent message for you," the man went on. "He wantsto seeyou at once, in
hislaboratory.”

What the hell is he up to? Silence thought. Aloud, she said, "Thanks. Did he say what he wanted?"

The gatekeeper shook his head. "Just that it was urgent.”

"Thet figures,” Slence sad. "Thanks."

Isambard, like most of the senior magi, had been granted |aboratory facilitiesin the Officing, which
formed the far wall of the Inner Yard, agood quarter-hour'swalk from the main gate. She passed
through the Library's long shadow -- the twenty-story tower, set at the point of the pentagonal
compound, was a beacon that could be seen for miles -- then followed the Masters Walk that led
between the Library and the Inner Y ard, careful not to step on its polished stones. The privilege of
actually touching that gleaming, moon-colored path was reserved for the magi aone, confirmedina
solemn ceremony. Oncein the Inner Y ard, she skirted the central close -- also reserved for the magi --
fumbling in her pockets for the badge that would admit her to the Officina.

Shehad it in her hand as she tapped on the grille beside the doorkeeper's cubicle, and displayed it as
soon asthe servant'sill-tempered face appeared in the opening.

"What do you want, then?" he asked, without making any move toward the leversthat controlled the
heavy door.

"I'm Doctor |sambard's apprentice,” Silence answered. "He |eft word at the gate he wanted to see me
at once."

The servant grunted, and reached reluctantly for the levers. "Y ou know where you're going, then?"

Silence nodded, though she had only been inside I sambard's workroom once before. Anything,
including the risk of getting lost in the Officinaslabyrinthine corridors, was better than being escorted by
the sullen doorkeeper or one of his messenger-homunculi. The door swung open just enough to let her in.
She ducked through the narrow opening, the servant's voice floating after her.

"Mind you go straight to your master's rooms, and don't loiter.”

Silence raised a hand in acknowledgement, and the door did shut behind her. The corridors of the



Officinawere windowless, lit only by an occasiona globe of fixed fire, and the air was heavy with the
sense of the power behind the sedled doors of the magi's labs. |sambard's workroom lay on the far side
of the Officinas central court. Silence found the door that gave onto the barren, cobbled yard and
crossed it quickly, aware of eyeswatching her from the seemingly empty lab windows. In the court, even
the unchanging light of the day-sky seemed occluded, distant, and she was glad to reach the unmarked
door that gave onto |sambard's stairway .

In thetiny foyer, the sense of leashed power was even stronger than before. Silence shivered, feding it
tingle on her skin, then shook hersalf angrily and started up the narrow stairway. In this part of the
Officina, the magi's workrooms opened directly off the tiny landings. As she climbed toward the third
floor, Sllence could see at least two doors covered with wax seals and marked with bright hieroglyphs.
Behind those protective sedls, magi were working with the Four Arts, imposing the Forms of the
super-materia plane onto the chaotic proto-matter of the sub-materia, and bringing the fused result to
exisencein the materid world. It was no wonder the resonance of that power raised the hair at the base
of her neck.

The door to Isambard's |aboratory stood gjar, inviting entrance, but Silence hesitated briefly before
knocking.

"Enter.”

Silence did as she wastold, glancing curioudly around the narrow room. Her lessonswere given
elsawhere, in the classroom buildings and the common laboratories; her previous visit had been hurried,
giving her no chanceto look around. The laboratory itself was small, but every inch of space was put to
efficient use. The walls nearest the door were lined with books, only afew of which bore the dangling
tags that marked books from the magi's greet library. A counter ran the full length of the far wall, beneath
abroad window that gave onto aview of the gardens and, beyond that, the sea. A tiny, powerful furnace
stood in the very center of the room. The screensthat deflected the worst of its heat were folded back
now that it was not in use. All aong the walls stood |ocked cabinets. Various objects hung from hooks
st in the walls above and between the cabinets. One, at least, Silence recognized asasmple
monochord, used to set the Pythagorean harmonies, but the rest remained unidentifiable.

"S0, Silence, youre back at last." |sambard was Sitting in arather worn cushion chair, the single piece
of impractica furniturein the long room. "Excdlent. Thereésill time.”

Silencejerked her attention away from the mysterious things hanging on thewalls. "Time for whet,
|sambard?"

The magus smiled, and for thefirst time Silence thought she saw traces of excitement in the old man's
bearded face. "I've arranged for you to be examined now, by a sympathetic committee -- magi who are
willing to accept awoman magus.”

"Examined?’ Silence repested stupidly, and then understood. "'Isambard, | had four hours of deep last
night. | can't possibly cope with a certification exam now."

"Y ou'd better be ableto," Isambard said coolly. "Y ou won't get a better chance.”

Silence took adeep bresath, fighting back sudden, unreasoning panic. It was like the nightmares her
fellow apprentices so often described -- except that she was awake, and she really was unprepared for
the examination she unexpectedly faced.... But I'm not unprepared, shetold hersdlf sternly. | have
studied, | have worked hard, and | can be ready. Isambard wouldn't do thisto meif he didn't think |
could doiit, if only for the sake of hisown reputation. "What must | do?' she said, and was surprised at
how steady her voice sounded.

"The committee will set you asimple problem from the Trivium," Isambard answered. "To create an
object -- acommon object -- from sub-materid, giveit Form, and fix it. That'sal.”

"l see," Silence said. All too well, she added to herself. A maguswas certainly entitled to define such a
creation asasmple problem, but it was ill an application of the Great Arts. She had tried the operation
only twice before, and had not yet succeeded. "How long do | have to prepare?’

Isambard glanced automatically at the window, where the night-sky was rising toward the zenith and
Solitudo's arbitrary sunset, and then at the nearest of a dozen clocks. "The sooner thisis done, the
better,” he said. "Half an hour.”



"Andif | fail?' Slence asked.

Isambard shrugged. "Y ou may try again, of course, but there will be a different committee. Doctor
Nagid has drawn a seat on the next one.”

"l see," Silence said again. Nagid was probably the single most vocal opponent of her presence on
Solitudo. "All right, I'll be reedy."

"Good," Isambard said. "I'll inform the committee. In the meantime, prepare yourself. Y ou may use
any tools of mineyou think you may need. " He stood, stiffly, and moved toward the door, pausing only
to add, "Good luck." Then the door closed behind him.

Silence stared after him for amoment, then dowly shook her head. Thiswastypica of the magi, of
Isambard.... She took a deep breath then, and rubbed her forehead hard with both hands, trying to
massage some awareness back into her mind. First thingsfirst, she told hersdlf. Isambard offered tools,
and therun of hislaboratory. | should start there.

Shelooked around the walls again, then tugged at the doors of the nearest cabinet. The main doors
were locked, but the three drawers benegath opened at her tug. The top one wasfilled with narrow tubes
of incense, each labeled precisely in Hegemonic script with its common name, hieroglyph, and e ementa
affinities. As she sorted through the tubes, she was grateful for the school'sinsistence that al apprentices
learn the High Speech, the Hegemony's officid language. She had been unilingua before coming to
Solitudo, a definite handicap outside the star-travellers culture. The next drawer held astrange
assortment of musical instruments -- drums and whistles and various sets of stringsfor the hanging
monochord. Thethird wasfull of glassware that rattled dangeroudy as she opened and closed it. The
next cabinet held more glassware, retorts and strange, multiply curved tubes, whileits sngle drawer was
heaped high with papers. The third cabinet was locked as well, but through its transparent doors Silence
could seethat each of its dozen broad shelves was lined with insruments, mostly of metal. She
recognized the delicate Ficinan model, a closed cube where colors shifted like shadows to reflect
conflicting elementa harmonies, and the orrery on the shelf below that, set up to reflect some two-planet
system, but the rest were completely foreign.

She shook herself abruptly, and turned away from the cabinets. Most of those items, intended for very
specific operations, were uselessto her. The smple creation |sambard had described required
correspondingly smpleinstruments. She would want the monochord, to set the harmonies, and --
incense? She returned to thefirst cabinet, opened its upper drawer, and stared again at the hundreds of
neetly labeled tubes. Then, decisively, she closed it again. The main thing she would need was calm, and
the incense aone would not bring that.

She lifted the monochord from its place -- the string sighed softly as she brushed againgt it, acodl,
pleasant note -- and walked the length of the long room to hoist hersdlf onto the empty counter. Below
her, the gardens seemed amost to glow in the fading light, the lush growth vivid againgt the stark
emptiness of the cliff top just outside thewall. Beyond that, the shadow of the night-sky moved westward
acrossthe waveless sea. Silence watched it for awhile, hugging the monochord to her body. Then she
composed hersdlf, reciting the cantrips she had learned as a pil ot to focus the mind and drain away fear
and tenson.

When the door opened at last, Silence did not turn at once, and |sambard's voice was unexpectedly
gentle. "Areyou ready, Silence?'

"Yes" she answered, closng her mind againgt resurgent panic. She did down from the counter, il
holding the monochord, and Isambard gave her an approving nod.

"A sensble choice" he said. Before Silence could respond to the unusua praise, the magus continued,
"Comedong."

Without waiting for her reply, 1sambard pushed open the laboratory door. Silence followed him
through the Officinas labyrinthine corridors, dong the length of one wing, then through asuddenly narrow
hallway that made an abrupt, right-angle turn to end in aheavily padded door. |sambard set hispam to
thelock plate, then pulled open the door, motioning for Silence to step through. The pilot did as she was
told, but waited just ingde for the magusto join her. Beyond the landing on which she stood, awide
stairway curved gently down out of sight. It waslit by oddly smoky globes of fixed fire, thetiny flames



swelling even as she watched to provide ayelowish illumination. Behind her, |sambard adjusted the inner
lock, which hummed deeply under histouch. Startled, Silence turned to look, and her attention was
caught by aline of scribbled words on thewall just insde the door. "The shortest road to hell,” they read,
and to make the meaning unmistakable, there was al'so an arrow, pointing down the Sairs.

At her shoulder, Isambard gave agrunt. "Apprentices," he said irritably. "Come dong."

Silence raised an eyebrow. It would be like an apprentice, especialy afailed candidate, to add that
graffito here, but even more like the examining magi to put it up as afurther hazard. |sambard's attitude
was nevertheess reassuring. She followed the magus around the curve of the stair, which turned twice
more before it ended at another padded door. This one did not seem to be locked. sambard pushed it
open, and motioned for Silence to precede him.

The pilot hesitated, and Isambard said, 'Y ou must.”

Silence took a deep breath and stepped through the door. She stood at the top of another flight of
dairs, thisone dmost completdy unlit, leading down into abrightly lit, circular areafitted out likea
cleaner version of the gpprentices workshops, with abroad table set in the center of abrassisolation
ring. Outside the ring, and dmost outside the column of light, was alonger table that held an impressive
assortment of material. Among the heap of things, Silence could pick out another monochord, a case of
tubesthat probably held incense, amirror, and adozen other miscellaneous pieces of equipment that she
could not imagine wanting for asmple transformation.

Behind her, Isambard said, "Go on. All theway down."

Obediently, Silence sarted down the steep Stairs. As her eyes adjusted to the strange light, she could
see that the steps ran between banks of seats, empty now, and guessed that this was more usudly some
sort of demongtration hall. As she approached the bottom of the stairs, the pitch leveled out alittle, and
she could see four robed figures sitting in the row of seatsto her |eft. Then she had reached the bottom of
the stairs and stepped out into the column of light, turning to face the judges she could no longer see.

Isambard said, "Masters, | present Silence Leigh, candidate-practitioner.”

Therewas arustling in the darkness, and adry, reedy voice said, "We accept the candidate.”

Isambard bowed politely, and took a seat in the second row of chairs, just outside the reach of the
lights. Silence waited, and after amoment, the same reedy voice said, "Candidate, are you prepared?”

"Yes," Silence answered, and when something more seemed to be expected, said, "I'm prepared.”
The words came out as more of achallenge than she had intended, seemed to ring on in the empty air of
the chamber.

"Very well," the reedy voice said after another brief pause, and a second voice said, "Isthe candidate
familiar with the procedure? Thisis, after al, acommittee formed in haste.”

Silence gave asoundless sigh. The second voice was one she recognized: Fynn, Kaare's master, one
of the few magi who had encouraged her training, at least aslong as she continued to show promise,

"A reasonable point,” athird voice murmured, and the reedy voice said, "Indeed.
Candidate-practitioner, the purposes of this examination isto demonstrate that you have indeed mastered
the first three Arts -- symbology, perception, and manipulation -- which are the basis of dl further study.
Rather than examine theoretica knowledge, we will set you asmple problem, which you must solve
according to the Trivium. Y ou have the free use of any of the itemswhich you see behind you. You dso
have our word that nothing necessary to asolution of the problem has been omitted. Therewill beatime
limit. Isthisclear?’

Slencesad again, "Yes."

"Excdlent." There was apause, asthe magi of the committee whispered to each other, and then the
reedy voice went on, over arustling of paper. "Candidate-practitioner, thisisthe problem: You arein
service at the court on Asterion, and the ladies of the court wish flowersfor a banquet.”

Abruptly, the reedy voice fatered, and Fynn said, " Surely we can skip over that part, Sr?"

"Indeed."

Silence could hear embarrassment in the reedy voice, and was hard put to suppress her own dightly
hysterical grin. The magus was reading from a common exercise book, intended to teach appropriate
behavior in business Situations aswell asthe Arts. From whét little she knew of the Hegemony, she could



guessthat the omitted section of the exercise was intended to familiarize the budding magus with the basic
rules of courtly behavior.

The senior examiner cleared histhroat. "In any case, these ladieswish roses, in winter. Y our task,
candidate, isto create one rose, substantial, and complete. Y ou have one hour." He closed the exercise
book with an audible snap. "The examination has begun.”

Silencetook adeep bresth and let it out dowly, turning to survey the heaped-up equipment behind
her. Stripped of the ridicul ous situation surrounding it, the problem was smple: seek out the Form of a
rose, theidedl, essentia rose, and make it real. She had free choice of procedure and materias -- which
was not much help, since she had not yet succeeded with any of them.

She put that thought aside, and advanced to the table. There were several ways of fixing Forms once
summoned, and the materidsfor al were there: an dembic, its neck curving in on itsalf; ablack mirror;
crystal spheres of various sizes and shapes, prepared wax for the creation of smulacra. Silence studied
them all for along moment. A rose was athing of nature rather than of the freed eements, which ruled
out the quick, crude heet of the dembic. Best of dl, perhaps, would be a ssimulacrum, formed from the
unliving but receptive wax and then given the character of life by the summoned Form. But that method
required a sculptor'stalent to prepare the smulacrum itself, and Silence knew shelacked both that talent
and the necessary knowledge. She had seen aliving rose but oncein her life, asagirl on Cap Bdl. That
|eft the mirror and the spheres, and her teachers had not yet reached the point of demongtrating the use of
spheres. Carefully, she freed the black mirror and carried it to the table in the center of the isolation ring.
Its surface gleamed dully, reflecting nothing.

That decision made, Silence returned to the table, glancing quickly over the profusion of material. She
aready had |sambard's monochord and the brass hammer to play it; now she needed only atrigger,
some tangible spur to finding the Form. A glassroselay among thelitter, haf hidden beneath afrayed
sheet of paper. Slencelifted it thoughtfully, then set it aside again. She had no redl reason for regjecting i,
but it seemed too easy, too likely to be atrap. Among the tubes of incense was one labeled "rosae.” She
selected that, and the smallest of the Six braziers, and returned to the isolation ring.

The next seps were dmost automatic. Murmuring the activating word, she touched the metd of the
ring and felt the brass vibrate softly under her fingertips, a note too deep to be heard. The ring was
closed now against the operations of the Arts, protecting her work, and protecting the watching magi
againg her mistakes. Within thering, the air was curioudy thick and dead. It took an effort of will to
convince hersdlf that she had not sedled out the fresh air aswell, that she would not suffocateinside a
closed column. Silence reached for the monochord, searching for the correct sequence. The sequence
would set the harmonies for any operation, the sympathetic notes being chosen according to the process
involved. This exercise would use projection, the twelfth type of manipulation; the harmony wastherefore
the sequence of Saturn. For thefirst time since she had come to Solitudo, Silence was grateful for the
hours she had been forced to spend memorizing the tables of manipulations and their accompanying
harmonies.

The sequence of Saturn was one of the smplest. Silence tapped the open string, striking a note that
hung and swelled in the charged air, then did the wand along the treated cord to strike a second note a
step above the first. The dissonance, unpleasant to the human ear yet as perfect inits own right asthe
more conventionally beautiful sequences, filled the air, then faded to hang just at the edge of hearing.
Satisfied, Sllenceturned to thetiny brazier, set itsdisk dight, and worked |oose the stopper of the tube of
incense. Very carefully, not wanting to smother herself with the smoke, she added afew grainsto thetiny
flame. The odor was not strong enough. She added afew grains more, then replaced the brazier's fretted
cap and set it on the table to theright of the mirror. The preliminaries completed, she turned her attention
to themirror itsdlf, focusing dl her concentration oniit.

The black surface that faced her was perfectly featureless, utterly unreflective. Silence took adeep
bresth and murmured thefirst of the cantrips, letting hersdf dip easly into the waking trance. Gradudly,
the mirror clouded, then began hazily to reflect the room behind her. Silence murmured the second
cantrip, and felt the world narrow around her, while at the same time the mirror began to fill with images.
Somewere easily recognizable, distortions of hersdlf or the furniture; otherswere intrusions, symbols



reflecting her own imperfect concentration. Patiently, she identified and excluded each of them -- thered
haze of her fear, the toiling whed that was her exhaugtion, the embarrassingly graphic images of her
husbands -- and the mirror cleared again.

Slowly she began to seek the Form of the rose. There were many imagesto sift through, tag ends of
memory and learning. Her girlhood visit to the Kiollr's garden, where she had first seen aliving rose, was
purged of its emotions and joined to the white rose that was the symbol of purity and the blood-red rose
that was a symbol of knowledge and passion. Faintly at first, and then more clearly, an image began to
take shapein the mirror's depths. It wavered, colors shifting. Silence frowned at it, bent all her will
toward it, and the colors steadied to arich crimson. In that instant of stability, she spoke the final cantrip.
The image seemed to take on anew solidity, as though she could reach out and pluck it from the surface
of themirror.

Cautioudy, she rdlaxed her concentration somewhat. When theimage did not fade, and she felt
certain it would not, she reached for the flower. Her fingers touched only the glass of the mirror. Silence
bit back acry of frugtration. The operation had gone well so far, it should not require anything moreto
free the fixed Form from the imprisoning mirror....

Shelet her hand fal to her side, and forced herself to think calmly. Thiswasthe hardest part of the
operation, bringing the fixed Form to full existencein the materid world. It wasthisthat had aways
defeated her before. Hagtily, she thrust away that thought, and tried to concentrate on the search for a
solution. The Form had been made particular, but was still trapped within the mirror. If it could only be
freed, somehow, it would be red and as substantid asrequired....

Very digantly, the reedy voice of the senior magus said, "Candidate, your timeis nearly up.”

Silence bit back her rising panic. There had to be away to free therose. If the mirror were shattered,
it would probably fall free, but that was out of the question. Or wasit? she thought. The magi had said
only that they wanted results, not that the method had to be elegant.... There was aso agood chance that
thefaling shards of glass would destroy the rose, but it was arisk she had to take. She caught up the
monochord's hammer and swung it blindly at the mirror just asthe senior magus said, "The examination is
over."

The mirror shattered, the glassfaling in adiscordant shower. The rose, haf-open, blood-red, perfect
toitssinglethorn, lay on top of the glittering heap. There was a murmur of gppreciation from the watching
magi.

A fourth voice, onethat had not spoken before, said, "I think there's no question of the result?”

The reedy voice said, "Patience.”

Automatically, Silence sooped to touch the isolation ring, deactivating it, while beyond itsinvisble
borders light faded on over the watching magi. There were four of them, besides |sambard, who sat a
little gpart from the others. One, the biggest of them, hauled himsdlf to hisfeet, saying, "The rose has not
yet been fully examined." The reedy voice was startling, coming from such ahuge body.

The fourth man, younger and dmost dbino-fair, sad fretfully, "That hardly seems necessary.”
Nevertheless, he followed the big man down the last few steps and out into the isolation ring.

Fynn and the other magus followed more dowly and the four gathered around the worktable. The
senior magus lifted the rose from its bed of glass and examined it intently, then passed it on to the fair
man, who repeated the examination, touching the petals, the thorn, and sniffing to test the perfume.
Silence, swaying dightly from sheer exhaudtion, found their delicate gestures amost unbearably funny,
and had to bite her lips hard to keep from laughing aloud. Fynn seemed to sense her thoughts, and
glanced up at her, smiling gpprovingly acrossthe rose. Silence barely managed to convert her laughinto a
convincing cough.

The fourth magus accepted the rose, but his examination was perfunctory. Clearing histhroat, he said,
"| accept the rose as substantial and complete, as required. | question the time €lement.”

Fynn said, "The mirror was broken astimewas cdled, if not before.”

The senior magus held up his hand, forestaling further argument. "The question islegitimate,” hesad,
and Silence drew adow, shaky breath. If, after all she had done, they could disquaify her now.... At
least, if they did so, she would have proved to hersdlf that she could perform asimple cregtion.



The senior magus pointed to the near-albino. "Fynn, you have stated your ruling. Hanif?'

The younger man said, "The mirror broke astime was cdled. | would accept it."

The senior magus nodded. "Aswould |. Do you still protest, Zesirik?!

Slowly, the fourth magus bowed hishead. "I defer to the board. | accept thetime aswell.”

"Excdlent,” the senior magus murmured. He eyed Zesirik for amoment longer, then turned
ceremonidly to Silence. "Candidate, | welcome you now to the company of practitioners of the Art, and
will so certify you to dl comers. Well done, practitioner.”

Thewordswere formulaic, devoid of warmth, but even so, Silence felt hersdf grinning uncontrollably.
Stll grinning, she accepted the forma congratul ations of each member of the committee -- only Fynn
projected any real sense of pleasure -- and then alowed Isambard to lead her out of the chamber and
back up the tairsto the crooked hallways of the Officina proper. The magus paused in the arched
doorway, just out of earshot of the man on duty at the entrance.

"It waswell done, indeed,” Isambard said judicioudy, "if atrifle over-dramatic in your choice of
concluson. You will haveto review --"

"It worked," Silence said. "No, it wasn't perfect, but it worked. I'm entitled to celebrate, and even you
can't take that away from me."

Isambard stopped, considering. In thefaint light from the wall globes, his bony face was grotesquely
shadowed, almost demonic. Silence glared back at him, furious that he had taken any of her satisfaction
from her. Damnit dl, shethought, | know how fragilethisis, I know how much | don't know. Don't spoil
this success, too.

After amoment, Isambard said, dmost mildly, "Very well. Y ou have become a practitioner, after dl."
Without waiting for her answer, he stepped forward to the doorkeeper's cubicle, and gestured for the
man to open the great door. Grudgingly, the bars did back in their holders, and the door itself swung
outward, hinges groaning. "Good night, Silence," Isambard said.

Silence stepped out into the risen night, drawing her coat tighter around her shoulders againgt the
sudden chill. Overhead, the edge of the night sky had swung well past the zenith, and to the east, the stars
had begun to come out. The glaring day-sky, now merely awedge of white on the western horizon, cast
its last feeble shadows across the courtyard. The sense of triumph had deserted her utterly. Sighing, she
turned aside, skirting the edges of the centra close, and |eft the Inner Courtyard for the barnlike
dormitories where the gpprentices were quartered.

Because of her unique situation, Silence had been dlotted an end room, larger than the usua, and
equipped with its own bathing chamber. 1t aso opened onto the smaler Side stairway, an advantage at a
time like thiswhen she wanted to see no one, strung as she was between exhaustion and triumph. The
lock, in theory tuned only to the apprentices who actudly lived on that stairway, was so old and jaded
that it clicked open at the touch of her hand on the knob. She let the door fal closed behind her, not
bothering to seeif it locked again, and pulled hersdlf painfully up the two flights of stairsthat led to her
room.

Her door was open dightly, spilling light into the dim hallway, and it opened further at the sound of her
footsteps. Chase Mago glanced out, bearded face contracted into ascowl. His expression relaxed as he
saw her, and he said, "There you are. We've been worried about you."

He held the door open for her. Silence did not have to duck to pass beneath his outstretched arm.
Bdthasar said, "What happened? Kaare said they were watching for you at the gate, that |sambard
wanted you."

Silence nodded and murmured a greeting to Kaare, who was sitting cross-legged on the floor beside a
battered portable stove. Kaare smiled nervoudy back at her, waiting for some further response. Clearly,
Silence thought, he knew why she had been summoned, as well as by whom. Bathasar occupied the
room'sonly chair, so the pilot dropped instead onto the bed, kicking off her shoes as she did so. "That's
right,” she said. Abruptly, shefound herself wishing she did not haveto tell them of the examination and
itsresults, or that it could be passed off without afuss, without cel€bration.

"Y ou're getting to be as bad as Denis," Chase Mago complained, and cameto St beside her on the
narrow bed.



"I'm sorry," Silence said, and shook herself. She owed them a better explanation than this. ™Y ou know
how Isambard said he wanted to see me made a practitioner before we leave Solitudo? He set up the
examination for this evening, cornered me as soon as | got back.”

"And?' Balthasar demanded.

"] passed.”

Chase Mago pulled her into an embrace, and Kaare gave awhoop of delight.

"She passed,” Bathasar said, and laughed. "Listen to her, now, asthough she doesthis every day.
Congratulations, Silence."

"I'll get Mates," Kaare said, and Silence nodded. Mates was the only other apprentice whom she
could cdl afriend; it was only fair, she thought, that he should get to share the celebration. Kaare
scrambled to hisfeet and disappeared. Chase Mago released Silence long enough to lean across the bed
and rummage in his battered carryal until hefound a carved bottle. At the Sight of the ruby liquid,
Bathasar raised an eyebrow.

"Youregoing dl out, arent you, Julie?'

"Can you think of abetter reason to finish it?' Chase Mago retorted. Without waiting for an answer,
he poured out three minuscule glasses of the stuff. Silence, knowing what it would do to her in her
present state of exhaustion, protested feebly, but the engineer ignored her and handed one to each of the
others. "To Slence" he announced, and drained his glass.

Bdthasar echoed him and drank more cautioudy. Silence, surrendering, sipped dutifully at the sweet
gin, and felt it burn itsway down her throat to explode in the pit of her ssomach. She gasped -- the first
swallow was dwaysthe worst -- and tried again. A warm glow spread dowly outward, enveloping her.

Kaare returned afew moments later, bringing with him not just Mates but half a dozen other boys,
each carrying some small contribution to the party, food, astone jug of beer. The first one hesitated in the
doorway, alittle uncertain about the whole situation, but Silence, emboldened by the drink she had
aready had, smiled and beckoned. The apprentices crowded into the room, calling their congratulations.

Silence leaned back againgt Chase Mago's shoulder, holding her suddenly refilled glass very carefully
with both hands. The sense of triumph was abruptly with her again, filling her being like asong. She had
done athing no other woman had done -- &t least to the magi's knowledge -- no matter how
ungracefully. As she had said to Isambard, she was entitled to this brief celebration.

Onwaking, well past noon of the next day, Silence had only the vaguest memory of the previous
night's party. What she did remember was pleasant -- the shy congratul ations of boy apprenticeswho
had never seen an unvelled woman, Chase Mago's arm around her shoulder, Balthasar's fond teasing,
and, most of all, the awareness of her triumph.

It wasthe last that did her the most good over the next few weeks. Isambard sent her a curt note by
one of the provost's messengers, pointing out that her schedule had to be adjusted so that she could
attend the classesin the higher arts of the Quadrivium. Almost at once, Silence was plunged into afrantic
struggle to catch up with students who had begun their studies months or, in some cases, years before.
Isambard pointed out causticaly that every practitioner faced the same difficulties, and offered extra
tutoring. Grimly, Silence set herself to magter the unfamiliar disciplines. Of the four Artsthat made up the
Quadrivium, she found the harmonic arts -- music-based manipulations, the use of proportion and
numerical consonance, and so on -- the easiest. With Isambard's expert help she made swift progressin
his specidty, the creative and destructive arts. The magus's sparing praise for her knack with harmonics
brought only extra hours of work, however. Isambard set her to learn each of the five pure instruments
and the e ementary scale sequencesfor each.

To offset those successes, she soon found she had no particular taent for the medicind arts, at least
asthey were taught on Solitudo, and, to her consternation, her training as apilot actualy interfered with
her ability to learn the d ementd arts. Pilots were traditionally taught half-truths, which were good enough
for thelimited, even passive operations of piloting. Now she had to unlearn those rough expedients, and
learn anew system that frequently contradicted the old one. It was not easy, and neither Isambard nor
Stanek, who wasin charge of the classin eementa Arts, found her excuses acceptable. Only the
memory of her recent success, of the surge of triumph she had felt when the rose lay unbroken on top of



the shattered mirror, kept her from losing her temper in the face of their reprimands. She had learned the
Trivium, impossible as that had seemed when she began studying it; she would learn the Quadrivium as
well.

The only real advantage to having achieved the rank of practitioner -- aside from the gilded card that
arrived two days after the examination, certifying that she could indeed practice the minor Arts on any of
the known worlds -- was that she had at last gained Library privileges. Apprentices were restricted to the
lower floors of the twenty-story tower, and to a selection of books approved by acommittee of magi.
Now she could pass through the closely guarded gate to the upper floors, where the full resources of the
Library were at her disposdl.

No one had unrestricted access to these books, however. Silence paused below the gate leading from
the open sections of the building to show her newly minted license to the bored servant on duty there.
Then, suppressing a shudder, she walked up the three stepsthat |ed between the massive twin homunculi
and stepped through the tunndl-like entrance.

Thewall that separated the two parts of the Library was nearly ameter thick, and the gate was
thickened even further on both sides by a heavily carved flange that held the "brain” controlling the
guarding homunculi. To emerge from that narrow passage into the airy hall waslike stepping into a
different world. On the floors below, windows barely the width of a man's palm stretched from floor to
caling a infrequent, irregular intervas, casting an ever-changing pattern of barred light over the rows of
tables at which the apprentices worked. Here every centimeter of the two side walls was given over to
multicolored glass, interrupted every three meters by one of the thick columns that supported the upper
stories. The pale carpet was bathed in atapestry of colored light, broken here and there by the
dow-moving shadow of amagus, pacing along the perimeter of the room like aplanet inits orhit,
absorbed in thought. Even knowing what she would see, Silence was dazzled. She stood for amoment,
gtaring, then shook hersalf. She might be entitled to study here, but she would never be one of the magi
pacing so serendly beside the colored windows. Nor, she added to herself, would | want to be. I am ill
apilot, and will remain apilot, too, whatever else | become.

A Librarian -- one of six who held that title, who neither had nor needed any other name -- was
waiting in histower in the center of the room, hands folded placidly in hislap. Only hiseyes moved,
darting congtantly among the orbiting magi, the black-glass modd of the Library and the shifting pinpoints
of light within it, and the monkey-like cresturesthat crouched unmoving at hisfeet. As Silence
approached, his eyesfixed briefly on her, then resumed their constant motion.

"Sir," Slencesaid. The Librarian's eyesflickered downward again, acknowledging her presence. "Sir,
| request admittance. | am looking for sudiesin basic eementa theory.”

The Librarian grimaced, and Silence was careful to keep her face expressionless. She knew perfectly
well that the Librarians preferred it when users requested asingle, specific text. The Librarian could then
have brought it, without the necessity of admitting a stranger into the uppermost levels. That also gave him
achanceto rule on whether or not he would alow the user to see aparticular text -- which was one of
the reasons Silence had chosen not to request the books she wanted. None of the three were
controversid, or likely to be restricted, but she did not want to give him an opportunity for malice.

The Librarian sighed heavily. "Very well," he said, reluctantly, and snapped hisfingers at one of the
creatures crouching at the base of the tower. "The guide will take you to the section you want. Pressthe
button when you're ready to leave, and you'll be escorted back here.”

Silence nodded, dready familiar with the procedure, and then shuddered in spite of hersdf asthe
creature turned its noselessface to stare at her. For al that it waslightly furred, and far more delicately
made than most of itskind, it was still ahomunculus. The creature blinked twice, then scurried away
acrossthelong room to the row of doorsthat stretched acrossthe far end of the room. Silence followed
more dowly.

The central door opened at the homunculus's approach, and the guide paused just insde until Silence
caught up. The pilot had just enough time to seethat a spird staircase led down toward the lower stacks
before the homunculus darted ahead, and Silence had to hurry to catch up. The door dammed shut
behind her.



There was a second staircase two meters beyond the doorway, awider spira than thefirst. The
homunculus scrambled up it, usng both bony pawsto help it climb. Silence hurried after it, but by the
time she passed the third landing, the creature wasfive full turns ahead of her.

"Hey, dow down," she cdlled, panting, but the homunculus did not seem to hear. At the next landing, it
scuttled off the stairway and vanished through one of the featureless doorways that ringed the spirdl.
Silence cursed it, and took the stairstwo at atimein avain attempt to catch up. At the landing, she
paused only long enough to get her breath back, then ducked through the | eft-hand doorway after it.

Shefound hersdlf in anarrow, shdf-lined corridor, faintly lit by globes of fixed fire. The shelveswere
piled high with books, papers, and thin boxes of the ancient golden disks that the earliest magi had used
to record their information. Some had identifying codes scrawled directly on the tops of the boxes, or on
the fraying bindings; tags hung from the rest, the faded | ettering hard to read in the dim light. Therewas
no sign of the homunculus.

Silence swore again. Wandering amlesdy in the Library was actively discouraged, it could even be
groundsfor expulsion, or a least for loss of library privileges. It was not her fault that the homunculus had
gotten ahead of her, but that would hardly matter. She took afew steps farther down the corridor,
irrationally hoping she would suddenly see the homunculuss huge eyes glowing at her from the base of a
st of shelves, then took a deep breath and forced herself to walk briskly toward the nearest
cross-corridor. It was empty for asfar as she could seeto either side.

Silence hesitated. One of the buttons used to call a guide-homunculus dangled from the celling here; it
would be the work of an instant to pressit, admitting her mistake. Instead she walked farther down the
corridor, pausing now to read the labels as she went. Thefirst few codes, a sequence of numbers
followed by acomplex hieroglyph that could mean either the donor or the generd subject of the work,
were unfamiliar. As she moved aong the shelves, however, she began to recogni ze the sequence of
numbers, and whistled softly to hersdlf, dmost forgetting where she was. She had somehow stumbled
into the section of the Library that dedt with star travel. With any luck, she thought, the subsection that
dealswith piloting will be nearby, and | can see what starbooks the magi keep hidden here. She ran her
finger dong the nearest shf, trying to remember how the code sequences would run. Logicaly, the
starbooks should come at the end of the entire section, but the Library did not follow any of the usua
patterns. Her best bet wasto go shelf by shelf, and keep looking for the compass whedl hieroglyph that
marked pilot'stexts.

As she approached the next cross-corridor, something -- ahint of anoise, aglimpse of motion in the
cracks between the shelves -- made Silence look away from the rows of books and let her hand fal to
her sde. She acted just intime: an ingtant | ater, the guide homunculus turned the corner ahead of her and
stopped dead, regarding her with baleful yellow eyes. Silence stared back at it, striving to project an air
of injured innocence mingled with relief. The homunculus hesitated a moment longer, then beckoned
impatiently with one clawed paw. Silence hurried to join it. With any luck at al, shethought, | can retrace
my steps and come back here to look for more starbooks.

The guide homunculus led her quickly through the maze of intersecting corridors -- so quickly that it
was hard to keep track of al the turnings. Silence swore under her breath, and dawdled as much as she
dared. The homunculus moved more dowly thistime, but till too fast for her to fix on any definite
landmarks. Then, abruptly, it reached thefirst row of shelvesthat contained the textbooks on basic
elementd theory and stopped. They had not come very far from the section on gtar travel. Silence
nodded dismissal, wishing the creature would leave as quickly asit had come. It waited amoment longer
whilethelights, triggered by its continued presence, dowly brightened overhead. Silence bit her lip and
lifted abook at random from the shelf in front of her to hide her impatience. It was one she had been
looking for for the past two weeks, but she no longer cared. She turned its pages one by one, hardly
seeing the words, until at last the homunculus scurried away. Silence forced hersdlf to count dowly to a
thousand before she moved.

The lights had dimmed amost to darknessin the corridors outside the elemental s section. Silence
moved cautioudy, trying to picture the route exactly, feding her way by the glow of the emergency lamps.
Despite her caution, she took awrong turn amost at once, and realized her mistake only when the INTL



markings gave way to the crossed arrow that indicated ceration. The Library's quiet was affecting her.
She did not even swear as she retraced her steps, until she found the place where she had chosen wrong.
From there, knowing how she had gone wrong, it was easy to find her way back to the star-travel
section, and from there to trace her way aong the shelves, squinting in the dim light, to the starbooks.

There were nearly two dozen volumes, their unlettered bindings marked only with the compass-whed
hieroglyph, but as Slence pulled them one after the other from the shdlf, flipping them open to thetitle
pages, shefdt agrowing sense of disappointment. These books were nothing specid, she thought. They
were the sorts of manuals available in any reputable charthouse anywhere in the known worlds. Even the
Hegemony's pilots had access to them. Then, very dowly, she began to smile. It was il niceto think
that the pilots had managed to keep agood part of their art secret from the supposedly al-knowing magi.
Unless, of course, the Librarians have filed the more interesting texts in some other part of the Library,
she added to herself, and her smile faded alittle. Since the starbooks had proved to be nothing new and
exciting, she knew she should go back and look at the books she had come to study. But she could not
bring hersdlf to leave without some reward for her daring.

Frowning, she glanced at the shelf of texts beyond the starbooks. It was amixed lot -- astack of
crudely bound notebooks piled next to abox of diskswhose gold coating was badly chipped, whichin
turn stood next to a series of photoflashed texts bound in fraying cardboard. Curioudy, Silence lifted
down thefirst of the notebooks. To her disgppointment, it was written in a script she could not identify.
Even when she carried it out to the stronger light of the main corridor, she could not read the crabbed
and dragtically abbreviated handwriting, though she was able to figure out that the writer had used one of
the Hegemonic aphabets. Sighing, she put the notebook back where she had found it, and moved dowly
adongthe shelves.

A tag hanging from one of the photoflashed volumes caught her eye. She could not decipher the
numbered code -- only the Librarians were alowed fully to understand how the system worked -- but a
second, once-red label caught her eye. It read, "*/*," the code for information that was both incomplete
and invdid. Silence frowned again, more deeply thistime. Pilots texts did not change much over time; the
basic principles, in fact, had remained unchanged since the first years of exploration, when mankind had
gtill been confined to Earth, before the Millenia Wars. | could understand labeling it incomplete, she
thought, but not invaid. Carefully, she pulled the book from its place on the upper shelf and lifted the
fragile cover.

The name at the bottom of the title page seemed to leagp out a her: The Masters of the Leading-star,
The Leading-star Guild wasthefirgt of the great pilots guildsthat had flourished before the Millenia
Wars, it had first codified the system of voidmarks. That system had been superseded in the years since
the Wars by the less complicated Cor Tauri system, but L eading-star's accomplishment was il
respected. Certainly where pre-War texts like her own Gilded Sairs wereinvolved, the Leading-star
system was ill unmatched.

Therest of thetitleread, "A Discussion of the Mediate Symbols on the Road of the Perilous Pit."
Silence flipped through the text, barely recognizing the voidmarks it described. The article ended
abruptly. It waslittle more than apamphlet, Silence redlized, bound in with amiscellaneous collection of
other pamphlets. There was somejustification, then, for the magi's describing it as both incomplete and
invdid.

Idly, sheflipped through the next pamphlet -- " The Descent of the Moon and the Black Sphinx of
Mornag" -- and then through two more without seeing anything of particular interest. Thefina pamphlet
was of adifferent style from the others, with an oddly patterned border. Silence paused to examineit
more closdly.

Thefirgt thing she noticed was the date -- 206 N. A. She whistled soundlesdly at that. Her own
Gilded Stairs, old asit was, dated only from the year 781 of the New Age reckoning, which counted
from thefirst years of star travel. She glanced quickly at thetitle. "Maledictions Returned Unto the
Maedictor,” sheread, and, in smaller letters below that flamboyant heading, "A Criticism of Portolan
Use, with aBrief Compendium of the New Voidmarks, according to the Masters of the Leading-dtar. "
This, then, was apilot'smanua from the very earliest days of star travel. Even though thiswasonly a



photoflashed copy, Silence eased her hold on the greying pages.

The printing in the body of the pamphlet was unclear, the lines of type on the undersde of the page
showing through the thin paper to make the copy dmost illegible. Heedless now of the danger of mesting
another guide-homunculus, Silence returned to the main corridor, holding the book directly under the
centrd light globe. Now, with an eye-gtraining effort, she could make out the text. It was adialogue
between two pilots, one of whom was urging the merits of the Leading-star system against the other's
"portolan.” The teachers at the pilots school on Cap Bel had never mentioned such asystem. Hadtily,
Silence ran down the list of accepted hieroglyphicas and symbolic systems, then recited thelist of the
unacceptable systems. None of the names could ever have been a corruption of "portolan.”

Frowning thoughtfully, Silence read on. It was hard to follow the debate, founded asit wasin an
active controversy: the writer rarely bothered to explain any of histerms, or to mention why certain
seemingly trivid pointswere important. But, very dowly, Silence began to make sense of the argument,
and felt hersdf tremble with excitement. Asbest she could tell from the convoluted debate, the "portolan”
was not a system but athing, or at least athing aswell asasystem. It was abook like her own starbooks
inthat it guided pilotsfrom gtar system to star system, but completely different in theway inwhich it
worked. Under the Cor Tauri system, and under the Leading-star system, and every other system of
voidmarks, the passage through purgatory involved an actua manipulation of the voidmarks. Oncethe
harmonium, its music magnified by the starship's sounding kedl, had brought the ship to the twelfth of
heaven that marked the beginning of purgatory, the pilot found the gppropriate voidmarks for the planets
involved, and then took the ship through them. There was an interaction between pilot, ship, and symbol.
But usng aportolan....

Silence frowned even more deeply, and turned back afew pagesto reread the clearest description
she had found. If she understood the writer correctly -- and infuriatingly, the three charts at the end of the
pamphlet showed only the Leading-star's standard tables, without the portolan system's drawings for
comparison -- the portolan was little more than a collection of roadmaps. The pilot used the voidmarks
asjust that, marks by which to steer through the void, rather than alowing the ship to use the power of
the symboal. It was no wonder the system had been abandoned, she thought. From the descriptions here,
and thefirgt speaker's criticisms, it was clear that this system of star travel was very dow, requiring the
pilot to drop out of purgatory at regular intervalsto check his pogition in the mundane universe. But it was
thefina argument that had redlly caught her atention.

She turned to those pages and read them again with great atention, fixing the essentia detailsin her
memory. Thefirst spesker, an adherent of the Leading-star system, reminded the second pilot that the
portolans were amost usdless outside the worlds of the Ring, while the L eading-star's voidmarks worked
equdly well ingde or out. The six worlds of the Ring, Silence knew, were the Rose Worlds; the seventh
world of the Ring was Earth.

The portolan system worked inside the Rose Worlds, at least, and probably on the Earth road as
well. The Rose Worlders siege engines worked by disrupting the harmonies necessary to theinteraction
of pilot, ship, and symbol: Silence had learned that much from Isambard even before she cameto
Solitudo. But the siege engines could not disrupt a ship that used a portolan to steer through purgeatory,
snce no manipulation of the symbolswasinvolved. Silence smiled dowly. If dl their other plansfailed --
if Isambard was unable to break the power of the engines -- they might ill be able to use this new
system to find Earth. If she could obtain aportolan.

Slences amilefaded dightly at the thought. That might not be at al easy, especiadly since she doubted
that any other pilots would recognize the term. She would have to go to the magi, and to the hordes of
other scholars who populated the known worlds. More precisaly, |sambard would have to approach
them -- unless, of course, the Library itself possessed one. She turned back to the corridor where she
had found the starbooks, hastily diding the collection of pamphlets back into its place. As she had
thought, there was nothing among the row of starbooks but the most ordinary texts. On the other hand,
given the Library's unique organization, a portolan might well be kept in some other section, unrecognized
for what it was. But it would be better to let Isambard look for that.

Quickly, she set the last starbook back into its place, and retraced her stepsto the elemental arts



section. There she took a deep breath, shifted afew booksin their places, then glanced quickly at her
reflection in the dull meta of the shelving to make sure she bore no signs of her unauthorized explorations.
Only then did she press the button that summoned the guide-homunculus.

The creature seemed to take hours to answer that call, and when at last it did appear, it traveled so
quickly through the maze of corridors that once again Silence was hard put to keep up with it. Thistime,
however, she managed to keep it in Sight, and emerged breathlessin the lobby. The Librarian gave her a
rather sour look from under histhin eyebrows, but Silence ignored him, opening her bag for the
homunculus who guarded the tunndl door. The creature gave the starbooks only a cursory inspection,
and did not hinder her passage.

Silence made her way through the upper reading room and down the long staircase to the main doors,
trying not to hurry. In the main lobby, she paused at one of the long countersto scribble a brief note to
Isambard, asking him in veiled termsto meet her a her rooms as soon as possible. She sedled it tightly,
fixing the thin tape securely al around the edges. Then, too excited to fed her usud disgust, she stopped
at the acove by the door where abored gpprentice monitored the homunculi the school used to carry
messages among the magi, and paid the haf-mark fee to send one of the long-legged creaturesin search
of Isambard. Only then did she alow hersalf to head back toward her own rooms.



Chapter 3

BALTHASAR AND CHASE MAGO WERE BOTH IN HER ROOMS, Bathasar frowning intently
a adice-board, while Chase Mago stared vaguely out the single window, watching the turning sphere of
the day-sky. Both men looked up as the door opened, clearly glad of any break in the monotony of their
day, and Bdthasar said, "Good news?'

Silence grimaced. "I didn't think | was so transparent.”

Chase Mago smiled, saying nothing, and Bdthasar said, "Come on, out with it."

Silence nodded, setting her tool bag on the floor at the foot of the bed. The two did need to betold
what she had found before Isambard arrived. Quickly, she ran through the important parts of her
discovery, unableto resist dwelling on her adventuresin the Library itself, and was rewarded by an
gpproving nod from the engineer and athoughtful whistle from Bathasar.

"A negt trick, if we can manageit,” he said, "but it sounds as though you have to spend alot of timein
normal space.”

Silence nodded again. "That's the one problem | can see. But if we can't break through the siege
engines interference...." Shelet her voicetrail off asthe others nodded.

"If you can get hold of aportolan,” Chase Mago murmured.

Silence made aface. She had dmost forgotten, in her excitement, that she ill had to find one of the
ancient mapbooks. More soberly, she said, "The Library may well have one, even though | didn't find it.
Isambard can look -- he has full accessto the catd ogues. If nothing else, maybe he can find out
something about the principlesinvolved, so maybe we could reconstruct the maps. Anyway, |'ve asked
him to come here as soon as he can.”

Bathasar nodded, and swept the dice and counters together off the board. ™Y ou know, if we get to
Earth, we can ask for whatever we want from the Hegemon. | bet he'd be only too glad to forget about
that mailship, and one minor midshipman, aslong aswetold him how we did it."

Chase Mago laughed softly, but before he could say anything, there was a knock at the door. Silence
cdled, "Who's there?'

"lsambard." Before Silence could move to undo the latch, the door flew open and the magus stepped
into the room.

Out of the corner of her eye, Silence saw Bathasar sigh deeply and dip his heylin back into the
pocket of hiscoat. Her own heart was racing painfully. "What isthis, Issmbard?' she demanded. "My
message wasn't that urgent.”

Isambard glanced at her with abrief, puzzled frown. "1 didn't get any message from you,” he said. "l
cametotdl you that we have to leave Solitudo at once. The Hegemon iscirculating an inquiry, and the
description is-- accurate.”

Bathasar cursed softly, and Chase Mago said, "How long do we have?’

"Notimeat dl," Isambard said grimly. "Get your things together now. Well leave a once--"

"Wait aminute," Silence said. Isambard glanced at her again, then looked away. "Listento me,”
Silence said, more sharply thistime, and the magus stopped, turning to consider her with avigble effort.

"I've found something very important in the Library,” Silence said, looking for words that would caich
the magus's attention at once. "A new way of reaching Earth.”

"Ah?" |sambard's sudden interest would have been comic, Silence thought sourly, in other
circumgtances. "Y es. Do you know anything about athing cdled a portolan?

The magus shook his head.

Hastily, Silence explained again about the pamphlet she had found, adding, "If we can't bresk the
siege engines -- and you said theréd be trouble, since I'm only a practitioner -- a portolan should give us
away around the blockage."

Isambard hesitated an ingtant longer, then nodded once, decisively. "Very wel," he said, and allowed



the deceptively battered carryal to dip from his shoulders. "Take thiswith you, then. | will check the
Library catdogues, and join you at the starport as soon as I'm finished with that."

"It's another four hours before we can lift," Balthasar said. "And that's assuming we can get aplace at
the heed of theliftoff queue.”

"Do your best, captain,” 1sambard said. Helooked at Silence. "They will think twice before
guestioning me -- at least on Solitudo! -- but you are another matter entirely. Y ou must leave the
compound &t once."

"All right," Silence said. Acrossthe room, Chase Mago was dready throwing her belongingsinto the
nearest carryall. "But where -- 7'

Before she could finish the question, the magus had vanished. Slence swore softly to herself and
turned to help the engineer, saying, "And where do we go once we get off-world?"

Bathasar shrugged, staring again out the narrow window that overlooked the courtyard. " Anywhere.
Leavethat to me, Slence. I've had plenty of practice --" He broke off abruptly, still staring out the
window. Silence frowned, and moved to look over his shoulder. In the court below, atalish manin
magus's robes was talking with one of the apprentices, who frowned, then pointed to the window where
the two stood. Silence swore again.

"] can't disobey adirect summons, not without convicting mysdf or losing my license. Weve got to get
out of here"

Bathasar nodded grimly. ™Y our books?"

"l have them.” Silence ran her gaze rapidly around the room. There was nothing else here that she
could not do without, though she would be sorry to leave some of it.... There was no time for regrets.
She caught up her own carryall, and then, with an effort, lifted |sambard's heavy bag. Chase Mago
guffed afina shirt into the half-empty carrydl, and latched it.

"Come on," Bathasar said, and opened the door.

Silence darted past him, aready aware of the presence moving dowly up the main sairs, and
beckoned for the othersto follow her down the back stairway. She had never been so glad of its
exisence. The othersfollowed more cautioudy, Chase Mago pausing briefly to lock the door behind him.
At the bottom of the Staircase, Silence started to push open that door, but Balthasar pulled her back.

"Wait," he said. "Take off that damn smock.” He was shrugging off his own coat as he spoke. Silence,
not fully understanding, pulled the loose shirt over her head, and took the coat from Balthasar.

"Put it on," Bathasar hissed. "And the cap. Y ou want to look like a star-traveller again.”

Silence did as she was told, stuffing the discarded apprentice's uniform into her bag on top of the
starbooks. Bathasar's coat was too big, the deevesfaling amost to her knuckles, but there was no time
to adjust that now. Already, she could hear movement at the top of the stairs. The others heard it, too.
Chase Mago cursed softly and snatched up Isambard's bag, motioning for the othersto hurry. Silence
abandoned her attempt to turn back the cuffs and pushed open the door, blinking as she stepped out into
the fading light. The night-sky was rising rapidly but, as Bathasar had said, it was another four hours
before any starships could begin leaving Solitudo, and six hours before most of them would bewilling to
try it. She glanced quickly around -- there was no one in sight, not even awandering apprentice to notice
their hurried departure -- and started quickly for the main gate, Chase Mago at her hedls. Almost at
once, she stopped: Balthasar was il standing in the open door, bending over the lock. Silence hesitated,
not wanting to shout. The Delian straightened, damming the door behind him, and loped after them,
waving for them to keep moving.

"What the hdl?" Silence demanded as he joined them.

"| jammed the lock mechanism,”" Bdthasar answered, grinning. " Should dow down even amagus.
With luck, hell think it's been jammed for awhile."

Silence gave the captain a dubious ook -- the magi were better than Balthasar wasinclined to admit
-- but when there was no sign of pursuit, she dowed her steps alittle, adjusting the deeves of the
borrowed coat.

"And now, Denis?' Chase Mago asked.

Silence grinned at the engineer's tone. Chase Mago sounded as wary as shefelt about Balthasar's



improvised plans. Of course, Balthasar was rather good at improvisation -- it was just unfortunate that he
had to do it so often.

Balthasar shrugged. " Get back to the ship, see how early we can get in the queue. We can probably
have the leading place, if we're willing to go as soon as the window opens. Then we wait for the magus.
What €lse can we do?' He gave Silence an appraising glance, and added, "Put on that cap you were
wearing before. Y ou'll have to pass for an apprentice -- one of ours, | mean, not one of theirs. And rub
some dirt on your hands -- your face, too."

Silence grimaced at the arbitrary orders, but Chase Mago rummaged in the bags he carried until he
found the cap, and handed it to her. Silence jammed it tightly on her head, then, reluctantly, stooped and
caught up ahandful of dirt, rubbing it on her hands and then smearing dirty fingers across her forehead.
Bathasar nodded approvingly. "WEell leave by the servants gate," he said. "No sense attracting undue
atention.”

"Do we have astory?' Chase Mago asked mildly.

Bathasar grimaced, and Silence said, "Y ou've made a delivery here, haven't picked up work, and are
trying to make another contract back in the Fringe."

"Sounds good to me," Bathasar said, and Chase Mago nodded.

They were gpproaching the busier parts of the teaching compound, and Silence fought the urge to hide
her face. It would only look furtive, shetold hersalf. No one has seen you in anything but an gpprentice's
robes; no onewill recognize you. Sheforced herself to look around boldly, staring up at the twenty-story
height of the Library, then gaping like any stranger at the school buildings and at the black-robed
passerby. A few sherecognized -- magi that she knew by sight -- but none gave her a second glance.
Stll, it was arelief to leave the well-travelled walkways for the dreary paths that ran behind the servants
barracks.

The servants gate was dways locked, and there was no attendant on duty. Silence glanced warily at
the others, wondering if the servants had dready been warned to stop her. Bathasar made a disgusted
face, and Chase Mago muttered, "It's dways the same. When you want them, they aren't here.”

Balthasar grunted agreement, and reached for the bell that hung beside the locked gate. He shook it
vigoroudy, and then, when nothing happened, shook it again. After what seemed avery long time, adoor
opened in the nearest barracks, and aman came out, half asandwich held in histeeth as he shrugged
awkwardly into his coat.

"Caught meat lunch," he explained, taking the sandwich out of hismouth just intime. Shrewd eyes
flicked from Bathasar to Chase Mago to Silence, then back, with veiled approva, to Bathasar.
"Transport to the port, Seuri?’

"That'sright,” Balthasar said.

The servant nodded again, and passed his hand across a square of cloudy glass set into the wall
beside the gateposts. After awhile, asquare of brighter turf between two of the barracks lifted almost
noiselessly, and afour-legged transport flat -- a smaller version, with seets, of the cargo flats Silence had
ridden before -- plodded dowly into sight. The servant touched another square of glass, opening the gate
itsdlf, and said to theflat, " These gentlemen are going to the port.”

"Main termind," Balthasar added, and the servant said, "Take them to the main terminal .

The controlling head, set low between thefirdt pair of legs, gave no sign of having understood, but
Bathasar swung himsdf into the padded seat without hesitation. Chase Mago tossed his bagsinto the
space between the seats, while Silence scrambled up beside Balthasar. She braced herself againgt the
footrall and held out ahand to Chase Mago. Nodding histhanks, the engineer pulled himsdf up behind
them, just astheflat began to move.

Therideto the port complex was something of an anticlimax. They passed only a couple of other flats
on the road, both heavy transports, their beds piled high with cargo. Inside the port itself the workers
were too busy preparing for the liftoff window to spare them more than a cursory glance. Nevertheless,
Bdthasar indgsted on going aoneto the astrologers officesin the main complex, and Silencewasjust as
happy to let him. She and Chase Mago made their way through the maze of enclosed walkwaysto the
shed where Recusante was docked. Thewalks, only partly protected from the day-sky's heeat, were



uncomfortably warm, and Silence did not dare take off the disguising coat. It was ardlief to climb down
into the cool dimness of the docking shed, but she did not remove the coat until she wasinsde the ship
itsdf.

Chase Mago vanished immediately into the engine room, leaving Silence aonein the common area.
Sighing, Silence switched on the teamachine, and settled hersalf to wait, leafing dowly through her
starbooks. She could do nothing to plot a course until someonetold her where they were going. Still,
there were some obvious destinations -- Delos or the Madakh in the Fringe, Naryx or Astapain the
Hegemony -- where they could |ose themselves among the hordes of other star-travellers, and till beina
good position to make the attempt on Earth. Idly, she turned to the tables in the Speculum Astronomi,
looking for the roads leading from Solitudo to the various planets, but set the book aside as soon as
Chase Mago's huge form appeared in the hatchway.

"Iseverything al right?"

"Fine," the engineer answered. "All my boards show orange. Well be ready whenever Denis-- or
Isambard -- is." He drew himsdf acup of teafrom the machine on the bulkhead and seated himself at the
table, staring into the depths of the mug.

"There's something wrong,” Slence said.

Chase Mago grimaced. "1 don't like this bargain. | never have. And we should've settled on a
degtination before Denis split off, so you and | could be doing something useful.”

Silence nodded her agreement. The engineer wasright, on all counts. Before she could say anything,
however, the faint noise of the curtain bells sounded through the open hatch. Though it could only be
Bdthasar, Silence felt aknot of fear in her ssomach. Chase Mago rose quickly and headed for the main
hatch. Silence followed him, reaching into the pocket of Bathasar's coat for the heylin he had |eft there.
The touch-plate was comfortingly warm under her thumb: afull charge, then, she thought. Balthasar never
carried anything smdler than aten-shot, which should be more than sufficient to dedl with any
intruders....

It was Balthasar, of course. He grinned cheerfully up at them from the bottom of the cradle sairs.
Silence sighed deeply, and stood aside to let the captain into the corridor, |etting the heylin drop to her
sde. Bathasar raised an eyebrow, seeing the weapon.

"Y ou were expecting trouble?" he asked.

In the same moment, Chase Mago said, " So where are we going, Denis?'

Bathasar glanced over his shoulder as he headed for the common room. " The Madakh, | thought --
a leagt officidly.”

Silence sad sharply, "What do you mean, officidly?

Badthasar grinned, but said nothing. In the common room, he headed for the tea machine and drew
himsalf amug, then seated himsalf comfortably at thetable. At last, he said, "We have to go into the dead
roads anyway to get to Earth, right?"

Silence nodded. The dead roads were relics of the Millennial Wars, roads which had been abandoned
and then forgotten because the planets to which they had once led had been destroyed. Wrath-of-God
had used those roads for their own purposes, and Balthasar, who had been apilot for the pirate
combine, knew them well enough. "And the departure course for the Madakh coincides with onefor the
dead roads?’

"You got it." Balthasar reached into histrouser pocket, and brought out amuch-folded sheet of paper.
Silencetook it, unfolding it carefully to study the nestly jotted formulae. After amoment, she reached for
her Gilded Stairs, turning to the supplement to find the matching formulae, then back to the main tables
to find the voidmarksfor Decelea. The table listed an unfamiliar road, the Salamander's Path. Silence
frowned, flipping through the pagesto find the haf-page miniature and three-line commentary that
described the voidmarks. Decelea had been destroyed, and the destruction of the planet had irrevocably
distorted the voidmarks of al the roads leading to that planet. It would be nearly impossible to learn the
road from the el aborate image of the Gilded Stairs.

"Denis, have you flown the Salamander's Path?' she asked.

"Not by that name," Bathasar answered. Silence held out the starbook, and the Delian's expression



changed. "But I've flown that one, yes. The Fire-Lizard, we called it. It hasn't changed that much,
compared to some of the others. The flameslook higher -- you have to fly through them to reach the
dragon's head -- and the tail's twisted, kinked up, amost. But that's all.”

Silence gave him a sour look -- that was afairly substantial change -- but closed the book again and
tucked it under her arm. "I'll bein my cabin, then," she said. Balthasar nodded, his attention aready
returning to the departure course.

Silence closed the cabin door behind her, and then, after amoment's thought, latched it. It had been
months since she had calculated a course or learned a set of voidmarks; she would need both time and
absolute privacy to do her work properly. The narrow cabin, unused since the firgt flight to Solitudo
Hermae, was chill and oddly musty. Frowning, Silence flipped on the monitor console that dominated one
bulkhead, adjusting the ventilators, then seated herself cross-legged on the bunk, the starbook openin
her lap.

Theimage seemed to legp out at her. A clawed lizard, its spine patterned with stars, lay comfortably
in the heart of aroaring fire, looking up with deepy, golden eyes. The multiple symbolism flooded her
mind. The salamander was rebirth and control in passion. It was another symbol for elementa fire, and
for the suit of wands. It was aso mastery, and could even be the symbol of ecstatic saints.... Silence
swore softly and looked away.

All of those meanings were present in the salamander, and were necessary for ameagus, but they were
lessthan usdlessfor apilot. She set the book aside for amoment, rubbed her eyes hard, then forced
hersalf to concentrate on apilot's discipline. It was the problem of the gate that was not a gate, and that
wasdl it could be. The voidmarks were merdly voidmarks, not greater symbols. She took adeep breeth,
and looked back at the picture.

Sowly, the pilots meaning came clear. The Salamander's Path was a smple enough road, at least in
itsorigina form, the course plain along the back of the lizard, following the star-shaped markings. The
flames symbolized dangerous dissonance to either side of the road, to be avoided at al cost, but the
salamander was a promise that the centra path was perfectly safe. She studied it for afew minutes
longer, until she was certain she had aclear picture of her course, then closed the book again.

That was ill only the origina form of the road, and Balthasar's verba description wasno red
substitute for agood set of drawings. She stilled that negative thought and shut her eyes, trying to
remember exactly what Balthasar had said about the changed road. The flameswere higher -- only to be
expected, she thought, with the destruction of Decelea till echoing through the star system -- and the
ship had to fly through them to reach the sdlamander's head and the first voidmark. That would be the
trickiest part, and she would need Chase Mago's help if the ship's kedl were not to be damaged by the
howling dissonances. Then, Bathasar had said, thetail was kinked.... Probably another sign of the
increased dissonance, Silence decided, but less dangerous than the higher flames. It was smply afurther
indication that she would have to be precise. She kept her eyes closed amoment longer, picturing the
route in detail, then opened them and stretched dowly. The chronometer on the monitor showed that
nearly three hours had passed.

Silence grimaced, and set the Gilded Stairs on the shelf above the bunk. She hesitated a moment,
then lifted the other starbooks from the carryall and set them beside the Gilded Sairs, closng the
guardrail acrossthem. Her shipsuits, the specialy treated bodysuits worn to hide some of the more
disturbing effects of purgatory, were till folded negtly in the storage cell. She pulled one on, fighting the
clinging fabric, and shoved the others back into the cell, throwing the bag on top of them. Then she
unlocked the cabin door and stepped out into the companion-way. The main hatch was till propped
open afew centimeters, the entry bell hanging from the inner face. Apparently |sambard had not yet
come aboard. Silence shrugged to hersalf and went on into the common area.

Bdthasar and Chase Mago were Sitting at the table, both aso wearing their shipsuits. They looked up
asshecamein, and Balthasar said, "Where the hdll ishe? | should've known better than to get a spot a
the head of the queue --"

"Relax, Denis," Chase Mago sad, and Silence said, in the same moment, "Hell be here, worse luck.”

"You said it, not me," Bathasar muttered, but subsided again, staring into histea.



"We're at the head of the queue?’ Silence asked after amoment, and looked at Chase Mago.

The engineer nodded. "But there's another hour before the tow boss shows up to drag the cradle.
And we can cancdl, if we haveto."

Silence nodded, though she knew Chase Mago was redlly talking to Balthasar. Balthasar made aface,
but before he could say anything, there was a noise from outside. Silence jumped in spite of herself, and
Bdthasar jerked around in his seat. "Curtain bells,” Chase Mago said succinctly, and headed for the main
hatch.

Silence started to follow, but Balthasar caught her arm. "Wait, put on your coat."

"Damn," Silence said, and took the heavy garment. As she shrugged it on, she thought, I'll haveto be
more careful. It was harder than she had expected to remember that she was passing as aman now, and
that everything depended on passing successfully. She fastened the last clip, and hurried out into the
corridor.

Isambard was aready aboard, haf hidden behind Chase Mago's height as the three men came back
toward the common area. Balthasar brought up the rear, scowling irritably at the release of tension. That
was a predictable reaction, Silence thought, but she was careful to hide her grin as she asked, "Any luck
with portolan, Isambard?’

The magus shook his head. Thelines that marked hisface seemed starkly apparent, and Silence gave
him aworried look. "1s something wrong?' she asked.

The magus sghed, and seated himsdf carefully at the table. Redlly alarmed now, Silence gestured for
Chase Mago to get him a cup of tea, ignoring Bathasar's gesture of annoyance. Isambard took the huge
mug gratefully, inhaing the steam with an expression of contentment. Silence waited, and after amomernt,
themagus sad, "As| told you, the Hegemon is circulating an inquiry regarding a non-Misthian woman
pilot who may be showing anomalous abilities." He looked up, and even managed arather weary smile.
"HisMogt Serene Mgesty dleges piracy and murder againgt this person.”

Bdthasar said, "Will we be able to get off-planet, magus, or will your people be searching the ships?’

"My people?' the magus asked.

Balthasar made aface. ™Y our security, whatever you call them.”

Isambard shook his head. "Not yet. | was ableto avoid any direct inquiry, asyou were, Silence. They
will wait until they are certain we're not somewhere in the compound before they take so drastic astep.
Indeed, | do not believe they have decided on any official course of action asyet. The mgjority are
smply curious about the effair."

Silence sghed softly. For once things were working out the way they had planned. Aloud, she said,
"But you weren't able to find a portolan?

"l do not believe -- no, | am certain the Library does not contain one, " Isambard answered. "There
are other possihilities -- Inarime, for example." He paused, looking expectantly at Silence.

The pilot frowned, then remembered. Inarime's satrap owned a collection of ancient textsthet rivaled
many amaguss. " The satrgp's supposed to be particularly interested in old documents.”

Isambard nodded. "I suggest, however, that we postpone any visit to Inarime -- or any other attempt
to find aportolan -- until after welve tried conventional methods. | need not stress how important it's
become that we find Earth.”

Silence nodded, almost to hersalf. The Hegemon was after blood: they had escaped his geas, stolen a
ship, killed one of his nobles -- though admittedly a minor one -- and in genera proved that it was
possible to defy the Hegemon and live. They would need something of very great vaueindeed if they
were to obtain his pardon -- but, as Balthasar had said, the secret of the Earth road should be enough.

Chase Mago said, "I hope his Serene Mg esty will bewilling to bargain.”

Isambard cocked his head to one side, and smiled very dightly. "I think he will be. Indeed, | am quite
certain of it. Hewould not dare to do otherwise."

"Y ou hope," Bathasar growled. He stood abruptly. "Bethat asit may, Silence, you and | had better
get up to control and make the final checks." He gave the magus afina baleful glance, and added,
"Especidly since we're at the head of the departure queue.”

"Relax, Denis," Chase Mago said. Therewas anote in hisvoice that suggested he had said the same



thing ahundred times dready, and Silence didn't bother to hide an affectionate grin.

"Plenty of time, Denis," she said. Nevertheless, she followed the captain forward to the lower bridge,
eitling hersdf in the second pilot's couch.

Recusante's lower bridge was even less comfortable than it had been before the massive refit. The
newer, more sendtive musonar complex was shoehorned in between the triple display screens and the
keyboard that gave the pilots minima control of the harmonium's pitch. Still, it was good to be back on a
garship's bridge again, especialy Black Dolphin's. Slence felt her eyesfill with tears, and she looked
away. Balthasar said nothing, concentrating on his own boards as he flipped the switches that powered
up the various instruments. After amoment, Silence got hersalf back under control, and reached to
activate the secondary controls. "I'm dl right now," she said softly. "Thanks, Denis"

Bathasar shrugged, then gave her aquirky smile. "Good to have you back," he said.

"Thanks," Silence said again, then forced hersdlf to be professiond. "Y oull handle the liftoff?"

Bdthasar nodded. "It's a short run-up to the twelfth,” he said. "There's nothing much out here to
interfere with the celestid harmonies.”

"Il beready,” Silence said, alittle grimly. Privately, she could not help being alittle nervous. It had
been months since she had last taken a ship through purgatory, and she could not help wondering if the
rudiments of amaguss learning would help or hinder her. But then she put that thought firmly aside. She
was apilot; she could -- shewould -- fly the ship.

A light flashed on the communications panel above Balthasar's head, and the Delian reached quickly
to flip the switch that lit the view-screens. " Recusante.”

"Recusante, thisisyour tow boss," an unfamiliar voice said. Thetriple screen showed only the folds of
the baffle curtains. The tow had to be Sitting outside, Silence thought.

"Areyou ready for us?' the tow boss went on.

"One moment,” Bathasar said, and flipped a second set of switches, cutting the outside transmitter
and opening the inships channd. "Julie, thetow's here. Areyou set?"

Chase Mago answered, "Everything's amber. | can give you systems power any time, and I'll goto
green on your word."

"Go ahead with both,” Balthasar answered. "'Isambard, we're beginning liftoff procedures. | suggest
you go to your cabin -- the one you had before -- and strap down. Thisislikely to be rough.” He cut the
internal channd without waiting for an answer from the magus, and waited until anew line of lightsflared
first amber, then green across his boards, before opening the outside line again. "We're ready here, tow.
Comeonin."

"Confirmed." In the right-hand screen, Silence saw the baffle curtain move dowly back, drawn by a
homunculus the size of asmal monkey. Thetug, Sitting squat and powerful atop itstreads, looked like an
ordinary machine from any of the human-settled worlds, though alittle larger, but Silence knew perfectly
well that its power came from homunculi walking an endlessinterna treadmill. She shook her head, and
turned her attention to the lightswinking dong her boards.

"1 show full systems power, Denis," shesaid.

"Right," Balthasar said, and flipped the switch for the inships tranamitter. "All sgt, Julie?'

"All set below," Chase Mago answered over the rising note of the harmonium. Silence shivered at the
familiar sound.

"I'm releasing the cradlelock,” Bathasar announced, and threw five switchesin quick succession,
leaving atrail of orange lights across one section of hisboard. He touched another switch, and said,
"Tow, I'vereleased the cradlelock. Y ou can link when ready.”

"Thank you, Recusante," the tow boss answered, and cut histransmission.

In the screen, Silence watched as more homunculi, spindly, ddlicate-looking things, with oversized
hands to manipulate the tow hooks, swarmed from the tow itself, and began to attach the hooks.
Bdthasar, watching, shook his head.

"Damned expensive equipment.”

Homunculi were expensive to grow, and even more expensive to teach. Even these specidized
cregtures, capable of only asingle act, would cost tens of thousands of Delian pounds apiece on the



Fringe Worlds. But then, this was Solitudo Hermae, and the magi looked after their own. Silence said,
"The magi don't want anybody using mechanics here and polluting the harmonies. The adepts haveto
grow them as part of their training.”

Bdthasar grunted, then winced asthe larger of the two homunculi jostled the cradle. Silence barely
noticed. There was one advantage to leaving Solitudo now, she redized, and that redization made her
smilerather ruefully. She would not have to grow ahomunculus hersdlf. That could be either good or bad
-- after dl, having to tend one of the creatures through the long stages of its growth might cure her didike
of them once and for al -- but shewasjust as glad to have avoided it.

The ship jerked, and Silence shot aquick look at the screens. The hookup was compl ete, and the tow
was moving dowly out of the berth, dragging the cradle with it. The cradle jerked again, and Bathasar
muttered acurse. Then it settled to agentle swaying, and the captain relaxed. Cradle and tow moved
toward the massive doors of the docking shed, which opened dowly at their approach. The cradle
bounced once, and then they had |eft the dock and turned ponderously down the long taxiway leading to
thelaunch table.

It was till very light outside, though the shadows were lengthening. Silence touched the keysthat
would adjust the exterior cameras, switching from one to another until she could get a picture of the sky.
Theimage dimmed hadtily, blocking out most of the light, but Silence could still see that the night-sky had
only just reached the zenith above the port complex.

"Cutting it alittle close, aren't we?' she asked.

"Jug alittle" Balthasar agreed. His amile was utterly without humor. "But we should be dl right.”

Silence settled back in her couch, trying to loosen the growing tension in her arms and neck. | wonder
if 1 secured everything in my cabin? she wondered suddenly. All they would need, after adifficult lift and
ashort run-up to purgatory, wasto have dl the unsecured items in the ship start wandering abot,
looking for their functionaly proper place as the harmonium stimul ated the minute amounts of celestia
materid present in dl things. But it wastoo late to worry about that now.

The tow reached the launch table at last, and turned dowly initstracks, dragging the cradle around
until Recusante's bow was pointing toward the rising night sky. Balthasar watched his own directiona
readouts, and signaled the tow boss as soon as the ship was lined up aong the path laid out by the
astrologersin the tower. Thetow boss gave asignd, and the homunculi detached the tow from the
cradle, then climbed onto the tow for the short ride to the bunkers. Balthasar ignored them, switching on
the Ficinan display that stood between the two consoles. The projection globes dimmed, then brightened,
showing the harmonic envelope, the musicamundana, surrounding the planet. Bathasar fiddled with the
contrals, refining the area displayed, and Silence shook her head at the swirling, multicolored
dissonances. Mogt of it was caused by heat leakage from the day-sky: there were no other planets, or
even anaura sun, to interfere with Solitudo's own harmony. The edge of the day-sky was sharply
delineated, but even as she watched, that brilliant wedge of color did from the globe, leaving only lighter
stresks and whorlsin itswake.

Those smaller streaks were dangerous enough, representing dissonances and pockets of interference
that could easily tear aship apart, or so distort her tuning that she could never reach purgatory, and
would wander lost in the immense distances between the stars. Silence glanced nervoudy at Balthasar,
and saw her own fearsreflected in hisface. Then the speaker chimed twice, and the Ddlian visibly shook
away hiswaorries, reaching for the switchesthat controlled the communications console.

"Recusante.”

Silence reached for her headset and eased it into place, feding singularly usdess. Under normal
circumstances, communication with the planetary authority was her respongbility, but to spesk now
would be to betray the presence of awoman pilot aboard Recusante, and aert the very people she was
trying to avoid. Still, it was a strange and frustrating experience to listen to Port Control's brief checkup
without responding.

In the Ficinan modd, the flaring dissonance was fading alittle, easing to tolerable levelsthrough the
lower forty-five degrees of sky. Bathasar took a deep breath, just as Port Control announced, "
Recusante, interference levels have dropped to acceptable levelsfor alow-linelift.”



Bdthasar touched the button for the inships speaker. "All secure below, Julie?’

"All secure,”" Chase Mago answered.

Silence glanced quickly at her own boards. The lights all showed green, except for the double row of
lights that showed the harmonium's status. Those lights glowed orange. Chase Mago had dready tuned
the harmonium to its highest settings, ready to override as much of the interference as possible.
Automaticaly, Silence adjusted the pilots keyboard to match the changed settings. Balthasar nodded,
and flipped alast series of switches on the communications console. " Solitudo Control, thisis Recusante
" Hisvoice sounded very calm, amost bored. Silence glanced at his hands, and saw that they were
trembling. Balthasar tilled them with an effort, and continued, "We're ready to lift."

"Y ou may lift when ready, Recusante. Good voyage."

Despite the friendly words, Solitudo Control sounded digtinctly uninterested in their welfare. Balthasar
grimaced, and said, "First sequence, Julie.”

"Coming up," Chase Mago answered. The harmonium's music rose steadily as he spoke, sending a
sympathetic shudder through the hull. Then the engineer opened the last stops, and with a second, greater
shudder, the ship lifted from its cradle. It rose very dowly, Bathasar's hands busy on his keyboard,
shaping the enveloping sound to steer aflattened course toward that section of the night-sky low on the
horizon where the interference appeared lightest. The harmonium wailed, the music of the planet and the
celegtid harmoniesthat lifted the ship in painful conflict. Slence, dammed againgt the back of her couch
by acrushing weight, fought to reach her own keyboard to correct the rising dissonance, but Chase
Mago was there before her. The pitch shifted subtly, easing to a different note, and the worst of the
interference faded, leaving only anagging whinejust at the edge of hearing. Silence turned her head
painfully, saw that the interference indicator was glowing, the column of light flickering just below the
danger line. She said, raising her voice to be heard over the harmonium's noise, "Denis--"

Balthasar said, "I hear. Numbers?'

"Fve-ning" Silence answered, struggling for breath. "Six now."

Bdthasar swore softly, eyes darting from his viewscreensto the Ficinan model and the musonar
display, and back to the viewscreens. Silence followed his glance, recognizing his dilemma. Bathasar had
chosen ashdlow course, onethat closdly followed the curve of the planet before findly rising through the
shell of ar at apoint of lesser interference. On any other planet, it would have been the best choice, with
solar and related systemic harmoniesto counteract the pervasive music of the planet itself. But Solitudo
Hermae, with neither sun nor sister worlds to modulate the music of its core, was setting up a greater
interference than he had expected. Though the harmonium had been ableto lift the ship, it had been
unablefully to establish its protective fidd.

Chase Mago's voi ce sounded in the headphones. " Pull out now, Denis?' Despite his Size and strength,
the engineer sounded faintly bresthless.

Bathasar hesitated amoment longer, eyes roving across hisboard. "We go. Silence, help me."

Silence cast alast glance a the Ficinan model -- the globe wasfilled with reddish swirlslike frozen
whirlpools, heet leaking from the fixed fire of the day-sky -- then fastened her attention on the multiple
interference gauges. Raising her voiceto carry over the noise of the harmonium, she began to recite the
shifting numbers. Bathasar listened amoment longer, choosing histime, then said, "Now, Julie!™

The harmonium roared as Chase Mago opened all the stops, cutting in the upper register for abrief
ingant. Recusante trembled, then rose under Bathasar's sure handling. The crushing weight vanished
abruptly, the harmonium at last overriding the planetary music. Light flared once around the ship asit
burgt through the layer of interference, and then they were free of Solitudo. Hastily, Chase Mago stopped
down the harmonium, closing off the upper register. The ship steadied to the norma music of interstellar
flight, which faded rapidly asthe celestid harmonies asserted themselves.

Solitudo Control said placidly, " Recusante, we confirm a successtul liftoff."

"Acknowledged," Balthasar said, busy with his own readouts, and then the contact was |ost.

"Nicework," Silence said, and meant it. Even if it had been an avoidable crisis -- and she was not
convinced that it had been -- it had still been apretty piece of flying. There was anoticeable lack of
response from the engine room.



After amoment, Bathasar looked up from his controls. He gave Silence awry smile, and flicked the
switch for theinships channd, "All right, Julie, | blew it. But were dill in one piece, aren't we?"

"No thanksto you," Chase Mago said, but he sounded mollified by the gpology. "I could've
overloaded the entire system, blown out every pipe we have, cutting in the upper register so far below
purgetory."

Therewasn't any answer to that, Silence thought, except afurther apology. Shelooked curioudy a
Bdthasar, but the captain showed no inclination to respond. There was nothing she could say, either.
Sighing, she settled back in her couch to wait for the ship to reach the twel fth of heaven.

AsBdthasar had warned, it was not long before the distant stars began to show the faint coronae that
marked the trangition to purgatory. Silence unstrapped hersdf from her couch, and pulled hersdf up the
ladder to the upper bridge. Her feet and hands clung dightly to the rungs, so that she had to make an
effort to pull herself loose. It was acommon effect of purgatory, usually too familiar to notice. After so
long planetside, Silence savored it.

Already, the dome of the upper bridge was fading to trand ucence, the ringed stars showing faintly
through the specialy trested materid. Hadtily, Silence took her place before the control whed, working
her feet into the depressions on the platform in front of it. The status lights glowed amber dong themain
spoke.

Despite the change of name, the massive refit done with | sambard's money, the upper bridge
remained Black Dolphin's. Silence stood very till, momentarily overwhelmed by a sense of time askew.
Nothing had changed. The pilot's bridge remained exactly asit had been ayear ago, when she had been
amere pilot working for her grandfather and uncle. It was amost startling when Bathasar's voice
sounded in her ears.

"Silence? We're ready to switch to the upper register -- properly, thistime."

Silence shook herself and reached quickly for thelock. "Ready on the bridge," she said.

"Ready below," Chase Mago said.

"Go ahead, dl," Bdthasar said.

"Switching now," the enginear announced.

The keelsong changed, broadening, adding whole octaves and less-human scales. The last shadow of
the pilot's dome vanished, and in the sameingtant Silence flipped off thelock, the whed moving fredy
under her hand. It moved too fregly, and the void was suddenly full of signsand images, ahundred
different symbols obscuring the central, necessary sdlamander. Silence gasped and looked away, only to
see gill more symbols wreathing the blood-laced bones of her hands, moving in the shadowy depths of
her own flesh. She cried out, Startled and yet enthralled, her handsjerking on the whed. The symbols
darted through and aong the blood vessels, coiled around bones and nestled in muscle and cartilage....

The kedlsong rose, shifted further to anote of strain and then active protest. Silence forced herself to
look out again, to confront the shifting images and close them out, seeking only the voidmarks, her
voidmarks, and nothing more. Sowly, the chaos faded, resolving itself into the expected image. The
sdlamander lay in the heart of flame, no longer the deepy-eyed, benign creature of the starbook, but a
demi-dragon, its mouth haf open to engulf Recusante. Silence swore, suddenly aware of Bathasar's
voicein her earphones. Cautioudy, she shifted the whed -- it moved more stiffly now, its symbolic
linkages fully engaged at last -- pulling the ship up and back, awvay from the open mouth. The kedlsong
eased alittle, but there was till araggedness, anote that pul sed with the movement of the flames that
swept past the sdlamander's head. Recusante was moving very fast. There was no time to choose a safe
course through that illusory fire. Silence braced herself and eased the whed farther over, bringing the ship
up to skim the sdlamander's nose. There was agreat shriek of song, the kedl crying its protest in curious
harmony. Then they were through the flames, diding with sudden leisure down the sdlamander's
star-dappled spine.

Cautioudy, Silence loosened her hold on the whedl, only too aware of the lack of comment from the
others. Her piloting had been gppalling, and she could only begin to guesswhy. Her hdf-finished training
was the main cause, no doubt; the magi had taught her to see, but not how to be willfully blind. Even as
she thought that, the ghostly symbols reappeared -- cup and sword, rose and lily, horned moon and



ringed planet -- dancing just out of her line of vision, threatening to seduce her from her work. With an
effort that was dmost painful, Silence ignored them, concentrating instead on her proper voidmarks. The
salamander's back stretched smooth before her. She forced herself to see every scale, to examine each
tongue of flame asit curled up from benegth the lizard's belly. Slowly, the intrusive symbols faded again.

Silence took a deep breath. If she could not control her own perceptions, shewould be usdlessasa
pilot.... She suppressed that thought, reciting the pilot's cantrips under her breath, until not even the
shadow of an extraneous mark remained to distract her. Then, with exquisite care, she looked around
agan.

The Sdlamander's Path was a short road. Already, the lizard's spine doped sharply down to the tail,
the safe course dmost obliterated by leaping flames. They arched over thetail, met and merged to forma
tunnd of fire through which Recusante must pass. Silence could fed theillusory heat on her face, was
dazzled by itslight. Balthasar had warned her that the tail was kinked, somewhere here, but she could not
see farther than aship-length into the fiery tunndl. Muttering a curse, she shifted the whed to its|eft,
easing the ship onto the line of stars that marked the salamander's spine and the center of the safe path.
The heat was growing stronger, but Silence did not dare lift ahand to wipe her swesting face. The
opening inthewall of flame seemed impossbly small.

Then Recusante entered the tunnd of fire. Silence's world narrowed to the flames above and to either
Sde, and the scded tail that was her only link with safety. The flames seemed to be closing in, and thetall
itself was glowing as though made of meta. Silence cursed softly, unable for amoment to decide
between risking the dissonances of the fire or the unknown dangers of the glowing tail, then brought the
ship lower, so that the keel was dmost touching the sdlamander's scales. The heat grew worse, as though
the lizard were hotter than the flames, but the keel song stayed true and clear.

Asabruptly as Bathasar had said, thetail dipped and swerved to the right, the flames closing to an
impossibly tiny opening. Silence had been watching for that kink in the path, but it was only apilot's
ingtinctive reaction that saved her. She brought the ship up ahair, then put the wheel hard over to thread
the needl€'s eye. The harmonium wailed a protest, and a surge of distant music shook the starship from
bow to stern. Then at |ast they were free of thefire, sailing down the fading tip of the sdamander'stail
toward the twelfth of heaven and the mundane universe. The pitch changed as Chase Mago closed the
stops of the upper register, and the dome of the upper bridge clouded, solidity returning.

Bdthasar said, sounding faintly breathless, "1 have the con.”

"You haveit," Silence acknowledged, and snapped on the locks. After her erratic piloting, she had no
desireto return to the lower bridge, to face Bathasar's questions and criticism -- or worse, his pity, but
to navigate Deceledls broken system successtully, the Delian would need her help. Reluctantly, she did
down the ladder, glancing from the Ficinan modd to the musonar's display even before she landed.
Bdthasar, absorbed in the effort of controlling the ship against the dissonances of the system, did not
even look up as Silencetook her place in the left-hand couch.

From the musonar, it looked as though Bathasar was aiming for the nearest clear area, well outside
the dowly pulsing rings of interference that marked the spot where Decelea had been destroyed.
Something -- the passage through purgatory or the music of Deceleals system -- had untuned one of the
captain's preset harmonies, setting one note sharp and sour. Automatically, Silence adjusted that, and felt
the harmonium ease alittle. Balthasar nodded his thanks.

Silence smiled, too busy monitoring the various readouts to manage a better answer. At last,
Recusante did into the dead spot, shielded from the last echoes of long-vanished siege engines by the
music of Deceled's Sster planets. Balthasar adjusted his own controls, locking the harmonium to anote
that would hold Recusante to this position, and leaned back in his couch.

"What aride" hesad.

Silence flushed and looked away. After amoment, Balthasar went on, "Areyou al right?' Therewere
worlds of meaning in histone.

Silence frowned irritably. "Of course | am...." Her voicetrailed off as she saw thelook of concern on
Bathasar'sface. It was not unreasonable of him to ask, since he was nominally captain, and the back-up
pilot, and risking hislife, but there was more than merely professiona worry in his eyes. She managed a



wry smile. "It'sbeen awhile sincelast | took anything through purgatory, that's dl. It's harder just to see
the voidmarks, without pulling in other symbols -- the magi do dl their work through purgatory, after dl.
But | think I've got the hang of it now."

Bathasar's expression eased alittle. "I certainly hope s0," he said, and unfastened the webbing that
held himin his couch.

That was more like Balthasar, Silence thought. Sighing, she reached to do the same.

Isambard and Chase Mago were dready waiting in the common room. The magus had a dozen or
more battered books open on the table in front of him, and the engineer waslooking discreetly over his
shoulder. Both men looked up as Silence entered, and Chase Mago's expression grew worried.
Soundlesdy, he shaped the words, are you dl right?

Silence nodded, focusing her attention on Isambard. ™Y ou need to teach me how not to see, aswell.”

The magustilted his head, an oddly birdlike gesture. "It was different, then?' Silence nodded again,
and |sambard said, "How?"

Bathasar, at Silence's shoulder, cleared histhroat. "Can that be discussed later? We can't hold
position here forever."

If Isambard showed any indication of knowing anything that might help, Silence thought, I'd ins<t. But
he didn't even know for certain that there would be differences. "L et's get on withit, then,” she said
aoud.

They had made their preliminary plansin their first weeks on Solitudo, and now the four spread the
fruits of those planning ons on the table before them. It had been agreed from the beginning that
|sambard would do most of the actua work involved in bresking the Rose Worlders barriers. Siege
engines were the magus's speciaty, and he, a least, was certain that the Rose Worlders engines were
merely avariaion of that basic instrument. But the breaking of that control was only a part of the work
that would have to be done to reach Earth.

Silence scanned the spreading pile of papers until she found the rough notes she had made weeks ago.
After Bruja had nearly been destroyed, the first time they had attempted the Earth road, they were dl
agreed on the need for an escape route. Thetrick was to choose the right one. She had known the
voidmarks and the bearings involved -- they had been seared into her brain on the crazy flight from
Castax to Decelea. It had been ardatively smple exerciseto pick out aparallel course, onethat used an
identical harmonic bearing and a set of voidmarksthat reflected a set of objectsin the mundane universe
smilar to the linked sunsreflected in the Earth road. The degper theory she had learned on Solitudo
assured her that, snce dl places were the samein purgatory -- which wasitself both al placesand no
particular place -- she could switch from one star road to the other, within certain limits, if their attempt
falled. Stll, she had never heard of such athing being tried before, much lesstried successfully. She
sghed and turned her attention to the scribbled figures before her. She was limited to smilar bearings and
voidmarks by the power of Recusante's harmonium: if she had the power of aNavy six or seven behind
her, she could choose amost any road she wanted.

But there was no point in such thoughts. Sighing again, she shuffled the more recent notes until she
found a sheet covered with Balthasar's scrawl. It was only part of what she wanted. "Julie, do you have
the most recent bearing?'

"Here," Chase Mago said, and did adip of paper acrossthetable. "I took these as soon aswe
reached the null zone."

"Thanks," Silence said. Space was unstable along the dead roads. How could it be otherwise, she
thought, with al the dead planets and poisoned sunsto distort the harmonies? The normaly static
harmonic bearings had atendency to drift. Under normal circumstances, there was enough leeway in the
listed bearings that this hardly mattered -- unless, of course, the shift was amajor one. Balthasar had a
cruelly funny story of the horrific results when a Wrath-of-God ship took another of the dead roads from
the wrong bearing. But if the escape route were to function asit should, she had to match the bearing
precisaly. She glanced quickly at the set of numbers and the noted pitch for each, then turned to her
origind set of notes, with the bearingsfor the Earth road and a haf-dozen different roads with smilar
voidmarks. She found athree-way match amost a once, correct to the third place, and gave a soft



exclamation of pleasure.

"So where arewe going?' Bathasar asked, without lifting his head from his own work.

"Just aminute," Silence answered, irrationdly irritated. Shetook her time, ostentatioudy rustling
pages, though the answer was clearly noted. "Sisp' Catacecaumene,” she said at last.

Badthasar gave apleased grunt, and continued studying asingle sheet of paper. Silence suppressed her
anger, belatedly recognizing it as displaced fear. Chase Mago and the magus were still deep in discussion
of some arcane principle, but even asthe pilot looked curioudy in their direction the engineer straightened
withasgh.

"That means retuning, you know."

Bathasar |ooked up, shocked, and Chase Mago said hurriedly, "Not amagjor retuning, Denis, but
some. Nothing to worry about, though.”

"That'swhat they dl say," Bathasar muttered, darkly.

"Canyou do it?' The question dipped out before Silence thought about it. The answer was clear even
before Chase Mago began to speak. Of course he could -- al engineersweretrained to do it, if the
emergency were great enough. And Chase Mago, having worked for Wrath-of-God and escaped the
Hegemonic net around Kesse before that, had probably done an emergency retuning more than once.
Mercifully, however, Chase Mago did not seem inclined to take offense.

"I've doneit before. I've got everything | need,” he said, smiling rather tightly. "l can do it.”

"I'll want to spend some time getting the fed of her,” Balthasar said.

Silence nodded. "So will 1." A changein the tuning would change the fed of the ship, theway it
responded to the most ordinary things -- which was dl she needed, when she was uncertain enough
about her ahility to take the ship through purgatory.... She cut off that thought with an effort, telling hersalf
unconvincingly that she had aready passed thet hurdle.

"Aslong asyou need," Chase Mago said soothingly. He stood, huge, competent, and reassuring. "I'll
get onit right away.”

"You do that," Balthasar muttered, clearly not gppeased. The engineer grinned, ruffling the other man's
greying hair before ducking through the hatch to return to his engines. Balthasar grimaced, more because
it was expected of him than because the engineer had failed to reassure him.

Slencesaid hadtily, "I'll bein my cabin. | want to go over the voidmarks again.”

Bathasar nodded, but Isambard said, "Could you spare me amoment, Silence? | want to review our
patinthis"

Silence sighed, biting back the anger that wasredlly fear, and said, "All right, but | do need sometime
for the marks.”

"I'll leaveyoutoit," Bathasar said. There was an odd note in hisvoice, dmost of jedousy, but before
Silence could be certain of what she had heard, the Ddlian was gone. She shrugged to herself, putting the
whole thing down to an overstrained imagination, and turned to the magus.

"Thekey to thisoperation,” 1sambard began thoughtfully, "liesin the manipulation of the find four
symbals, doesit not?’

Silence ran ahand through her short hair asif that would help her concentrate. The Earth road wasa
peculiar road, one that possessed two distinct sets of voidmarks. And, yes, it was the manipulation of the
fina four -- the elementa symbols-- that allowed a starship to break free from the maze of the road.
"That's where the Rose Worlders have blocked it, yes."

"And thefirst part of the road,” Isambard pursued as though she had not spoken, "is preparation, as
achemica marriageis preparation for the creation of the philosopher'stincture, isit not?!

Silence nodded, remembering the twining king and queen that lay at the heart of theillusory maze. But
of course Isambard had seen that image aswell, on their first attempt to open the Earth road, and would
have recognized the symbolism from the beginning.

"So | will not be needed until we have reached thefinal stages of theroad,” the magus finished.

"That'sright," Silence answered, rousing hersdf from contemplation of the Earth road and its
gorgeous, seductive voidmarks. "Stay below until then." She hadn't meant to sound so abrupt, or to give
such an uncompromising order, and felt her face grow hot with embarrassment. But before she could



offer an gpology, the magus nodded.

"Very wdl, | seethe sense of that."

Not only that, Silence thought, he doesn't even sound offended. She ducked her head over the sheets
of paper to hide the fading color in her cheeks. Wasthat the best way to deal with magi? She kept her
head down, unable to suppress a sudden, mischievous smile. Not likely! "When we maketheturn,” she
said doud.

Isambard frowned. "Theturn?'

"The--" Sllence checked hersdlf ingtantly. She had gotten away with one sharp comment already;
there was no point in pushing her luck. And besides, there was no reason to think that the Earth road's
voidmarks would have burned themselvesinto the maguss memory: their lure wasfor pilotsaone. "It's
part of theroad. Y ou have to bring the ship as close as possible to the twinned suns -- the roya couple
-- and then turn very sharply away. Y ou don't see the four e ements until after you've made that turn.

Y ou'll see when we get there. Better ill, ride the run-up on the lower bridge. That way, Denis can warn
you aswe get close, but | don't think you could missit.”

Isambard nodded again. "And the dements are my business," he said. "1 will want your help, aswe
discussed before." He paused, looking at her as though to assess her abilities for the hundredth time.
Silence stared back, meeting his gaze with al the impassivity she could manage, and for thefirst time she
realized the magus was as nervous as the rest of them. No, she thought, not precisaly nervous, but
certainly cautious, excited, wary.... Isambard spoke before she could find the word she was looking for.

"It'syour strength | want,” he said, "and then your pilot's knowledge. Nothing more.”

In spite of her resolution to remain impassve, Silence lifted an eyebrow at the other's tone, even more
peremptory than usud. Isambard wasright, though, she thought. | still don't know enough, for dl I've
passed one exam, to be of any active help. "Very well," she said, unconscioudy mimicking the maguss
acquiescence. "But now | want to study my voidmarks.”

Isambard waved dismissal, aready engrossed in his own notes. Most of those, Silence knew, had
been compiled after their firgt attempt to reach Earth, on the way from Mersaa Maiato Solitudo, and
then during the time on Solitudo. But the magus would have cause to remember the details of the force
that had nearly destroyed them, shetold hersdlf firmly, for the same reasons that she remembered the
voidmarkswith such clarity.

Silence shut the door of her cabin and latiched it behind her, then settled herself comfortably on the
narrow bunk. There was no real need to review the voidmarks of the Earth road, but even so shelifted
her copy of the Gilded Stairs, opening it to the familiar page. The uncolored design seemed to shout its
various meanings. The man in the long coat, who used a giant compass to inscribe thefind circle of the
ancient symbol for the completed Work on acrumbling wall, wasthe pilot and the specidist and a
warning againg the seductive pull of the voidmarks....

Silence closed the starbook with asnap, forcing hersdf to ignore the multiple meanings. That
attraction was even more dangerous to her now that she knew alittle of the magi's art, and she would
have to befully on her guard against it. To the best of her knowledge there had never been apilot who
was aso amagus -- or at least no one had ever reported on that magus's piloting -- but she did know,
from horrific legend and even more dreadful example, what could happen if apilot lost control of the
voidmarks. At best, the ship might survive the tearing distortions, to emerge from purgatory far from any
aun. If the keel were not too badly damaged, the ship might be able to regain purgatory, but without a
known beginning, the starbooks could not indicate the proper road. The ship could easily wander until air
and supplies gave out, until, even the e ementa water that powered the harmonium was exhausted, and
the ship plummeted from purgatory to be destroyed in the nearest star.

Silence shook herself abruptly. It had been along time since she had thought of those possibilities, a
long time since she had last had cause to doubt her own skills as a pilot. But she had managed the dead
road that brought Recusante to Decelea, and the Earth road was no worse. I'm warned, shetold hersalf
firmly. I will be prepared.

There waslittle point in atempting to review theimagesin the Gilded Sairs, she decided. She
remembered, with an dmost painful clarity, her first attempt. The power-laden symbols of the starbook



would only add to the confusion. She reached instead for the fussy, reliable Sar-Followers Handbook,
flipping through the index until she found the road she wanted, from Deceleato Sigp’ Catacecaumene.
The overcrowded drawing for the Road of the Drowning King was mercifully free of the sort of powerful
symbolsthat filled theillugtration of the Earth road. A turbulent stream ran between overgrown banks,
twisting down toward awhirlpool where acrowned figure struggled, amsin the air, mouth openina
futile cry for help. The meaning was easy enough to extract. The stream was the correct path, dangerous
because of interference -- the rocks that studded the channel made that only too clear -- but less
dangerous than the ugly, twisted vegetation that reached down amost to the water. The ship would have
to follow the stream to the whirlpoal itself, then through the whirlpool and out into the mundane universe.
Silence glanced at the Single line of commentary to confirm her certainty. It read: " The way runs clear, but
only the intervention of the king can save the virtuous." Silence nodded to hersdlf. She had been right, but
it was good to have that pilot'sinsight corroborated, especialy after the hard passage from Solitudo. She
st the starbook aside, reaching for the intercom key.

Before she could press the switch, however, there was aknock at the door. She frowned, alittle
annoyed by the interruption, but hit thelock switch. Balthasar stood in the doorway.

"Juliesfinished the retuning,” he announced without preiminaries. "Do you want to come up now and
get thefed of it, or do you need more time with the books?!

Silence sghed, bracing hersdf. "I'm ready."

To Silence's surprise, however, the shift in the tuning did not seem significantly to affect how the ship
handled. The sound was different, of course, with new, more lavish harmonies, but Chase Mago had
done an excellent job. Recusante responded eadily to the changed notes. Silence and Balthasar spent
three hoursflying the shipin lazy circles, from the edge of the null zoneto the first and then the second
lines of interference, and back again. At the end of it, Bathasar pronounced himself satisfied, and thetwo
returned to the common area to snatch ahurried meal before facing the Earth road.

It was not along flight out of Decelea's system. Silence relinquished her place on the lower bridgeto
Isambard, not without unspoken objections from Balthasar, and climbed to the upper bridge to take her
place before the control wheel. There were no instruments by which she could monitor Recusante's
progress toward the twelfth of heaven. Instead, she listened to the note of the harmonium, first pure, then
srained and dissonant, and findly shifting again toward the familiar cdestid harmonies as Recusante
fought free of the broken system. Silence took a deep bregth, reaching for the whed lock, then, with an
effort, let her hands drop to her side. Recusante was not nearly at the twelfth of heaven. She took refuge
in her memories of the Earth road instead.

Almost before she was ready, Balthasar's voice sounded again in her earphones, oddly formd. "Two
minutes to upper register. All secure, Silence?’

Silence frowned, wondering at the Ddlian’s sudden change of tone, then remembered that sambard
was on the bridge beside him. It was something of ardlief to redize that the magus's presence could be
inhibiting even to Balthasar. "All green here," she announced, and flipped the last switch to makeit true.
Therow of lights glimmered through her fading flesh, striking strange greenish glints from her bones. She
looked away quickly.

"Julie?" Bathasar went on.

"Ready below," the engineer answered promptly.

"Stand by," Bdthasar said. Silence could dmost hear him counting off the final seconds. "Now."

Even asthe captain spoke, Chase Mago opened all the stops, and the harmonium'’s note swelled
glorioudy. Silenceflicked off the whed lock, and sought her voidmarks through the now-transparent
dome. She stood suspended for amoment among awilderness of symbols, and then the pilot'sdiscipline
reasserted itsdf. The voidmarks, hauntingly familiar even after asingle passage, Sprang into existence
before her. But there were differences. Instead of the solid walls of greenery framing the path that led to
the heart of the maze, there were gaps -- dmogt, she thought, as though a sort of autumn had falenin this
illusory garden. That alone would be no great problem -- the path was il clear -- except for the scenes
she glimpsed through the gaps. To her left, two monstrous animals, adragon and something the likes of
which she had never seen even in a hieroglyphica, were locked in deadly combat; to her right, aman with



bleeding stumps where hands and feet should have been struggled toward the hedge.

She swore softly and looked away, forcing hersalf to concentrate on the approaching turn. The central
core of the maze loomed before her, and this time there was no screening hedge to mask what lay within.
The king and queen lay locked together, her absolute dark feeding on his absolute light, both festurel ess,
yet of aperfection that could only befelt, not seen....

Then it was time to make the turn. Silence svung the whedl hard over, heard the sudden changein
pitch as the harmonium's various notes began to cancel each other out. Her eyes were wet. Shewiped at
them impatiently, not sureif she were weeping for knowledge logt, or for the sheer beauty of it, or Smply
because the blinding light had nearly been too much for her. She sniffed hard, and said, "Isambard --"

"Here" the magus answered camly.

Silence started in spite of herself, but did not turn her head. "The marks will be coming up,” she sad,
and damned hersdlf for the betraying huskiness of her voice.

To her surprise, Isambard said nothing, and she risked a glance over her shoulder. The magus was
gtanding motionless, eyes closed, lips moving in caculation. All around them, the harmonium's note was
fading, merging into a sound that was almogt, but not quite, asingle note.

"Six-twefths of heaven,” Chase Mago announced, as though that were the most ordinary thing in
human space. " Seven, eight-twelfths.”

Wasthere ahint of surprisein hisvoice that time? Silence thought. The music touched a chord deep
within her, set something Snging, as the sounding kedl answers the harmonium, and she laughed aoud for
the sheer beautty of it al.

"Steady, girl," Isambard said, but he did not sound entirely disapproving. Did he fed it too, Silence
wondered, thisjoy too intense for anything but music?

"Steady," the magus said again, and thistime Silence redlized he was speaking to himself.

Then thefirst of the voidmarks appeared, arusted, pitted world that should have showed the oily
gleam of elementa earth. Silence took a deep breath, bracing hersdlf to answer |sambard's demands.
The magus remained till, and it was dl Silence could do to keep from making the necessary course
correction. She waited, holding herself motionlesswith an effort, and then at |ast |sambard shouted aoud.
It was no word Silence knew, nor even any language that she recognized, but it struck echoes from the
ked and from the very fabric of purgatory. It was dementd earth -- solid, cold, dry, the very Form given
tongue. The voidmark wavered, shifted, and in that instant Silence swung the whed!, bringing the ship
around to face the next mark. It gleamed ba efully, the bands of gas that whirled acrossits surface an
even uglier green than she remembered.

Again, Isambard waited until the last minute, then spoke the word that was the Form of lementd air.
The colors cleared, then blued, and Silence eased the whed again, digning the ship to face the final pair
of sgns. So far, she thought cautioudy, Isambard's plan seemed to be working, and the magus had not
yet had to cdl on her strength.

They approached the sullen, reddened sun that was the sign of Fire, and sambard spoke again, the
word thistime crackling dry and hot. The voidmark did not change. The magus frowned and shouted
again, adding a second, reinforcing word. Reluctantly, as though someone had blown on dying embers,
the sun brightened. Thefina voidmark, afrozen world, its snowstinted yellow, loomed before them.
Isambard spoke again, and the ice cracked, dissolving momentarily into water. Silence adjusted the
whed afind time.

"Now," Isambard said, and in the same moment reached for Silence's shoulder. She glanced at him,
gartled. The magus wore no shipsuit, and she could see the power glowing behind the fence of his
bones.

"Now," he said again, and Silence felt something like atouch deep within her being. It shaped, gave
direction to the snging she had fdlt asthey reached e ght-twe fths of heaven. She submitted willingly to
that knowledgeable control.

Without need of further orders, she pulled back hard on the control whed, bringing Recusante up and
around in agreat loop that would bring the ship into anew position relative to the four e ementa symbals.
The harmonium surged -- Chase Mago had been waiting for that moment -- its note momentarily



overriding the Rose Worlders engines, then wavered painfully into dissonance. The ship shuddered, the
whed bucking in Slence's hands.

Isambard spoke again, achain of words that merged and melded into asingle note that cut through
the dissonance, binding Recusante to its sound, then swelling asif it would change the very stuff of
purgatory. The voidmarks remained obstinately the same. The magus shouted a second phrase, and
Silence felt him drawing on her own strength to reinforce its harsh command. Still nothing happened, and
now Silence could sense, with the part of hersdf that was dtill purely apilot, that they were cutting things
very fine. If Isasmbard did not break through the interference soon, the ship would leave the outlined path
and enter unknown territory. She opened her mouth to speak, but redlized that |sambard had aready
read her thought. The magus shouted again, a string of words even more commanding than the lagt,
packed with even more compelling music, but nothing happened. Silence knew the magus's decision even
before he spoke.

"l can do no more."

Instantly, Silence wrenched the whedl over, turning back into the path that would swing them back
around the centra linked figures. That bought them time to make the transition from one star road to
another. Shetook adeep bresth and turned her will to the voidmarks. She fought to see the path that
stretched before her asthe surface of astream, not the indeterminate cloudy gravel that it now seemed.
The leafless hedges must become trees, gnarled and dangerous, overspreading the path. Sowly, so
dowly, the gravel rippled and became sullen water; the stems of the hedge twined and grew together to a
sngletrunk.... With terrifying abruptness, the entire scene shifted. Recusante, bobbing and twisting likea
cork caught in amaelstrom, swept at impossible speed toward the central whirlpool. Swearing aloud,
Silence struggled with thewhed asthe drowning king's mouth gaped to swallow them.

And then they were through, the harmonium diding down the scale, while Balthasar's voice echoed in
their earphones, demanding damage reports.

Chase Mago answered ingtantly and increduloudly. " Stressed, but nothing mgjor.”

Silence clung to the whedl amoment longer, then summoned the strength to snap on thelock, turning
control back to Bathasar. She was suddenly, intensely exhausted, barely able to keep her feet. Shewas
remotely aware that | sambard had vanished from the upper bridge. Balthasar's voice seemed very distant
in her ears.

"What the hdll? dulie, put everything on automatic for now, and come and help me with the damn
magus.”

"What's wrong?' Chase Mago responded sharply, and Silence could hear the music change as he
adjusted the harmonium to hold the ship in place.

"He's passed out on me." Balthasar paused, and then, almost in spite of himsalf, sounded relieved.
"Hédll, he'sadeegp -- snoring.”

Slencegiggled.

Chase Mago said, "I'll beright there. Seeto Silence, Denis."

That sounded very pleasant, Silence thought. She let hersdlf dide dowly to the decking, leaning back
againg the column of the whedl. She was only dimly aware of footsteps on the ladder, and then of being
lifted and lowered carefully down to the main bridge. She wasfully adeep long before the two men got
her to her cabin.



Chapter 4

SILENCE SLEPT THROUGH THE LANDING ON SISIP Catacecaumene, and through the
customs ingpection that followed. She did not stir even when Customs, represented by ateam of three
nearly identical blondish men, ingsted on entering her cabin and verifying her living presence. By thetime
shewoke, Chase Mago had completed the minor repairs and he and Bathasar had dready made a quick
circuit of the port. S9p' Catacecaumene was amaor transfer point within the Hegemony, living off other
peoples trade rather than its own resources, and like most such worlds, it had an extensive
gar-travellers Pale where everything could be bought and sold. Balthasar, with his Wrath-of-God
connections, aready knew most of the information brokersin the Pale, and had spent afew of
Isambard's marks on inquiries. His discreet questions had brought mixed results. Asusua, there was no
real word out of the Rose Worlds, not even enough to et them know if their attempt to break the barrier
had been noticed.

"It must have been," Silence said, and Bdthasar shrugged.

"Who knows? In any case, there'sno hint of a hunt out for us."

"Except the Hegemon's question,” Chase Mago murmured, staring into his second mug of coffee.
"That'sdill circulating.”

"Which means you should probably stay out of sght, Silence," Bathasar agreed. "They saw you were
awoman, so we had to tell Customs you were the stewardess -- that we were chartered by 1sambard.”

"Wha?' Slence gavethe Ddian anindignant look. Bathasar shrugged again, alittle uncomfortably
thistime.

"It wasthe best | could do, on the spur of the moment.”

"Thehell itwas" Slence said, "you've been planning that story for months, | bet.”

Chase Mago laughed softly. "Thefirst time he admits he hasn't had everything worked out ahead of
time, you don't believe him. Servesyou right, Denis."

Slencerdlaxed dowly. It wastrue that Balthasar rarely planned thingsin advance, trusting to luck and
inspiration to see him through, and equaly true that that was the best explanation for awoman's presence
on board astarship. | don't want to know how they knew | was female, she thought -- what | don't
know won't embarrass me. Aloud, she said, "I suppose. Anyway, it'sthe Rose Worlders response that
worries me more. They must know someone tried to bresk the barrier. | just wonder if they could have
identified the ship.”

"Possibly." Isambard stood in the hatchway, one hand resting on the frame. He still looked miserably
tired, hisface drawn, itslines more prominent than ever above the uncombed beard. Even the color of his
skin had greyed. For thefirst time, Silence was fully aware of the fact that he was an old man.

Chase Mago said hadtily, "Tea, Sr?' Even Bathasar looked alittle darmed, and shoved achair inthe
maguss direction. Isambard seated himsdf with ahumanly grateful sigh, but when he spoke again, his
voice held dl itsold audterity.

"In any case, no good can come of delay. | think it istime wetried your suggestion, Silence. We must
goto Inarime." Absently, the magus accepted the cup of tea Chase Mago handed to him.

"Inarime?’ Bathasar asked.

“Inarime," |sambard repeated, and glanced at Silence. It was asif he had gestured for her to speak,
reducing her in an instant to his apprentice.

The pilot bit back an angry retort, and said, rather shortly, "The satrap of Inarime has areputation asa
gresat collector of curiosties-- especidly old documents. If the Library on Solitudo doesn't have a
portolan, Inarime'sthe next logica placeto look." Shefixed Isambard with achalenging stare. "May |
ask why you think the satrap will let you have the run of his collection?”

The magus did not seem to notice her tone. "Adeben Kibbeisan old --" He hesitated over the word.
"Yes, anold friend of mine. And inmy debt. | think hewill help us”



"Tsg, that'sit," Chase Mago said abruptly. The Rusadir accent was suddenly very strong. "Inarime -- |
knew there was something I'd heard about that world, about the satrap. Do you remember, Denis, on
Wrath-of-God?"

"The satrap of Inarime?’ Ba thasar shook his head.

"And it was your story, too," Chase Mago murmured. "The satrap of Inarime had trouble with his
customs people -- the Hegemon had him flogged for not keeping a better eye on them.”

Bathasar snapped his fingersin sudden recollection. " So, of course. Which also means he has no
reason to love the Hegemon.”

"Just s0." Isambard nodded gravely. "Heisavery proud man."

"How soon can we lift?" Silence asked.

Chase Mago gave her aproud smile. "Any time you're ready. We're back in perfect tune again.”

"As soon aswe can get clearance?’ Balthasar asked, and looked at Silence.

"Giveme six hoursto find and learn the road, and I'll beready,” the pilot answered. And | will be,
too, she thought with some surprise. She was learning not to see too much; aready she had learned
enough to anticipate the worst parts.

The easiest road from Sigp' Catacecaumene to I narime was one Silence had flown ahundred times. It
did not take her long to review the voidmarks, and by the time Bathasar was able to top off Recusante's
supply bunkers and get aplace in thelifting queue, Silence had completdy submerged hersdf in her
piloting. Theflight itself was uneventful, the familiar voidmarks only somewhat changed by Silence's new
perception. On adifferent road, Silence knew, that would be different, and the crowding, complicating
symbolswould return. Even so, it was reassuring to be able to dip back into her old place, if only for a
sngleflight.

Inarime Approach Control was very friendly -- amost too friendly. Silence and Bathasar exchanged
wary glances as Approach greeted them not only with guidance into the roads, but stayed on the
frequency to offer advice about docking and port fees, and to insert afew casua questionsinto the
stream of talk. Bathasar was careful to switch off his own communications console before saying,
"There's something up down there.”

Silence nodded, staring at the multiple viewscreens. Two showed the picture from the long-range
cameras mounted in Recusante's stubby wings. The third gave the musonar's view of the space
surrounding the planet. To the cameras eye, Inarime was a pretty, undistinguished world, blue-oceaned
and banded with clouds, much like any other world in human-settled space. But the musonar view was
srangdy empty, showing none of the glittering dots that marked the usud heavy traffic surrounding a
Hegemonic world. And Inarime was a satrapy, too -- a sector governor'sworld.... "There should be
moretraffic than this"" she said aloud.

Balthasar nodded, and reached to open the communiceations channels again. "'Inarime Approach, this
is Recusante. Will you reserve us a class-two berth in Tycha Mainport? Were on a charter, so wewon't
be needing heavy-cargo facilities.”

"So sorry, Recusante,” Approach answered promptly. "There aren't any classtwos available at
Tycha-- no berthsat dl, in fact. Y ou'll have to divert to Port Mosata. Ther€'s plenty of room there.”

"Impossible,”" Silence whispered, and Bathasar frowned deeply.

"My charter'sbusinessisin Tycha--" He broke off abruptly, staring at the Ficinan model. Silence
followed the direction of his gaze, and swore softly. A brilliant orange light had blossomed in the display
globe, tralling Recusante at arespectable but still deadly distance. A warship, certainly -- the orange light
meant that the ship's sensors had picked up the characteristic note of cannons and armor. The question
now waswhom it belonged to.

"Sorry," Approach said again, not sounding particularly regretful. "But don't worry, captain, Mosatas
not far a dl from Tychacity."

Silence ignored Balthasar's grumbling response, and reached for the board that controlled the
cameras. At the very end of itstrack, the port camera could just pick up the shape of the trailing warship.
Silence dowly increased the magnification and enhancement, and at last the dender shape came clear. It
was anavy s, the second-largest of the Hegemonic warships, guns bristling aong its narrow, kedl-heavy



length, but itsinsggniawasthe red hart of Inarime. Silencelet out along bresth -- at least it was not
directly part of the Hegemonic Navy -- and glanced at Bathasar's board to make sure the pickup was
turned off. Thetdltale glowed red, and she said, "It's not Hegemonic, Denis.”

Bdthasar grunted. "Inarime's private navy still looks Hegemonic to me, " he muttered. "And I've got
three more on musonar. Wheat the hell is going on down there?"

"lsambard might know," Silence began, but a crackling from the speakers cut her off.

"Recusante, thisis Inarime Approach. Y ou will enter atmaosphere in thirty-three minutes. Please
switch to Port Mosata control frequency. Good landing!™

"Thank you, Approach, for your good wishes," Bathasar said, keying the transmitter again. He
adjusted the frequency as directed, and said, "Port Mosata Control, thisisDRV Recusante. We're
gtanding by for landing ingtructions.”

Moaosata Control was dightly less cheerful than Inarime Approach, but just as palite. It answered
ingtantly, which also was unusud on abusy world. Silence and Bathasar exchanged another look. ™
Recusante, thisis Mosata Control. Are you reedy to receive your landing beam?’

"1 wish to hell we could just cut out of here," Bathasar muttered, amost inaudibly, and flipped an
intercom switch. "Julie, you hear?'

"l heard," Chase Mago answered grimly. "I'm ready to tapeit -- if you want meto."

"No choice" Balthasar said, with arapid glance to make sure the main transmitter was off. "Therésa
navy Sx Stting on our tail, and a couple more siwanning around in the outer planets.”

Chase Mago sighed heavily. "Let's get it over with."

Bathasar opened the main channel. "We're ready to take your beam, Control."

"Trangmitting,” Control answered promptly.

A moment later, Chase Mago said, "Received and recorded.”

"Thanks, Julie," Silence said, and heard Balthasar repesat the engineer'swords to Mosata Control. It
was al Silence could do to lean back in her couch and monitor the various readouts when every nerve
screamed that the Hegemon or his agents were waiting for them on Inarime. Bathasar isright, shetold
hersdlf, there's nothing we can do to get away from at least three heavy warships. If there were,
Wrath-of-God would have taught it to him, and he'd aready have doneit.

Bdthasar gave her aquick, nervous smile, as though held read her thoughts. "Cheer up, Silence," he
said softly. "1 figureif it was the Hegemon, it'd be his people down there, not planetary troops. He
wouldn' risk letting you fal into a satrap's hands."

Silence grimaced and did not answer. It'sdl very well for Denisto say that, she thought, but | know
I'm not al that important. Why shouldn't he et a satrap handle our capture -- unless the Hegemon knows
we dmost reached Earth? There was no point in such speculation. With an effort, she closed off that line
of thought, forcing herself to concentrate on the landing.

Bdthasar brought Recusante to atextbook landing on the waiting cradle, sgnaing Chase Mago to
break the sympathetic harmony at just the right moment. The starship settled dmost without ajolt, and
the cradle's padded clamps closed gently around the hull.

"Nicelanding, Recusante,” Maosata Control said. " Stand by for atow."

Balthasar glanced quickly at Silence, then said into the open microphone, "Not much traffic,
Control?'

There was afractiona hestation before Control answered, "It's been dow today.” That hesitation was
more than enough. Silence gave a soundless whistle, and saw Balthasar's face tighten. If there were no
places|eft in the bays a TychaMainport, and al of the planet's traffic was being funneled through Port
Mosata, there should be more than enough arrivas to keep Mosata Control busy. If nothing else, Silence
thought, Control should be screaming for usto clear the table, so that he could bring down some more
ships. But there had been no merchant ships visible on musonar, only the patrolling warships. Balthasar
nodded, as though he'd read her thoughts, and fumbled in the pocket of histrousers until hefound aflat,
glittering key. Heflipped it across, and Silence caught it dmost by ingtinct. It wasthe key to thearms
locker.

"Get out the little heylins we bought on Kilix, the ones that're supposed to be undetectable," Bathasar



sad. "Onefor each of us."

"lsambard, too?" Silence asked, dready |oosening the straps that held her in her couch.

The Ddian hesitated, then nodded. "1sambard, too. And a couple of extraclipsfor each of us. The
damn thingsre only five-shots. L et's hope we don't need them."

Silence nodded, and worked her way free of the find bank of controls. The armslocker was no
longer in the captain's cabin, asit had been when this had been her grandfather's ship. Instead, Chase
Mago had ingtalled an inconspicuous, and larger, cabinet in the common room, just to the right of the
intercom panel. The lock worked smoothly, and Silence did back the panel to revedl the rack of
weaponry. Balthasar -- who after al had the most experience, from hislong service with Wrath-of-God
-- had bought mostly heylins, relaively chegp and unrestricted handguns that threw a bolt of fixed fire. He
had aso purchased apair of sonic rifles, which now hung at the bottom of the rack;, their bell-shaped
muzzles gleaming dully in the lights. Silence hesitated, looking at them -- they were far more effective
weapons than the heylins -- but put the thought aside. Instead, she reached for the heylins Balthasar had
requested, flat, ungainly-looking things only alittle larger than the pam of her hand. The smooth
grey-green metal felt oddly grainy to the touch, as though it mimicked wood. Frowning, she tucked the
four weapons into the pocket of her smock, filled the other pocket with the spare charges, and headed
aft to the engine room.

Chase Mago was waiting in the hatchway, the orange warning lights that ringed the opening throwing
strange shadows across his face and untidy beard.

"All secure?' Silence asked automaticaly.

The engineer gave agrunt of agreement, then raised an eyebrow as the pilot pulled out one of the
heylins. " Serious trouble?*

Silence shrugged. "Y ou heard yoursdlf."

Chase Mago nodded and accepted the heylin, running a knowledgeable thumb across the touchplate
to confirm afull charge.

"They're supposed to beinvisble to most sensors,”" Silence said, and managed asmile. "'l hopethey're
right.”

"Only five-shots?' Chase Mago said.

Silence nodded, her feeble attempt a humor dying. "'l have to get back to control. And | want to warn
Isambard.”

"Right," the engineer answered. He was gill staring very thoughtfully at the little heylin, turning it over
and over in his huge hands. Silence shivered, and hurried back up the centrd corridor to the maguss
cabin.

Isambard opened the door almost before she had finished knocking. "Is there trouble?

Quickly, Silence explained what was happening, and as shefinished, felt the decking jerk and sway
underfoot. Thetow had arrived, and was hauling the ship toward the docking sheds. Isambard frowned
deeply, anew, worried look in hiseyes.

"1 do not think Adeben would give me up without astruggle,” he murmured, amost to himsdif. "I have
done too much work herefor that...."

Slence said, "Isambard, do you want aheylin?' She held out the little wegpon. The magus stared &t it
as though he were not sure what it was. Then, quite dowly, his expression changed to one of vast
amusement, and he laughed doud. Silence flushed angrily.

"No," Isambard said, hislaughter vanishing amost as soon asit had begun. "I have no need of it --
and neither have you, girl." Histone sharpened. "Or did you learn nothing on Solitudo?"

"Nothing useful for self-defense,” Silence snapped, but even as she said it, sheredlized that it was not
true. A number of things she had learned -- minor tricks of perception and illusion, certain types of
manipulation, even the greater Art of transformation -- could be turned from peaceful usesto something
far more deadly. Isambard nodded as though he had read her thought.

"o, quickly, put those toys away." He dismissed the heylins with a contemptuous wave of his hand.
"They will only get you into trouble.”

Stll blushing, though now less from anger than from embarrassment, Silence did as shewastold,



restoring two of the three heylins and their ammunition to the arms locker. Then she hurried forward to
the control room to give Bathasar his wegpon. The Delian accepted it absently, his attention on the
screens, which showed the cradle approaching the huge docking shed. Silence leaned over his shoulder
to monitor the balance while Bathasar stowed the heylin and its extra clips deep in the inner pockets of
his coat.

"Thanks," Balthasar said. "Y ou better get back to commons -- and get Isambard there with you.”

"Right," Sillence said, suppressing a stab of resentment. The Ddlian was right. She could not be found
on the bridge, could not afford to start the Inarimans thinking about women pilots -- if indeed any of them
spotted her sex beneath the concealing smock. It had al been planned in advance, down to their carefully
forged papers and |sambard's smple, believable story of the charter, but it was still very difficult for her
to St quietly in the common room, without even a screen to monitor, while someone el se brought her ship
into an unfamiliar shed.

Isambard was dready there, seated patiently at the table. Silence paced the length of the room. She
stumbled when the cradle lurched across the threshold of the shed, but was too nervousto sit down. Y ou
have your papersin your pocket, shetold herself repeatedly, and they're good forgeries, the best that
money and Wrath-of-God connections can buy. And you're |sambard's apprentice. Hell protect you.

At last the cradle shuddered to astop. The intercom pand whistled, and Silence jumped to answer
theat sgnd.

In the same ingtant, Chase Mago said, "Engineering.”

Bathasar's voice was fractiondly distorted by the cheap speakers. "We're in the bay, and -- shit.”
Therewas apause, during which Silence could hear scuffling noises as Bathasar fumbled with various
controls. It was only with agreat effort that the pilot kept from demanding information. After what
seemed an eternity, the Delian spoke again, breathlesdy. " Customs team's here, army backed, with a
heavy sensor suite --"

He broke off as anew voice sounded over the externa channd, tinnily repeated by the intercom. "
Recusante, open to ingpection.”

Bdthasar answered promptly and politely, and Silence gave asoft Sigh of relief. "Opening the main
hatch." There was a pause, and then Silence heard, quite ditinctly, the soft popping as the four-point sedl
was broken. "Main hatch is open.” Bathasar hesitated, then asked, "I s there some problem, Customs?!
Hisvoice held just the right mix of innocence and wariness, Silence thought, and jammed her handsinto
her pocketsto hide their shaking. Any star-traveller would be nervous, seeing planetary troopsin with
Customs.

"Assemblein your common areg,” the Inariman voice sad flatly. " Anyone found outsde the ship's
common areawill be shot on sight. Y ou have sixty secondsto comply.”

For a heart-stopping moment, Silence thought Bathasar would try something foolish. Then the Delian
sad, just asflatly, "Acknowledged.”

Both Balthasar and Chase Mago reached the common room just in time, only seconds before the
main hatch sighed open. The sound of heavy boots carried clearly, arush of feet moving suddenly fore
and &ft, and then the common room hatch was flung open. A tall, hardbitten man in afaded, practica
uniform with acolond's crescents on his high collar sood in the hatchway. He was flanked by two
troopers with lowered sonic rifles.

"Thisiseveryone?' the colond snapped.

Bathasar spread his empty hands very carefully. "Thisisal, crew and passengers, Sir. May | ask --"

"You may not," the colonel snapped. "Remain here. Y ou, Hedeon, stand guard. At thefirst sgn of
trouble, shoot them.”

"Sir!" Thetrooper snapped briefly to attention, then took the colond's place in the hatchway, his sonic
rifle aready lowered for action. The colond nodded abruptly and vanished back into the corridor, taking
the second trooper with him.

Silence shivered, and fought to hide her despair. Everything they had been through, everything they
had done, was useless; they were caught again likerats.... Isambard cleared histhroat, and the trooper



shifted therifle to cover him. The magusignored the threat and said, almost conversationdly, "I seethese
are hisHighnesss men. We should have nothing to fear."

Bathasar made a choked sound of disbelief. Chase Mago lifted an eyebrow, but then, after a
moment, nodded thoughtfully. Silence hunched her shouldersins de the anonymous coat, working her
hands deep into the pockets. Isambard was right. These soldiers wore the badge of Inarime on their drab
uniforms, and it was -- fractionaly -- better to face Inarime's men than to face Hegemonic troops. That
is, shethought, if Isambard's credit with this satrap is still good.

They waited for what seemed an eternity, listening to the sounds of soldiers moving through the ship,
until at last the colonel regppeared in the hatchway. Silence saw Bdthasar's shoulders stiffen, hisleft arm,
the weapon arm, dmost painfully motionless a hisside. Shefrowned a him as unobtrusively as she
could, thinking, don't do it, not yet, but the Delian did not relax. Chase Mago, closer to the captain than
Silence was, laid awarning hand on the smaler man's shoulder. Then the colond gestured brusquely for
the waiting trooper to put up hisweapon, and himsdlf stepped into the common room.

"Y our pardon, captain, but thisisamatter of interna security.” The Inariman's voice wasindifferent:
clearly, Silence thought, he didn't care whether or not Balthasar accepted the perfunctory apology. ™Y our
papers?'

One by one, they handed over the thin folders. The colonel looked hard at them, then passed them on
to asmdler, weedy man in Customs blues, who subjected the papersto further scrutiny before findly
photoflashing them and returning them to their owners.

"Doctor Isambard,” the colonel said abruptly. ™Y our business here, Doctor?"

The magus lifted an eyebrow at the Inariman'stone, but answered with great tranquility, "I have
worked for his Highness before. | have anew proposition | thought might interest him.”

"| see." Before the colondl could continue, ayounger man with amgjor's star and amassive
decoration at histhroat appeared in the hatchway. The colonel turned, scowling, but the mgor said
something in an undertone that eased the other's expression. The colond listened amoment longer, then
gave agartlingly human sigh, amost of rdlief, and turned back to face the star-travellers. "Thank you,
maor, that will be all. Captain, doctor, once again, | ask your pardon, but al foreigners are being
restricted to the Pale until further notice. Internal security.”

Bathasar murmured his agreement. By thelook on hisface, Silence thought, he would agree to
anything out of sheer relief. Isambard said, till mildly, "My businessisto his Highness. What pass or
privilegewill | need, and how may | obtain it?"

"If hisHighnessisableto seeyou," the colond said, with deliberate emphasis, "he will send an escort
and the necessary documents. Y ou should apply through the usua channels.”

"Thank you, colond," the magus said. His lined face was very thoughtful.

"Sieuri." The colone gave them a stiff nod, dmost asalute. I remind you, you are redtricted to the
Pde of Port Mosata. | cannot answer for your safety if you venture outside.” With that, he turned on his
hedl and was gone, drawing the troopers after him. After perhaps a dozen heartbeats there came the faint
sound of the main hatch closing again behind them.

"Interna security,” Chase Mago said, very thoughtfully.

It was plausible enough, Silence thought, watching idly as Bathasar crossed to the intercom pand and
began running aquick status check, looking for hidden listeners or any other devices, organic or
mechanicd, that the colond might haveleft behind. "Internd security” was the usua euphemism for
popular rebellion, and that sort of upheava was common enough in the repressive Hegemony. Though
surely that was more likely in the newly conquered worlds of the Rusadir, not in the long-settled worlds
of the Hegemony proper?

"All clear," Bathasar announced, turning off the last set of switches. "Theré's nothing aboard that
doesn't belong here.”

"Internal security,” Chase Mago said again. "'l can well believeit, knowing the Hegemony, but...." He
looked up, frowning. "It just doesn't ring true, somehow."”

Badthasar shrugged. "But with luck, it'snot our business." Seeing the others expressons, he Sghed.
"Look, we may be restricted to the Pale, but that doesn't mean we can't find out what's going on. Well



do just what the colonel said, keep our noses clean, but it's perfectly reasonable for usto ask alot of
questions." He grinned suddenly. "Hell, it'd look strange if we didn't, after that welcome."

Isambard nodded. "Yes, | think that would be the best. And while you make your inquiries, | will
attempt to make an gppointment with Adeben.”

Slencesad, atriflegrimly, "Denis, I'm going with you."

To Slences surprise, neither of the two made more than atoken protet, Balthasar inssting only that
she discard the gpprentice's smock for an equaly conceding tunic of hisown. It was a concession she
was prepared to make. If the satrgp's men were watching the ship -- and even Balthasar was not willing
to hazard a guess either way -- they saw only two men and a gawky boy leave the ship, and head
through the working port to the less public pleasures of the Pdle.

The Mosata Pale was small, compared to most such places, and lay entirely within the confines of the
port. Like dl the sar-travellers Pales throughout human-settled space, though, that small area contained
abewildering variety of shops, bars, and cheap hostels, staffed by men and women from adozen
different worlds. Recusante's crew made the rounds, first to the chart house, where Balthasar submitted
Silence's starbooks for updating. Silence prowled nervoudy aong the walls of the waiting room until they
were returned, and snatched back the carryall as soon asthey were outside again. Then they went to the
engineers quarter near the tuning sheds, where Bathasar and Silence waited in the growing dusk while
Chase Mago exchanged the gossip of hisprofession, and at last to the bars. Silence hovered inthe
background, close enough to listen but not to talk, while the two men tossed back thimbleful after
thimbleful of harsh quiyan, and asked their questions. By midnight, they had visited most of the larger bars
along the three main streets, and had found out very little for their pains. Neither Balthasar nor Chase
Mago was very drunk -- Silence would have been more surprised by that, if she hadn't seen Balthasar
empty severa of hisdrinks down hiswide deeve, while Chase Mago swallowed sobrei-pills between
bars -- but even so, Balthasar stopped beside one of the brightly lit fountains to splash cold water on his
face. It was awarm night, the breeze only just edged with chill. Suddenly very tired, Silence sat down on
the edge of the fountain and, after only a second's pause, Chase Mago sat down beside her. Bathasar
looked quizzically down at them, but made no moveto join them.

"S0," he sad, after amoment, "shal wetry -- oh, | don't know which one -- next?"

"| think we should go back to the ship, Denis," Chase Mago said. He glanced around the square,
empty except for afew shadowy figures weaving their way from one bar to the next and the red eyes of
the Watchers crouching under the eaves. He lowered his voice dmost to awhisper. "The off-worlders
don't know any more than we do, and the locals -- they've been told not to talk."

Silence nodded. The engineer'swords crystalized her own impression of the evening's questions.
Something out of the ordinary -- something that smelled of politics -- was happening on Inarime. The
Inarimans knew it, but, most untypicaly, they held their tongues.

"All the more reason to keep on," Bathasar began, then amiled rather ruefully. "No, you'reright, Julie,
theré'sno point to it. But if thisisan internal security matter --" His tone gave the words vicious quotation
marks." -- I'm the emperor of Earth." He held out his hands and pulled the other two to their feet. "Let's
go."

"Maybe |sambard's heard something,” Silence said, without much hope.

By the time they returned to the ship, however, the magus's cabin door was closed. The next morning,
Isambard made it clear that he had learned no more than they had, and then stalked away to closet
himsdf with afellow magus, who handled most of the port business. Over the next Six days, Isambard
divided histime between the port magus and the ship's communications panel, speaking with various
minor officias of the satrap's household. It was not until the seventh day that he reached someone with
enough authority to remember him and carry hisrequest to the satrap, but once he did, things moved with
gartling rapidity.

Silence was dozing through the noon hest, her head pillowed on her copy of the Topoi, when
Bathasar kicked at the door, waking her. "What the hell do you want?* she called, embarrassed at being
caught deeping, but the Delian didn't seem to notice.

"lsambard got through to the satrap. He's sending a car for you now, and Isambard says to wear your



good robes.”

"How long?" Silence asked, and swung hersdlf upright, bad temper forgotten.

"They'reon their way now," Bathasar said. "Better hurry."

"Right," Silence answered, and pushed hersalf up off the bunk. She had only one good robe, and it
was gtill the glossy, unadorned white satin of an apprentice, not yet topped with the black hood and stole
of alicensed practitioner. She had never bothered, on Solitudo Hermae, to order the formal hood -- and
inany case, it was |sambard who held the purse strings. Well, Silence thought as she unfolded the heavy
fabric, wincing at thetravel wrinkles, it'shisfault as much asmineif I'm not properly dressed. And it'sthe
license that matters, not the clothes.

She hesitated for amoment, wondering if she should continue to wear trousers and shirt beneath the
gown, or if she should appear in her own proper person. Then, shrugging, she pulled on her one good
shirt and the cleanest pair of trousers, then adjusted the heavy gown over them. If 1sambard wanted me
to be awoman, héld've said so, shetold hersalf, and glanced quickly at the mirror on the back of the
cabin door. Shelooked very young, more like aboy of fifteen than awoman nearly twice that age.
Silence made aface at that deceptive reflection, and |eft the cabin for the common room.

Isambard was waiting there already, dressed in his own formal robes, the jet black cloth relieved only
by the gold-edged scarlet of hishood. The hood's lining showed brilliantly blue at histhroat, the color
echoed in the massive enameled shield that clasped his gown. Surprisingly, the heavy folds did not dwarf
the magus, rather, he seemed to draw strength and confidence from the impressive draperies. Silence
sighed, wishing she felt one-tenth as confident as he looked, and said, "'I'm ready, |sambard.”

The magus looked her over critically, gppraising thefdl of the shorter white gown, and said, "Y ou've
forgotten your hood."

"l don't have one," Silence retorted, and broke off abruptly as the magus pointed to the flat box lying
onthetable.

"Quickly, girl. Adeben's men will be here any minute.”

Silence opened the box as she wastold, and saw amost without surprise that it contained a
practitioner's black hood. She donned it awkwardly, settling the hood at the nape of her neck and
alowing the two narrow bands of the stoleto fal over her shouldersto her waist. It was better balanced
than she expected -- the stol€'s ends were weighted to counterba ance the dipperiness of the materid --
but shewas glad to see that |sambard had aso included the guard chain that would hold it more securely
in place. Shefastened thefirgt pin, agolden circle no larger than her thumbnail, careful to catch the fabric
of both stole and gown in its clasp. She straightened the short length of chain that connected the two pins,
but before she could adjust the second pin, Isambard clucked impatiently and twitched the materia out of
her hands. Silence stood meekly, feding like a child again, while the magus gave the hood adight twig,
exposing itsgrey lining, and then fastened the remaining pin. Isambard stepped back, cocking his head to
one sde, then gave her an approving nod. Silence made aface, but before she could think of asuitable
retort, Chase Mago appeared in the doorway.

"The satrap's people are here,” he said.

"Excelent,” Isambard answered, and gave Silence afina searching glance, like agenera ingpecting his
troops. "Come dong, Silence."

The pilot followed him, too annoyed and too nervous to make any comment, and Chase Mago trailed
behind her, laying one hand on her shoulder in cautious consolation. Bathasar was waiting just indde the
main hatch, peering warily around the frame, but a Silence's approach he, too, gave her shoulder aquick
squeeze, whispering, "Good luck."

Silence managed arather nervous smile for them both, and followed Isambard out of the ship. A
double-domed transport was waiting at the bottom of the cradle stairs, flanked on either sde by
unsmiling men in the uniform of Inarimes planetary army. Their commander, ayoungish lieutenant with a
delicate, overbred face, saluted as | sambard reached the bottom of the stairs, and then, with hisown
hands, tripped the latch that opened the rear dome. That was unprecedented courtesy, from a
Hegemonic officer to amagus. Silence could not suppress her lifted eyebrow, but 1sambard accepted it
as no more than his due. Gathering his heavy robes about him, he eased himsdlf into the transport,



beckoning imperioudy for Silenceto follow. Silence scrambled, less gracefully, into the seet beside him.
The lieutenant closed the dome over them, and then, to Silence's surprise, hit the switch that opagqued the
glass.

"What the hell?* Silence began in a cautious whisper, but |sambard raised ahand in warning, then
shook his head. Silence subsided into her seat, watching unhappily as the dome clouded over. Through
the thickening milky color, she caught alast glimpse of the soldiers taking their places on the broad
running boards, one hand reaching for the grab bars that studded the twin domes, the other on the straps
of their dung sonic rifles. Then the dome was fully opaqued, and she wasjostled back against the seat
cushions as the transport jerked awkwardly into motion. Sung rifles....

It took a moment for the significance of that find detail to penetrate, but whenit did, Silence sat up
sraight, hardly aware of the duggish swaying of the transport. Not a protection squad, then, to guard the
satrap's magus againgt local rebels -- a protection squad wouldn't dare to travel without heylins and
sonics and cannon al lowered and ready -- but aguard of honor. And that meant, asif she needed
further confirmation, that the whole tale of "interna security matters’ wasindeed alie. Shelonged to tell
Isambard her thoughts, but the magus wore his most forbidding face. Probably he was right, she thought.
Thelieutenant is bound to have waysto listen in on this compartment. But | want to talk to him -- | wish
hewould tell mewhat he makes of dl this, if nothing se.

The transport made very dow progress, often stopping for inexplicably long times. Thefirgt timeit
paused, Silence could hear thelow growling hum of some large engine. Isambard heard it, too, and tilted
his head to one side, listening with an abstracted expression on his bearded face. Seeing his expression,
Silence strained to listen, but could not make out the source. Neither could the magus:. after amoment,
Isambard gave atiny shrug and relaxed into his place again. Slencetried to copy hiscam, folding her
hands placidly inside the wide white deeves of her gown, but she could not il the rapid beeting of her
heart.

The blind journey ended so suddenly that it seemed to be merely another of the inexplicable pauses
until the lieutenant swung back the transport's dome. There was arush of heady fragrance, asthough the
transport had stopped in the middle of some fabulous garden. Silence sniffed &t it, entranced, trying to
identify the various scents. Then Isambard prodded her with abony finger, and she shook hersdlf out of
her reverie. The lieutenant had mistaken her preoccupation for uncertainty, and extended ahand to help
her out, saying, "Better get amove on, boy."

That reminder of her disguise steadied Silence. Shelet the lieutenant pull her from the transport, then
turned respectfully to help the magus. The perfect gpprentice, she took her place at the maguss|eft hand,
trying not to stare at the magnificence around her. The trangport had come to rest in the center of agiant
circle of some dark blue-grey stone somefive times the length of the transport in diameter. Its surface
was etched with delicate hieroglyphs. It was ringed on three sides by astand of treesthat had been
carved and trained into fantastic twisted shapes -- or perhaps, Silence thought, a thousand years of
careful breeding had made that branching spiral the tree's natura shape. A few leaves had fdlen into the
circle, shining like copper coins against the dark stone. They were the source of the wonderful scent, and
it wasdl Silence could do not to pick one up and sniff at it.

Thelieutenant said, "If you'd follow me, Doctor?'

Silence started, and had to hurry to catch up with the magus. The escorting troopers, faling into step
a her back, laughed softly, and Silencefdt hersdlf blush, fiercely. The lieutenant led the way through the
fragrant trees and onto a broad path that led up agentle dope to the satrap's paace.

It was a handsome building, very plaininits design, but magnificent in its severity. Nothing but the
mogt expensve stone had been used in its construction, the pale, blue-grey Lebidi marble of the facade a
glowing backdrop to the jet-veined charcod of the cloud-agate columns and the cinnabar-red choorl
keystones of the arched windows. The richness of the materids gave a strange splendor to the sober
geometry of the rows of windows, each one precisely the same distance from each of its neighbors, each
one perfectly aigned with the windows above and below. Even the gabled windows in the roof were
proportionately placed, onejutting above every other window on the main floors. The main door....
Silence gasped in spite of herself. The main door seemed to be made of asingle, solid sheet of besten



gold.
One of the soldierslaughed again, and another said, "Better than the magi's world, eh, boy?"

Silence said nothing, hunching her shouldersin adeliberate imitation of Kaare's sullen embarrassment.

Asthey came up to the door, the lieutenant said, pitching hisvoiceto carry to a pickup hidden
somewherein the carvings that dmost hid the doorframe, "Doctor Isambard, to see hisHighness. He's
expected." Almost as an afterthought, the lieutenant added, "And his apprentice.”

Therewas along pause, and then the door swung open, very dowly. A wrinkled older man,
well-dressed but wearing the flat cap of a house-servant, appeared in the opening. He bowed
respectfully to Isambard, and said, "Thank you, Eli." It was clearly adismissa. The lieutenant saluted
sharply and backed away. The servant ignored him, saying, "If you would be so good asto follow me,
Doctor, hisHighnesswill seeyou now. "

"Of course" 1sambard murmured, gathering his robes around him. Silence hurried after him, unwilling
to be left behind with the soldiers.

Theinterior of the palace was as magnificent as the exterior, and in much the same somber way. The
house-servant led them through halways paneled in carved Oeud Tessaan blackwood, easily the most
expensive wood in human-settled space, over carpetsthat had been laid over abed of softly scented
herbs. Through haf-open doors, Silence caught tantaizing glimpses of till more magnificence --
tapestriesthat glittered as though they were woven of spun jewds; books bound with bands of slvered
metal, sealing them against any reader but the satrap; everyday objects, abowl, avase, a pencase, made
from precious metas; flowering plants so rare that even Silence recognized their vaue -- but the servant
moved so quickly that the pilot barely had time to redlize what she was seeing.

Then the house-servant pushed back a door and bowed them through into another long hallway. It,
too, was paneled in carved blackwood, but the outer wall was one long window, supported at regular
intervals by cloud-agate pillars. Thered hart of Inarime had been cast in the center of each pand,
throwing ruby shadows across the blackwood pandling.

At the far end of the corridor stood another door, quite unadorned. A boy of sixteen or seventeenin
the brocaded court-livery of anobl€'s page stood outside, thin featuresimpassive. As |sambard
approached, the boy bowed very deeply. "His Highness greets you, Doctor. Please enter,” he said. With
aflourish, he touched the lockplate with a red-tipped wand, and the doors swung open before him.
Silence hid asudden grin. It was not much of atrick to have the doors of a house set to respond to such
acontrol rod; any hafway competent practitioner could do it. Hell, she thought, half startled by the idea,
| could probably doit.

Isambard nodded his thanks and stepped through the open door, but when Silence started to follow
him, the page barred her way. "His Highness wishes to speak to the magus done,” the boy informed her
haughtily, and closed the doorsin her face.

Left to hersdlf, Silence turned away from the door, and paced the full length of the corridor before she
got agrip on her temper. How dare they shut me out like that? she thought. How dare they, when I'm
their key to Earth? But they don't know that, she told herself, and it's better that they don't know, at least
for now. Besides, the farther away you stay from this satrap, the better off you'll be.

Unbidden, aCap Bel proverb rosein her mind: "To sup with nobles, you need along spoon indeed.”
And Cap Bd, like most of the Rusadir worlds now groaning beneath the Hegemony's yoke, was hardly a
world that lacked a privileged class. But the Cap Bel oligarchs, trade-rich and trade-powerful though
they were, distrusted the Hegemonic nobility, and she would do well to follow their example. After dl,
the satrap of Inarime was the Hegemon's vassal, and might well consider it his duty to hand her over to
the Hegemon.

Sighing, she walked back aong the corridor, under the blackwood carvings that showed their copper
highlights to the setting sun, and seated herself on the single long bench that stood againgt the wall at the
precise midpoint of the corridor. It was not very comfortable. The cushions were not padded at al but
trompe I'oeil carvings made of the same wood as the rest of the bench. She settled hersalf on the least
uncomfortable part of the carvings and composed herself to wait.

The shadows had lengthened perceptibly, the blobs of red light cast by the window decorations diding



dowly across the floor and up the paneled wall, before the door opened again. By then, Silence had
regained her salf-control. She gave the page apolite, incurious glance, and did not riseuntil he said, "His
Highnesswill see you now, boy -- | mean, Seura”

Silence rose gracefully, copying Isambard's stately carriage as best she could. So he'stold the satrap
who -- and probably what -- | am, she thought. Now welll see. Somehow that thought robbed her of any
pleasurein the page's discomfiture. She kept her face impassive as she stepped through the double doors
into the satrgp'sinner sanctum. The page closed those doors gently behind her, announcing, "Sieura
Leigh."

The room was very dark, despite the clusters of fixed-fire globesin each corner of the room. It took a
long moment for Silence's eyesto adjust to the sudden gloom. As she hesitated, blinking, an unfamiliar
voice said, "So. You can seeit, when you're told, but..." The voicetrailed off doubtfully, and Isambard
sad, "With more light, Highness, you would see better.”

The satrap, little more than astooped shadow in the center of the room, sghed noigly. "Light the
lamps, boy," he said. Resignation and hope warred in hisvoice.

The page touched some hidden control, and there was a sudden scurrying in the shadows near the
amogt invishle ceiling. Silence bit back a startled exclamation asa pinpoint of light flared up, reveding a
mass of tiny, monkey-like creatures scrambling frantically around an inverted pyramid of wire. Each held
what seemed to be a candle, though Silence was quite certain it was some more lasting creetion of the
magi's Art. Two of those quasi-candleswere dready lit; as Silence watched, each monkey shape thrust
itscandleinto the first flame, and scrambled back to its place on the wire pyramid, to freeze into some
fantastically twisted attitude. The shadows retregted.

"A pretty toy, Highness," Isambard said, in the tone of one giving praise where praisewas due. "L el
Ridaswork?'

"Yes" the satrgp said, hiseyes still on Silence. The pilot returned his scrutiny. Adeben Kibbe was not
aparticularly tall man, but he carried himsdlf with the assurance of someone twice hissize. Like most of
the members of the Thousand -- the highest ranking nohility, from whom the Hegemon drew hisdlite
guard -- he had ahigh-boned, hawkish face, shaped by generations of privilege. Unlike many of the
Thousand, he carried that authority lightly, without undue conceit.

"S0," the satrgp said again. 'Y ou are the cause of dl thistrouble.”

He had used the High Speech ingtinctively -- or, more likely, asatest. Silence said nothing -- there
was nothing she could say to that -- and after amoment the satrap nodded to himsdlf. "Very well, Seura,
be seated.” He gestured vaguely at the cluster of tabourets drawn up in the center of the room.

Silence seated herself cautioudy, careful to choose a seat that was both to Isambard's left and lower
than the maguss tabouret. By the furnishings -- amassive, paperstrewn desk, heavily curtained windows,
locked bookpress filled with account books, locked and shielded computer cabinet -- thiswas the
satrap's private office, and she took comfort in that redization. It implied that the satrap was willing to do
business with Isambard, rather than hand them over to the Hegemon.

"SieuralLeigh.” The satrap wasleaning now againg his desk, hands braced behind him on its massve
surface. "Silence Leigh. Rilot, perhaps amagus, and awoman.”

In the pause that followed, |sambard started to say something, but the satrap lifted athin hand in
rebuke. "L et me go about this my own way, Isambard. Y our master has explained to me what it isyou
want, Seura, and he has offered me no small share of the inevitable profits” The satrgp smiled thinly,
alowing afant hint of irony to color histone. "Asit happens, | have the volume -- the portolan -- you
seek. Oh, yes," he added, forestaling some comment from the magus, "grant | know my own collection
that well, Isambard. But --" His gaze returned to Slence." -- my price is somewhat higher."

She waited, adozen different questions chasing each other through her brain. None of them was
proper, or safe, not yet, but the satrap was obvioudy waiting for her to say something. "Indeed,
Highness?' she asked, and managed just the right note of polite indifference. She used the High Speech
herself, and out of the corner of her eye, saw Isambard's fractional, approving nod.

"Indeed." The satrgp's face hardened suddenly. "Y ou will have noticed the security precautions when
you landed, and | don't doubt you wondered about the cause. Sieura, the Hegemon has offered me and



mine an unforgivableinsult, one that can only be wiped out in hisblood. | intend to make him pay that
debt, with hisblood and with his crown.”

Involuntarily, Silence gave asoundliesswhigtle. Bdthasar's story. ... Yes, apublic flogging was more
than enough to turn amember of the Thousand into the Hegemon's deadly enemy, but.... "Why -- what is
my partindl this?' she asked, till inthe same polite voice. "If you wish to hireamagus, Isambard ismy
teacher and my superior, yet you spesk to me."

The satrap nodded, and for thefirst time seemed to falter. "It's my daughter,” he said, and straightened
his shoulders abruptly. "My eldest daughter, the only child of my first wife. After my -- disgrace -- the
Hegemon commanded Aili to return to Asterion, ostensibly as acompanion to hissster, the Princess
Royd, but actudly as a hostage for my good behavior. | thought that | would be able to win her release,
and went ahead with my plans, but | have not been ableto free her."

Silence frowned. Given the Hegemony's laws, an imprisoned daughter should makelittle difference to
the satrgp's plans. After al, awoman could neither inherit nor hold power, or even minor property,
without some man to act as her guardian.

Isambard said softly, "Aili isthe only surviving child of his Highnesss First Wife, thusthe most
legitimate of hischildren.”

"Morethan that," the satrap interrupted, with a bitter smile, "if | were to sacrifice her -- and | would
doit, don't mistake me -- that would give the Hegemon an excellent propagandawegpon to turn against
me." Hisvoicerosein savage mimicry.” 'If hewaswilling to lose his own daughter'slife, why should he
respect yours? Bah."

Silence nodded. "But why me?' she asked again.

The satrgp raised one thin eyebrow in surprise. "My daughter isin the Women's Paace.”

That, at least, Silence understood. The Women's Palace on Asterion was the secluded residence of
the Hegemon's femal e relatives, whose chastity had to be protected at al costs, and of any other single
women attached to the court. No men were ever alowed to enter the confines of the Palace, which
stood on anidand in the center of alake, which in turn was at the center of aheavily guarded forest
preserve. She said dowly, "Y ou must have agents of your own on Asterion, but they'd be men, of
course. Which means they probably couldn't even contact your daughter, much less rescue her. And you
want meto do that for you."

The satrap was watching her with new respect. "That iss0."

"The security must be very heavy," Silence said. "Doubly heavy where your daughter's concerned.”

"My agents have investigated,” the satrap answered, with awry smile. "They tell meit would be essier
to break out from the inside than to break in from the outside, but in either case, amaguss skillsare
needed. Animpossihility, | thought, but now I've found awoman magus -- amaga?’ He glanced at
Isambard, who shrugged.

Silenceignored the byplay. "Andif | refuse?"

"That is better not thought of " the satrap answered slkily.

"If," Slence sad, ignoring Isambard's warning frown.

The satrap shrugged. "I would have to confine you here until the fighting was over. After that...."

Silence nodded. The consequences were obvious. If the satrap won, they would be a his mercy, and
would have displeased him by refusing. If the Hegemon won, they would be part of the spoils of war, and
the Hegemon was already making effortsto find them.

"But let us consder the more likely dternative,” the satrgp said, after amoment. "My planissimple.

Y our looks are -- adequate, Sieura, and | believe that with teaching you could pass for awoman of the
Ten Thousand. Assuch, | can place you as my daughter's waiting-woman, in the Women's Palace itsdlf. |
have agents on the planet, as|'ve said, and they would be able to contact you. And as you have aship of
your own --"

He glanced &t the page, waiting motionlessin a corner, and the boy said softly, " Recusante, Highness.
Merchant craft, of Delian registry.”

The satrap nodded. " Recusante has no known connection with me or mine, " he went on. "Y our
companions should have no difficulty landing on Asterion, and will beidedly placed to retrieve you and



the shazadi once you've broken free of the Paace.”

"You're--" Slence bit off the rest of the sentence, and searched for amore diplomatic phrase. "Y our
Highness, this plan reies on any number of uncertainties. And I'm merely a practitioner, not amagus.”

The satrap held up his hand, cutting off any further protest. "Obvioudy, Seura, thisisonly the bare
bones of aplan. But even so, | would like you to consider it."

It was not arequest. Silence sighed. "Y our Highness," she said abruptly, "I can't -- | don't have the
right to make this decision done. As Isambard has probably mentioned, | have two husbands, and their
rights must be consdered. Will you give metimeto talk this over with them?”

The satrap nodded gracioudy. "1 will send for them at once," he said. ™Y ou will spend the night here,
in the guest wing, and can give me your decision in the morning."

A nicetry, Silence thought, but not good enough. She had hoped to get back to the ship. She bowed
politely. "Thank you, your Highness. Y ou're most kind."



Chapter 5

THE GUEST WING WAS AS LUXURIOUS AS THE REST OF THE palace, and showed the
same curious mix of magnificence and sobriety. Silence was escorted to a bedroom not much smaller
than one of Recusante's holds by a second, even more supercilious page, who made certain she had
seen al the amenities the room offered before he bowed himself out.

L eft to hersdf, Silence pushed back the curtains -- rich blue-and-gold brocade over pdeblue silk so
fine asto be amost trangparent -- and stared out into the garden that filled the central courtyard of the
palace. The sun had amost set, and the garden was abowl of shadows it only by pale sprays of
lantern-flowers, but she barely saw the beauty of the scene. Isambard had managed to put theminto an
imposs ble situation, and now it was up to her to get them ouit.

Almogt asif her thought had conjured him, there was aknock at the door, and the magus called,
"May | comein, Sllence?’

Silence made aface. "Why not?"' she demanded, and then had to hurry to touch the proper keyson
the cube that controlled the room's various functions. It was amechanica toy, Delian work. She glared at
it, wishing she were back on Delos hersdlf.

The magus coughed politely, and Silence whed ed to confront him. *How much of thisdid you know
about?' she demanded.

"Noneof it," Isambard answered. He looked old and tired, and Silence felt her anger ease dightly. He
could not have known what would happen, and it was not entirely hisfault that the satrap had seized on
her as the obvious answer to his problems.

"And what about the search for Earth?"

Isambard sighed. "I regret the delay -- you can't know how much | regret it -- but Adeben hasleft us
with very little choice”

"There are other options," Silence began, and stopped abruptly, less out of fear of being overheard
than out of the redlization thet their optionswere pitifully limited. She had been thinking of somehow
making her way back to Recusante and escaping into space, but the mere articulation of the thought was
enough to show her how poor the chances were. Even if she and the magus could make it back to the
ship

-- she hersdlf had no idea where the Palace stood in relation to the port

-- they would gtill haveto raise ship illegaly and then escape the cordon of warshipsthat ringed the
planet. And that would be dmost impossible, even drawing on Bathasar's Wrath-of-God training.

"Do you think | haven't thought of dl of them?" Isambard demanded. "And afew othersyou couldn't
know of 7" His expression softened suddenly, became dmost pleading. "Y es, there will be adday, but at
the end of it, the certainty -- the certainty, Silence -- of reaching Earth. Adeben will keep hisword, and
well have the portolan you need.”

Silence regarded him sourly. "What if | fail, or die succeeding?’

Isambard hesitated, then said, "I don't know. But you should not fail."

Silence made aface. She had been on Solitudo long enough to learn to read something of a person's
thoughtsin the involuntary movements of hisbody, and Isambard's red answer was amost painfully
clear. If she died and the magus survived, Isambard believed he could still persuade the satrap to let him
have the portolan. With it, any pilot could reach Earth. "I wouldn't bet on it," she muttered, and added,
moreloudly, "1 do understand the Situation, believe me. But | till want to talk to Denisand Juliefirst.”

Isambard nodded, amost the gesture of equal to equd. "Very well. | will seeyou in the morning,
then."

Before Silence could think of an appropriate answer, the magus had gone, closing the doors gently
behind him. Silence cursed him in awhisper, then settled herself in the narrow window sest to try to work
out some better plan. The satrap had not spared any expense in the decoration of the guest rooms, but



Silence barely noticed the rosilk cushions or the subtle fragrance of the Sareptan orchidsthat floated in
shalow bowls benegth the long windows. Over the next two hours, she formulated, tested, and
regretfully discarded half adozen plansfor escaping from Inarime. By the time the control cube chimed
and announced the arrival of Balthasar and Chase Mago, she was almost ready to admit defeat.

The two men had been given rooms directly opposite her own. She found them both in Balthasar's
room, staring at the decorations -- amotif of goats and grape clusters -- with expressions somewhere
between outrage and amusement.

"They've got your number, Denis;" Chase Mago was saying. He stood, hands on hips, surveying the
goats.

Bdthasar gave him arather sour look. "Wasthisyour idea, Silence?' he demanded.

Silence shook her head, uncertain quite how to begin.

"Trouble?' Chase Mago asked.

"Wehaveto talk," Silence sad, grateful that the engineer, at least, had recognized her worry, and
glanced around the room. The carved paneling, the grape-cluster chandelier, the ornate bedstead, and
the tasseled cushions provided many possible hiding places for listening devices. Like dl apprentices, she
had been taught the technique of creating an aphonic ring, but she had never had reason to practice the
procedure outside the workshops.

"Not much chance of that, at least not privately," Balthasar said.

Silence did not answer, glancing again around the opulent room. She closed her eyes, letting hersalf
dip into the awareness that was thefirst stage of perception. She could fed the el ementa harmonies of
Inarime's core rising through her feet, until her whole body quivered in response. She opened her eyes,
and saw the same currentstrembling in the air, just at the edge of vision. As she had expected, the palace
had been built to take full advantage of the planetary harmonies, and with that to draw on, she should
have no trouble setting the ring. Shelet hersalf dip out of that unnatural stillness, and saw the others
looking expectantly at her. She smiled, and in the same moment, Chase Mago said, "What can we do?"

Silence did not answer for amoment, studying the furniture, then dragged three tabourets together into
the center of theroom. "Sit there," she said, and managed a smile of apology for the brusque orders.
"And don't do anything."

The two men did asthey weretold, but kept their eyesfixed on Silence. She was only too aware of
their regard. Youl'l just haveto ignore them, shetold hersdf firmly. Begin.

The carpeting in this room was a degp monochromatic pile, the sort that showed every footstep. With
finicky care, Silence sketched a broad ring in the pile, encircling the three tabourets. She dragged her foot
two and three times over the same spot to make sure the ring would keep its shape. When the circle was
complete, she stepped insdeit, turning her back on the others. Closing her eyes, shelet herself dip back
into the hyperawareness of thefirst stage, fedling again for the demental harmonies. When shewas sure
she had fixed them in her mind, she murmured the First Cantation, the words that bent the solid redlity of
the material world and alowed her to shape that substance to anew Form. Thiswas not the sort of
magor creation that had formed her examination, but rather areshaping of something aready present in
the air around her, and she was grateful for that. She took a deep breath and whispered the words that
were the Form of the gphonic ring. The harmonic lines quivered and thickened, ressting the new and
unnatura shaping. Silence could fed the floor tremble, very faintly, and spoke again, repesting the Form
of thering. Thistime, the Form compelled obedience. The subtle tension eased abruptly, the harmonic
lines flowing and shifting to encircle the tabourets, the harmonies of earth and air mingling to shut out dl
sound. Silence rdlaxed dowly and turned to face the others, aproud smile on her lips. Thiswasthefirst
time she had used her newfound ta ents outs de the classroom and without Isambard's supervision, and it
was both ardlief and atriumph to find that the ring had actually worked.

Bdthasar was staring at her, and Silence felt her smile widen into a grin. Chase Mago nodded dowly
and sad, "Mogt impressive, maga.”

Bathasar closed his mouth with a snap, asthough he'd just redlized he was Saring. "Y es, very nice,
but what's the occasion?'

Silence grimaced, annoyed that the Delian had broken her moment of triumph. But hewasright, she



told hersdlf, there was no time to waste on self-congratulation. Still, her voice was alittle more acerbic
than she had intended when she answered, "The satrgp's got a portolan, but he wants a pretty siff price
forit."

"We might have expected that,” Chase Mago said camly, after amoment. "What does he want?'

"He wants usto get his daughter back,” Silence said. The otherswerelooking at her, Balthasar with
deep suspicion, Chase Mago with aresigned, world-weary smile on his bearded face. The pilot took a
deep breath and explained. The two men were quiet for along time after she had finished. Finally,
Bdthasar said, matter-of-factly, "The son of abitch can't really expect usto do that -- it'simpossible.
What do you think he really wants?*

"Thisiswhat heredly wants," Slence said, and Chase Mago nodded. "His daughter -- shed bea
shazadi, | suppose -- istoo important politically for himto risk. He can't afford to lose her.”

"Wonderful," Bathasar muttered, then added, more loudly, "It'stoo risky. Y ou passyoursdlf off asa
lady of the court, Sllence, whilewe fly into Anshar' Asteriona, pick you up, and then fly out again, with
the whole Hegemonic Navy on our tail -- assuming, of course, they don't spot us the minute we land?”
He glanced over his shoulder at the window. "How far do you think we are from the port?

"l have noidega," Silence said. "They brought usin aclosed transport. ™

Chase Mago said, "If we get to the port, Denis, can you get Recusante through that cordon we
passed on the way down?"

Therewas along pause, and Slence felt her heart sink. Until then, she had not redlized quite how
much she had expected Bathasar to come up with away out. But for once the Delian wasfacing a
problem that could not be solved by one of hiswild schemes. And if Balthasar had no plan, Silence
thought, there smply wasn't an answer. The same redlization was clear on Chase Mago's bearded face,
and Balthasar wore an expression dmost of guilt. He met her eyes only reluctantly, shaking hishead. "I'm
sorry, " he murmured, so softly Silence dmost didn't hear him.

The pilot shook hersdf angrily. Since there was no dternative, they would have to go through with this
plan and somehow make it work. She forced asmile. ™Y ou better hope | can look like a high-born lady,”
she said, and reached to touch the invisible barrier, destroying it.

Chase Mago laughed softly and after amoment, Bathasar managed a smile. Silence nodded to them,
trying to project a confidence she did not truly fed, and dowly the mood lightened. Still, she wasvery
glad to spend that night in Balthasar's bed, the warm bodiesto either sde giving her theillusion of
Security.

In the morning, Isambard was waiting, Stting stiffly on atabouret outside the door of her room. He
seemed mildly surprised to see Silence emerge from Balthasar's room, but before he could say anything,
the pilot scowled a him and said, "Well?*

"Your decison?" Isambard answered placidly.

"What do you think?" Silence retorted, with some bitterness. "Well doiit, al right -- but the satrap
owes us mogt of the profits.”

Isambard nodded and stood up, gathering hisrobes around him. "I will inform him."

Silence muttered a curse at his departing back, and pushed the latch-plate to open the room door.
Discreet servo-mechanisms had already been at work: the curtains were drawn back to admit the
daylight, and a breskfast table was drawn up in front of the windows. A clothes horse had emerged from
awadll niche, bearing afloor-length, long-deeved gown and a heavier, deeveless overdress. Silence
recognized the style as some sort of court dress, and her eyes narrowed.

Before she could investigate further, however, alight flashed on top of the room's control cube and a
chime sounded softly. Silence touched the receive button, and a disembodied voice -- awoman's, this
time -- spoke.

"His Highness requires that you admit the visit of the Domna Kdere, who will begin your lessons. The
domnarequests that you receive her wearing the clothes which have been provided for you."

Silence's mouth tightened. Either Isambard had moved more quickly than she had expected, or the
satrap had smply assumed her cooperation. She controlled her voice, and answered mildly, "Very well.
When will thedomnaarrive?'



To her annoyance, the woman did not answer, and the light went out on the top of the cube, signding
the end of the conversation. In that case, Silence thought, I'll eat first. The satrap, or his housekeepers,
had been generous. she ate with red pleasure, and then made herself Sit at ease until she had finished the
last of the carafe of sweetwater. There was still no sign of the domna, and Silence toyed with the idea of
waiting until the woman arrived to do the satrap's bidding. Then she shook her head, angry with hersdlf
thistime. There was no point in putting off the inevitable, and no sense whatsoever in provoking this
DomnaKadere -- yet. Reluctantly, Silence turned her attention to the clothes horse.

The gown and overdress were of finer materia than she had redlized &t first, and Silence fingered the
heavy folds with new respect. There were more things folded on the platform benesth the dresses.
Silence pulled them out one by one. A pair of embroidered dippers, athin undershift, agrey sk fan,
plain and unpainted... The last item was aloosely folded pile of thin black materia, and Silence unfolded
it suspicioudy. As she had expected, it expanded into the envel oping, uncomfortable forma veil worn by
noblewomen. Experimentadly, shethrew it over hersdlf, letting it settle around her until she was completely
hidden initsfloor-length folds. She could see dimly through the thin cloth, but aglance in the mirror
confirmed that it concedled any details of her features.

With sudden revulsion, she scrambled free of the vell, dmost tearing the delicate fabric in her haste.
She hated the thing, hated it with a passion as the badge of davery. Shewould never weer it.... She
camed hersdlf with an effort that left her spent and trembling. She would wear it, because she would
haveto, if shewasto rescue the shazadi. It was just a part of the job, nothing more -- and she would
wear it by her own choice, not because she was ordered to do so. The thoughts were hollow, and even
when she had regained enough control to begin the laborious process of changing clothes, sheleft the vell
lying whereit had falen.

The doorchime sounded almost as soon as she had finished dressing. Silence gave the control cubea
suspicious glance -- the domna's timing was almost too good to be true -- but opened the door without
comment. A greying older woman, not tall, with alined, thoughtful face, stood there, a maidservant
hovering behind her.

"l am the DomnaKalere," the older woman announced.

"Silence Leigh." Silence stepped back to alow the other woman to enter.

Kaere came into the room, and motioned for the maid to set her bundle on the nearest table. "That
will bedl, Daru. Y ou may go."

The maid bobbed a quick curtsy and vanished. Silence touched a button to close the door behind her
and waited, watching the other woman. Kaere returned the stare quite steadily and, after amoment,
nodded to herself.

"Wadll, your hair'sabit short, but it'll do. | am told you are apilot and amagus?’ Kadere's voice was
frankly skeptical.

"That'sright," Silence answered.

"Where were you trained?"

"Asapilot, on Cap Bel in the Rusadir, under the Cor Tauri guild-system,” Silence answered. "Then on
Solitudo Hermae, apprenticed to Doctor 1sambard. Do you want to see my practitioner'slicense,
seurad?'

"Domna," Kaere corrected automaticaly. "The Cor Tauri guild? Then you're trained to the Chanfro
exercises?'

"Yes," Slencesaid, alittle warily. Those were the teaching rituas the pilots used when agreat dedl of
information had to be imparted in avery short time. The method was effective, but exhausting. She had
been subjected to it twice, once during training and again just after the Hegemony conquered the Rusadir
worlds, when the guild-seniors had passed dong as much information as they could before the
Hegemon's troops burned their library. It was not an experience she would care to repest.

Kaere was nodding again. "Then we may be ableto do thisafter dl,” shesaid. "SeuraLeigh, his
Highness has explained what it isyou are to do for him, and | assure you | will do everything in my power
to help you. Aili -- her Highness the shazadi -- was my nurding, and my charge after that. But even with
the Chanfro techniques, it will take timeto learn everything you need to know.” Sheturned briskly to the



bundle waiting on the table and unwrapped it, exposing an odd miscellany of objects-- books, aflat gilt
box, acallection of tubesand jars. "Y ou will go to Asterion as Jamilla Sahen, whose father is commander
of hisHighnesssfleets. Sheisof appropriate birth to act as companion to her Highness, and that will give
you therank of domnaaswell. The papers are aready being processed.” She stopped abruptly. "Y ou do
understand the dutiesinvolved?

Silence nodded. "I think so. To be acompanion -- asort of glorified maid, isn't it?'

"In amanner of speaking," Kaere answered, rather dryly. ™Y ou will act asthe shazadi's representative
to the outside world. If she requires something from outside the P ace, for example, you will inform the
guards, and you will accept it when it's brought to you. If there are visitors, you will act as chaperone. If
they are of lower rank, you will meet them on the shazadi's behaf."

Shelooked expectantly at Silence, and the pilot nodded. "1 see. No, wait, | have aquestion.”

"Very well." Kaere seated hersdlf at the table and began to sort the objectsinto rough piles.

"This Jamilla Sahen, whose papers I'll be taking. Won't her pictures be on file somewhere in the roya
archives or something?' Kaere was regarding her with an expresson of amused incredulity. Silence
flushed, but continued doggedly, "It seems pretty likely that I'll be spotted before | even get to the
Palace.”

"My dear girl, Jamillaisalady of the Ten Thousand. Not even theimage of her face may be seen by
outsgders." Kaere amiled. "The admird will swear you are his daughter -- his Highness has taken the
perjury on himsdlf -- and no one would presumeto disbelieve.”

Silence raised an eyebrow at that. If the Women's Palace was as closely guarded as everyone said it
was, then the guards would be suspicious of everyone and everything just asamatter of routine. At least
there would be no photorecord to betray her. For once, the Hegemony's laws would work for her, not
againg her. It was anew experience, and Silence dlowed hersdlf to fed a cautious optimism.

"Now," Kaere studied the piled miscellany for amoment longer, then handed the stack of booksto
Silence. "We have much to do -- thank God you know Chanfro! -- well begin with these."

Silence turned over the books to study the titles emblazoned on the spine. Thanks to the accel erated
study on Solitudo Hermae, the Hegemonic script no longer looked peculiar to her, but the titleswere
old-fashioned enough to make her hesitate, mentally shifting from one a phabet to the more familiar coine
characters, before she was certain she understood them: The Art of Courtly Behavior, Recollections of a
Long Life, Regulations of the Royal House, The Register of the Thousand, and the even larger Regigter of
the Ten Thousand.

"Mogt of it will Smply be memorization,” Kalere went on, "but there are things -- the proper gestures,
and somerituas-- that will have to be rehearsed. Y ou can begin by memorizing those."

Silence glanced dubioudly at the books. ™Y ou expect me to memorize the entire Hegemonic nobility --
at lesst even thousand families?’

"Theimportant ones are marked," Kaere answered. "The Regulations and the Courtly Art will tell you
the basics of proper behavior; you must concentrate on those. In the meantime, you must move into the
women's quarter --"

"No," Slencesad, flatly.

The older woman frowned. "It is not appropriate for you to remain here with the men.”

Silence took adeep breath. "Domna Kaere, | accept that | must learn to behave like awoman of
your kind and class. Fine. I'll sudy my lessonsand dl that. But if I'm going to rescue your precious
shazadi, | will need to have accessto my husbands --" Kalere flinched almost imperceptibly, and Silence
repeated the word with rdlish.” -- yes, my husbands, both of them. To Isambard, too, to figure out how
to get out of the Women's Palaceoncel'minit.”

Kaereslipstightened to athin line, but after amoment, she nodded. "Very wdll, you have sufficient
reason. But aword of warning. Don't expect to get your way so easily on Agterion.”

"l don't," Silence answered.

"Good." Kaereroseto her feet, leaving the litter of objects on the table. She studied Silencefor a
moment longer, asif trying to assess the pilot'sworth, and then her stern face softened. "It'sto help Aili,"
she said, amost to hersdf, then added, "I will return this afternoon. Begin with the Courtly Art. If you



finish, go on to the Regulations. Both are compatible with Chanfro -- well, you'll see the structure once
you begin."

"All right." Silence settled herself comfortably on the nearest tabouret, drawing her legs up beneath
her.

"No."

Silence looked up in genuine surprise, then realized what she was doing. Her own mother had once
cherished ambitions of seeing her married to a Cap Bel oligarch, and had tried for yearsto teach her
daughter more ladylike behavior. The pilot laughed softly. It was to be hoped she could learn it now,
when so much depended onit.

Kdere gave an exasperated Sgh. "No," shesaid again. "If you areto learn in time, you must begin
now. When you wear those clothes, you must be Jamilla. Put your feet on the floor, straighten your
dress...."

Dutifully, Silence suppressed her laughter and sat up straight, tugging at the materid of the overdress
sothat it fell in heavy, graceful folds. She opened thefirst book at random, one hand under the spine, the
other touching the pages, and glanced up at the domna.

"Well, someone's made agtart,” Kalere said tartly. "Remember, you are an admiral’'s daughter, a
woman of the Ten Thousand, and behave as such. | will return at the sixteenth hour, and well go over
afternoon informals." Without waiting for areply, she staked from the room.

Silenceroseto lock the door behind her, then returned to the tabouret and picked up the copy of the
Courtly Arts. She had no idea what the domna had meant by "afternoon informals," but she intended to
find out.

Even after she had read through the section on informals, however, shewas not entirely certain. The
term referred to some sort of light medl, that much was clear. An"informa" could take placein the
morning or afternoon, and was further categorized as"sweet" or "sdt," depending on the food served.
No intoxicant of any kind could be served -- to do so changed the meal from an "informal” to a
"gathering." All thisinformation was arrived at by inference, sfted out of the endless discusson of the
proper topics of conversation, the proper number and status of guests, suitable clothing, accessories,
tableware, and decorations -- no more than four small pieces.

Silence shook her head and closed the book. This was the most extreme case of the sort of life most
women led. She had amost forgotten -- had done her best to forget, in the eight years she had been a
pilot, acting as aman in the men'sworld -- how much time could be spent on the obsessive interpretation
of every gesture, every action, until boredom and constraint created an unspoken language and a society
inwhich the bitterest feuds were fought with nuance and the lifted eyebrow, and the dightest error of
ceremony could doom oneto perpetud exile. The merchant classes of Cap Bel, to which Silence'sfamily
had belonged, had been relatively free of such concerns -- Rusadir women were only bound by the
Hegemony's laws since the conquest, and traditionally had helped in the family businesses as best they
could -- but Silence's mother had been ambitious above her station, and had done her best to interest her
daughter in the ways of the oligarchy. The pilot shook her head again, remembering adol escent
awkwardness and rebellion. Her mother was revenged, it seemed; she would have to learn the rules after
al.

Silence shook hersdlf then. It wasnot a al the same thing, shetold hersdlf angrily. Thinking that way
will only hurt you. Y ou're learning thisfor your own purposes, to rescue this shazadi and to get the
damned portolan so that you can reach Earth -- and you're doing it on your own terms. She made hersdlf
savor her small victory to the fullest: she was not confined to the women's quarters, and wouldn't be until
she arrived on Asterion. She had demanded to be alowed to stay with the others, and had won. Not
much of atriumph, perhaps... No, she corrected hersdlf, hereit'savery red victory. But now there's
work to be done.

She spent the next three weeksin awhirl of activity. Thefirst week was spent committing the contents
of haf adozen texts -- the essentia's, according to Kalere, of courtly behavior -- to memory. The
Chanfro techniques, with their tricks for speeding the absorption of information, helped the process
considerably. At the end, Silence, exhausted though she was, was Hill able to survey the complicated



interrelated mnemonic chains with asense of grim pride. Through those linked images, she could recall in
seconds the proper behavior for any Situation and act on it. Admittedly, her knowledge was purdly
theoretical, and that gave her responses arather stiff, mechanica quality. Kaere did her best to drill away
that gtiffness, but agreed with Silencethat it suited an admira's daughter. Asthe pilot's education
progressed, she was alowed to join the other women of the satrap's household for various meals and
gatherings, passing hersdf off asone of Kalere's poor rdations, until at last the domna professed hersdalf
satisfied.

Silence was not given much time to dwell on that success, however. As soon as she had learned the
basic rules, Kaere began drilling her in the more subtle, unwritten rules of courtly life. Isambard, too,
reclaimed a portion of her attention, arriving every afternoon precisdly at fifteen hoursto cramin asmuch
advanced training as he could before she left for Asterion. He concentrated on the parts of the Four Arts
that he guessed would be of most usein the Women's Palace, and Silence wished she could go back and
fill in the gapsthat she knew existed in her knowledge. In the evenings, when Silence could Stay awake,
she and Balthasar and Chase Mago pored over the maps and holocubes of Asterion and her Sister
planets. Bathasar grumbled loudly at the information in the navy holocubes provided by the satrap's
servants. The three sster worlds, Falathar, Mim Seras, and Niminx, al boasted heavily fortified moons,
each the base for a double-strength pursuit squadron, and Asterion had adefensive patrol in permanent
close orhit. Still, the captain dlowed himself to be somewhat gppeased by the satrap's promise that the
patrolling shipswould be"distracted.”

"Though precisdy what he means by that, | don't know," Bathasar grumbled.

"Are you sure you want to know details?' Chase Mago asked.

Silence laughed, and Bathasar smiled reluctantly. "I wouldn't want to bethe pilot, | grant you." He
glanced sideways, reaching for the jug of wine that sood haf buried under the piled charts. "More your
Speed, Silence.”

The pilot made aface. They had not been told the precise details of the satrap's planned "distraction,”
and would not be, for obvious reasons: if they were captured, they couldn't betray what they didn't
know. It was not something Silence liked to contemplate. She reached quickly for the nearest map of
Adterion, swinging it until she found the large blank spot that marked the Women's Palace.

"What's the probable error in thisagain?' she asked.

Balthasar refilled his own glass and held out the jug in mute question. Chase Mago nodded, saying,
"Here's the one the satrap's agents produced. It's supposed to be accurate to within a hundred meters
aong theshordine.”

He did the smaller sheet of paper across the table, and Silence took it, nodding for Balthasar to refill
her glass aswell. She spped thoughtfully at the wine, studying the map. All the maps of Agterion
produced by the official Hegemonic cartographersleft a blank where the Women's Palace should stand;
the best traced the outline of the Palace park and | eft the interior empty. Thisone, ahighly unofficia
production, concentrated on the park and Palace. The park itsalf was an irregularly shaped area of
woodland covering nearly one hundred and thirty square kilometers. The lake that contained the Palace
itself stood not in the center of that wood, but in the southwestern quadrant, only forty kilometersfrom
the border. She ran her finger dowly aong the green line that marked that edge, wondering if it would be
safer to try and rendezvous with the others outside the Palace park. Bathasar shook his head.

"That Sde'sthe cliff -- most of the park ison anaturd plateau -- and it's heavily guarded anyway.
Look at the patrol lines. | figured wed lift from Anshar' Asterionaand land somewherein here” The
Ddian traced a short arc aong the northern border of the lake.

"The guardpost'sthere," Chase Mago objected.

"l know," Balthasar answered, "but the ground's rougher, and it doesn't seem to be patrolled aswell.”

"We hope," Chase Mago muttered.

Silence stared at the network of fine lines running through the park. Each one represented an
established patrol run -- or so the satrap's agents had thought. There were bound to be other patrol
routes, both established ones and occasional spot checks. "It seemsto me," she said dowly, "that we
shouldn't set arendezvous point now. The satrap's people ought to have more information by thetime



you land -- and they must change the patrol schedules on aregular basis anyway."

Bathasar nodded. "That makes sense, especidly sincethey promise 'l be able to contact you." He
studied the map again, then reached for hisglass. "But dmost certainly somewherein there.”

Silence nodded, yawning. They had spent over two hours tonight on the maps, and she had lost count
of the other evenings they had spent planning the landing and rendezvous. "I think --" she began, but she
was interrupted by aknock at the door.

Chase Mago frowned, glancing at the chronometer, but said, "Y es?' Silence saw without surprise that
Bathasar's left hand was deep in the pocket of his coat.

"Y our pardon, Seuri, for thelate hour." The voice was familiar from other late-night visits: the satrgp's
most trusted page, the one who had been in attendance when Silencefirst encountered Adeben. "But his
Highness wishes to spesk with you."

"Again?' Silence whispered, and reached for the man's coat hanging on the back of her chair. Herein
the privacy of Balthasar'sroom, she wore coat and trousers, in defiance of Kaere's orders.

Bathasar did the heavy heylin out of his pocket, setting it on top of the pile of maps. "I wonder what
hewantsthistime?"

Chase Mago shrugged and opened the door. "At once?' he asked.

The page nodded, his eyes sweeping across dl three of them. "Y es, Sieur Chase Mago -- oh, good,
his Highness asked specidly that SeuraLegh wear man's clothes.

Silenceraised her eyebrows at that, but there was no time to ask questions. She swung the disguising
coat across her shoulders and jammed the cap Balthasar handed her onto her untidy hair.

"What'sal thisabout?' the Delian asked.

"I'm sorry, Sieur Bathasar, but | may not tell you." The page gave them an inquiring glance. "Areyou
ready, Seuri?'

"We'reready," Silence said, biting back an annoyed comment -- the boy had emphasized the word
"may" -- and gestured for the page to precede them from the room.

Heled them by aroundabout route, through darkened corridors and past rooms filled with shrouded
furniture. At last they emerged into afamiliar, glass-walled corridor, and Slence redlized they had been
brought once again to the satrap's private chamber. Chase Mago and Bathasar exchanged aglance, but
said nothing as the page touched the doorplate with his control wand.

"Highness, | bring Sieur -- the Sieuri, as you ordered,” the page announced, and gestured for the three
to enter.

Silence did as she wastold, grateful for the others presence at her back, and heard the snap asthe
lock closed behind them. Only afew points of flame showed at the very top of the great candelabra,
cagting bizarre shadows across the carpeted floor. Most of the light in the long room came from globes of
fixed fire smaler than awoman'sfist, each encased in afretted sphere that cast even more strange
shadows. The satrap sat in histhrondlike chair just insde the circle of light thrown by one of the globes,
there were other figuresin the shadows.

Silence heard Bathasar whisper acurse, and kept hersdlf still with an effort. There were at least hdf a
dozen strangers, each sitting with their facesin shadow. More than that, she realized, each one of them
was masked.... Startling hersalf with her own presumption, she said, ™Y our Highness requires?”’

Therewasadtirring in the shadowsto her |€ft, just out of her line of sight, but she did not move. The
satrap nodded once, hisface impassive. "Please be seated, seuri.”

Three tabourets had been drawn up at the edge of the light thrown by the candelabra. Silence seated
hersdf carefully on the centra one, redlizing as she did so that their presence would complete the circle,
and waited. Bathasar and Chase Mago took their placesto either side.

"These are the agents?' It was adry, papery voice, filtered through an expensive distortion-mask.
Slencedidiked it ingantly.

"They are." The satrgp's tone precluded further questions. "Sieuri, | have asked you here tonight for
two reasons. Fird, to prove to my associates that in truth | am not indifferent to the fate of my eldest
daughter.”

Wasit just my imagination, Silence thought, or did helook &t the papery voice when he said that?



"Second," the satrap continued, "1 wished you to know something of my larger plans, so that you
might face your own part in them with more confidence.”

"Damn decent of you," Balthasar breathed. Silence ignored him, watching the satrap.

"Asyou have surely guessed,” the satrgp said, "I am not without alies among the great ones of the
Hegemony. Many others, both of the Thousand and the Ten Thousand, have felt the Hegemon's unjust
anger and are ready for anew regime.” He gave athin smile. "Some are even willing to lend their own
troops to the cause. When my fleet attacks Asterion, it will be supported by attacks on a dozen other
key worlds, and --" He glanced to hisleft, till smiling. "-- By persons within the Hegemon's own
amies”

There was amovement in the shadows, and anew voice said, in acrisply military tone, "We of the
True Thousand have been blamed unreasonably for trifling errors. Wewill not alow thisto continue.”

The True Thousand. Silence kept hersdlf still with an effort. Then that man, he of the soldier's voice,
was one of the Hegemon's dlite guard, the people who had captured and bound hersdlf and her husbands
back on Arganthonios. Shefelt numbly certain that her escape was one of the "trifling errors’ for which
the soldiers of the Thousand were being blamed, and was very glad of her man's dress. And the satrap
wanted me to wear it, too, she thought. That was considerate of him.

"Adeben, you are afool.” That wasthe papery voice again. "Why do you tell them these things, when
they will certainly betray you if they're caught -- will probably betray you anyway?'

Silence held her breath, hearing Chase Mago's angry hiss. The satrap said sharply, "Y ourethefoal, if
you don't seeit. These people will berisking their livesto save my daughter. | owe them some promise
that I, and mine, will be doing our part.”

Silence let her breath out dowly, remembering Isambard's way of dealing with the satrap. "And your
Highness has told us nothing that would not be immediately obvious to the Hegemon if we were caught,”
shesaid boldly.

There was a momentary pause, and then the satrap said, "That isa so true.”

"Neverthdess, I'm glad to hear my assumptions confirmed,” Silence went on, and heard someonein
the shadows whisper, "A magus... 7'

The satrap turned his head to look directly at the source of the papery voice. "Are you satisfied with
my arrangements?”'

There was amovement as though the figure bowed hishead. "'l am satisfied.”

"And therest of you?" the satrap demanded. There was a murmur of agreement, and the satrap's
voice softened dightly. "And you, Seuri, have you any questions?'

Not that I'd ask here, Silence thought, but she made a production of glancing a Balthasar and then at
Chase Mago before she answered. "No, your Highness, we are satisfied.”

"Thank you. Then you may go." the satrap beckoned to the waiting page, who moved quickly to
unlock the door. Silence rose with all the dignity she could muster, and bowed to the satrap before she
stalked from the room.

None of the three said anything until they were back in Balthasar's room and Chase Mago had
carefully locked the door behind them. Then Balthasar gave an explosive sigh and reached for the jug of
wine. "I'm not happy,” he said.

"I'm happier than | was," Chase Mago answered. "Rebellions and raids on twelve other worlds
besides Agterion, plusamutiny, or a least a sympathetic party within the True Thousand -- that should
keep the Hegemon busy. And it should mean our ‘distraction’ will beon asimilarly large scae.”

"It should be, yeah," Bdthasar said, "but that's not what | meant. | don't trust that guy with the raspy
voice. | wish heweren't on our sde."

"They haveto be careful,” Chase Mago said, mildly enough. "A rebellion on this scale is dangerous,
Denis”

Bathasar opened his mouth to continue the argument, but Silence said, "1t's the satrap's problem, not
ours. Hed better know his people by now." She yawned ostentatioudy. "Right now, I'm for bed.”
Grumbling alittle, the others agreed, but unaccountably Silence found herself unableto deep. Shelay in
the darkness, listening to the men's breathing, and wondered if she had been right to dismiss Bathasar's



worries so camly. Shedidn't trust that man either.... But you have to assume the satrap knows which of
hisfriends he can trugt, shetold hersdf again. Obvioudy, he thinks he can trust this one. And you haveto
trust him. She paused, staring up into the darkness a the invisible goats. There was dways the possibility
of sdlling the satrap to the Hegemon -- the plans for the rebellion in exchange for her pardon -- but aside
from the fact that she found the idea distasteful, she was quite certain the Hegemon would not agree. She
smiled wryly. Which leaves us where we always were: we haveto do this. There smply isn't any other
choice.

Suddenly, al too soon, it wastimeto go. Silence woke to the sound of Bathasar's clock chiming nine.
She had dept afull twelve hours; the others were up and dressed long ago. And, she remembered
abruptly, she was supposed to be aboard the transport at noon. She flung back the covers and made a
hagty toilet, hardly noticing the chill of the water in the bathing pool. She dressed quickly, the long gown
and overdress no longer completely unfamiliar. Then, more reluctantly, she set in place the headpiece that
would support the full-length veil. Once she was accepted on Agterion, she had learned, she would only
have to wear the more comfortable face vell, but until then she would have to observe the Strictest
regulations. Sighing, she pinned the vell to the headpiece, but did not draw it down into place: there was
il her baggage, the three starcrates full of clothes and jewelry that were considered appropriate for an
admird's daughter, to be sealed and sent ahead to the transport.

The crates were already gone from her room. Startled, Silence looked around for amoment before
she found the dip of paper tucked under the corner of the control cube. It took her amoment to decipher
Bdthasar's handwriting and the drastically abbreviated coine -- one of the moreirritating results of the
Ddian's obsessve secrecy -- but at last shefigured it out. "Goneto Balisardawith trunks,” it read. "Back
soon. " Naturally, Bathasar had not noted the time of writing, but he could not have been gone long.
Silence settled hersalf on atabouret beneath the window and composed hersdlf to wait.

It was very sunny in the garden, and for the first time since her arrival on Inarime, Silence had the
leisureto study the exctic flowersin the daylight. She recognized very few; the rest were merdly vividly
beautiful, or, in the case of one gnarled, woody ovoid that grew on atwisting, two-meter-tall stalk,
spectacularly grotesque. She soon turned away from the window. She was afraid, she decided
dispassionately, but that fear was for the moment overriden by sheer physicd rdief: thiswasthefirst time
in weeks that she was not on the edge of utter exhaustion. She found herself wishing that she had not
been too tired the night before for anything but deep, and resolutely turned her mind away from such an
unprofitable speculation.

Despite dl their work, the plan remained in essence exactly the one that the satrap had outlined to
Isambard when the magusfirst arrived on the planet. She would travel to Asterion aboard one of the
satrgp'ssmdl persond liners, its actua sze and crew complement precisely calculated to match her
supposed rank. Once there, she would be taken to the Women's Palace as the shazadi's new domna.
And there, Silence thought, was the first of many uncertainties. There had been no safeway of derting
the shazadi to her arrival. The satrap's best agent was not able to contact the shazadi except through the
well-monitored ghost-lines. The satrap had added private dert-codes to the forma announcement of
"Jamillas' gppointment, and the agent had passed on asimilarly cautious coded warning that something
was about to happen, but there was no way for Aili to reply to either message. There was no guarantee
that the shazadi would accept Silence as Jamilla Sahen, and if she didn't, the mission would be over
before it had properly begun.

Silence shook her head angrily. The satrap swore his daughter would cooperate -- that she was clever
enough to be expecting amost anything after receiving the two coded messages, and agood enough
actress to respond accordingly. The pilot would just have to hope he wasright. At least Bathasar and
Chase Mago had been provided with new papers -- genuine papers, for once made out by the satrap's
own Port Authority -- in their names. They dso had anew regigtration file for Recusante and even a
semi-legitimate cargo for acover. They should have no trouble landing safely, or in contacting the satrap's
agent. |sambard, too, had new papers, but in any case, no one would dare question amagus too closely.

Silence made awry face. She had not been told the name or the station of the satrap's agent, and that
told her just how dim her chances were thought to be. If she survived the security checks and her first



mesting with the shazadi Aili, she till had to figure out someway to get past the elaborate security system
of the Women's Pdlace, and bring both hersdlf and the shazadi to arendezvous with Recusante. For al
the satrap's praise of his daughter'sintelligence and levelheadedness, Silence doubted the girl would be
much use when it cameto redl action, and she was not looking forward to having to act as nursemaid. On
top of everything else, Kalere had madeit clear that Aili had to continue to observe dl the customary
drictures, or forfeit her status as one of the Thousand. Unfortunately, Silence thought, no one'stold me
how I'm going to do all this. The satrap's data on Palace security had been pitifully meager, little more
than what was available to the generd public.

Suddenly unable to keep ill, Silence rose quickly and paced the length of the room, automatically
adjusting her strideto the weight of her robes. Thiswas certainly the most difficult thing she had ever
contemplated doing, and there was a small, not-quite-suppressed part of her that kept repeating that it
was impossible. Not even aboard the Hegemony's transport, locked under their geas, had she wanted so
much to be back in space, preferably millions of parsecsfrom Inarime.

Shewaswdl on her way to blind panic, and knew it. She took a deep bresth and fought back grimly.
Shewas at least free thistime, and doing the job under the semblance of her own choice. And shewasa
magus -- haf-trained, perhaps, but more powerful than anything she would encounter in the Women's
Pdace. She would manage.

The light on top of the control cube flashed, and an unfamiliar voice said, "DomnaJamilla, your escort
attends you." Before Silence could answer, or demand to wait for her hushands, the light flashed again
and Kaleresvoicecut in. "Sieura, | was asked to tell you that your husbands have gone ahead to the
field, and will meet you there. His Highness requests you accompany the escort.”

"Very wdl," Silence answered, and reluctantly drew the vell down over her, hiding face and body.
Shetook afina deep breath, and touched the key that unlocked the room door.

Thedoor did back to revea aheavyset, middle-aged man in the uniform of the satrap's persond fleet.
Four more men, two in fleet livery, two in house uniforms, waited at his back, gleaming sonic riflesdung
at their shoulders. The first man -- a deck-officer/third by the twists of his shoulder braid -- bowed
punctilioudy. "DomnaJamilla, your car iswaiting.”

"Thank you, officer,” Silence answered, and was surprised to find her voice steady.

The officer bowed again and offered hisarm. The pilot gathered the folds of the vell around her with
her left hand -- she had discovered early on how easy it wasto trip over the billowing materia -- and laid
her right hand, till discreetly veiled, on the officer'sforearm. He led her down the long corridor and out
into the courtyard, the escort following a discreet three pacesto the rear.

The waiting transport was exactly like the one that had first brought Silence to the satrap's paace, a
double-domed, six-wheded vehicle chosen for the comforts that would fit into the passenger dome rather
than for speed or efficiency. Punctilioudy palite, the officer handed Silence into the passenger
compartment -- the pilot managed to take her place without too ungraceful adisplay of foot and hand --
then seated himself on the pull-down shelf opposite her, and gestured for the nearest escort to closethe
dome. The soldier did as hewastold, and took his place on the running board just before the transport
shuddered into motion.

Thistimethe driver did not cloud the dome, and Silence was able to get her first real ook at Port
Mosata. It looked like a pleasant city, most of the houses moderately wedlthy, the Sreetsclean and in
good repair -- as of course they would be, Silence thought. Port M osata contained the satrap's favorite
residence, and his private ships used its starport dmost exclusively. Of course the city government would
do its best to present an appealing facade, even if it had to remove the poor to do it. But then the
transport turned onto a broader, more heavily travelled avenue, and Silence could see, behind the rows
of sorefronts, lanes of cheap stackhouses. They looked old, but reasonably well cared for, and the pilot
grudgingly adjusted her opinion of both city and satrap. There was some difference between hiding
poverty and controlling it -- though of course it was aways possible that the poor had merely been
expelled from the city, as rumor said had happened in the capita on Aja. But remembering her meetings
with the satrap, Silence did not think that had happened here.

The wide avenue led directly into thewalled port. The transport did not pause at the massive,



jade-green gate, but drove straight through, the officer touching his forehead to return the guards precise
sautes. They did not pause a any of the usud buildings, either, but continued straight through the tangle
of buildings toward the satrap's private hangar. To reach it, the driver had either to cut directly acrossthe
fidd itsdf or turn aside and follow the usua service roads. Silence winced asthe soldier choseto kegp to
hisinflexible course, and looked up quickly, squinting through the vell for the interference light of alanding
star-ship. At thisrange, any keelsong would be at least painful, and probably actively dangerous....

She saw the officer looking curioudy at her and looked away again, fighting to keep her expression
neutral. Of course no other shipswould be landing, she berated herself. Not only is one of the Ten
Thousand about to embark, but Inarime's closed off, al the traffic being rerouted anyway. It was not a
bad mistake, but a mistake nonetheless, and it chilled her. It was so easy to arouse suspicion, and so
hard to answer it once roused. She would have to be much more careful in the future.

Then the transport pulled up to one of the private docking sheds, set well apart from the rest of the
port buildings. This specia areawaslike aport within aport, with its own docks and tuning sheds and
tug bunkers, even its own miniature control tower set alittle apart from the rest. One of the escorts pulled
back the dome, and the officer scrambled from his seat, turning quickly to assist Silence. The pilot
accepted his help automatically, her attention on the half-open door of the shed. She could just seethe
satrgp'sliner Bdlisarda, adim, streamlined ship twice the Sze of Recusante, waiting on her cradle afew
meters from the door. The unshrouded ked gleamed coolly in the dim light, running with colorslike
oil-film on water. Silence gave asigh of sheer desire. Ballisardawas a beautiful ship; it would be an act of
purejoy to pilot her.

Another man in the full-dress uniform of the satrap's fleet was waiting for her at the door of the shed.
He bowed sharply as Silence and her escort approached, and as he straightened, Silence saw the twin
crescents at collar and shoulderboards: Ballisarda's captain.

"Thank you, Brishen. | rdieveyou," the captain said formally.

The deck officer sdluted with equa formality, and turned away, accepting the dismissal.

"Domna," the captain said, and offered hisarm. Silence accepted numbly and let hersdlf be drawn
insgde. Therewas till no sign of either Chase Mago or Bathasar, and she was hit by sudden panic at the
thought of leaving Inarime without a chance to make some sort of farewell.

"Or should | say, sieura?"' the captain continued, lowering hisvoice.

Silence glanced sharply at him, and saw that he was smiling. Beyond him, hidden from anyone outsde
the shed, were Balthasar and Chase Mago. Silence dlowed hersdlf along sigh of rdlief, and then redized
that both Isambard and the satrap were waiting with them.

"His Highness has explained something of the circumstances, Seura,” the captain went on, "and | am
under ordersto help you inany way | can. My nameis Mali-Mehtar Varid. | am captain of Balisarda."

"Y es, thank you," Silence said, her atention on her husbands, and Varid bowed again.

"If you will excuse me, domna, your Highness," he said, raising his voice so that hiswords carried to
the satrap, "'l will make reedy for liftoff. "

The satrap nodded and then came forward to greet Silence, asthe captain hurried up the cradle
ladder. "Y ou understand the plan?' he asked, without preliminaries. "Do you have any questions?"

Silence shook her head, alittle annoyed by the questions. ™Y ou didn't have the only other information
| needed; | understand the rest fine, thank you."

The satrap frowned, hisface darkening with anger, then, quite abruptly, bent his head afraction. "I
accept your gricture. | speak out of concern for my daughter.” He took adeep breath. ™Y our baggageis
aready aboard, and your cabin prepared. Y ou must go aboard momentarily.”

"Wait aminute," Sllence said. "l want to say goodbye.”

The satrgp'sthin eyebrows rose, his expression half scandalized, haf amused. "1 was given to
understand thiswas amarriage of convenience.”

"Wrong," Sllence said shortly, and stalked past him.

Neither Bathasar nor Chase Mago came forward to meet her, and Silence was momentarily hurt, until
sheredized that the men were standing in the shadow of alarge pile of starcrates which effectively
blocked the sightlines of anyone on Ballisardas bridge. The pilot smiled rather wolfishly asshe



approached, and saw her own expression mirrored on Balthasar's lean face. Then she, too, was out of
Bdllisardas sght, and both men stepped forward to catch her in an awkward joint embrace. Silence
returned the clumsy hug eagerly, and redlized to her horror that she was on the verge of tears. She sniffed
angrily, fighting them, and Chase Mago gently stroked her hair through the heavy vell.

Bdthasar said, the tone belying hiswords, "That thing's damned clumsy. Can't you take it off?"

Silence laughed through her tears, and fought free enough to fold the cloth back over her headdress,
exposing her face. "l suppose you count as family."

"l should hope s0," Bathasar said, but hisheart wasn't init. "Ah, Silence...”

"Bevery careful,” Chase Mago said, and put out a hand to touch the pilot's cheek.

Silence nodded. There was suddenly nothing to say -- or rather, she redlized, there was entirely too
much to be said, and none of them were articulate in such things. With achoked cry she reached for both
men, pulling them into atight, wordless embrace. They stood so for along moment, until achime
sounded high in the roof of the docking shed, and a disembodied voice announced, " The boarding period
isending. All passengers aboard, please. All passengers aboard.”

Silence sniffled hard and pulled herself away. "Y ou be careful, too, both of you." Shetried to think of
something light and clever, but nothing came to mind. "Just be careful

"Wait," Chase Mago said, rummaging in the pocket of his coat. "Take these. They shouldn't be
noticed." He pressed something smdl and hard into the pilot's hand.

Startled, Silence accepted the objects, turning her hand to revedl three rings, solid bands of what
looked to be cloud agate. She looked up, meeting Chase Mago's eyes, and the engineer nodded.

"Never had thetimeto get them before," he said, and held up his own left hand. Three matching sone
bands circled hisring finger. Sllencefdt thetearsrisng in her eyes again. Then Bathasar grabbed her left
hand, and dmost roughly did the rings onto her third finger. There were three more matching rings on the
Déian's hand.

"Y ou'd better get going,” Bathasar said, and for awonder hisvoice wasthick with tears.

Silence nodded, unable to speak. With a shaking hand, she lowered her vell into placejust asthe
boarding chime sounded again.

"Go," Bathasar managed, and Chase Mago said, strongly, "WEell see you on Agterion, Silence.”

The pilot nodded again, and echoed, "On Agterion, Julie, Denis." Then sheturned and dmost ran for
the cradle steps, grateful for the vell that hid her tears from the midshipman waiting at the hatch. The boy
offered her hisarm with stiffly military courtesy, saying, "May | show you to your cabin suite, domna?"

Silenceinclined her head under the vell, unable to trust hersalf to speak, and set her own hand on the
boy's elbow. He clicked hishedls, and said, "Y ou're on the main level, domna, in the quarters." Silence
barely heard him, listening for the sound of the hatch closing behind her. It came -- adull, dmost
soundless thud -- and shewas truly alone.



Chapter 6

THE CABIN TO WHICH THE MIDSHIPMAN LED HER WAS actudly two connecting
compartments, set gpart from the rest of the ship by a sturdy meta grate that closed the corridor leading
to the compartment's door. Both Varid and the satrap were waiting by that grating. The captain bowed
low at Silence's approach, saying, "Welcome aboard, domna. | hope you will find these quartersto your
liking."

Silence got agrip on hersalf with an effort. "I'm sure | will, captain, thank you." Her voice was shaky,
but no one seemed to notice.

"DomnaJamilla" The satrap made abrisk demi-bow, and turned his attention to the captain. "Captain
Lord Varid, | commend to you the domna Lady Jamilla Sahen, and place her under your hand. Domna
Jamilla, | entrust you to Lord Varid; he speakswith my voice."

As she had been taught, Silence extended a veiled hand and the satrap took it, placing her fingers on
Varid's proffered wrist. Silence murmured the proper response: "Imn’ zhayan.”" | shdl obey.

The satrap gave her afind, dubious glance, then straightened briskly. "Captain, | will not delay you
further. Domna, if you please?’ He gestured to the half-open grating.

Silence gtiffened unhappily, but this, too, was part of the procedure she had so hastily memorized. She
-- or, rather, Jamilla-- was not of high enough rank to be granted a human servant, but at the sametime
some formal precautions had to be taken if she wasto travel unescorted on a ship crewed only by men.
Therefore, shewould be locked into the two-room suite, and would be released by the satrap's vizier on
Adterion. Mustering al her dignity, Silence stepped through the gate and watched while the captain drew
it closed. The satrap himself locked it and then placed his own sedlstrip across the lock mechanism. Inan
emergency, of course, the captain could easily open the grating, but it was unlikely he would do so for
lessthan utter disaster.

"DomnaJamilla" the satrap said quietly. "1 send you with my own good wishes, and with my warmest
greetings to my daughter. May your service on Asterion be pleasant, its burdenslight.”

Silence bowed deeply. "It shall be s0," she answered, and in spite of hersalf her tonewasall too
fervent.

Varid sepped in hadtily to cover the mistake. "Domna, you will find awelcometray set out, and dso
the dixir for the trangtions through purgatory. Also, should you require anything, please inform your
guard-of-honor, or please use the call-crystal to tell me, and it will be done.”

"Thank you, captain,” Silence said, her voice under complete control again.

The satrap nodded. Silence curtsied deeply, and the satrap turned to leave, Varid following. As soon
asthey were out of sight, and the midshipman had taken up his blank-eyed watch outside the grating,
Silence turned back to the cabin and went insde, closing the door firmly behind her.

AsVarid had promised, awelcome tray was waiting on the thickly carpeted daisthat served asa
tablein the suités main area. Silence wrenched off her veil and tossed the supporting headdress after it
into the nearest corner, then dropped to her knees beside the daisto examine the tray. Aswas
traditiond, the bidi-glver tray hed asmdl flask and aminiature goblet of iridescent glass, ashdlow slver
bowl full of salty-sweet pombe nuts, and an inlaid plate with three perfect chocolates. Silence ate one,
hoping the sweet would improve her mood, then reached for the flask to pour herself a glass of whatever
liqueur Varid had thought appropriate for an admird's daughter. If nothing €lse, she thought, | can get
myself happy, or at least well out, before we even |eave the planet.

Instead of pura, or one of the other sticky, syrupsweet liqueurs that were commonly offered to
women of rank, the drink was almost clear, and had the faint pungency of Anxuran gin. Silence sipped
cautioudy: it was Anxuran gin, cut with maratha, and both were of the best quality, too. | bet | have
Denisto thank for this, she thought, and her eyesfilled again with tears. She shook hersdf angrily and
took another, larger swallow of the liquor. Then she pushed hersdlf to her feet and, glassin hand, began



to investigate the cabin area.

She had never travelled in such luxury before. Evenin her present state, the el egance-in-miniature of
the cabin-suite was enough to distract her, reducing the knot of fear and londliness. The outer room,
furnished with floor-bolsters rather than more conventiona furniture, was paneled in oil-wood as light and
glowing asfinemarble. A carved screen hid an eaborate mechanica gdley -- an extremey expensve
toy, consdering the cost of shidding that large amachineto keep it from interfering with the harmonium
-- but to Silence's disappointment, there was only asingle, inadequate repeater screen linked to the ship's
main monitor system. Of course, she reminded hersdlf, very few of the women who traveled in thisship
would beinterested in -- or trained to follow -- the starship's progress. And I'll be adeep anyway, once
we hit purgatory.

With that thought in mind, she went on into the second of the two cabins. It was consderably smaller
than the main room, but so beautifully designed thet it did not fed crowded. The recessed bunk,
lace-curtained and discrestly lit, took up most of the space; a mobile table stood besideit, the black
lacquer ova of amedicine case prominently displayed. Silence checked the dosage: enough and more to
put her into a sound deep, proof againgt even the most seductive music of purgatory. She had made the
journey through purgatory without either drugs or her own work to distract her only once. That had been
as aprisoner aboard a Hegemonic transport and it was not an experience she would willingly repest.

Frowning, she shook away the memory, and checked the tiny storage alcove and the bath nook. The
sngle starcrate that held the few things she would need for the journey wasin placein the alcove, her
forma robes already stretched across a clothes horse to keep them from wrinkling. The bath nook was
something of adisgppointment: the fixtures were exactly the same as those on Recusante, except that
they were trimmed with precious metals.

Sighing, Silence returned to the main room, and settled hersalf cross-legged beside the welcome tray.
She missed her starbooks, not just their comforting weight against her hip, but the knowledge of where
and by what road she would be travelling. By the time Ballisarda was positioned on the launching table,
Silence had finished the two glasses of gin and most of the pombe nuts. The pilot made her way into the
bedroom, and reached for the ova box with itsthreetiny, glittering bottles. She uncorked the first bottle
and swallowed its contents, then stretched out on the bunk to wait for the dixir to take hold.

Theflight to Agterion was alittle over fifty hourslong, entering purgatory twice. Sllence dept through
the first passage, and spent the waking hoursrefining her plansfor Asterion. Mogt of that involved
reviewing the persona she had invented for " Jamilla” Knowing she could not learn enough to take full
part in the life of the Women's Palace, Silence and Kalere had decided to emphasize the fact that Jamilla
was an admird's daughter, and had travelled with him during histours of duty. That, they hoped, would
explain any odditiesin her behavior. She reviewed the materid she had memorized under the Chanfro
techniques, until the mnemonic chains and convoluted images seemed to shine as though polished. Still,
the preparations and review could not last forever, and she was very glad to swallow the last dose of
elixir and 9nk at last into adreamless deep.

She had timed the dose so that she was stirring just as the ship reached the edge of Asterion's system.
The monitor in the outer room was talking quietly to itsalf as she came dowly back to full awareness. She
had |eft the machine on so that she would know what was happening, but it was the harmonium'’s note
that first told her Balisardawas approaching planetary harmonies. She pulled hersdf upright, till fuzzy
from the drug, and listened to the flow of datafrom the monitor. Ballisardawas still well out from the
planet, and on aleisurely course. She had alittletime.

Silencelay back againg the pillow, tasting the bitter aftereffects of the dixir, but till too dizzy to do
anything about it. After afew minutes her head cleared alittle, and she reached for the last of the bottles
in the medicine box. She drank off the counterdrug, and sat massaging her temples until the drink began
to work. Then she staggered into the bath nook and turned the shower on full power, letting the pulsing
stream of water beat the last cobwebs from her mind.

When she was sure she was fully alert again, she turned the power down, and adjusted a secondary
control to add a hint of amberwood to the water. She scrubbed hersdlf, then, reluctantly, toed the switch
that cut off the water and triggered the warm-air blowers. She felt dmost normal as she stepped from the



bath nook, except for the growing knot of fear in her belly. Thiswill never do, she thought, and closed
her eyes, forcing hersdlf into the mindlessrelaxation of the first-stage exercises. Thetension easedto a
managesblelevd.

The monitor in the outer room was showing only an hour before Ballisardalanded at Asterion'smain
port, the imperid capitd Anshar' Agterionaitself. Silence's mouth set into agrim line, and she returned to
the bedroom to dress. Formal wear seemed to involve an dmost infinite number of layers. Eveninthe
perfectly controlled climate of the starship, Silence was swesting lightly by the time she had donned the
final overgown. There were two layers beneath that, athin silk shift and aheavier brocade dress cut tight
in the bodice and full in deeveswith alightly stiffened bell-shaped skirt. The overgown, of a sober
wine-black satin that fell in heavy pleats straight from the shoulders, flared dightly over the skirt, opening
afew centimeters a the hem to reved flashes of the brighter brocade benesth.

Silence surveyed hersdlf in the mirror, and had to admit that the colors, at least, had been chosen to
flatter her black hair and pale skin. Asfor theredt... the style had dignity, and Silence was till unwillingly
impressed by the row of carved gemstones that buttoned the overgown to the waist, but other than that,
the pilot could find little to recommend in it. It was uncomfortable, and dmost impossible to movein, and
the full court-veil only made thingsworse.

Silence sighed and glanced at the monitor. I'll wait till weland before | start on the vells, she decided.
Therésno point in being miserable until | have to be. Instead, she settled hersdf againgt the bolstersto
waich the landing on the monitor. Ballisarda's pilot was good. The big liner settled easily through the
planet's amosphere, the details of the fidld swelling dowly, only dightly reddened by the interference as
Badlisarda's harmonium overrode the ethereal notes of the upper atmosphere. The Inariman pilot cut the
harmony at just the right moment, dropping the starship into its cradle with barely ajolt. Silence sghed
her envy, wishing that that was al she had to worry about, and went back into the bedroom to finish
dressing.

There was no point wasting time on jewelry or makeup: either would be hidden beneeth the
enveloping vells. Silence took a deep breath, knowing she couldn't put it off any longer, and fitted the
supporting headdressinto place. Thiswas a more el aborate structure than the usua light coronet, a
complicated structure of gold wiresthat rose to adight peak above the wearer's forehead, and formed a
close cap across the back of the skull. Two gemmed clips, like the cheek-pieces of an archaic helmet,
framed the pilot's face. Silence grimaced at them -- they were uncomfortable, and the headdressas a
whole was heavy -- and then, reluctantly, fitted the ends of the underveil into the clips. The solid rectangle
of cloth covered her face from cheek to chin, falling below the collar of her overgown at itslongest point.
Silencetwitched at the cloth, adjusting the folds, and made aface at her image in the mirror. Only the
tightening of the skin at the corners of her eyes betrayed the grimace. That was one advantage to the
system, Silence thought -- maybe the only advantage. Sighing, she picked up the filmy main vell and fitted
the gold eydetsin its center onto the tiny hooks of the headdress. The dmost transparent grey-black silk
fell heavily around her ankles, weighted by the meter-wide band of metalic embroidery at the hem. The
complete ensemble weighed over twelve kilograms, and Silence was grateful that custom decreed that
women of the Ten Thousand did not travel afoot.

She had cut things rather fine after all. Almost as soon as she had finished adjusting the fall of the outer
veiling, the monitor buzzed discreetly, and an unfamiliar voice said, "Domna Jamilla, thevizier Hdian
n'Halian has come aboard to escort you to the Women's Palace.”

"Thank you," Silence said, feding a sudden tightnessin her throat. She could feel hersalf beginning to
shake as she took up her position in front of the cabin door, and took deep, calming breaths. The
trembling eased, but the tight knot of fear was back at the pit of her somach. Then thetiny green light set
into the bulkhead above the doorway winked out: Varid and n'Haian were at the grating. Silence hit the
switch that opened the cabin door.

Thevizier wasatall, gaunt man who wore his court dress -- silk trousers, brocade coat, and
gorgeoudy embroidered sash-shawl -- with an air. Asthe door opened, he bowed dightly from the
wa g, and touched fingersto hislips. Ashetook his hand away, Silence saw that hisforked beard was
gilded at thetips, asthough he had leaned forward into a pot of liquid gold. The effect was so sartling



that she amost missed hisformd greeting.

"-- Anshar' Agteriona. In our common masters names, | greet you. " N'Halian took a quick bregth,
and continued sonoroudly, "Y ou have been commended to my carefor the brief time until you reach the
Pdace of Women. | trust, Domna Jamilla, thisis acceptable to you."

"Imn' zhayan," Silence answered, with abrief inclination of her head. N'Hdian amiled glintingly -- his
teeth, too, were set with gold, Silence redlized. She was hard put not to laugh doud at the Sight.

Thevizier seemed not to notice. "'If you will bear witness, my lord captain?’

"Asmy lord wishes" Varid murmured.

N'Haian nodded, and with aflourish, stripped the sedtape from the lock. He folded the piece of tape
carefully and tucked it into the folds of hiswaist sash. With another flourish, he produced a glittering
lock-box and unlocked the grating. A junior officer -- alieutenant thistime, Silence noted -- hastened to
pull back the grating, and n'Halian extended along hand to the pilot. Silence came forward dowly,
putting out her own hand, decently covered by the outer vell, to touch the other'swrist.

"If youwill comewith me, domna?' n'Haian went on.

"Imn' zhayan," Silence answered automaticaly, then contradicted herself. "' Oh, but amoment, my lord.
Captain Varid, | thank you for your courtesy in the preparation of my quarters. My journey was most
pleasant.”

"Our pleasureto serve," Varid answered.

N'Halian nodded. Silence wondered exactly what in her he was approving -- her courtesy, or her
bravery in speaking to the captain without the vizier's consent -- and started down the Starship's
corridors. All the crewmen had, of course, been told to stay clear. Silence found the empty spaces
disconcerting, and she was glad when they reached the main hatchway.

The cradle stairs were covered by a crimson carpet, and servants -- beautifully formed homunculi --
waited at the base of the sairs. They held agold-fringed canopy blazoned with Inarimesred hart. Asthe
two human beings approached, the homunculi lifted the canopy in sdute. Thevizier did not gppear to
notice as he took his place beneath it, Silence till modestly half astep to therear.

The homunculi escorted them through Inarime's private docking shed, and out into the blazing sunlight
of Agterion. Balisardawas docked in the secluded sector reserved for the ships of planetary overlords,
even S0, Silence was amazed by the eaborate facilities. There were whole planets, in the Rusadir and on
the Fringe, that lacked asingle starport as elaborate asthis private park. She counted nearly a dozen
docking sheds, each one reserved for asingle noble, and three or four support buildings before n'Halian
cleared histhroat softly, drawing her attention.

A temporary barrier had been set up about twenty meters from the Inariman shed, and half adozen
uniformed men waited besideit. There were more men, in the brighter uniforms of Inarime's private
forces, waiting on the far side of the barrier, but Silence had eyes only for thefirst group. She recognized
the sober blazoning only too well: these were men of the True Thousand, the elite aristocratic soldiers
who were the red base of the Hegemon's power. Silence controlled her shudder with an effort, reminding
herself of the officer who had been on Inarime, the one who had been present at the satrap's secret
conference. Not dl the men of the True Thousand were her enemies. Still, her hand trembled on the
vizier'swrist. N'Halian gave her asdelong glance and aquick, private smile.

"Courage domna," he said softly. ™Y ou have nothing to fear.”

Silence kept her face expressionless behind her veils. She did not know if n'Halian knew about the
satrap's plan, and could not tell from hiswords. In either case, she thought, | know better than you just
how much thereisto fear. | was on Arganthonios when the Thousand retook it from Wrath-of-God; I've
been their prisoner. | know.

Asthey approached the barrier, the officer in command of the troop stepped forward, touching a
hand to his heart in greeting. He wore a captain's crescent pinned to his collar. Seeing that, Silence
alowed hersdlf asoundiess sigh of relief. If her real mission had been betrayed, surely the Hegemon
would have sent ahigher-ranking officer and alarger squad to arrest her.

"M'lord vizier, domng,” the captain said. "May | seethelady's papers, my lord?"

"Of course, captain,” n'Halian answered, and produced adim gilt case from thefolds of hissash. The



women of the Hegemony did not carry their own papers, either: Silence had never even seen the
documents on which her safety rested.

The captain accepted the case with adight inclination of his head that might have been intended asa
bow, and flipped back thelid. He carried ajeweled scanner on awaist chain, and brought it up smartly
to record the information set out on the engraved plague. In spite of the satrap's promises, Silence tensed
beneeth her vells. She il found it hard to believe that the Hegemony did not keep better track of the
women of the Ten Thousand. Even if photos were prohibited, there were haf adozen other, equaly
accurate ways of ensuring identity. | suppose, Silence thought, they think one woman more or less
couldn't make any difference. And who would believe a satrap would lie? Still, she was hard put to hide
her sgh of relief asthe captain snapped the case closed over the plate's micro-graved oaths and sedls,
and handed it back to n'Halian.

"In hisMgesty's name, | welcome you to Anshar' Asteriona, Domna Jamilla," the captain said, and
sduted gravely.

Silence bent her head in response, but could not quite bring herself to thank him for his courtesy.
N'Haian shot her another quick look, and then the soldiers of the Thousand were trundling the barrier
adde. The Inariman troops moved forward, bowing and touching handsto lipsin Slence's direction.

A gaudy ground-effect vehicle was waiting, balanced on its cushion of air, flanked by grounded escort
pods. N'Halian gestured to the gever's pilot, who lowered the bulky vehicle, fanswhining in protest, until
Silence was able to step easily into its carpeted interior. N'Halian followed her, and the gever bobbed
back to itsnormd cruising level. The soldierstook their place in the escort pods and lifted rapidly, closing
in around the gever. N'Halian touched a hidden control, and aclear dome did into place over the
passenger compartment. To Silence's pleased surprise, however, the vizier did not darken the glass but
signaled the driver to proceed.

Anshar' Agterionawas amagnificent city. Silence had dways known this, from star-travellers stories
and the tapes she had studied on Inarime, but the reality was enough to take her breath away. The main
adminigtrative complex, with its high spiresand lacy, glittering wakways connecting each of the lesser
buildings into a spectacular whole, was larger and more beautiful than most oligarchs paacesin the
Rusadir.

The pilot turned the gever onto arampway that led into and then through the glass-roofed centra
arcade of the complex. Slence was dizzied by the sheer variety of figures flashing past, Hegemonic
noblesin brilliant silks mingling with Sar-travellersin the dress of haf a hundred worlds. Then the gever
flashed under ameter-wide security band -- it turned briefly white, then green, registering both the
escort's wegponry and its right to carry the heavy heylins -- and swept down a second ramp, to turn onto
awide, park-lined avenue. Thiswasthe famous Street of the Triumphs. Silence gave up her pretense of
indifference, and stared open-mouthed as the gever did benesth the first of the massive archesthat
spanned the roadway. The arch, of the semiprecious bluemarble found only on Elysium, was carved on
every available surface with inscriptions in the flowing Hegemonic script and complicated, gem-studded
reliefs

“That'sFadil 111's Triumph," n"'Halian said, amiling. "To commemorate the Treaty of Elysium and the
establishment of the Hegemony."

Silence nodded, still staring. They passed beneath a second arch, this one ten metersthick, carved
from what seemed to be asingle solid block of crysta. Within its depths, ghostly images formed and
shifted. Most were starshipslocked in mortal combat, but the keystone, the most vivid image, showed a
panoramic battle, a planet under attack.

"Adeben I1's Triumph," n'Halian said, " celebrating the victory over Wrath-of-God. It'ssaid --" The
vizier gave arather maicious amile. " -- that hisMost Serene Mgesty wantsto build hisown
Wrath-of-God triumph, after the fighting on Arganthonios.”

Silence snorted angrily, but managed to bite back the rest of her instant, bitter response. Arganthonios
had been an ambush, not abattle; it hardly merited acommemorative meda, much lessa Triumph to
match the others. N'Halian gave her another unreadable glance, and Silence wondered again just how
much the vizier knew about her mission.



The gever flashed beneath athird Triumph, thisone black stoneinlaid with line after line of silver
Hegemonic script, and traffic began to pick up appreciably. The pilot dowed, muttering to himsdlf, and
n'Halian tapped one hand againgt the hidden control box. Silence, caught up in the spectacle outsde the
gever, bardly noticed their impatience.

A dozen other gevers, each badged with the symbols of a noble house, made their way up the broad
avenue, their escortsjostling for position. Other, dower ground transport hastily made way for them,
while air scooters, their modified harmoniums humming like swarms of angry insects, darted in and out of
the ponderous processions, the gaudily dressed young nobles who rode them exchanging cheerful
obscenities with the soldiers of the escorts. One scooter darted periloudly closeto her own gever, and
Silence caught agood look at theriders. The driver was anoble, of course, black-haired and with a
nestly trimmed black beard, coat and sashes flapping in the wind, but his passenger was awoman. She
was veiled, aslaw and custom required, but both her billowing drapery and the coat and trousers
benegth it were sheer, dmost trangparent, revealing jeweled breast and crotch pieces. Silenceraised an
eyebrow, and n'Halian chuckled softly.

"A -- dancer," he said.

"A dancer," Slence repeated, and did her best to sound as though she believed him. N'Halian laughed
again, but before he could say anything el se, the pilot's attention was distracted by a heavily guarded
palanquin, permanently joined to the shoulders of four heavy-service homunculi. The palanquin's curtains
were laced tightly closed benesth the metal mesh shell, and the heavily armed escorts stayed very close
toitssdes, heylins at the ready. Even the most reckless of the young nobles were careful to giveit awide
berth. Silence glanced curioudly at n'Halian, but the vizier was |ooking elsawhere, and the pilot did not
want to betray her lack of knowledge by asking outright. It was probably someone's wife, she decided,
or maybe an unmarried girl -- certainly awoman of desirable age and good family.

The Street of Triumphsled directly to the Grand Pdaceitsdlf. The gever dowed still further asit
passed the perimeter markers, two dender white wands set into the immaculate turf to either sde of the
roadway. Slence eyed them curioudly, feding the tingle of leashed power, but the gever was Hill traveling
too quickly for her to figure out exactly what defense screen they controlled. Then they were coming up
on the deceptive outer wall of the compound, and Silence concentrated on the part she had to play.

There were more of the Thousand's troopers waiting beside the gate, led by another crescent-badged
captain. N'Halian exchanged sonorous greetings with him, and handed over the case containing Silence's
papers. The captain examined it with excruciating care, then motioned for the gever to proceed into the
Palace. He did not return the case. The escort remained outside, grounding their pods to wait for
n'Hdian'sreturn.

The captain led them not to the main buildings but to an auxiliary complex, then through a series of
winding passages to an unroofed courtyard. A dim flyer waswaiting there, its modified harmonium
throbbing gently. At n'Halian's ignd, the pilot lowered the gever dmost to the ground, and the vizier
stepped out, turning at once to help Silence disembark. Silence was grateful for his steadying hand as she
turned to face the captain. He bowed sharply then, and returned the case to n'Halian. The vizier nodded
thanks, and gestured sharply at the waiting flyer. A hatch did back gtiffly dong itsgleaming hull, and gairs
unfolded with agentle clicking.

"Thiswill take you to the Women's Palace, my lord, lady domna," the captain announced.

"Thank you, captain," n'Haian answered, and motioned for Silence to precede him up the sepsand
into theflyer.

Theinterior of the flyer was very dark, and Silence reached ingtinctively for the control that would
lighten the window glass. N'Halian shook his heed, pointing to a pinpoint light on the forward bulkheed.
"Y ou can clear the windows when that light goes off,” he said. " Security.”

| should've guessed that they'd require that, Silence thought, and settled herself for ablind flight. When
the cartographers went to great lengths to conceal even the genera position of the Women's Palace on
their maps, it stood to reason that the security troops would not advertise either the exact location or the
particular routes used to get there. Then theliftoff dammed her back againgt the seet, and it took al her
sef-rediraint to suppress avery unladylike curse.



Thelight stayed on for alittle over an hour, straining Silence's nerves amogt to the breaking point.
When it winked out at last, Silence twisted the control so hard that the knob nearly came off in her hand.
Thewindows lightened, and she peered out eagerly.

The flyer was just crossing over the shoreline of alarge lake, heading out over open water. Silence
had just enough time to register that the surrounding area was heavily wooded, without visible clearings
or roads, when the flyer banked sharply, cutting off her view. Thistime she did swear, and gpologized
giffly, too aware of the amusement in n'Haian's eyes. Then the flyer banked again, less steeply thistime,
and Silence caught her first glimpse of the Women's Palace,

It was set in the very center of the lake, on an idand with banks so regular that they had to be
attificid. The Pdaceitsdf, an odd, four-lobed building topped with extravagant towers and dotted with
hidden courtyards, filled most of the available land, leaving only four thin triangles of grassin between the
lobes of the building. Then the flyer straightened, cutting off Silence's view again, and began to descend
toward the shordline.

Silence frowned, and n'Halian said, "We land at the guardpost, and take a boat acrossto the Palace.”

"Oh."

Theflyer landed gently, but "'Haian did not move from his seat. After amoment, the hatch folded
upward, and a helmeted face peered into the compartment. Silence tensed, but relaxed allittle at
n'Haian's discreet hand signad. A moment later, the head was withdrawn, and the steps unfolded
themsalves, clattering down to the pavement. N'Halian rose, stretching alittle, and offered Silence his
arm. The pilot took it, and together they descended thelittle stairway into the sunlight.

Another squad of the Thousand's soldiers were waiting on the smoothed landing field, drawn up in the
double lines of an honor guard. Their commander, afull colond thistime, brought up his decorative
sword in punctilious salute, but Silence's attention was caught by the heavily armored vehicle that stood
to one sde, its double cannons trained on the flyer. At least they don't suspect us, she thought, alittle
numbly, or they'd've blasted us dready. With an inward shiver, shelet n'Haian draw her toward the lake,
following the colonel between the rows of soldiers.

An elaborate, flag-bedecked barge was drawn up against the end of the field that projected into the
lake, and still more of the Thousand waited benegath the fluttering streamers. They sduted at their
colond's approach, and one -- athin, graceful boy in acommon soldier's coat -- hurried forward to help
Silenceinto the barge. The pilot accepted his help, and et hersalf beled to a seet in the very center.
N'Haian took his place at her |eft shoulder, one hand resting casually on the back of the chair.

"Cast off," the colonel ordered, and one of the troopers released his hold on aheavy line. Itsengine
throbbing throatily, the barge swung dowly away from thefield.

Thelake was very cam, kept so, Silence guessed, by daborate counterharmonics and damping fields.
The snow-white buildings of the Palace seemed to float like an icy sculpture just above the surface of the
water. Viewed abgtractly, it was very beautiful, but Silence was in no mood to appreciaeits charms. All
too soon now, she would beinsde those walls, trapped by the rules of the Paaceitsdf even if shewas
not inadvertently betrayed by Aili. She closed her eyes, mentaly repesting relaxation exercises. The panic
ebbed, but the cold knot of fear stayed solidly in her somach.

Then the barge did neatly against the Palace dock, and two of the troopers |leaped out to secure the
lines. N'Hdian cleared histhroat nervoudy. Silence gave a convulsive start and forced herself to move.
Her fingerswereicy: in adistant, irrdevant way, shefdt sorry for the young officer who extended ahand
to help her from the barge. Like adeepwalker trapped in anightmare, she followed the colond and
n'Halian down an interminable, blue-ceilinged corridor, until, quite suddenly, they emerged into atiny
courtyard. Thewalls surrounding it were completely windowless, the gpparently solid stone pierced only
by adoor directly opposite the one from which they had just emerged. Silence could not resist aquick
glance over her shoulder: the two wereidentical.

A broad band of black stone ran acrossthe courtyard, dividing it into two equa sections. The colonel
stopped well back of the line, and gestured to one of the troopers, who produced a small, curling
trumpet. He sounded it, producing an ugly honking like anahr-cat in hegt, then sounded it again. Moving
with an amost visble reluctance, the far door swung open.



Five women moved dowly into the courtyard. Three were clearly high-ranking servantslike " Jamilla,"
the outline of the domnas robes plainly visible beneath their veils. Sllence had eyes only for the other two.
One, the smdller of the pair, wore adress so full that her vell was stretched almost taut over the stiff
skirts, displaying its bejeweled hem to great advantage. Silence guessed she was the shazadi Aili. The
other, tdler woman wore an outer vell that seemed to have been woven from solid gold. It was she who
spokefirst.

"WEell, colond?" The harsh voice seemed to come from nowhere. Silence shivered again, recognizing a
will to match her own behind that concealing golden curtain.

The colondl bowed very low. "Y our Serenity, | present the lord n'Halian, who speaks for the satrap of
Inarime”

So the woman in the golden veil was the Hegemon's Sster Radiah, Silence thought, the person who
held at least nomind authority in the Women's Palace. And from the sound of her voice, her power is
much more than merdy nomind.

"Speak, Inarimésvizier," Radiah said. Her tone was not encouraging, and Silence saw that n'Halian
bowed very low indeed.

"Y our Serenity, | bring to the Palace and present for your approva the domna Jamilla Sahen, to bea
companion to my master's daughter.”

Radiah was glent for along moment, then said, in the same discouraging tone, " Come here, girl.”

That was not part of the ritual Silence had so carefully memorized. Shedid her best to hide her fear,
however, and walked forward to the very edge of the black line. She could not step over it until shewas
officidly accepted into the shazadi's household, but she would obey the Princess Royd's order as closdly
as she could. The golden vell shifted dightly, and Silence knew Radiah was examining her from behind its
heavy folds. Even behind her own veil Silence braced hersdlf, and was grateful when at last the Princess
turned away.

"Inform your magter, Inarime'svizier, that we accept this Jamilla Sahen into our household --
provisondly." Radiah turned, the metdlic vell moving tiffly with her. Y ou, Jamilla, will comewith me,
Colonel, you are dismissed.”

The colonel and n'Halian bowed again and backed toward the door by which they had entered the
courtyard. Silence stepped unwillingly across the line and followed the other domnas through the second
door. It did closed behind them, leaving them in sudden darkness for amoment before the corridor lights
clicked on. Silence heard Radiah mutter a startling curse and, quite suddenly, her own fear faded, eased
by that evidence of human frailty. The Hegemon's Sister was only awomean, after dl, and an ill-tempered
one, at that. | can deal with her, Silencetold herself. Somehow, | can.

This corridor was much shorter than the one through which Silence had entered the Paace. It ended
quite abruptly, alighter door rolling back to revea apleasant, tree-lined walk. The domnato Silence's
|eft gave aquite human sigh of relief, and hurried to help Radiah divest hersdlf of her outer veil. Other
women were waiting to help Aili and the domnas. Silence alowed one of them, a plump,
pleasant-looking girl afew years younger than hersdlf, to help her fold the heavy cloth back over her
headdress. Aili, small and dark and dender, had aready removed both veils, and advanced on Silence
with outstretched arms. The pilot took a deep breath, knowing she couldn't delay any longer, and pulled
off her underveil.

Aili checked, but only fractionaly, and said, "L ord, Jamilla, you've changed.” Without waiting for an
answer, she embraced Silence warmly.

"It'sbeen along time, Aili," the pilot answered, cautioudy. Over the shazadi's shoulder, she could see
the Princess Roya watching them closdy, and was suddenly glad Aili had explained her surprise.

"S0," Radiah said. She had not removed her undervell, and did not seem inclined to do so; instead,
she watched the younger women over its muffling folds. "Y ou are Jamilla Sahen -- Admira Sahen's
daughter?"

Silence bobbed a curtsy, as she had been taught. "Y es, your Serenity.”

"Then you must play nago," the Princess Royad continued. "Good."

Nago was the most popular gambling game in the Hegemonic Navy. Sllence had been taught the



rules, but she had no particular knack for gambling. Kalere had quickly decided that it would be better if
shedid not play at dl, and had created haf a dozen excuses for dmost any socia Stuation. However,
Silence had not expected to have to produce them so soon. "I beg your Serenity's pardon,” she
stammered, "but I'm afraid | don't play. " She saw Aili's eyeswiden dightly, asif in dismay, and Radiah's
thin eyebrows drew together into afrown.

"The Jamilla Sahen of whom | am aware once defeated afull complement of ship's officers at nago.”
There was more than ahint of frost in Radiah'svoice.

And why didn't someonetell me that? Silence wondered remotely. "My noble father was not pleased
by the exploit, your Serenity,” sheimprovised. "Thus, | do not play.”

Aili relaxed dightly, but the Princess Roya continued to frown. "And if | command it?"

"Your Serenity,” Aili interposed. She had a pleasant voice, low and swest. "I beg your indulgence for
Jamilla. If the lord admiral has forbidden her to play, surely she shouldn't go againgt hiswishes? Andin
any case, she'sjust arrived, practicaly thisinstant. She must be exhausted from the trip, and I've so much
to talk to her about.”

The artless prattle seemed to soften Radiah's temper -- or wasit al so artless, Silence wondered,
watching the ways Aili's movements contradicted her words. The shazadi &t least thought she had found a
weak spot in the Princess Roya's armor, and was exploiting it to the fullest.

"Very well," Radiah said, "l will hold you excused for now, Jamilla. Y ou may show her to your
quarters, Aili."

"Thank you, your Serenity,” Aili said, curtsying, and Silence copied her. The shazadi tugged at
Slence'sarm, drawing her off down the tree-lined walk, talking as she went.

"The homunculi will bring your luggage as soon asthe colondl issatisfied it's safe.” Aili'slaugh was
beautifully unforced. "I have most of thiswing," she added, asthey passed through aseries of archesinto
asemi-enclosed arcade that looked out onto asmall, unpretentious garden. At irregular intervas, the
keystones were set with tiny carved faces. Watching closely, Silence saw one face open its eyes,
following their passage, and |ooked away hastily. The garden looked pleasant. A fountain played gently in
the center of the concentric circlesthat were the paths, and Silence could not help smiling &t the sight.

"I'mglad you likeit," Aili exclamed. "Thisisone of my favorite places, too. Come on." Without
waiting for aresponse, she pulled Silence through the nearest archway, and out into the garden. Sheled
the unresisting pilot to the fountain, and seated hersdlf on its edge, gesturing for Silenceto Sit beside her.
"Now," Aili said, till with asmilethat belied her sudden fierce whisper, "who the hell areyou?

Silence glanced quickly around, and saw no human eavesdroppers or any more of the carved faces.
Even s0, she lowered her own voice to an amost soundless whisper before she answered, "Y our father
sent me. By token of the nargd.”

Aili rlaxed dightly but visibly. "Thank God."

She sounded very different from the dutiful daughter Silence had been led to expect, and from the
giddy child she had played for the Princess Royal. The pilot eyed her with new respect, saying, "Isit safe
totak?'

Aili gave asudden, dfin grin. "As safe as anywhere, which isnot very. "

Silence nodded, as much to hersdlf asto the other. She had expected internal security to befairly
tight, and had made her plans accordingly. Besides, she thought as she closed her eyes and fdlt for the
harmonic lines running beneath the Palace, adirect demongtration isthe best way | can think of to
convince her I'm amagus. The Pdace waslaid out roughly in tune with the planetary harmonies -- it
would haveto be, Slence thought, if they were using large numbers of homunculi as servants. Shewould
not have to draw aring, either: the nearest encircling path would do very nicely. Shefdt for the dementd
harmonies, held them, and subvocalized the cantation that bent them to her will. She whispered the words
that called up the Form of the aphonic ring, shaping air and earth with them, and felt thering legp into
place around them. She opened her eyesto see Aili staring at her.

"Youreamagus,” the shazadi stated flatly. "How in God's name did you get past the Seer?' Her eyes
searched Silence's body in startled, appalled speculation, but then she shook her head, murmuring, "But
even neutering couldn't change the chromosomes... 7"



"I'mawoman,” Silence said impatiently, and then, asthe other'swords registered, added, "What
Seer?'

"The black band in the entrance court,” Aili said. "If amae crossesit -- and it defines'mal€ by the
genetic typing, not by bodily equipment -- darms go off, the homunculi attack, and so on." She shook her
head and returned to her primary question. "Y ou can't be amagus. It'simpossble.”

I'm glad | didn't know about the Seer when | crossed it, Silence thought. Aloud, shesaid, "l ana
magus -- and atar pilot, too, for that matter. I'm an anomaly, nobody's quite been able to explain me. It
doesn't redlly matter, anyway. What does matter isthat | have amagus's power, and | know how to use
it." Mostly, she added, to herself.

Aili till looked skepticd, but the gphonic ring surrounding them, perceptible even to non-magi, was
convincing evidence. "And my father sent you to -- what?"

"Get you out of here" Silence said. Even inside the aphonic ring, she lowered her voice as she added,
"He's planning to attack the Hegemon and take the throne for himsdlf, but he hasto get you out of the
way firgt, so you can't be used as ahostage.”

Aili sghed. "That, Jamilla-- or whoever you are -- islikely to take some doing." Her voice changed
suddenly, eyes focusing on someone behind Silence. "Quick, dissolvethering!”

Silence made the necessary pass, and the ring vanished.

"Household homunculus," Aili hissed, "coming our way."

Silence turned & the cresture's gpproach, successfully killing ashudder. Aili said, 'Y es?!

"The migtresss pardon,” the homunculus said in aflat, uninflected voice. "The new domna's baggage
has arrived. Where shdl it be put?’

Aili pulled hersdlf to her feet. "Wed better seeto that,” she said. Silence sighed, agreeing, and
followed the other woman into the depths of the Palace.



Chapter 7

IT TOOK ONLY A FEW DAY SFOR SILENCE TO ACCUSTOM hersdf to theroutine of lifein
the Women's Pdace. She was given asuite of roomsin the wing reserved for the shazadi and her
household. The suite -- main room, study, bedroom, and lavish bath -- was small by Palace standards,
but luxurious in comparison to the life Silence was used to, and even more e aborate than the room she
had occupied on Inarime. In the mornings, she accompanied Aili to the Observances, the quas-religious
recitation of the Hegemon's names and titles, accompanied by forma protestations of loyalty. The
Princess Roya was gtrict in meeting her own obligations, and would tolerate nothing lessin the women
who shared her paace. Then she waited on the shazadi through the interminable late-morning medl.

In the afternoon, she and Aili roamed through the Palace compounds and explored itsfacilities
ostensibly catching up on the years they had spent apart, but actualy examining the security
arrangements. Evenings were spent in the Princess Royd's quarters talking, playing dominoes or nago or
any of adozen different card games, performing or listening to music. The Princess Royal did not ask
Jamillato play nago again, but Silence was often aware of Radiah's thoughtful gaze, and was very grateful
she did not have to spend any more time in the older woman's company. She did not know exactly what,
if anything, she had done to rouse the Princess Roya's suspicions -- the nago incident seemed absurdly
small -- but she did her best to stay out of Radiah'sway. The Princess Roya was not at al the spoiled,
ornamenta female Silence had been led to expect. She was a strong-willed, intelligent woman, who
missed very little of what was going on in her kingdom. At the evening gatherings, Silence caught enough
glimpses of books and study tapesto guess that the Princess Royd till dabbled in Hegemonic palitics,
and redoubled her effortsto avoid notice.

At least none of the other Palace inmates seemed to pose the same dangers as the Princess Royal.
Thereweren't many of them, ether: Silence, counting carefully, could find only six. Therewasthe
Princess Royal, of course, and the Queen-sigter, the unmarried sister of the Hegemon's chief wife; Alili
and four other shazadis, daughters and sisters of planetary satrgps held unofficialy as hostages; and one
of the Hegemon's natura daughters, kept at the Palace until an appropriate aliance could be sealed with
her marriage. She was a sweet, stupid girl of fourteen who took an unaccountable liking to Silence. Each
of them had some kind of household, of course, ranging from a single domnato the six women who
waited on the Princess Roydl, but dl told, Silence thought, there were fewer than forty women rattling
about in aPdace clearly built to house severd hundred.

"Whereis everyone?' she asked abruptly.

Aili looked up curioudy. The two women were Sitting in anarrow, glass-enclosed gdlery that
overlooked the lake on one Side, and the shazadi's favorite garden on the other. Silence had sedled it
againg prying her second day on Agterion. A piece of crysta, tossed casudly into aflower arrangement,
would glow red if anyone tampered with her work. Even so, old habits were hard to break: both women
dtill spokedlipticaly, their voices |lowered.

"What do you mean?" the shazadi asked.

"ThePaace...." Slence shrugged, annoyed with hersdlf for being unnecessarily curious. "It just seems
as though there ought to be more people here, that's l.”

Aili grinned. It was her private amile, afierce, boyish grin that she was careful to hide from the other
inmates. Seeing it, Silence was again reminded of how wrong she had been in her expectations. "Most of
the Thousand would rather keep their women at homethese days,” the shazadi said. "HisMost Serene
Maesty'stemper isalittle -- uncertain, of late. No one wantsto leave him ahostageif they can help it.
The only women herewho aren't part of hisfamily are hostages, likeme." Aili lowered her voice, glancing
automatically over her shoulder. "And then, of course, there's Radiah.”

"Radiah?' Silence asked. "What about her?"

"Don't you know the story?" Aili returned. "Where have you been?'



Silence was strongly tempted to answer, but bit back the words just in time. She was not angry at the
shazadi at dl, but at the entire Stuation, at the necessity for caution and methodica planning, when every
nervein her body still screamed for her to run. "No, | don't,” she said aloud, and the shazadi looked
properly contrite.

"I'm sorry, Jamilla, | wasn't thinking. They say that Radiah was exiled here because she meddled too
much in palitics. | hear it'strue, al right, but her red crime was that she was smarter about it than his
Most Serene Mgjesty. It's certain the Hegemon's policy has been alot less clever since she took up
residence here."

"That's not very reassuring,” Silence muttered.

"No, | supposenot,” Aili admitted, her smile fading. She set aside her neediework and leaned
forward. "What do you think our chances are?’

Silence sighed, and did not answer at once, staring out over the calm waters of the lake. The
afternoon sunlight, pouring in through the thick glass, was an dmost physica weight pressing againgt her
skin; it sparkled gaily from thetiny wavelets. The lake itself was the grestest obstacle. The Palace's
defenses were intended to keep people out rather than to keep peoplein. Silence had already spotted
two unused water-gates she thought she could open.

"l don't know," shesaid at last. "There's the old boathouse gate, and the spot over the intake -- you
were there when | found them, so you know. I'm pretty sure | can get usout." She stared morosely
acrossthe glittering water. "Thetroubleis, firgt, | don't know if | can keep the darms from sounding.
Hdll, | don't even know what the darms are, or how they work. And then, | don't know how to get us
across the lake before we're missed. The guards would have no trouble at al spotting us on the water.”

Aili nodded thoughtfully. " Some sort of diverson?' she began doubtfully, and Silence shrugged.

"| redlly need to know more about the darm system.”

"Of course." Aili looked up, her eyes sparkling. "If | wereto get you access to the Palace library, do
you think it might hold information onthe darms?’

"It might,” Silence said. More probably it wouldn't, she added to herself, and eveniif it does, it will be
well hidden and well protected from prying eyeslike mine. Seeing the excitement in the shazadi's face,
however, Silence didn't have the heart to voice her thoughts. "It'sworth atry. | didn't know this place
hed alibrary."

"One of her Serenity's better-kept secrets,” Aili answered.

Silence nodded. That actudly might improve the chances of the information she wanted being in the
library, and accessible. She said doud, "In the meantime, | think it's time we made contact with your
father's agent here. There are somethings | need to make a start on breaking out, and the sooner | get to
work, the better."

Aili nodded, consulting the chronograph pinned to her skirt. "I can do that within the hour." She gavea
sudden, dmogt shy smile. 1 play chesswith him every afternoon.”

Silence's eyebrows rose. Aili had aregular game of chess -- by ghost-link, of course -- with one of
the officers of the Thousand attached to the |akes de guardpost. The pilot had spent anumber of dull
afternoons draped in her uncomfortable veiling, watching asmilarly veiled Aili move sensitized pieces
across agemstone board. A maguss link-spell carried her move to the man waiting on the lake shore,
and moved the ghostly reflection of his pieces dong her board. "Coded moves?' she asked.

"Not exactly," Aili answered. "1 wouldn't spoil my game for anything. Y ou'll see” She stood, glancing
over her shoulder into the garden, and stiffened abruptly. "Oh, lord, Jamilla, it's your shadow.”

Silence stood, too, and swore softly. Ceiki, the Hegemon'sillegitimate daughter, was moving
purposefully dong the paths, heading for Aili's quarters. The shazadi said, between amusement and
annoyance, " She's got quite acrush on you."

"If only she weren't o damned stupid,” Silence said.

Aili frowned, thistime a Silence. " She's not so much stupid as uneducated. | doubt she can do much
more than write her name -- hisMost Serene Mgjesty doesn't believe in wasting money on tutors for his
bastards, especidly thegirls.”

"With dl thetutorsin theworld,” Slence said, unwarily, "sheld il be stupid.”



There was amoment's dangerous quiet, and then Aili said, very dowly, "Y ou don't like women very
much, do you, 'Jamilla?"

Silence turned on her, stung, but there was enough truth in the shazadi's words to cut off the instant
response. After amoment, she said, "1 haven't known many. But I'm learning.”

Aili relaxed alittle, muttering an apology, and Silence managed some embarrassed response. It wasa
deserved reproof, the pilot admitted. She had been trying so hard to fit in asapilot, on Solitudo, and
even before, that she had started to believe the things men said about women. There was absolutely no
reason to fed that way, either; there was dways Misthia, an entire planet ruled by women, to disprove
the danders. The Misthians she had known -- too few of them -- were good people. Tasarla, the best of
them, had died on Arganthonios, saving another Misthian's ship; two more Misthians had been
ingrumenta in helping her get back Recusante. Silence's eyesfilled with unexpected tears. She sniffed
angrily, trying to decide what to say, how to defend hersdlf, but before she could think of anything, there
was aknock at the door.

"Get thefidd, quick,” Aili hissed.

Silence made the gesture that dissolved her security rings, and the shazadi opened the door to admit
Ceiki. The Hegemon's daughter was a stocky, round-faced child who reminded Silence of nothing so
much as an importunate puppy. Mindful of Aili'scriticism, the pilot did her best to be graciousto the girl,
and to her surprise Celki expanded under the atention. By the time Aili reminded them of thetime, and
her upcoming chess game, Silence was amost willing to admit that the shazadi might beright. Certainly
Ceiki was deplorably ignorant; equally certainly shewasinterested in at least afew things other than the
approved tak of clothes and marriages and babies. Still, it was hard to tell the difference between
ignorance and stupidity, and Silence could not quite decide which Ceiki was. Onething'sfor sure,
though, Silence thought as Aili sent the girl on her way and prepared to settle down to her chessgame. If
I'd met Ceiki in the Fringe -- on Delos, say -- she'sjust the sort of kid I'd want to tell star-travellers
storiesto.

Aili had had the homunculi screen off an dcove for her chess set. There was barely enough roomin
thetiny enclosurefor two chairs and the specialy built table. Usudly, the shazadi negotiated the confined
gpace with unconscious grace. Today, however, she managed to bump againgt the table, sending some of
her own pieces crashing to the floor. She and the guardsman had been in the middle of agame. Behind
thelight, informal vell, Aili made a salf-disgusted face, and reached to pick up the pieces. They had been
late in arriving, too; dready, the link had been established, and the trand ucent shadow-shapes of the
guardsman's pieces were aready in place.

Aili hesitated theatricdly, then set her knight back on the board. She had put it in the wrong place,
Silence realized abruptly, and her interest sharpened. An instant |ater, the guardsman's shadowy red
knight rose from its place, tapped a different square, and returned to the place where it had started. But
that wasn't the white knight's position, either, Silence thought. Aili smiled behind her vell, and put the
knight where it belonged.

The shazadi repested the performance with the fallen bishop, putting it on the wrong square, allowing
hersdf to be " corrected”, and finally returning the piece to its proper place, then settled down to play out
the rest of the game. Silence watched with half an eye, her mind on the coded messages. It was an
extremely clever code, she thought admiringly -- it was reasonably flexible, it fit perfectly into Aili's
established routine, and it was impossible to decipher without the key. She was barely able to control her
impatience, but at last, the hour-and-a-half alotted for chess dragged to an end, and the guard's pieces
faded gently away. Aili gave arductant sgh and stood, stretching.

Silence moved to help her with her vall, saying softly, "Wel? Did you get through?'

"Oh, yes," Aili said absently. Her mind was clearly till on the game. "He's very good, thet one. | hear
he was a planetary junior master, when he was a cadet.”

Silence paused, the coded message driven momentarily from her mind. ™Y ou don't just hold him even,
either. I've seen you win, oh, at least twice. How good areyou, Aili?"

The shazadi faced her. "Women of the Thousand may not competein thetourneys,” she said. "Bli...
Four years ago, there was an open competition on Inarime, and | entered anonymoudly -- | played from



acovered paanquin. They computed my rank then at the syslem-tourney level.”

Silence whistled softly. There were only a couple of hundred men in human-settled space who could
regularly compete in the systemwide tournaments. For Aili to equal them, without their opportunitiesto
practice and compete.... Silence did not finish the thought.

"Anyway," Aili said, shaking away her mood, "1 passed aong the message. Helll be here the day after
tomorrow."

Asthe shazadi had promised, two days later Silence was summoned from her lunch to stand in for Aili
in receiving amessage from the satrap. The pilot had been well briefed in the appropriate procedures on
Inarime -- the satrgp's agent was not of sufficient rank to alow him to meet Aili face to face, and so had
to convey al messages through the shazadi's domna-- but her briefing had not prepared her for the
Princess Royal's disapproving presence at theritua veiling. It took al Silence's concentration to
remember everything, unnerved as she was by Radiah's unwavering stare, and she was aready exhausted
by the time the homunculi led her down the chill corridor to the entrance court.

Thedoor did back, disclosing the dim figure of ayoung man in the full formal uniform of the Thousand
standing just across the black line of the Seer. Silence took atighter grip on the innocent-looking
worry-stone she carried beneath her vell -- it was actualy one of sambard's warning devices, and would
grow warm if they were being monitored. She stepped into the courtyard just as the homunculus
announced flatly, "Domna Jamilla Sahen, | present Captain-Lieutenant Marcinik.”

Somehow, Silence kept from crying out, but she stopped in her tracks, unable for amoment to go on.
Marcinik.... That figure had looked vaguely familiar, but she hadn't been able to placeit from the one
brief glance. Marcinik had been an officer on the Hegemonic transport where she had first discovered her
anomalous powers. He had shown them al asort of distant kindness when they thought Balthasar was
going to die, and he would certainly, unquestionably, remember Chase Mago and the Delian, even if he
didn't recognize Silence benesth the concedling veil.

The pilot forced herself to move forward again, aware she was drawing the wrong kind of attention
from the captain-lieutenant. The Marcinik she remembered had been amere lieutenant, she thought
without much hope. Maybe thisis a different man. Then they faced each other acrossthe Seer, and that
hope died. The captain-lieutenant had not changed much over the months since Silence's capture and
ecape. He was il very handsome, in the ddmond-eyed, aristocratic way of the Thousand, but there
were two faint, fresh lines bracketing the corners of a surprisingly firm mouth. He was eyeing Silence
curioudy, asthough trying to place her while he waited for her to spesk.

Etiquette demanded that she speak first. Trying to disguise her voice as much as possible, the pilot
sad, "Captain-Lieutenant Marcinik?'

Marcinik's eyes widened sharply, and he said, "Silence Leigh." His voice was the merest thread of
sound. Nevertheless, Silence winced, tightening her grip on the sensor egg. It remained reassuringly cold
to the touch.

"| fear you're mistaken," she began, and Marcinik shook his head.

"l couldn't forget you, Seura. Not after dl this." Her confusion must have shown through the vell,
Silence redlized, because Marcinik managed ahumorless grin. "My dear SeeuraLeigh, service at the
Women's Palace is no great honor, not even when it comes with a promotion. The Hegemon was very
angry at your escape; I'm one of the many who got blamed for it."

Silence fet her blood run cold. If Marcinik blamed her for his demotion -- aswell he might, she
thought dizzily, it did seem to be her fault -- not only could he refuse to help her, but it would be easy to
turn her over to the Hegemon. He would certainly earn back his place in the fighting ranks -- even win a
red promotion for it. Desperately, Silence sought for something to say to persuade him not to turn her in,
but to help them dll.

The captain-lieutenant's smile abruptly disappeared. "And you're serving her Highness?"

There weren't many occasions for complete honesty, Silence thought, but this was one of them. "We
-- my husbandsand | -- are working for his Highness of Inarime. We've come to rescue Aili before the

"Them, too?' Marcinik's jaw dropped, then set into amulish scowl. "Does his Highness know what



he's deding with?"

"Yes," Slence snapped, "and I'm the only person who can help Aili now. But | can't do it without an
outside contact.”

She watched the play of emotions on Marcinik's handsome face -- anger at her, a hisdemotion, at
the Hegemon -- and chagrin warring with hisloyalty to the satrgp of Inarime and his daughter. Abruptly,
the captain-lieutenant shook his head. "1've sworn an oath," he said, "to serve him and to protect her." He
jerked his head amost imperceptibly at the Palace beyond the courtyard walls. "And to have vengeance.
What do you want me to do?'

Silencelet out asoundless sigh of rdlief. "Firdt, | need you to establish contact with my husbands.
They'll be arriving on Agterion within the next day or so. It'sjust possible they're dready here, but |
doubt it. Their shipisasmal freighter, about a hundred-twenty mass units, called Recusante. They're
officialy under charter to amagus called Jeks." 1sambard had felt an dias was necessary, after he had
vanished rather precipitoudy from Hegemonic service. "Hell probably have some things for me. Can you
smuggle them into the Palace?"

"Would this Jeks be the Doctor |sambard who deserted during the siege of Castax and was
subsequently condemned in absentia by the Hegemon himself?' Marcinik asked wesrily.

"Condemned?" Silence shot back.

The captain-lieutenant nodded. "To degth.”

"l didn't know that," Slence said. "I don't think he did, either.”

"The proceedings were kept semi-secret,” Marcinik answered. "Only the people aready involved with
you know about it. But the port authoritieswill be looking for him."

"Damn,” Silence said. "Oh, damn.” Without |sambard's advice and his ability to procure the things she
would need to escape from the Palace, shewas not at al sure she could manage.

"However," Marcinik went on, sill in that same, tired voice, "you are here, 0 | think it's safeto
assume that he madeit, too. What do you need from this Doctor Jeks?*

Silence shook hersdlf. The captain-lieutenant was right, there was no point in worrying yet. "Hell have
apacket made up -- abasic magusskit. Can you get that in?"'

"And you're amagus, too." Marcinik gave her arather bitter look. "Therés nothing in it that would
show up on sensors as overtly harmful ?'

Silence shook her head.

"Then | can probably passit in asamedica supplement,” Marcinik said. "The message |'ve brought's
amedical one."

The sensor egg grew suddenly hot in Silence's hand. She hissed at Marcinik to be quiet, saying
quickly, "Her Highnesswill berdieved at that." As she spoke, she glanced overhead. A brilliantly hued
cregture, like a Ras Oavran jewelfly but twice that insect's Size, hovered overhead, watching and
ligening.

Marcinik, obedient to the pilot's hint, was droning on about the results of Aili's latest scan-check.
After amoment, the giant jewdfly darted away. The egg dowly cooled, and Silence remembered to
breathe. "It'sgone," she said softly.

Marcinik nodded. "I'll take your messages,” he said, "but for now, | must be going.” He brought out a
message-wafer sealed in agaudy envelope, and set it down just on his side of the Seer. He managed a
sort of gpologetic smile as he added, "I'm afraid you'll have to take that from there.”

Silence smiled back and stooped as gracefully as she could manage for the envelope. As she came
upright again, Marcinik bowed sharply. "My best complimentsto your mistress, domna," he said. "Until
we meset again.”

"Until we meet again,” Silence echoed.

To Silence's unspoken relief, the Princess Royd was otherwise occupied when she returned, and it
was the placid, easygoing queen-sister who superintended the veil-raising. Her questions -- intended to
make sure that the domnas were not corrupted or unduly influenced by their work -- were perfunctory,
and rather wistful. Silence guessed she missed the world outside.

As soon asthe brief ceremony was over, shewas free to do as she liked. Trying not to seemin too



much of ahurry -- she did not want to rouse any gossip or speculation asto the contents of the message
-- she made her way back to the shazadi's rooms. Aili was waiting on the protected gallery, staring out
over the lake. She turned quickly as Silence entered.

"Wdl?'

Silence did not answer at once, hastily making the gestures and whispering the cantrips that activated
her security sedls. When she was satisfied everything wasin place, she said, "H€ll act asour liaison. Hell
be bringing in amaguss kit for me soon. | don't know when, exactly, but it'l be coming in asamedica
kit. He sad itd tiein with thismessage." She took the bright envelope from the pocket of her overdress,
and handed it to the shazadi. Aili took it absently, snapping the sedl, but did not open it a once.

"Tel me" she said, and there was anew notein her voice that made Silence look up sharply. "How is
Marcinik?'

"You didn't tell me hisname -- | didn't know you knew it."

"Y ou know him?" Aili's hands closed tight on the message-wafer.

"Inaway," Silence answered grimly. She did not think thiswasthetimeto go into her lifesstory. "l
wish youd told me."

Aili took adeep bresth, her eyelidsfluttering in uncharacteristic embarrassment. "'l beg your pardon,
Jamilla. | didn't mean to be so abrupt.”

With agtart, Sllence redized that the shazadi was not gpologizing for withholding the
captain-lieutenant's name. Before she could figure out quite what it wasthat Aili was sorry for, the
shazadi went on, "But tell me, ishewe?"

"He seemsto be" Silence said. "Helooks about the same aswhen | saw him -- alittle less harried,
maybe. Why do you ask?"

"He plays agood game of chess," Aili answered, her eyes ill lowered. Then shelooked up again and
sad, defiantly, "Because I'm interested in him. Becauseif my father wins, | will be hisfirst heir, and | can
marry whom | like. And | likehim."

All thisfrom afew games of chess? Silence thought, fedling suddenly very old. Then again, why not?
Héll, | decided to marry Denis and Julie because we made agood starship's crew. And from al | saw on
that damned transport, Marcinik's better than most of hiskind. Aili was gtill watching her, waiting for
some response. Silence said, "What does hewant?' It was not quite what she had intended to say, but
somewhat to her surprise, the shazadi did not seem offended.

"1 know my worth. If my father wins, there's no man in human-settled space who'd refuse me." Alli's
face softened dightly, shyly. "But | think he might want me anyway."

"Then good luck to you." Silence glanced at the sill-unopened envelope, but Aili forestalled her.

"Areyou married?’

Silence hesitated, but answered truthfully. "Yes."

"1 know so little about you," Aili mused, almost as though she had forgotten there was someone elsein
the room. "1 didn't think you would be. I mean, why would you, amagus, bother?"

Silence laughed doud. "Y ou wouldn't believe meif | told you." Aili was ill staring expectantly at her,
and the pilot sighed, sobering. "1 married my husbands -- yes, two of them -- because it was convenient,
for alot of reasons too complicated to go into. And | stayed with them because we suit each other. We
work well together and, | suppose, we love each other.” Quite suddenly, she was afraid for them, landing
on Asterion without knowing there was a price on Isambard, and closed her eyesto hide the fear.

"I'm sorry,” Aili said again. "l shouldn't pry.”

"It'sdl right,” Silence said, indigtinctly, and pointed to the letter. "What about it?"

Aili pulled out the message wafer, scanned its cryptic symbols and, unexpectedly, laughed. "1've been
diagnosed as suffering from trigtitia, compounded by homesickness. The doctors prescribe various herbs,
elixirs, and such, compounded from I nariman ingredients, plus extra attention from home -- and, most of
al, familiar company. That meansyou, Jamilla"

Silence nodded, smiling. Tridtitiawas one of those nebulous complaints that often afflicted women of
the Thousand. Its presence was hard to disprove, and its cure provided an excellent excuse for receiving
visits and packages. The satrap's plan was proceeding on schedule.



Aili snapped her fingers. "1've got more good news, too," she exclaimed. "I spoke to the Princess
Royd today. | told her you were interested in nava history because of your father, and she said you
could use the Palace library if you wanted. Y ou're to report to her after the Observances tomorrow, and
shelll show you what you can and can't touch.”

"Wonderful," Silence said, without much enthusiasm.

The next morning she dressed with specia care, choosing her plainest dressto wear beneath the
sober overgown. After amoment's hesitation, she tucked asmdl informa veil into the gown's pockets.
She should not need it, but the Princess Roya was enough of amartinet to invoke one of the minor rules
and require her to wear it while reading books written by men. There's no point in borrowing trouble,
Silencetold hersdlf gternly, and headed for the hall where the Observances were held.

At the end of the tedious ceremonia -- after thefirst day, Silence had resolved never to alow anyone
to trace her family tree -- the pilot presented hersdlf before the Princess Royal. She bobbed a curtsy,
well aware of Radiah's disdainful stare, murmuring, "Her Highnessinformed methat you've
condescended to alow meto use the Paace library, your Serenity?"

The hovering domna sniffed, but Radiah answered mildly enough, "That's correct. She told me you
wereinterested in history?'

"Navd history, your Serenity,” Silence said. It was dangerous to correct the Princess Royad, but the
pilot guessed Radiah had made that dip quite deliberately. "My honored father encouragesit.”

The Princess Royd made anoncommittal noise, and said, "Come with me."

Sheturned and stalked away without waiting to seeif Silence would follow. The pilot had to scramble
to catch up. The Princess Royal led them rapidly through a maze of corridors, across anarrow strip of
gardens, and back into the Palace corridors. Silence, who had gotten afairly clear picture of the Palace's
layout during her explorationswith Aili, redlized that Radiah was ddliberately leading them astray,
doubling back on her trail at least once. For an instant she wondered why the Princess Roya would
bother, but then, looking at the domnas, the pilot thought she understood. If she could not find her own
way to thelibrary, Radiah would have an even better excuse to send her own domnas as escorts -- and
to keep track of Silence's movements. The pilot hid asmile. She was perfectly willing to let adomna
escort her back and forth, aslong as that domnalet her alone to work. At last Radiah brought them up a
spird staircaseinto adim, wood-paneled corridor.

Thiswasthe old administrative part of the Paace, Sllence redlized, built over the corridor that led
from the main gate to the Seer's courtyard, and she felt a sudden surge of hope. If the library was part of
that complex, there was a better chance that she could find information on the security arrangements.
After al, the original administrators would have had to have accessto that material.

The Princess Roya stopped abruptly in front of adoor banded with strips of what appeared to be
raw gold. She produced adim, jewel-headed control wand from somewhere in her voluminous robes,
and passed it twice across a concealed receptor. A moment later the door swung back, and astrange
object creaked into view.

It was ahomunculus, Silence redlized at once, but of atotaly unfamiliar kind. It had astandard,
humanoid head and torso, shaped so asto be completely sexless, but that torso was set into awheded
pedestd that glittered with lights and strange, inset characters. It was very old: the grey pseudo-flesh had
ablurred, worn look, as though the detail s of its formation had been rubbed away over the years. With
more creaking, it managed a sort of jerky bow, bending from the neck and bobbing its shouldersalittle,
and sad, inavoice as dusty asthetop of its pedestd, "The Princess Royd requires?’

"l wish to admit anew user to the Library," Radiah answered. Without |ooking back, she snapped her
fingersa her own domna, who hastily put something into the Princess Royd's hand. "Her nameis Jamilla
Sahen, domnato the shazadi Aili of Inarime. Thisisher card.” She held up athin meta plague, letting it
dangle by itsslver chain. The plaqueitself seemed mostly blue, but changed colors asit moved, waves of
gold and green and red washing acrossits surface.

The homunculus made its peculiar bow again. "'l accept the Princess Roya's wishes.”

Radiah eyed it without favor and turned to Silence. "DomnaJamilla, thisisyour user's card. Y ou must
weer it whileyou areinsgdethelibrary. If you removeit, or if you should -- accidentally, of course --



attempt to use books outside the areain which you've declared an interest, the Librarian will be
summoned, and you will lose your privilege. Thiscard only grants accessto the historical materids." She
seemed to be smiling grimly behind her veil. "I would regret to hear that you had been careless.”

Silence curtsied again, and dlowed the Princess Royal to place the chain around her neck. "I'll be very
careful, your Serenity, | promise” And | will, too, the pilot added, but not quite the way you mean.

"I'm sureyou will," Radiah said, disconcertingly. She gestured to her domna. "PRilis will return for you
at noon."

Silence curtsied once again, murmuring her thanks, and the two women vanished down the corridor.
The homunculus made athroat-clearing noise. "If the lady domnawill follow me?!

"Lead on," Silence said, and followed the strange construction into the library.

The room was much taller than she had expected. She paused, disoriented, then redlized she must be
at the base of one of the towersthat sprouted from the main buildings. It waslike being at the bottom of
awdl, except that the walls were lined with shelf after shelf of books, rising to aceiling five stories away.
What Silence had at first taken for sunlight wasthe light of afaceted lamp st at the very point of the
tower roof. For amoment, she could not figure out how one could reach the upper levels of books, then
redlized that a narrow ramp spiraled up the tower wall, giving accessto dl the shelves.

The homunculus was waiting patiently beside a high carrel. Silence shook herself and moved to joinit,
ill trying to take in everything at once. There were only two study tables, each with aheavily padded
chair and a separately lighted noteboard, but there were afew other, less comfortable-looking chairs set
a intervasdong the wals and on the ramp itsalf.

"Thisisthe catalogue,” the homunculus announced sonoroudy, and Silence dragged her attention back
to it. One twig-fingered, grey-fleshed hand was pointing to the set of Six heavy volumes chained to the
shdf above the carrdl. The pilot suppressed a shudder, and nodded.

"Asyou can see, the volumes may not be moved from this place," the homunculus continued. ™Y ou
may obtain the shelf location from the Catalogue, and then either | will fetch them for you, or you may get
them yoursdlf, if you wish to do so. Y ou may move fredy adong the ramp, but do not touch the books
except in the areas for which you have been granted privileges. Do you have any questions, Domna
Jamilla?"

"Yes." Silence had been studying the room as the creature spoke; now she pointed at aglass case that
stood at the opposite end of the room from the Catalogue. It held what seemed to be acrystal sculpture,
but it was impossible to make out the details at a distance. "What's that?"

The homunculuss eyes flashed red. "Regtricted!" it rasped, in avoice entirdy unlikeits previous, polite
drone. Silence whispered acurse, furious that she had already managed to get her privileges revoked,
and then the homunculuss primary imprinting reasserted itself, overriding the security print. "'l beg your
pardon, lady domna, but that is restricted, part of the security system. The case should not even be
uncovered. | will haveto ask you to excuse me.” It rolled away without waiting for Silenceto reply.

"Of course I'll excuseyou,” Slencesaid. "I'll be sureto keep well away, too." At least, she added,
until 1 can find away to override this card, and get agood look at it. Whatever thething is, if it's part of
the security system, | want alook at it.

The homunculus drew a heavy grey-blue cover up over the case, and Silence's interest sharpened
even further. The cover looked as though it were made of dura-fdlt, the specidly treated materiad used to
protect astarship's kedl againgt interference. If the case's contents had to be protected by dura-felt....
Then the homunculus wasrolling back toward the Catal ogue, and the pilot hastily smoothed her
expression.

"The Catd ogue is organized on the Solitudo system,” the homunculus went on, asif there had been no
interruption. "Do you need further ingruction, lady domna?*

Silence suppressed alaugh, and shook her head. "No, thank you, that will be al." She reached for the
firgt of the Catal ogue volumes and the homunculusrolled away again, to return amoment later pushing a
high, whedled stoal. It carried anoteboard and stylusin its free hand. Silence took them, muttering her
thanks, and settled hersdf to work, flipping through the first volume. She was amost painfully familiar
with Solitudo's system, after the time she had spent in the magi's great Library. She found the first set of



entries on her osteng ble subject without trouble, and began automaticaly to copy out the shelf notes,
letting her mind range fredly.

Her job here was twofold, she decided. Firgt, to find out if the information she wanted was here.
Involuntarily, her eyes strayed to the covered case a the far end of the room. And, second, to figure out
away to get at that information. Thoughtfully, she caressed the user's card on its chain around her neck,
rubbing itslightly incised surface between her thumb and forefinger. It had the dick, coated fed of a
magusswork. She rubbed harder, and felt it vibrate gently in response, more atingling in her brain than a
real sensation. It was asmple harmonic receptor, then, she thought, tuned to a particular harmony, and
st to broadcast the dissonance if someone picks up the wrong book. The question now is how the
book's harmonies are set -- probably a sounding disk somewhere in the book itself, since the homunculus
said the darm was st off by touching the wrong books. That was easily enough checked, later, but for
now it was more important that she find out about the security systems.

Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that the homunculus had retreated to a corner and seemed almost
to doze, itsthin armsfolded acrossits chest. Silence took a deep bresth, and trying not to look too
furtive, lifted down the Catal ogue's fourth volume. She was braced for darms, but nothing happened. Of
course not, shetold herself dmost angrily, flipping hagtily through the pages. The Solitudo systemisso
strange that you can't ever predict exactly where you'll find areference. They can't senditizethe
Catadogue. She found the section she was looking for quickly enough, and skimmed through it, pausing
only to memorize apair of shelf listings. Therewas, of course, no entry reading " Pal ace security
blueprints," but she was familiar enough with the peculiarities of Solitudo's codes to guess that
"Custodiae, deph/second-trid, blue and green” was probably what she wanted. She set the volume back
inits place and rose tiffly, stretching. The homunculus, derted by her movements, unfolded itsarms and
rolled forward, bowing.

"May | serveyou, lady domna?

"Yes" Slence sad. "Wherewould | find these shelf listings?*

"l can bring them for you, DomnaJamilla, if you wish," the homunculus responded.

"No, | want to look for mysdf,” Sllence said. "Wherewould | find them?”

The homunculus gave an amost human sigh, shifting itstorso to point to the ramp's entrance. "The
books are shelved according to the Catalogue entries, first books at the bottom, later books on the upper
levels, and so on to the top. These books --" The homunculus shifted its body again with another sighing
sound. "These books are on the second leve, halfway around.”

Silence sighed hersdlf -- that meant climbing two and ahdf stories-- but said, "Thank you." She made
her way up the long ramp, very careful not to get too close to the books. She could fedl a sort of sound
radiating from them, from tiny disks buried somewhere in their bindings, and she could fed her card
vibrating with that sound, ready to burst into dissonance at any moment. If she stretched out ahand,
touched the source of the amost-music, the vibrationswould travel through her bones, strike the card,
and flower into an angry noise. She could picture hersalf doing it, so vividly that she was tempted to
touch the nearest book and get it over with, but fought the feeling under control, shuddering. She had felt
something like that once before, looking down from the Nathra Tower on Cap Bel, seven stories from
the open roof garden to the square below. She had imagined herself leaning forward, falling, apicture so
horribly redl that she had amost wished to fal just to stop theimage.

Then at last she had reached the second level, and the buzzing above her heart faded away. The
compulsion faded with it, and she drew a shaky breeth. She moved dowly, scanning the bindings for the
proper symbols, until she found the first of the volumes on her ligt. It was on the bottom shelf, perfect for
her purposes. She kndt, glancing quickly through the railing to be sure the homunculus had returned to its
corner, and laid her hand gently against the spine of the book. Shefdt the vibration swell under her
fingers, travelling dong the channd of her arm, setting bone and flesh singing to the same note. It reached
the card, struck a sympathetic harmony from its receptor, and broadened into soundless song. Silence
stayed frozen, letting the harmonies sound through her until she was sure she understood the system, then
let the book dide back into place. | can change the card, she thought triumphantly. | can give mysdlf the
access| want.



Then her triumph faded dightly, and she sighed, reaching again for the book. She couldn't change the
card here and now, and it was important that she have some solid work to show for her hoursin the
library. She settled hersdlf in the nearest chair, half aturn down from the book's location, not far from the
painted band that marked the beginning of the second level.

Before she could skim through more than afew pages, agong sounded, seemingly in midair. Sllence
started, nearly dropping her book, and the homunculus sprang into motion, rolling toward the door. It
opened at his approach, and the pilot caught aglimpse of the oddly foreshortened figure of Radiah's
domnawaiting just outside the door. The homunculus conferred briefly with her, then rolled back to the
center of thelibrary, gesturing for Silence to come down.

"DomnaJamilla, the Princess Royd has sent Domna Pilis to fetch you.”

For an ingtant, Silence was seized by utter panic, but then she caught sight of her own chronograph.
She had beenin the library longer than she had redlized. It was aready noon, and Pilis wasjust arriving
on schedule, not because the Princess Royd suspected anything. Still, there could be no harmin
reinforcing the other domna's salf-importance alittle. Silence took a deep breath and leaned over the
ralling, caling, "Oh, please, DomnaPilig, can't | stay just alittle longer?”

Through the doorway, she could just see Filis swell like a puff-bird, gloating in her borrowed
authority. "Of course not, Domna Jamilla. Her Serenity's orders were quite explicit. Come down at
once."

Silence hid asmile and did as she wastold, first returning the book to its place in the shelves. It had
been aprofitable day, she thought, as she followed Pilis back through the corridors toward Aili's rooms.
| know wheretheinformation | needis; now al | haveto doisget at it. And once | changethiscard --
she stroked it gently, very grateful that 1sambard's teaching had emphasized harmonics -- | shouldn't have
any trouble at al.

Aili waswaiting eagerly for her return. The shazadi had had their luncheon laid out on the protected
bal cony, Silence saw with approva. They would be able to talk in reasonable safety. While they ate, she
explained what she had done that morning, and what she would have to do to get the information for their
escape, tossing the user's card casudly onto the table between them. Aili eyed it warily, touched it with a
cautiousfinger, but did not pick it up.

"l don't fed anything," shesaid.

"Oh, it'sthere, dl right,” Silence said. Her skin till tingled lightly from its touch. "How soon do you
think Marcinik can bring in my things?'

Aili shrugged. "Not for another three or four days, at least. It would take that long for a package to
get herefrom Inarime.”

"Toolong." Slence bit thoughtfully a her thumbnail, a habit she thought she had conquered years
before. Scowling, she went on, "We don't have awholelot of time before your father's fleet lifts from
Inarime.”

"We dtill have three weeks," Aili objected softly.

Silence did not answer, staring out across the lake. The surface shivered alittle under an unusualy
brisk breeze; otherwise, nothing had changed from dl the other days. "Thetroubleis," she said, half to
hersdlf, "1 need to make atincture before | can work on the card. And | can't make atincture without the
materidsin thekit. Well, | could, theoretically, but | doubt | could find the time or the privacy to make it
work...." Shelet her voicetrall off, dtill staring at the lake.

"What sort of materials do you need?" Aili asked hesitantly.

Silence shrugged, her mind elsewhere. "Nivi cad, protean matter, materia stellans, thingslike that.
Almogt anything in which amagus has fixed power, actudly...." A lamp? she wondered suddenly. One of
those fixed-fire globes? She discarded the idea almost as soon as it was formed, not without regret. But
fire was probably the most dangerous e ementd force, even diluted and adulterated asit must bein the
lamps. There was too much chance of setting the entire Palace on fire -- and besides, she thought, the
homunculi would certainly spot amissing light-globe, and report it to the Princess Royal. The same held
true for al the other nonmechanical objects she had seen in the Paace: if they weren't too dangerousto
use, their absence would be noticed and reported.



The lake shivered again asthe breeze struck its surface, but refused to break into whitecaps. Silence
smiled dowly. Thelake was held in place by an elaborate stasis web, the kind the magi used to keep
unstable liquids from separating. Though thiswas on amuch larger scale, surely the process could not be
that different. And thefirst step in creating a tasis web involved infusing the liquid with atincture of
materiastellans. There would be enough of the stuff suspended in theliquid for her to distill and use.

"Y ou've thought of something?' Aili asked.

Silence nodded, till smiling. "How close can we get to the lake?"

Aili shrugged, looking confused, but answered, "To the water, if we can get into the boathouse.”

Silence grimaced. The boathouse was locked, and subject to frequent inspections and overflights from
the giant jewdflies. The shazadi went on, "Or we could try the pleasance.”

"Pleasance?’ Slence asked. It wasthe first she'd heard of such athing.

"One of the Hegemons built it for hismother,” Aili answered, impatiently. "It'sabathing pool, let into
the Palace walls. Nobody usesit because the Princess Roya doesn't pprove of swimming, but she
hasn't actudly forbidden it. | didn't think of it before," she added, in answer to the pilot's unspoken
criticisam, "because it doesn't connect to the lake in any useful way. It's heavily screened. Nothing could
getinorout."

"But the water comes directly from the lake?" Silence asked, and the shazadi nodded. Silence smiled.
"Do you know how to swim?'

After some searching, Aili found bathing costumes for both of them, high-collared, deeveless
bodysuits and loose-fitting, hooded robes. Silence was enough taller than the shazadi to make the
bodysuit uncomfortably tight, but Aili deftly dit and restitched the Sde and shoulder sesamsto makeit
wearable. It was harder than Silence had expected to find something to carry the water in, but finaly Aili
sacrificed the contents of two bottles of scented oil, and the pilot tucked the carefully rinsed bottlesinto
the pocket of her robe. Aili led the way onto the lower concourse, and from there to the lower perimeter
walk, careful to stay out of sight of any of the Princess Royd's servants.

The bathing pool was ittle more than a sort of cage built into the angle of the outer wallswhere two of
the four lobes met. A narrow tiled platform jutted into the water, and there were two smdler pools, each
no more than fifteen centimeters deep.

"Wading poals,” Aili explained, and laughed at the pilot's expression of disgust. "Not everyone can
swim, Jamilla"

Silence did not answer, surveying the water beyond the platform. As Aili had said, the bathing area
connected directly with the lake. The coppery bars of the cage, webbed with amost invisible mesh,
swept out and down, to vanish below the surface some twelve meters from the end of the platform.
Underwater, Silence knew, they would curve back to meet the Palace wall. She wondered how much
depth the designers had left for svimming.

"Wed better get onwithit," she said, and loosened theties of her robe, letting the spongy cloth pool
around her feet. The breeze was unexpectedly chill againgt her bare skin, much cooler than it had seemed
insdethe Palace. The pilot shivered. Aili hugged hersalf and reached quickly for her discarded robe.
Silence dropped to her knees, fumbling for thefirst bottle. She wasjust about to pull it from the robe's
pocket when a harsh voice froze her in her tracks.

"What isthis, Aili?"

Silence let the bottle dide back into its hiding place, and turned dowly, still on her knees. The Princess
Royd, flanked by two of her domnas and followed by along-limbed household homunculus, stood just
ingde the doorway, frowning suspicioudy &t the two younger women.

Aili let her robefdl again, and heroicdly hid ashiver as she answered, "We wanted to swim, your
Serenity. | hope | haven't offended....”

The Princess Royd's eyes darted from Silence to the shazadi and back to Silence. "DomnaJamilla,”
Radiah began, disapprova heavy in her voice, "I might have expected such hoyden's behavior from the
daughter of amere admiral. | can hardly consider you fit company --"

"l beg your Serenity's clemency,” Aili interrupted, managing to appear a once contrite and winsome.
"It'sdl my fault. | persuaded Jamillato come -- it's been so long since I've been swimming, your



Serenity, and I've missed it so much.”

"Indeed."

Silence could see, in the hard, suspicious line of Radiah's mouith, that the Princess Royal did not
believe Aili's story, and held her breath, waiting for the decision. Still, Radiah had no proof that they were
lying. Aslong asthe Princess Roya did not search the robes, they should be all right, Silence thought.
And surdly even Radiah needs some kind of excuse, if she'sto treat a satrap's daughter likeacrimind.

Sowly, the Princess Roya's mouth relaxed, curving into an unpleasant smile as she stared at Silence.
"Y ou should have informed me of your intentions, Aili," she said, with an attempt at cordidity. "But of
courseyou can swim, if you like. Rilig, stay with them as domnawhile they take their exercise.”

For amoment, Aili seemed about to protest, and Silence tensed, willing her to keep quiet. Then the
shazadi relaxed dmost imperceptibly, and said, ™Y our Serenity istoo gracious. Thank you -- and thank
you, Rilig."

The Princess Royal's smile widened dightly. "Don't let me delay you, girls.”

It might aswell have been an order, Silence thought. "Thank you, your Serenity,” she said, through
clenched teeth, and walked to the edge of the platform. Under the Princess Royd's watchful eye, there
was no point in delay. Silence took a deep breath, not quite daring to dive, and jumped.

The water wasicy. She sank deep, swearing to hersdlf, and struck the floor of the cage about three
meters down. She pushed off, hard, and broke the surface, gasping as much from the cold asfrom the
lack of oxygen. Aili, stlanding on the edge of the platform, was watching dubioudy. Silence could fed her
teeth beginning to chatter as she beckoned for the shazadi to join her. Aili made an indescribable face
and dovein, to surface neetly haf a meter from Silence's outstretched hand.

She cursed fedingly, if softly, her lipsaready blued with cold, and said, "How long do we keep this
up?'

"Aslong aswe haveto," Silence said, grimly. She could see the Princess Royd watching from the
platform, the same unpleasant smile il playing on her lips. "Swim, and swim hard." The pilot followed
her own advice, kicking strongly for the cage. | should've known it would be this cold, she berated
hersdf. Of course astasisfield would do this, especialy whenit's created on such alarge scale.

Her hand touched the fragile-looking mesh of the cage, and she clung there for amoment, gasping,
until Aili caught up with her. The Princess Royd had vanished, but Filis was till standing on the platform,
her dark robes conspicuous against the white stone of the Palace.

"Back again?' Aili asked, shivering, and Silence nodded, too cold to speak. "How are we going to get
the bottlesfilled now?"

Silence shrugged, and started for the platform. The shazadi splashed after her, swearing.

Silence clung to the edge of the platform for amoment, gathering her strength, then hauled hersdf up
onto thetiled surface. For amoment, it seemed warm out of the water, and then the breeze circled back,
chilling her even further. In the pool, Aili ducked lower in the water, obvioudy preferring that to the touch
of the air. Silence reached into the pocket of her robe and brought out the bottle. Checking to be sure the
stopper was securely seated, shetossed it in Aili's direction, shouting, " Catch!™

The shazadi stared blankly at her for amoment, but dove obediently toward the floating bottle.
Silence reached for the second one, and Pilis cdled, "Stop."

The pilot froze, then forced hersdlf to turn toward the other domna. "What'swrong?"

"It'stimeto comein,” Rilis said, queruloudy. Silence could see her hugging hersdf through the thick
cloth of her overgown. It was cold on the platform, the pilot thought, hiding agrin, and Pilis wasn't oneto
suffer for someone else's pleasure, or even the Princess Royal's revenge.

"But DomnaPilig," Silence began, hoping Aili would use the diverson tofill her bottle. Pilis shook her
head.

"No more. My lady shazadi, you must comein at once.”

Silence made asort of haf-bow, stooping to collect Aili's robe, and turned to hel p the shazadi onto
the platform. Aili was aready clinging to the tiled edge with one hand, the other out of sight below the
surface. As Silence bent to help her up, the pilot let the robe spill out of her handsin concedling folds; in
the same ingtant, Aili whipped thefilled and stoppered bottle out of the water and tucked it deftly into the



robe's pocket. The whole thing was over in an ingtant, as neetly, Silence thought, asif they'd rehearsed it
ahundred times. She et the robe aside, mumbling something, and caught the shazadi'swrists, hadf pulling
the other woman out of the water.

Aili was shivering painfully, and Silence was quick to wrap the thick robe around the smaller woman's
shoulders. "I'm quitedl right," the shazadi sad. " Get yoursdf warm, too."

Silence shrugged on her own robe, grateful for itswarmth, and alowed Pilis to herd them back inside
the Palace, ignoring her grumbled complaints. At the crossroads, where agently doping ramp led up
from the perimeter walksto the well-lit corridors of the main leve, Aili turned abruptly, saying in avoice
Silence had never heard her use before, "That will bedl, DomnaRilis. Y ou may go.”

Filis was obvioudy not prepared for that sudden assertion of authority either, Sllence saw with
delight. The older domnahesitated, and Aili said, with the same flat assumption of superiority, "Her
Serenity was most gracious, but you may go now."

Routed, Pilis bobbed a quick curtsy and edged away, glancing nervoudy over her shoulder as she
went. When shewas out of earshot, Aili said, tonelesdy, "That bitch.”

Silence shrugged, and said, driven by an obscure impulse, "It wasn't Filig'sfault.”

"l didn't mean her," Aili snapped. "1 meant her damned Serenity. She knew how cold the water would
be. Shedid that out of pure malice.

"| should'veredized, too," Slence sad. "I'm sorry, Aili."

"It'snot your fault," Aili said, and shivered convulsively. "God, | don't think I'll ever be warm again.”

"l know," Silence said, and the shazadi gave her aquick, rueful smile. "But at least we got the water."

Aili shivered again. "l think I'd rather have waited."

They followed the main arcade back toward Aili's quarters, no longer restricted to the back hallways.
The sun streamed through the skylights, warming them. By the time they reached the triple arch that
marked the boundary of the shazadi's quarters, Silence was feding fully recovered, and thoroughly
pleased with herself. She was dready planning the next part of her plan when an odd snuffling sound
broke her concentration.

"What -- 7" she began, but Aili had aready darted into the nearest alcove. Swearing to hersdlf,
Silence followed, to find the shazadi knedling in front of a sobbing Ceiki, who obstinately refused to
budge from her contorted position, pressed tight into the corner of the dcove. Aili gave Sllencea
meaningful glance, and awkwardly, the pilot held out her hands, saying, "Celki?

Still sobbing, the girl launched hersdlf into Silence's arms, and clung tight. Not knowing what elseto
do, Silence stroked her hair, saying, "Hush now, what's wrong?"

After afew moments, Ceiki's sobs eased alittle, and Silence managed to get them both seated on the
acove's bench. Aili made hersdf asinconspicuous as possible in the archway. "What isit?' Slence sad
agan.

Ceki sniffled, cautioudy wiping her face with thelining of her deeve. "It's-- I'm to be married,” she
managed a last.

"So soon?" Silence exclaimed, Startled.

"It'sfor an dliance, they said," Ceiki answered. "To the satrap of Aja."

Aili gave asoft hiss, ingtantly cut off. Silence glanced up at her, and saw the shazadi's face set tight
with anger. So it was not likely to be agood marriage, ether, she thought.

Ceki went on without noticing the exchange of glances. "He's old, and he's got three wives dready. |
don't want to marry him."

She seemed about to burgt into tears again. Silence reached for her hand, saying foolishly, "Now,
Ceiki...."

"When isthe betrothal ?* Aili asked.

"Two weeks," Ceiki answered, and wiped her eyes again. "Twelve days exactly." She squeezed
Silence'shand painfully tight. "Jamilla, what do | do?"

Silence shook her head, hating hersaf for not having a better answer. "1 don't know, Ceiki. I'm so
sorry...."

"Ceiki." Aili straightened abruptly. "Y our domna.”



Ceki gave afina choked sob, but straightened her back obediently as the large woman swept into
view, dmogt filling the dcove.

"Thereyou are, darling. I've been looking for you. Come aong, weve alot to do before you're
betrothed.” For thefirst time, she seemed to notice that the girl had been crying. "Now, now, no need for
that, you're to be married. Think, Ceiki, and to a satrap, too. How marvelous, especidly for agirl of your
birth." Still talking, sheled Ceki away, the girl staring forlornly over her shoulder at Silence.

As soon asthey were out of sight, Silence spat on the gilded tiles, furious with herself for being so
ineffectud. "We couldn't bring her with us" she said, more than haf to hersdf. "It just isn't possible. She
degpsin the Princess Royd'swing...."

Aili was mumbling something under her breath, and the pilot looked sharply at her. "What?'

"l said, when my father wins...." Aili broke off with aquick gasp of darm. "What am | saying?'

Silence took a deep breath, caming hersaf with an effort. " There's nothing we can do now,” she said,
as much to convince herself asto convince Aili. "Later, this betrotha can be repudiated.” She sghed and
looked up at the shazadi. "But for now -- Aili, doesn't abetrotha involve dl sorts of fedtivities, feasting,
fireworks, generd merriment?"

Aili nodded, puzzled.

Silence managed a bitter smile. "And there's abetrothd twelve days from today. | think we have our
diverson.



Chapter 8

SILENCE DID HER BEST TO PUT CEIKI'SMISERY OUT OF HER thoughts, concentrating
instead on modifying the user's card for her own escape. That's the best help you can givethe girl, she
told hersdlf firmly, and tried not to think about it any more. Thefirst step wasto digtill from the |ake water
enough of the materiastellans to make atincture strong enough to affect the user's card. That wasafairly
smple process even without amagus's specialized equipment, and Silence set to work at once.

As Agerion's sun was setting, she took her place on the shielded balcony, the bottle of 1ake water
bal anced avkwardly between aflat slver dish and a dozen folded squares of Sareptan linen, dl
"borrowed" from the Palace storage cdlls. Silence set awork ring while the shadows degpened into
evening, and asthe first stars appeared, very pae against the darkening blue, poured the water out into
thedish. It sparkled, very faintly, with alight that was not reflected starlight. 1t was agood thing Agterion
had no natural moon, Silence thought, laying the first of the napkins acrossthe dish. Lunar harmonies
would only make the process more complicated.

When the last of the sunset had faded from the sky, Silence passed her hand gently over the dish, not
quite touching the draped napkin. She felt nothing, and frowned, then composed hersdf and tried again.
Thistime, shefelt afeather'stouch in the palm of her hand: the materiawas reacting to the stellar
harmonies, setting up the faintest of vibrationsin the air around it. Good, she thought. At least | know
there's enough materiato work with.

She had no monochord to set the proper harmonies, but for this process, dmaost mechanica inits
repetitive smplicity, she hardly needed it. Murmuring thefirst cantrip, shelet hersdlf dip into the waking
trance. The glimmering grew stronger benegth the napkin, slvery at firg, then tinged with flickers of other
colors, no sooner named than they were gone. The lake, too, shone with the same cold fires. Silence
smiled and spoke the second cantrip, feding the world shift and broaden, then spoke the words that
released the materia from its temporary bond with the lake water. Very dowly, it began to work itsalf
free, rising only to be stopped by the thin fabric of the napkin.

Silence waited while the materia gathered on the underside of the napkin, caught up in the strange
timel essness that was the magus's view of reality. Overhead, the stars took on new depth and color,
scattered againgt the blue-black magnificence of the sky. Once, there was adistant flash of red asa
garship's kedl touched atmosphere; Silence watched it dide from near zenith to the horizon, too far
outside hersdlf to wish she wereits pilot. The lake shivered and glowed, the bonded materiain its heart
writing strange patterns acrossits fill surface.

After awhile, the napkin glowed strongly. Silence passed her hand acrossiits surface again, fedling the
materiagtill moving in the lake water, and reached for another of the napkins. She spread it acrossthe
dish abovethefirg, then, very carefully, eased thefirst napkin out from under the fresh one. Shefolded
the filled napkin with deliberate haste, making sure the side that held the captured materiawas turned to
the ingde, and finished by fastening the cornersin an elaborate, sgnificant knot. Despite her care,
however, alittle of the materiaescaped, the glittering specksflashing up into the air asthough they had a
will of their own. Silence watched them rise faster and faster, the cloud dissipating asit rose. A distant
part of her being hoped that the guards at the lakeshore post were not watching the Palace too closely
tonight. Then shereturned to her vigil.

Re easing the bonded materia stellans from the lake water took most of the night. Silence returned to
her bed in time to snatch an hour's broken deep before a household homunculus roused her for the
Observances, and managed to doze for another three hours while pretending to read in the Palace
library. She snatched another few hours deep that afternoon, pleading amild, femae complaint, and
gpent the evening preparing hersalf for another deepless night.

Thistime, she had to reverse the process she had used the night before, returning the materiato water
to make atincture strong enough to allow her to change the coding of her user's card. This, too, wasa
long, quasi-mechanica process, and Silence was exhausted by the time she had finished. She dozed



through the next morning'slibrary session aswell, waking up just intime for Rilis to bring her back to the
main section of the Paace. Aili waswaliting with amessage from the Princess Roya: Radiah had noted
Jamilla's absence from the evening gathering with regret, and hoped the domnawould be present today.
There was no evading that velled command, and Silence resigned herself to an evening of boredom,
telling hersdf firmly that she would work the better for agood night's deep.

It was not until the following afternoon that Silence wasfindly able to begin work on the user's card.
She had spent her morning's session in the library ostensibly searching for a couple of oddly catalogued
texts, but in actudity moving up and down the ramp in alast-minute check of her caculations. By thetime
shewas able to return to the protected balcony, she was certain she knew what had to be done.

Aili had succeeded in borrowing aglassflute belonging to one of the other shazadis, and had left it on
the ba cony. The glassflute was acommon instrument in both Hegemony and Rusadir; it was aso close
enough in form to stand in for amagus's pipe. On Solitudo, Silence had been forced to learn itssmple
fingerings. She glanced quickly at the crystd telltale, which still shone clear, set the user'scard into the
slver dish, and poured the tincture she had made the night before over it. Then she redrew her isolation
ring, bringing flute and tincture ingde it with her, and set to work.

Thelibrary's security system was based on a modified sequence of Mercury, with itsfive essential
notes and almogt infinite variations. The user's card was st to resonate to alimited number of those
variaions. Slence had to changeits tuning, make it respond to the full range of the Mercurian sequence.
Experimentally, shelifted the glassflute, fumbled through atrial scale. The noteswere eerie, threaded with
odd, semi-audible overtones, but the important ones sounded clear and true. Silence took a deep bresath,
et the flute aside, and bent over the dish that held the tincture and the user's card.

Thetincture, which had sood mationlessin the silver dish, indistinguishable from ordinary water
except by the occasiona mother-of-pearl shadow that crossed its surface, was releasing tiny bubbles,
clustering around the edge of the bowl. So far, at least, things were going well. Silence closed her eyes,
marshaling her strength -- she was till not completely recovered from the effects of two nearly deepless
nights -- and whispered the first cantrip. The water shivered lightly as she spoke -- or wasit just that she
was able to perceive a shivering, she wondered. She had to drag hersalf back from that seductive line of
contemplation. It wasdl right to lose hersdlf in that sort of much-debated mystery when she had nothing
to do but monitor an ongoing process; it was another thing entirely when she had an activeroleto
perform.

She spoke the second cantrip, fedling the air tremble as the barriers between redlities weakened and it
met the submaterid reflection of itsalf, and quickly capped that with athird phrase, and afourth. The
user's card lay inert at the bottom of the dish. Silence frowned. She had been certain she knew the key
words, had recognized the fed of the cantrips and invocations that had created the card. She hesitated,
assessing what she had done, the tensionsinherent in the air around her. Then, cautioudy, sheintoned a
find phrase. The words, though spoken softly, rolled like thunder in the quiet of the ring. Silence winced
dightly, but in the dish, the surface of the card seemed to move. Thefind phrase had hit the precise
combination of Forms used to shape the card, unlocking it from itsfixed State. It was ready to be
reshaped to Silence'swill.

The pilot took two dow, deep breaths and lifted the card from the dish of tincture. The liquid was so
cold that she was mildly surprised to find it water rather than ice, and the card itself was cold enough to
burn. Silence suppressed her curse and hung the card on the air before her. It floated balanced on the
conjunction of the three planes. The meta of the card looked odd, unfinished, asthough only surface
tenson held it in its present shape. Strange shadows seemed to move benegth its polished surface.

Silence noted them without redlly appreciating their peculiar beauty, working her fingersto free them
of the numbing cold. When she was certain they would not dip on the glassflutes keys, shelifted the flute
and blew asingle, experimenta note. More shadows danced and twisted across the card. Silence
watched these movements with interest, mapping the pattern they formed. She sounded a second note,
and athird, and so on through the Mercurian sequence, until she was certain she had traced the card's
tuning precisely. Then, very carefully, she spoke afinal word. The shadowsin the card writhed and
pulsed, seeming amost ready to burst through the deceptive tenson that held it to its given form. An edge



bulged fractiondly, fell back into place; acorner shifted momentarily out of true, and snapped back
again. Silence lifted the glassflute and played the Mercurian sequence afind time, watching the music give
new order to the card. Colors flared benegth the golden surface, whirled through arainbow-hued
pinwhed like aminiature fireworks display, and settled dowly. Silence spoke the phrase that sealed the
new form into materia redity, and the tingling tensgon vanished from the air. Deprived of its support, the
card fell clattering to thetiled floor.

Drained by her efforts, Silence stooped to pick it up, aready scanning its surface for any signs of her
tampering. The card now felt very warm to her touch, but that faded even as she noticed it. It seemed
otherwise unchanged. Sighing her relief, she placed the card back around her neck and took up the
glassflute again. She ran through the Keplerian Variations on the sequence of Mercury and felt the card
respond. Now, at last, she was grateful for |sambard'sing stence that she learn the mgjor sequentia
vaiationson avariety of different insruments. The card trembled gently againgt her skin, stinging into
dissonance only when her fingers fatered and she hit an out-of-sequence note. She had done dl that she
could here; only using it would proveif she had been completely successful. Stretching, she reached to
dissolvethering.

By the next morning, however, some of her confidence had eroded. She found hersalf amost
regretting the moment when the Observances ended, and Pilis appeared to escort her to the Library. It
was dl she could do not to lag behind, and despite her efforts, Pilis gave her acurious [ook.

"Areyou dl right, Jamilla?'

Silence bit back acurse, and answered, "I'm fine -- truth. I'm just tired." Filis's eyes narrowed, and
the pilot added quickly, "Women'stroubles." It was the perfect excuse. Pilig's suspicion faded vishly,
and there was even atouch of sympathy in her voice.

"A bad time of it? I'm sorry. Should you be working?"

"The best thing for me," Silence answered, and was proud of her rather martyred smile. Filis gave her
another ng look, and the pilot suppressed another curse. Surely | haven't overdoneit? she
thought.

Then they had reached the library door, and Rilis gave afractiond shrug. "If you need help, tell the
librarian to summon one of us,” she said, and passed her hand across the sensor plate. The door opened,
the librarian-homunculus creaking forward to great them. Silence took a deep bregth, hoping her
modifications would work, and stepped across the threshold. The user's card thrummed against her
heart. She flinched, waiting for it to burst into song or crashing dissonance, but after that one pulsing
burg, it steadied to the normal gentle buzzing.

The homunculus brought her noteboard and stylus, then rolled back to its corner and seemed to
become dormant. Silence settled hersdlf in front of the Cataogue, selected avolume a random, and
composed hersdlf to look busy. She waited for seven minutes by the clock, then, stretching, did from her
high stool. The homunculuss eyesflickered open. Silence shook her head at it, smiling, and its eyes
closed again. It had become used to her insstence on finding her own books.

Silence started up the ramp, and felt the card tremble againgt her skin as she came within range of the
disks buried in the books. The trembling had anew fedling to it, asense of harmony rather than of
dissonance. She hid her smile of triumph: the retuning had worked. The book she wanted -- the
Custodiae -- waswell up in the tower, at the border of the fourth and fifth levels. Shetook her time
climbing the ramp, pausing once or twice to pretend to examine abook, and tucked apair of heavy nava
volumes under her arm. The homunculus did not tir from its somnolent State,

At the painted band that marked the division between the fourth and fifth levels, Silence paused,
glancing back over therailing. Far below, the homunculus drowsed in its corner, armsfolded acrossits
worn torso, eyes closed. It should not move, she knew, unless the security system alerted it. Shetook a
deep breath, and turned back to the shelves.

She found the book she wanted quickly enough. It was the only one of itskind in the row, amassive,
metal-bound volume nearly twenty centimetersthick. Bracing hersdlf for disaster, Silence pulled it quickly
from its place. The card tingled, recognizing a sympathetic harmony. The pilot glanced again over the
railling: the homunculus had not stirred. She alowed hersdlf aquick, triumphant smile, and settled on the



floor of the ramp, flipping quickly through the metal-edged pages.

Most of the book was taken up with particular schemae, the conventiona notation of harmonic
formulae. Slence skimmed through them, barely acknowledging the sting of regret that she did not have
time to examine them more closdly, until she found the section she was looking for. Thiswas an gppendix
intended for the magi's employers. alayman's explanation of the processes, and, more important, of
precisely what had been done.

Some of it Silence had aready discovered -- the hovering giant jewel -flies that kept a random watch
on the outdoor areas of the Paace; the guard-homunculi that populated the lowest levels, where the
service locks were located; the watcher-nodes set in the boathouse and the governors and
recal/overrides set in the fantastically shaped boats themsdlves; the facesin the side corridors ceilings. It
was good to have their presence confirmed, and to learn that the magi who installed them had not used
any particularly esoteric techniques. There were other things that Silence had not even suspected: the
corridor-spanning gates that could be closed in an emergency to sed off parts of the Palace, for one, and
the elaborate auxiliary ingtallations linked to the courtyard Seer. Worst of dl, the magi had created the
Pd ace and the lake together; buildings and |akebed were webbed with an € aborate sensor net that
would report and track any unexplained movements. Silence swore softly to hersdf. If sheand Aili were
to escape, that net would have to be deactivated somehow. She reread the specifications, more carefully
thistime. The net wasintended primarily to catch anyone trying to enter the Palace, not an inmate trying
to escape; that was something in her favor.

Then asmaller notation caught her eye, directing her to the second volume of the Custodiae. She
frowned, but searched the shelf in front of her until she found it. Thiswas amuch thinner book, bound in
duplas rather than metal, and the publication date was considerably later: clearly there had been
modificationsto the system over the years. Silence sighed at the thought of having to take that into
account aswell. But as she skimmed through the second volume -- lesslavighly illustrated, and full of
reaively clumsy schemae -- sheredlized that al of the modifications had been intended to channd the
origind security system through asingle control point. Silence muttered another curse, and flipped
through the pages again to find the set of schemae that dealt with the control point itsdlf. If the control
point were located in the lakeside guard post, aswas only logical, it would be amost impossible to put
the system out of action, unless...

Shefound the schemae then, and set hersdlf to read carefully. If the magi who made the changes had
wanted to save time and effort -- and they seemed to have been far less skillful than the magi who had
created the first system -- it was possible they had tied everything together in the Palace, and linked that
primary control point to a secondary point on the shore. So far, the schemae pointed to that solution.
Then she turned a page, and gasped at the drawing spread out before her. It was a sketch of the Palace
-- or no, sheredlized ingtantly, a sketch of the control point -- which wasitself an exact model of the
Pdace and its surrounding lake. Hieroglyphs along the margin indicated it was made of the most
expensve materids the magi had been ableto find -- halcyon crystd, shiral, abed of crushed gemsfor
the waters of the lake. Halcyon crystal was an excellent harmonic conductor, too, Silence thought, though
rarely used because of its cogt. It would have been smple to set up aresonating copy in the guardpost,
carved to sound to the same harmonies as the original; asmal harmonium would provide any
ampliflcation that was needed. According to the notes, the copy, of less powerful materia, remained inert
until aspecid sgnd triggered it, presumably to conserve power. The question now waswhere the
Pdace's model was kept.

She turned the page, found that the section ended there, and turned back to the illustration, squinting
at the square of tiny charactersthat filled one corner of the page. The words were not High Speech or
coine. Silence frowned at them for amoment before she redized that they werewritten in adragticaly
abbreviated magigtica neo-latin. Sure now that she had found the information she needed -- magi did not
bother with neo-latin unless they had something to concedl from the uninitiated -- she set to work, first
guessing at thefull word behind the abbreviation, then puzzling out the sense of the entire paragraph.
"Word having been brought to us of the Hegemon's wishes, the ingallation will be placed in the quarters
of the queen-mother.” Silence swore briefly at that -- the queen-mother's quarters were bound to be the



rooms now occupied by the Princess Royal -- but there was a second sentence aswell. And it was
handwritten, Silence redlized, though the magus had done his best to copy the nesatly printed characters.
She puzzled through it, and then, dowly, began to smile. "At hisMost Serene Mg esty's reques,” the
crabbed characters read, "the ingtallation has been removed to its present location in the library;
appropriate modificationswill be made to the serving homunculus.

Silence st both volumes carefully back in their places, and glanced again over therailing. The
homunculus was gtill dormant, but the pilot's attention was focused instead on the dura-felt shrouded case
that stood amost directly below her. It was easily big enough to hold the model described in the
schemae. Certainly the homunculus's response to her innocent question about its contents would seem to
indicate both the importance of whatever wasin the case, and that the homunculus had been repatterned
to protect it. The only thing is, she thought, how am | going to find out for certain?

She started down the ramp, trying to work out away to get alook at the case's contents. Perhaps|
could get the homunculusto leave the room? she thought. If | pretended to beill, maybe.... But more
likely it'd just send for one of the other women, and that wouldn't do at dl. | wonder if it would bring me
food or drink... ? Before she could think of anything better, chimes sounded loudly. Startled, she reached
for her chronograph: Pilis should not be arriving for another hour, at least. Silence tensed asthe
homunculus rolled toward the door.

From so high on the ramp, the pilot could not seewho it was. She froze, listening hard, but could only
distinguish that it was awoman's voice. Then the homunculus rolled back into the center of the room.

"DomnaJamilla,” it caled. "Y ou are summoned to receive avisitor. DomnaPilis will escort you."

A vistor? Silence thought blankly. Marcinik wasn't expected for another few days-- and in any case,
if it had been him, surely the homunculus would've said something about her duty? She started down the
ramp, and Pilis cdled from below, "Hurry, Jamilla, her Serenity doesn't want to be kept waiting.”

Silence waved in answer and did as she wastold. At the bottom of the ramp, she said bregthlesdy, "I
thought you said therewas avisitor.”

Pilis nodded, beckoning. "Thereis -- and one come to see you, not her Highness. But it's her Serenity
who hasto supervise the velling. Hurry, now."

Silence made aface behind the other woman's back, but quickened her pace until she was almost
running. "Who isthisvigtor?'

Filis managed to turn and grin without dowing her rapid progress. "Oh, that's a surprise. Her Serenity
made me promise. But | think you'll be pleased.”

Wonderful, Silence thought, and braced hersdlf to face dmost anything.

The Princess Royd waswaiting in the dcove usudly used for the veiling ceremony. Shewas flanked
by two more of her domnas, and severd household homunculi hovered in the background. One held
Slencesformd outer veil; another held the headdress and the underveil. Silence glanced around hastily,
but there was no sign of Aili. Hiding her sudden unease, she made her best curtsy, saying, ™Y our Serenity
requires?’

The Princess Royal regarded her with adistinct lack of favor. Y ou have avistor, Jamilla Not an
ordinary occurrence, and one | doubt should be encouraged, but | cannot in good conscience turn him
away."

Silence curtsed again, Seding hersdf againgt surprise.

"More such vigtswill not betolerated,” Radiah went on, "and | expect you to inform your brother
Viljo of that fact."”

"1 will, your Serenity,” Silence answered. Brother? she thought. Jamilla Sahen had a brother -- two
brothers, in fact -- but Viljo, the eldest, was on duty with hisfather's fleets, commanding, by someirony,
an anti-pirate patrol. Surely he can't be here -- surely the admira or the satrgp would stop him. He must
know of the plan anyway if he's part of the planetary fleet.... She forced her face to betray an excitement,
an eegerness she did not fedl. "Thank you, your Serenity, for letting me see him thistime.”

The Princess Roya's eyebrows rose dightly, the only visible guide to her emotions. "1 accept your
gratitude" shesad. "Let'sbegin.”

Silence submitted to the procedures, listening to the Princess Roya's droned strictures -- how to



behave in front of the guardsman who would escort Viljo, how to greet her sibling, and so on, dl part of
theritua she had memorized on Inarime -- while she dlowed the other domnasto help her arrange her
headdress and vells. At last the Princess Roya pronounced hersdlf satisfied. A heavily built homunculus
bowed twice, firg to Radiah and then to Silence, and did back the heavy door. Silence followed it down
the long corridor, bracing hersalf again to meet whatever -- whoever -- would be waiting. The door
opened at last, and she stepped out into the courtyard.

"DomnaJamilla Sahen," the homunculus announced, "1 present Captain-lieutenant Marcinik and
Captain Lord Viljo Sahen."

Viljo Sahen indeed, Silence thought, unable to stop a smile from spreading across her face. | know
Denis Bdthasar when | see him. She controlled herself with an effort, and managed to walk with
decorum to the edge of the Seer. "Captain-lieutenant,” she said, and nodded. "Brother." In spite of
hersdf, her voice was not quite steady on the last word, trembling between laughter and tears.

Bathasar's face showed the same shadowy mix of emotions as he answered, "Sigter."

He looked rather good in the uniform of Inarime's private navy, Silence thought, quiteirrdevantly. The
sober maroon tunic, badged only lightly with golden decorations of rank, flattered the Delian's grey hair
and nondescript coloring. Suddenly, she wanted nothing so much asto embrace him, to hold him tightly
enough to be reassured of hisredity and of her own ultimate escape, but knew that it wasimpossible
even to touch hands across the barrier of the Seer. She put the longing firmly aside, and took atighter
grip on the sensor egg in her pocket.

"What's happened?' she said, lowering her voice. "1 didn't expect you for another couple of days,
Marcinik."

It was Balthasar who answered. "Trouble, sort of."

"Sort of trouble?" Silence repeated increduloudy, then shook hersdlf, motioning for him to continue.

Bdthasar gave her arather humorless grin. "All the plans are the same. The time tabl€'s been moved
up, that'sal."

All? Slence thought. She said, "How much? And why?'

"Theflegt will leave Inarimein eight days," Marcinik said, with arather annoyed glanced at Bathasar.

"That's not long enough,” Silence said. "I've hardly gotten started, and | wanted to wait for the
betrothd --" She controlled hersdf with an effort, calculating. "Hell, on that schedule the fleet will arrive
the day after the ceremony. Wewon't have timeto clear the system.”

"Wemight makeit," Bathasar said. "A fleet like that, trying to make atwo-stage trip? Y ou remember
what it was like a Arganthonios. Multiply that by ten, and you'll get theidea. They'll have to dressranks
after the first passage, and that'll add ten hours or so to their red time.”

Silence nodded, watching Marcinik. The captain-lieutenant was perfectly expressionless, hiseyes
politely turned to Balthasar, but there was a subtle tension in the set of his shoulders, betraying anger and,
beneath that, his own fears. Silence sighed, wondering just what the Delian had done. Balthasar was not
aways an easy man to like, and when he deliberatdy made himsdlf intolerable.... He had memories of his
own, from that nightmare journey in the conscript-trangport, to spur him to make trouble. And am |
expected to make a peace for them? Silence thought. No, that'd be impossible; better just to ignore the
whole thing, and hope they work it out themsalves. Aloud, she said, "'If you say S0, Denis, | believe you.
Y ouve moretimein thelong shipsthan | do."

"Can you make your escape before this betrothd?' Marcinik asked.

"l don't see how," Silence began. She paused, and finally shook her head. "I just can't finish everything
that has to be done. And besides, we need the diversion.”

Marcinik nodded thoughtfully. Bathasar said, "Asto why the change.... We got word, yesterday, that
aship had gotten off Inarime without permission. A couple of long shipswere chasing it, but didn't think
they'd catch it. The satrap wants to move before word can reach Agterion.”

Slence said, "Have you settled on alanding spot?'

"And arendezvous,” Bathasar answered. He glanced at Marcinik. "He's brought your stuff. The
coordinates are taped to the outside, dong with your whistle. But | wanted to tell you mysdlf, justin



"Oh, for God's sake, Denis," Silence said, "werein thistogether.”

The Ddian had the grace to look momentarily ashamed, but said, "L et me give them to you anyway."

Silence hesitated an instant longer, then nodded. After dl, shetold hersdlf as Balthasar recited the map
references, she should know them, just in case the written numbers were lost or confiscated.

"| told him there was no need for him to come here," Marcinik grumbled. "He's endangered
everything."

Bdthasar sarted to say something, and Silence said, " Stop it, both of you." Shefdt perversdy
materna, glaring a them. Bathasar grinned dowly, guessing her thought, and reluctantly, the pilot
returned hissmile,

"Thisisthelast timeyoull haveto sseme, Marcinik," Slence said, "aslong asyou brought my kit."

Marcinik held out the sealed bundle he had held tucked under hisarm. "He gaveit to me," he said,
jerking hishead a Balthasar, and bit back the rest of hisretort. Silence could guess what it would have
been -- blame him if something's missing, not me -- and ruthlesdy killed her own automatic answer. "l
told them Viljo had a stopover in the system, and that the satrap wanted to make sure Aili -- her
Highness -- waswadll, " Marcinik went on, in amore normal tone.

"Good enough,” the pilot said, and looked to Balthasar. "Obvioudy you made the landing all right?”

The Delian grinned. "No greet problems. Having amagus on board helped.”

Silence glanced involuntarily a Marcinik, and Bathasar said, "Y es, he told me about |sambard. But
most people are too scared to question amagus.”

"True enough,” Silence said. Marcinik cleared histhroat then, but Silence could aready fed warmth
spreading from the egg in her hand. She glanced hastily at her chronograph: her time was amost up.

"Julie-- 7' she said, and Balthasar answered, "Fine. We're both fine."

"Givemy love--" Silence began, and heard the corridor door dide open behind her." -- to our father,"
shefinished, like adutiful daughter of the Ten Thousand, and wondered if Balthasar understood what she
had been about to say. He gave no sign of it, bowing as he murmured aformal farewell.

"Thisisthe package for her Highness, Domna Jamilla," Marcinik said, too loudly. He flushed,
moderated histone, and continued, "The doctors ingtructions areinsde.”

"Thank you, captain-lieutenant,” Silence said, stooping to retrieve the package Marcinik had laid
carefully on the edge of the Seer. She felt something give under her fingers. A cylinder of paper -- no, a
dip of paper wrapped around her pitch pipe -- was taped to one edge of the packet. She palmed the
dick cylinder avkwardly, diding it into her upturned cuff as she tucked the packet under her arm. " Until
we meet again -- until later, brother.”

Thetwo men murmured their own farewells. Silence turned sharply, forestalling the gpproaching
homunculus, and followed it back through the doorway. It took al her strength not to betray herself by
looking back.

The Princess Royal waswaiting in the alcove a the end of the corridor. " So, Jamilla," she said, witha
parody-smile of politeinterest. "How isyour brother?”

"Wall, thank you, your Serenity,” Silence answered warily. Four domnas were ranged behind the
Princess Royd, and Aili was still nowhere to be seen. "He had a stopover in the system,” the pilot went
on, repeating what Marcinik had told her, "and the authorities were generous enough to grant his petition
for afew hours leave."

"So that he could check up on the shazadi, no doubt,” Radiah said.

Silence arranged her face in what she hoped was the proper expression of uncertainty. Y our
Serenity? | beg your pardon, | don't understand....”

"l suppose not,” the Princess Royad said, dubioudy, and gestured to the hovering domnas. "Help
Jamillawith her vell, if you please.”

Silence garted to protest, then realized that that would only make things worse. She dlowed the other
women to help her remove her vell, hiding her resentment asthey prodded lightly at her gowninan
unobtrusive, reasonably effective search. They did not touch her cuff, or the whistleinsideit, held there
by the same tape that had held it to the Side of the packet. As she answered Radiah'sformal questions,
the pilot waited for someone to give an dl-clear sgn. She missed the gesture, but one of the women must



have given it, asthe Princess Roya nodded, dismissing the helping domnas. Pilis stepped forward,
bobbing her curtsy, and held out the packet Silence had gotten from Marcinik. The pilot did her best to
gtifle her apprehensive gasp, but Radiah saw, and smiled gently.

"Y ou are concerned, Jamilla? Why, what doesthis contain?* She toyed with the wrappings, and
Slencefdt her heart Snk. Telling hersdlf that her best defense wasto attack, she drew hersdalf up to her
full heght.

"Of course I'm concerned,” she said boldly. "This treatment is unexpected -- and undeserved. Does
your Serenity suspect me of something? Then | pray you, accuse me outright, but don't treat melikea
common crimingl.”

Radiah said nothing for along moment, clearly assessing her postion. Silence held her breath. Asa
member of the Ten Thousand, Jamillahad some rightsthat protected her against even the Princess
Royad's authority. Radiah had dready come very close to crossing the boundary between legitimate
exercise of her authority and actionable behavior by having Jamilla searched. Aili would be within her
rights even now to complain to her father, and through him to the Hegemon. With luck, the Princess
Roya would not presstheissue.

"Y ou will concedeit'swithin my power to search this package," Radiah said at |ast, her tone more
conciliatory than her words.

Silence bowed her head. Theritud of return did dlow the welcoming matron to investigate anything
brought into the Palace, though most omitted that section of therite. She just hoped Balthasar had had
the sense to disguise the kit'singredients. "' Of course, your Serenity, | acknowledge that authority,” she
said doud, imitating the Princess Royd's frosty dignity. Radiah gave her asharp glance as she ripped
loose the sedling tape, but said nothing.

The oiled paper folded back to reved a dozen bottles and perhaps haf as many squat, thick-walled
jars, each labeled in magistica neo-latin and in coine characters. Silence winced at the latter -- the [abels
should probably have been written in the High Speech -- but the Princess Royal did not seem to notice.
She pulled ajar from its place, seemingly at random, and sounded out the tag glued to the rounded
crystal stopper.

"Oculi lacertarum,” she read, "Essence of amarans." She looked sharply a Silence. "What isthis used
for?'

The pilot did her best to keep from smiling. The neo-latin and the coine were widdy different;
whatever amarans were -- some Inariman herb-flower, most likely -- they were likely to bear no
resemblance to the seedlike oculi in their oily suspension. Sheimprovised hadtily, "It'sabath infuson,
your Serenity, to relax and soothe the troubled spirit.”

The Princess Roya nodded, and picked up another bottle. "And heartsease?"

Silence took a deep breath. "Y our Serenity, | confess| do not remember al the details of the
prescription. Does your Serenity wish meto fetch it from her Highnesssrooms?'

For an ingtant, it seemed as though the Princess Roya would say yes, but then, dowly, she shook her
head. "That will not be necessary, Jamilla Y ou may go."

Trying to move without undue haste, Silence collected the bottle and jar, and did her best to resed the
opened package. She had it at last, though she had to use both hands to hold the contents together, and
nodded for the nearest homunculus to take her veils and headdress. Before she could escape, however,
the PrincessRoyd sad, "Jamilla”

Slenceturned, face carefully blank. "Y our Serenity.”

"l do not approve of your -- attitude,” the Princess Royal said. "I have my eye on you."

There was no answer to that. Sllence managed a stiff curtsy and Radiah went on, ™Y ou may go. But
remember what | said.”

"1 will, your Serenity," Silence answered, and knew the other woman heard the unspoken meaning.
Battle wasfairly joined.



Chapter 9

THE NEXT EIGHT DAY SWERE AMONG THE BUSIEST AND most frudtrating of Silence'slife.
Trueto her promise, the Princess Roya did her best to keep a constant watch on the pilot. She revoked
Slenceslibrary privileges, saying that all the women of the Palace were needed to help plan Celki's
betrotha party, and when Aili claimed some hours of Silence'stime, conscripted the shazadi aswell,
pointing out that Aili'stristitiamight be dleviated by the celebration.

Defeated, Slence and the shazadi did asthey weretold, running errands and recording notes for the
older women who actualy did most of the planning. In afew snatched planning sessions, mostly held a
night after the other women were adeep, Silence managed to examine the coordinates Balthasar had
given her and locate the landing Site on one of her maps of the area. 1t was a clearing some six kilometers
from the lake edge, well within the parkland that formed the Pdlace's officid precinct. At first, Slence
could not see why they had chosen that particular spot -- there were other, closer, open aress -- but then
she realized that there Bathasar could mask his approach against a distant ridge. Silence nodded her
approva at that, and turned her attention to the lakeside rendezvous Balthasar had selected. The
lakeshore was not well endowed with coves, the pilot discovered at once, probably as a security
measure, but at last they found the narrow indentation labeled "knobby cove. It was not directly
opposite the Palace, requiring them to sail adiagona course and spend more time on the water, but the
most recent map showed that the fingers of woodland reached amost to the shoreline. It was better
cover than anything ese promised, but Silence found hersdf wondering just what "knobby cove' meant.
Stll, it wasthe best Site available, and Aili sgnaled their acceptance of the coordinates during the next
afternoon’s chess game.

In the daytime they did their best to keep out of Radiah's sight, but Silence was only too aware, as she
supervised the homunculi decorating the gardens or putting together elaborate new gowns and costumes
for thefete, of the Princess Royal's hovering presence. Only when the queen-sister demanded their help
composing the great farewell dinner were they briefly free of Radiah and her domnas, and then they were
kept too busy making lists and consulting reference books to do anything else. Their work was made no
easer by Ceki's sad-eyed presence. The Hegemon's daughter refused to be cheered by the elaborate
preparations and the promised parties. She submitted lifelessly to being measured for anew, adult
wardrobe, but refused to take any part in the planning.

"Thepoor girl," Aili said quietly. She and Silence were Sitting in the shazadi's bedroom, huddled insde
ahastily drawn gphonic ring. It waswell past midnight. Both women weretired, but till too keyed up to
deep. They had spent most of the afternoon and al of the evening with the rest of the Palace'sinmates,
arguing over the best fabricsfor Celki'sformal clothes.

"Poor us, too," Silence growled. She could almost fed the clock ticking, the hours passing, and she
was no hearer to managing their escape than she had been aweek ago. There was so much till to be
done: thetoolsthat would let her take over one of the little pleasure boats still had to be forged; the guard
homunculi on the lower levels had somehow to be neutralized; and she till did not know for certain if the
caeinthelibrary redly held the modd of the Pdace. Aili was ill chattering on, and Silence suppressed
the sudden urge to shake the younger woman. How dare she be so cheerful, when things were going so
badly?

"-- and | also swiped one of these," the shazadi was saying, seeming quite blithely unaware of the
pilot'smood, "from the stuff for the bride-shivaree.”

She held up an ovd of thin black cloth, streaked and splashed with flakes of glitter. There were lighter
stains here and there where some of the glitter had been removed. Silence frowned at it for amoment
before sheredlized it was amask.

"l haven't finished fixing it," Aili went on, "therés il alot of glitter | haveto soak off, but --" She held
the mask up to her face, peering mischievoudy through the eyeholes.” -- it'll be alot easier to manage



thanavel."

Silencefelt asudden pang of guilt, watching the shazadi's eager movements. Aili's counting on you,
shetold hersdlf sternly. Y ou can't let her down -- not that way, moping and fegling sorry for yourself. She
shook hersdlf hard, watching the shazadi fasten the mask into place. It covered al of Aili'sface except for
the eyes. Concealing, Silence thought critically, but maybe not good enough. And it looks extremely
uncomfortableto hikein.

"Canyou breathe dl right?" she asked.

"Oh, yes" Aili loosened the web of straps again, and handed the mask to Silence. "L ook, there's
thinner cloth at the mouth and nose. Plenty of air getsthrough.”

Silence rubbed the materid between her thumb and forefinger, testing the thickness. Sure enough,
there were coarser, more |oosely woven patches for the nose and mouth pieces, and when she
experimentally fitted the mask over her own face, she found she could breathe in comfort. The straps,
five of them, fitting across the back of the head and from the jawline around the nape of the neck,
seemed very secure. Not much chance, she thought, of that working loose accidentaly. That raised a
new thought. She handed the mask back to Aiili, saying, "Will the Thousand consider wearing thisto be
covered enough? Y ou can sort of seethe outline of the face through the materid. After dl the trouble
weve goneto, | don't want to see you disqualified on atechnicality.”

Aili shook her head, picking busily at the remaining stripes of glitter. "It'l do."

"How can you be so sure?' Silence demanded.

The shazadi grinned. "'l asked.”

"Youwha?'

"| asked the queen-sister thismorning,” Aili eaborated, ill grinning. "Or actudly Ceiki did it for me.
We were picking out the homunculi's costumes for the bride-shivaree. They're quite something -- real
gpringtide costumes. | picked up amask and said | thought I'd wear it at the annual Presentation instead
of aproper veil. Well, haf of them screamed in horror, and the other half laughed, and then Ceiki asked
if one of those maskswould redlly count asaveil. The queen-sister thought about it for awhile, | think
just because that was thefirgt time Ceiki'd asked aquestion al day, and findly said she thought it
would."

Silence nodded, satisfied on two counts. The queen-sster, if she could do nothing else, could be
relied on in matters of proper behavior. She could a so be expected to forget that the question had ever
been asked. And even if she didn't, Silence thought, it was Ceiki, not Aili, who had done the asking.

"You know, | redlly do fed sorry for thegirl," Aili went on, brushing apile of glitter from her skirts.
"The marriage is bad enough -- you don't want to know what the satrap of Ajaslike! -- but it really
doesn't seem fair that she should have such asmall send-off. What sort of bride-shivaree can there be
with only thirty-six of usto play, evenif you bringin al the homunculi you can find?'

Bride-shivaree. Once again, the word stirred a haf-memory in Silence's brain. She frowned, trying to
track it down, then took a deep breath and summoned up the mnemonic chains she had so carefully
constructed back on Inarime. She sorted out the proper strand and followed it, remembering first the
great yearly holidays, then the specific feasts celebrated on Inarime, then the persona holidays of the
Kibbe family and of familiesin genera. But where the triggering image for the bride-shivaree should have
been, there was only avague image of bright colors and a sense that something had been lost. Silence
made aface. These things happened, when one prepared achain under pressure and then had no
occason to useit for awhile. At least, thistime, she had someoneto ask. "Aiili, tell me about the
bride-shivaree. Just what isit, exactly?"

The shazadi gave her arather startled look. "What do you mean, what isit?"

"Exactly whet | said. What isit? What do you do? All of that." Silence leaned againgt the cushion she
had brought with her into the gphonic ring, wishing she had brought another. Outside the ring, she could
see the pointer of an antique mechanical timepiece settle on the first hour of the new day. Tiny figures
emerged from its base and scuttled about in preprogrammed patterns, but no sound penetrated the ring.

"It's--" Aili paused, seemingly sill puzzled by the question. "W, it's part of the traditiond betrothd,
especidly when the bride-to-beisyoung. It's sort of alast chancefor girlish tricks, afree-for-all



hide-and-seek game all over the Women's Quarter -- or, in this case, dl over the Palace. Usudly, the
women are divided up into teams on the basis of bride's-kin, groom's-kin, but thistime | guessthe
Princess Royal will divide us up somehow. She's Celki's only blood-kin here."

"What do you mean by hide-and-seek?' Silence demanded, hardly daring to believe what she was
hearing.

Aili spread her hands, wide-eyed. "Hide-and-seek. Didn't you play it when you wereagirl? Y ou hide,
and try to catch members of the other team and spray them with dye. That's why we've been having the
homunculi make those huge batches of dye-stuff, and that's why the queen-sister's been so fussy about
making sureit will wash off."

"l haven't been working on those," Silence growled. "I've been stuck with the damned dinners.” She
looked wild-eyed at the shazadi. "That'sit. That's the perfect way to get us out of here.”

Aili looked back at her. "1 know," she said inasmal voice. "1 thought that was what you meant when
you said the betrotha wasthe perfect diversion.”

Silence stared at her for along moment, then began to laugh. After al her fretting and worrying, after
her near panic, the answer was handed to her on a platter -- and what wasworse, Aili assumed she'd
knownit dl dong. "No," shesaid at last, "I didn't know. | thought it wasjust another of these boring
rituals her Serenity likes so much. | didn't pay much attention to marriages on Inarime -- | really didn't
think the subject would come up.”

Aili was laughing, too. "1 just assumed you knew," she said again. "'l guessthat provesyou're not redly
of the Ten Thousand.”

"I'm not," Silence answered chearfully. "My family were merchants on Cap Bel." She sobered quickly.
"Spray people with dye, you said? What do you put the dyein?’

"Big sguirters.” Aili held up her handsto demongtrate. "Usudly they're shaped like toy heylins, or
sonic rifles, things like that. The dye reservoir holds about aliter of liquid.”

"Good." Silence leaned back againgt her pillow again, thinking fiercely. There were any number of
compounds that would put a homunculus out of action; her problem had been one of delivering the
compound efficiently. But with dye-squirters available, she could use any of the liquid compounds and
not have to worry. "How long doesthe game lagt?!

Aili shrugged. "It depends. At least an hour or two, sometimes much longer. But | can't imagineit
would last more than a couple of hours, especialy when Ceiki'sin no mood to play."

An hour was all they could count on, then, Silence thought. That wasn't much time to knock out the
security system, steal aboat, and cross the lake, but it would have to be enough.

"Anyway," Aili sad, asif she read the other woman'sthoughts, "it'll take at least haf an hour before
they decide theresred trouble -- that we aren't just hiding somewhere, or hurt, or something."

"Unlessthe Princess Royal callsan dert on generd principles” Sllence said. "No, an hour'sredly dl
we can count on." And if we only have an hour, she thought, | want some extra fire support when the
aarm goes off. It'sagood four kilometersto the clearing Denis picked to land in. "l want you to get
word to Marcinik,” she said dowly. "Have him warn Denis and Julie that time's going to be short and they
should be ready for trouble. Bring heavy heylins."

Aili shook her head. "That would mean another meeting, and you didn't want to do that,” she
objected. "My codeisn't set up to carry messages that complex.”

"Damn." Silence rubbed at her chin, consdering. The shazadi was right -- they could not afford
another meeting with Marcinik. But it was important to warn the others. "How is your chess game set up?
What kind of alink isit?"

Aili shrugged. "An ordinary ghost-line, | think. Except it had to be specialy shielded to make sure no
onewould see my hands.”

"Then there may beaway," Slence said. "I have lime paper in my kit, and the treated ink. I'll give
them to you. Y ou write the message -- kegp it as short as you can -- and then, when next you two play,
put the paper on the board and make sure he passes one of his pieces over it. Both the paper and theink
are sengtive to the energies used to set up aghost-line, so helll see the message appear on his board. Oh,
and tell him to have Julie bring us proper clothes, boys clothes.” She gave the shazadi achdlenging



glance. "Any objection to that?"

"No, I'll tel him," Aili said, and cocked her head to one sde. " Should you betelling me dl these
magus's secrets?’

Silence hesitated, momentarily nonplussed. "No," she said, after amoment, "1 probably oughtn't to be.
But | want you to understand what you're doing.”

"1 wasn't objecting, mind you," Aili answered, "but | thought | ought to remind you. And speaking of
that --" Her face clouded dightly. "What are you going to do about this mode Palace? If it's made of
hacyon crystd, it'sgoing to be virtudly indestructible....”

Silence shook her head, allowing herself awolfish grin. "Halcyon crysta's anatura harmonic receptor,
and the wrong tone can shatter it." She touched her bodice gently, feding for the pitch pipe that rested
between her breasts. "I know the sequenceit's tuned to, so there should be no problem.” | hope, she
added to hersdlf. Aslong as | don't hit the trigger sequence and open the link to the guardpost.... It was
too late to worry about that. She sighed and reached to dissolve the aphonic ring.

The next three days were even busier than the previous ones. Aili managed to snatch time for the
necessary chess game, and Silence had the satisfaction of seeing the dip of lime paper vanishin acurl of
smoke as Marcinik's piece passed over it. Theletters remained, fading dowly, and the captain-lieutenant
signaled that the message had been received and understood.

Silence was able to spend very little time with the shazadi after that. The Princess Roya kept up her
watch, making surethe pilot was fully involved in the betrothal preparations. Silence did her best to
present hersdlf as entirely engrossed in the planning, but the surveillance did not dacken. She was forced
to work only at night, without the helping solar harmonies, but by the day of the betrotha she had
managed to ditill three full liters of aquaintacta. That, she thought, with agrest ded of satisfaction,
would be able to take care of any and al guard homunculi they were unfortunate enough to meet.

The betrotha was a day-long ceremony, beginning with the addition of threelinesto the Observances,
formally accepting Ceiki as part of the Hegemon'sfamily for what was probably thefirst and last timein
her life. The morning hours were spent in last-minute preparations, and it was only then that Silence was
ableto saize aquick word with Aili, catching her arm as she hurried past on some vita errand. After her
first start of surprise, the shazadi let hersdlf be drawn into the nearest garden, away from at least the most
obvious watchernodes. Still, Silence kept her voice very low asshe said, "It only just occurred to me that
her Serenity will probably put us on opposite teams.”

"I've been looking for you to tell you the samething,” Aili exclamed. "We meet inthe
Nymph-garden?'

"As soon as we can get away from the hunt,” Silence agreed.

"Y our Highness!" That was the queen-sster's domna, awoman neither as placid nor asuncaring as
her mistress. She stood, hands on hips, in the entrance to the garden. "They arewaiting for thelist.”

Aili flashed the pilot the ghost of agrin, and was gone.

The noon meal waslight, barely more than an informal of the sort Silence had studied on Inarime so
many weeks before. Silence ate quickly and excused hersdlf early, pleading afind errand for the
queen-sigter. The Princess Roya looked as though she would have liked to refuse permission, but the
errand was quite real, and there was no one e se she could legitimately send. Grudgingly, she dlowed
Silenceto leave. The pilot made her way out of the terraced dining room as decoroudly as she could, but
as soon as shewas out of sight, she hiked up her skirts and ran for her own rooms. Hagtily, she
recovered the liter jars of aguaintactaand tucked a paper packet into her pocket. The jars hampered
her -- she did not dare move too quickly for fear of spilling their precious contents -- but at last she
dipped through the door to the Nymph-garden.

It was alovely pleasance, open to the true sky rather than domed, like so many of the gardens. Native
Agerionan plants were allowed to flourish in a semi-wilderness, clipped back only when they grew
across a path or threstened to damage the building. A picturesgque ruin stood at the center of the garden
-- Silence had never been able to decide precisely what it was intended to have been -- and anumber of
auitably rustic statues of women and girls dotted the area, the nymphs for which the garden had been
named. Silence worked her way rapidly toward the centra ruin, to the hiding place she had spotted



during her early reconnaissance of the Palace. She found it quickly enough, a massive dorta bush whose
drooping, feathery leaves hid a sizable depression. She tucked the jarsinto that space and drew the
leaves back over it. Then she hastened off to finish her errand.

Silence managed not to be too late returning to the smal dining room, but nevertheless the Princess
Royal regarded her with renewed suspicion. As Silence had feared, she and Aili wereto be assgned to
different teamsfor the bride-shivaree; neither she nor the shazadi protested, but Radiah was not
appeased. She seemed positively to relish taking Aili off with the other women of the Thousand to
supervise Ceki's Robing.

L eft to her own devices, like the other domnas, Silence dressed as dowly as she could, decking
hersdlf in the most eaborate and uncomfortable of the gowns she had brought from Inarime. Despite her
efforts, it only took her two hours. She spent the rest of the afternoon playing cards with two other
domnas, trying to submerge hersdlf in the game. She was not very successful. Had the game been played
for rea money instead of imaginary fortunes, she thought sourly, she would owe the proceeds of two or
three successful trading ventures.

At lagt, Pilis appeared in the doorway, swathed from head to foot in glittering, gold-shot robes, and
announced, "The Presentation.”

Wl briefed, the domnas rose without ahint of complaint, finding their proper places dmost
automaticaly, giving and taking precedence with achilly grace. Slence let herself be shunted into her
proper place, toward the middle of the pack, reading from the others body language whether she was
expected to give way or go ahead.

Rilis led them down along section of corridor, then turned into a second, wider hall that had anewly
dusted appearance about it. The air had amusty smell, too, and Silence guessed the place had been
opened specidly for this occason. Hafway up the hall, the homunculi had put down arichly purple
carpet. AsPilis stepped onto it, there was a distinct crunching, and an amost overpowering scent of
flowers. Silence choked as she stepped onto the carpet, and tried to hold her breath. There was anoisy
Sighing as the domnas stepped off the carpet to pass through a massive, arching doorway, and Silence
guessed they had dl donethe same.

The room beyond the arched door was the most magnificent Silence had seen yet, ahigh-ceilinged,
mirror-lined hdl. It culminated in afantastically gilded and jeweled object, asculpturein high relief of
cloudsralling back to reved amassive sunburg. Tiny starships darted here and there among theroiling
clouds. The object was large enough to fill the entirewall. A two-stage dais led up to it. Ceiki's party
waited on the lower of the two, the women arranged in a sort of semicircle behind the Hegemon's
daughter. There was awind-silk canopy over Ceiki's head, and her dress was tiff with jewels. Despite
the display, Silence could not help thinking she made arather forlorn figure.

At the Princess Royd's gesture, the domnasfiled forward one by one, to make their curtsesand
murmur some acknowledgement of Ceiki's new, adult status. When Silence's turn came, she could think
of nothing worthwhile, so she muttered some conventiond, inappropriate congratulations. Celki's eyes,
amost drowned by the streaks of makeup ringing them, followed her, but the girl said nothing. Silence
retrested quickly, wishing she dared do something.

Dancing followed -- the ring-dances considered appropriate for women alone -- and then household
homunculi brought in the tables for the evening'sfirst med. Silence ate methodicaly, telling hersdf she
would need the cdories before the night was over, but the exotic dishes might aswell have been made
from sand for dl the pleasure she took in them. She drank sparingly, doing her best not to seem
conspicuous about it, and saw that Aili was doing the same. The rest of the domnas were drinking fairly
deeply, enjoying their unexpected holiday. Celki sulked dl through the med, barely saying two wordsto
anyone, and Silence was struck by the sudden, terrible thought that if the girl did not cheer up, Radiah
might well cancel the bride-shivaree.

However, as concedled clocks chimed sunset, the Princess Royd gave adiscreet sgnd, and the
homunculi moved forward to roll the tables awvay again. The diners hauled themselvesto their fegt, the
older women moaning and complaining only haf in jest that they were entirely too old for such games,
and cameto stand in the center of the hall. They made an insgnificant group in the middle of all that



magnificent space, and Silence found hersdf sharing the shazadi's regret that Ceiki's betrothal could not
have been more eaborate. If we're successful, Silence reminded hersdlf sternly, Aili can stop this
marriage. And that's the only way you can help the poor kid.

"My ladies" the Princess Roya called, clapping her hands loudly for their attention. Her voice echoed
in the empty hall, mocking her falsejoy. "We have abetrothd to celebrate, as our mothers did before us.
Let the game begin!”

At her fina words, brightly costumed homunculi whirled into the hdl, some bearing armloads of favors
-- srips of cloth either purple or white for the two teams -- others carrying baskets of shiny
dye-squirters. Still more carried nothing, their pseudo-faces hidden behind the glitter-banded masks. Half
of the homunculi wore purple favors wound around their sexless bodies; the other haf wore white.
Counting carefully, Silence guessed that most of the household homunculi had been co-opted for the
bride-shivaree, and felt her heart lift. The more that were playing, the fewer there would beto interfere
with her escape. Acrosstheroom, Aili smiled, and Silence redlized the shazadi had seen the same thing.

The Princess Roya had assigned teams earlier in the day; now she bustled about in unconvincing
cheer, urging the women to hurry asthey accepted the favors and chose wegpons from the homunculi's
baskets. Silence, who had been assigned to Celki'steam, took her purple sash and, after amoment's
thought, wound it around her head, military style. As shetook a squirter -- atoy heylin with animmense
dye reservoir -- she saw Ceiki, after some thought, try to wrap her own scarf the sameway. The girl
could not quite manage the knot, however, and Silence, motivated by guilt, said, "Highness, may | show
you?’
Celki looked up with worshipping eyesand said, "Yes, please.”

Thoughtlesdy, Silence started to |oop the toy heylin's lanyard over her nonexistent belt hook, and
stopped abruptly, flushing. That was a soldier's habit, not awoman's, shetold hersdf angrily. Celki had
not missed the gesture either, and her eyeswidened. Cursing to hersdlf, Silence rewound the girl's scarf,
knotting it into an dmost boyish headband.

"That's much better,” Celki sad. "Thank you, Jamilla"

"Partners, now," the Princess Royal cdlled. "Timeto choose partners. " She fixed her cold gaze on
Silence, adding, "DomnaJamilla, | trust you'll play with me?"

Silence had known she would be assigned a partner, and had half adozen plansto get rid of an
unwanted companion, but she had not expected the Princess Royal to choose such adrastic way of
keeping track of her whereabouts. She opened her mouth, then closed it, unable to think of an effective
protest.

At her Sde, Celki said, "Y our Serenity!" There was anew notein the girl's voice, one that made the
Princess Royd look dmaost humanly startled. "1 want Jamillafor my partner,” Celki went on. "It'smy
party, please, and | want her."

Radiah frowned. "I'm afraid it's not quite proper, Ceiki," she began, and the queen-sister interrupted
her queruloudy.

"Oh, let the girl have what she wants, Radiah. The bride-shivaree only happens once. It's not that
unsuitable”

The Princess Roya hesitated an ingtant longer, then surrendered grudgingly. " Oh, very well, Celki, if
that's what you want. Now, the rest of you, choose partners!™

At last, the milling mass had sorted itsdlf out into teams of two. Aili, Sllence saw, had managed to get
hersdlf paired with adomnafrom Tharros, an older woman who complained constantly about her aching
feet. The shazadi should have no trouble €luding her company.

A homunculus -- the only one not wearing afavor -- brought forward an immense silver bowl, holding
it well aboveits own, and most of the women's, heads.

"Draw for places," the Princess Roya called, and the women pressed forward, laughing.

"Draw for us, please, Jamilla?' Celki said shyly.

Silence nodded, and e bowed her way up to the bowl, reaching overhead to scrabble among the
five-centimeter-square tiles. She drew one out, glanced at the number, and barely suppressed awhoop
of ddight. They would be the third couple to leave the hall. That would give her ample timeto get rid of



Celki and get to the Nymph-garden to recover the jars of aguaintacta.

"Let mesee" Ceaki begged, excited in spite of hersdlf. Silence held out the token, and Ceiki gave a
little crow of delight. The Princess Royd directed asingle fulminating look their way, and Celki subsided
ingantly.

"Cheer up," Slence said, moved by some obscure ingtinct to offer what comfort she could. "Maybe
you can catch her." She touched the butt of the toy heylin, and saw Ceiki's eyes brighten eagerly.

"Oh, wouldn't that be wonderful?' the girl said, too fervently.

It would &t that, Silence thought, but it's not worth staying for.

The Princess Roya clapped her hands again, drawing their atention. "Ladies” she said again. Y oulll
leave the room in order, according to the lots you drew. Y ou know the object of the game: to catch as
many as possible of the other team and spray them well.” She pantomimed turning her toy heylin on the
nearest woman, and the others laughed dutifully. "'In amoment, the lightswill go off, and the doorswill
open. First couple, you leave then, and thelightswill go on again. The lightswill keep flashing, and each
time one couple will leave. Y ou can use the time to set up an ambush, or to hide, or however you choose
to useit. Let'sbegin!" She clapped her hands again, the sound amost lost in the dutiful cheering, and the
homunculi by the door began to swing back the heavy panels. The lights winked out before they were
fully open. Silence counted fifteen seconds before they flashed on again, and caught aglimpse of a
brightly colored skirt vanishing around the corner of the right-hand door. Ceiki bounced excitedly at her
sde

"They went toward the fire-garden,” she said. "Do we go after them?"

Silence shook her head. "Left, | think, for us. Be ready to run. They don't give us much time.”

The lights flashed on and off again, and another couple vanished. Silence tensed, wanting to hike up
her skirts and knowing she could not, and said, "Ready...."

Thelightswinked out. The pilot seized Ceiki's hand and ran for the door. The girl sumbled for an
ingtant, then caught up. They were wel down the corridor before the lights came onin the hdl, spilling a
wedge of light into the corridor. Celki had her skirts knotted in one hand, lifting them amost to mid-calf.
"Thisway," she sad, pointing with her squirter down aside hdl. There were Sairs at the end of it, and
shetook them two at atime.

Silence shrugged, hiking up her own skirts, and followed, the toy heylin cradled easly in her right
hand. "Where are we going?'

"l worked it dl out," Celki said, alittle breathlesdy. She darted down another, still narrower corridor
that bore unmistakable sgnsof cart traffic. "This runsto the kitchens -- it'sjust a service passage. |
figure, we cut through here, then through the little hall that backs on the storage cells, and up to the gdlery
that overlooksthe roya promenade. With luck, we can catch abunch of people there, and fal back on
the fountain court without getting trapped.”

"You sound like asoldier,” Silence said, and meant it.

Celki hunched ashoulder at the other, clearly expecting areprimand.

"What'smore, | think itll work," the pilot went on. And if the kid likesto think military, she added to
hersdlf, itll makeit that much easier for meto dip away "scouting,” or something like that.

"l read alot,” Ceiki said, with ashy glance at Silence'sface. "'l didn't think you'd mind. If I'd been a
boy, I'd've been asoldier -- and agood one, | think."

Silence nodded, trying to work out exactly where they were. Under the evening reception room, she
thought.... "Probably,” she said absently.

Celki gave her adelighted grin, then tugged at Silence's deeve. "Hurry, we have to get there before
someone else does...."

Silence submitted to the girl'surging, letting herself be drawn through the unfamiliar corridors at
whirlwind pace. At last, as Ceiki had promised, they climbed anarrow stairway and emerged, panting, at
the entrance to the roya promenade. Thisiswhere| cut out, Silence thought, glancing over her shoulder
to make sure they were unobserved. Mogt of the lights had been dimmed in this part of the Palace; only a
few paper lanterns bobbed in the faint air currents, casting more shadow than light across the scene.

"Why don't | scout around,” Silence began, hating herself as the forlorn expression regppeared on



Ceki'sface. "I could make sure your retreat was al clear --" Something moved in the shadowsto her
left, coming quickly. A freakish breath of air swung one of the lanterns duggishly initsdirection, and light
glinted from the barrel of aheylin. Before she thought, Silence swung, bringing her own heylin to bear,
and fired. The homunculus -- it was just ahomunculus, Silence thought, disgusted with hersdlf --
suesked dightly, amost asthough it could be surprised, and fired its own toy before darting away again.
The dye cloud fell short, but Silencefelt afew drops spatter on her face. Celki was staring at her,
open-mouthed, and the pilot fumbled hagtily for astory the girl would believe.

"That wasjust likeasoldier,” Ceiki said, forestalling her. Her eyeswidened even further. "Areyou a
man in disguise?"

Slencegiggled, alittle hystericaly. "No, I'm awoman, just like you, Ceiki."

"But different.” Ceiki sudied her, the bride-shivaree and its game momentarily forgotten. "Her
Serenity kept saying there was something funny about you. Y ou redly know how to use that, don't you?
Y ou've comefor Aili," she added abruptly, cutting off the pilot's sammered explanation. "Take me with
you?’

"Shh," Silence said. In the distance, she could hear footsteps moving aong a corridor, coming closer.
She grabbed Ceiki's shoulder and pulled the unresisting girl into the nearest alcove. Celki reached to
closethe curtain, but Silence jerked her hand back.

"No!" she added, her voice amere thread of sound. "Too conspicuous,” and saw Ceiki nod. They
flattened themsdlves againgt the dlcove wall as the footsteps came nearer, hiding behind the bulk of the
open curtain. Two women -- one of the other shazadis and adomna -- appeared, giggling, and turned
down the hall that led to the fountain court. Silence gave adow sgh of reief.

Ceki said again, whispering now, "Did you comefor Aili?'

Silence hesitated, but the fierce gpped in Celki's face was too much for her. Anyway, she thought, the
kid'saready figured out most of it. "Yes," shesad. "Her father sent me."

"Take mewith you."

"l can't." Silence shook her head helplesdly. "I'm sorry, | wish | could.”

"Why can't you?' Ceiki demanded.

Silence wished she had aheylin, or any other weapon that could be set to stun, so that she could just
put the kid to deep for afew hours and get away. The redization shocked her. When she answered, she
knew she sounded subdued. "Two reasons. First, you're not ready --"

"l don't need anything," Ceiki interjected. "I can comeas| am."

"In those clothes?' Silence asked. "Through wooded country?* Ceiki's eyesfell, and the pilot pressed
on. "Second reason. Both you and Aili have positionsto protect. I've made arrangements for her, but not
for you -- and you don't want to throw away your position, not yet. When --" She caught herself
abruptly, and Ceiki lifted her squirter.

"Take mewith you, or I'll tdl the Princess Royd."

Silence hesitated, cursing under her breath. Therewas no timefor this.... She said, carefully, "Celki

Thegirl'sface crumpled. "1 can't," shewhispered. "I won't, Jamilla, | promise. But | don't want to
marry Aja"

"Ceiki," Sillence said again, and tilted the tear-damp face up to look at her. "Listen. | believeyou -- |
trust you. Listen to me, now. If dl goeswdll, if we get away, you won't haveto marry him. | promise.”

Celki'sface seemed to crumple again, but the girl fought back her tears. "I believe you," she managed.
"Y ou promised.” Shethrew her arms around the older woman, and Silence, hel plesdy, found hersdlf
hugging Ceiki back. She disengaged hersdlf as gently as she could.

"l haveto go now," shesaid.

Celki gulped and nodded. "Promise you'll come back?

"l promise," Silence said, though she knew she shouldn't. There were too many thingsthat could till
go wrong, and she might never be able to keep that promise. But | will, shetold hersdlf fiercely. | will.
She st the girl gently aside and peered out into the halway. No one wasin sight. Silence took a deep
breath, and started at last for the Nymph-garden. She glanced back only once. Ceiki was still standing



framed in the arch of the alcove. Seeing the pilot turn, she waved bravely and started off toward the
gdlery, determined, Silence guessed, to take her best shot at the Princess Royd.

To her rdief, Sllence reached the Nymph-garden without further incident. Aili was aready waiting,
crouched in the shadow of the ruin. Her hands and deeves were speckled with dye, light splotchesin the
dim light that filtered in from the distant corridors. Her face would be, too, Silence guessed, but the
shazadi had aready donned her homunculus's mask. She had aso discarded her heavy overdress, the
pilot saw with gpproval. It was crumpled in aball on the ground beside her.

"What kept you?" Aili hissed, asthe pilot dropped to her knees beside the dorta bush.

"1 had some trouble getting away from Ceiki," Silence answered, rummaging under thetrailing leaves.
The oldest of them had grown coarse, toothlike ridges, and her wrists and hands were marked with
scratches before she pulled the last of thejarsfrom its hiding place. She rubbed impatiently at the sore
places, staring around for a place to empty their squirters.

"Over here" Aili said. She pointed to a corner of the ruin, where two walls joined at a ninety-degree
angle. The resulting pocket of ground waswell hidden from anyone standing at the edge of the garden.
"I've dready emptied mine."

"Take care of mine, then?" Silence asked, and tossed the toy heylin across without waiting for an
answer. Aili caught it awkwardly and began to empty the dye reservoir, careful not to let too much of the
liquid splatter on the stones of the ruin. Silence stripped off her own overdress and bundled it and Aili's
gown back under the dorta bush. That |eft her in an ankle-length dress of dark blue velvet, wound
incongruoudy with a sturdy leather belt. She hesitated, wanting to kilt up the skirtsto free her legs, but
decided againg it for the moment as too conspicuous. She il had to face the librarian homunculus.
Thinking that, she reached inside the bodice of the dress and drew out the user's card, letting it hang
openly at her neck. She touched the pitch pipe on its chain, then reached into the dresss only pocket to
reassure hersdf that the specia packet was still there.

"I've emptied these" Aili announced softly.

Silence nodded and unstoppered thefirst jar. She poured the water very carefully into the dye
reservoir; even o, alittle spilled, smoking when it hit the grass. Aili eyed it warily, but said nothing.

The reservoirs each held alittle more than aliter of the whole water. Silence kicked the two empty
jarsunder the dorta bush with everything el se, then restoppered the third jar and handed it to Alili.

"You carry this, in case we need to reload.” The shazadi took it gingerly, clearly nervous, and Silence
grinned. "Don't worry, it won't react unlessit hits the earth-compounds they use growing homunculi. It
won't hurt you."

"If you say s0," Aili muttered, but jammed the jar into the purse shewore a her waist. It didn't fit
particularly well, and she could not close the purse over it, but at least it left both handsfree to handle the
dye squirter. Silence nodded her approval.

"Where now?' the shazadi asked.

"Firg, thelibrary," Sllence answered. "If dl goeswell there, the boathouse.”

They made their way cautioudy through the darkened corridors. Once they heard laughing women,
and ducked quickly into a side chamber, but the noises faded quickly. The bride-shivaree, though not
officialy restricted, seemed to be staying clear of the administration sections of the Palace.

The hdlway outside the library was better lit than most of the Palace, dl of its globes glowing at
half-strength. Silence paused three meters from the door, then waved Aili back out of sght. "Wait here,"
shewhispered. "And hold my heylin."

The shazadi nodded, apparently not put out by the peremptory order, and melted back againgt the
curtainsthat obscured the single, distant window. Silence did the folded paper from her pocket and
carefully undid the taped sedl's, turning back each edge to expose the crimson powder that lay within. She
was careful not to touch it or breathe on it as she approached the door, holding her breath as she passed
her hand across the door signdl.

It seemed to take forever for the homunculusto appear. Findly, the door did back, and the
librarian-homunculus rolled forward, an odd hesitation in its movements. "Y ou desire, Domna Jamilla?" it
asked.



"| left an earring herelast time," Silence improvised, taking aquick step forward, "or at least | think it
was here. It might have been somewhere else, of course, but |'ve looked everywhere else, and | haven't
found it. Have you found it, or could you let meinto look?" She took another step forward, and the
homunculuss eyesflared red.

"Stop!" it cried in agrating voice that seemed to fill the entire hallway. Silence took a deep bregth, and
blew the crimson powder into itsface.

"Security --" the homunculus rasped, but the word trailed off into a sort of gasp. The creature frozein
mid-gesture, and the red light vanished from its eyes.

I'll be damned, Silence thought. It worked. She folded the paper hastily around the remnants of the
red powder and, shuddering, pushed the deactivated homunculus back into the library. She could fed the
security fields pulsing in the air around her, but the modified user's card il protected her. Hadtily, she
pushed the homunculus back into its corner, then wasted afew precious seconds debating whether she
should dust it again with the powder. No, she decided, the amount she had already given it would keep it
from functioning for at least four or five hours; any more, and it might show outward signs of
deterioration. If she could avoid that, she would. It might keep the guards from figuring out just what she
had done to the security system.

She did the crumpled packet under the nearest noteboard, and turned her attention to the cabinet.
She could fed no speciad harmonieswebbing it, but even so, she gpproached it cautioudy, pausing often
to samplethe air around her. There was nothing, and she felt nothing extraordinary, even when she held
her pamsflat just above the surface of the case. She took a deep breath, and did back the dura-felt
cover.

Themodd Palace was breathtakingly beautiful. Silence stared at it for along moment, unableto
believe its delicate perfection, then shook herself and set the cover aside. The modd seemed to float ona
fox-fire seg, asea of cold light, the gilt-green centra idand darkened by it and by the spectacular object
that stood atop it. There had never been asingle piece of hacyon crystd large enough to form that
modd, Silence thought, but she could see no join, no hairline imperfection where two blocks had been
fitted together. It was perfect in every detail, down to the trees and wire-fine grass in each of the gardens;
each tower was crowned with atiny, carved crystd banner.

And shewould have to destroy it. Silence dmost spoke her denia doud, and bit her lip a her own
supidity. Thisisn't just apretty carving, shetold herself sternly. It'sthelink, the receptor through which
everything is channeled to the guardpogt. It hasto be destroyed. Still, it took every ounce of her will to
draw the pitch pipe from her bodice. She stood for along moment looking down on the modd, fixing its
heart-breaking loveinessin her mind, then set the pipeto her lips and blew asingle soundless note.

For an instant, nothing happened. Then the air shivered around her, and with asound like abat's cry,
just a the edge of hearing, the modd shattered. The seaflickered and went dull. The crystal was
suddenly criss-crossed with cracks, and the interna resonance theat reflected and magnified the light so
spectacularly fell away. A single tower crumpled and fell. With achoked curse, Silence reached for the
dura-felt cover and dragged it back over the case, hiding the ruin she had created.

She stood for an ingtant, recovering her composure. At least she had not triggered the link with the
guardpost. Hastily, she checked the room for any sign of her presence, her eyes avoiding the covered
case, then let hersdf out into the hallway. She fumbled for amoment with the control pand before she
found the code that closed the door behind her. Aili was still waiting, pressed up againgt the curtain. She
beckoned urgently, and Silence joined her, toy heylin ready. The whole-water compound would not
harm a human being, as she had told the shazadi, but the surprise of being hit by something other than dye
might give them amomentary advantage.

"1 heard something,” Aili whispered, pointing her chin down the hal. "Down there.”

Silence ligtened, but heard nothing. Still, she thought, theré's no point in taking risks, and motioned for
Aili to follow her back toward the library, away from the noise. The corridor would connect again with a
smaller cross-corridor, which in turn would join up with the mirror-lined main passage. That would lead
them back to the staircase that would take them to the lower levels.

They reached the staircase without incident, and Silence fiddled anxioudy with the controls of the



door. Despite the restricted-access symbol painted on the doorjamb, the door had never been locked
before. It was now, and the pilot reached again for her pitch pipe, muttering a curse. She bent over the
lock, one hand pressed to its warm surface, assessing itsinternal harmonies, the other fegling for the
proper sopson thetiny pipe. Aili said, "Jamillal™

The pilot looked up quickly, and Aili put afinger to her own lips. Sllence listened, and then she heard
it, too: footsteps moving lightly aong the corridor. Silence mouthed another curse, and looked quickly for
aplaceto hide. If she remembered correctly, there would be another of the ubiquitous alcoves afew
metersfarther on. When she started in that direction, Aili caught her arm. The shazadi shook her head
rapidly, and pulled Silence in the other direction, back toward the distant footsteps. When the pilot
hestated for an ingtant, Aili tugged harder, mouthing, "Come on!"

Silencefollowed quickly asthe shazadi led her diagonally acrossthe corridor, counting mirrors as she
went. When she reached the ninth, she stopped, and tugged frantically a one of the decorative cords
festooning the frame. The mirror groaned softly -- both women winced at the sound -- and did back,
revealing anarrow dit in thewall, barely a meter wide and rather less than two meters deep. Something
gleamed at the end of the enclosed space. It was awindow, Silence redlized abruptly, but an internal
window, opening onto some other part of the Palace. The footsteps were getting closer.

"Quick," Aili whispered, "getindde.”

Silence did as she was told, wedging hersdf into the opening until she fetched up hard againgt the glass
at the far end of the space. There was barely room for both of them, and no room at dl to turn around.
Aili backed in, elbowing Silence painfully in the kidneys, and tugged franticaly a a second cord. The
mirror closed over themjust intime.

Pressed up againgt the glass a the far end of the narrow space, Silence found hersaf staring down
into aroom she had not known existed. It seemed to be a bedroom, or at least therewas abed in it, but
there was a so an e aborate fountain and chairs and tables that |ooked more suited to areceiving room.
Nothing had been cleaned for avery long time, however; even the single light burned dimly, obscured by
thelayers of dust.

"What the hell?" she said softly, intrigued in spite of her pogition.

Aili hissed for her to be quiet, adding in abarely audible voice, "It's her -- Radiah.”

The pilot tried to turn, to see over her shoulder, but the space was too narrow. "What's she doing?'
she demanded ingtead, matching Aili's tone with an effort.

"Checking the lock, | think," the shazadi answered. She shifted position to see better, elbowing
Slence painfully again.

Silence did her best to press even closer to the glass. She did not think she had had timeto leave any
sgnsof tampering on the lock mechanism, but she found hersdlf holding her breath until Aili shifted again.

"She'smoving off."

"Good," Silence whispered, gtill jammed againgt the glass. They waited for what seemed like hours,
until findly the shazadi said, "I think she'sgone."

"Let'sgo, then," Silence said. They had aready wasted too much time, she added to herself,
especidly if the Princess Royal had chosen to forego the cel ebration to check the security arrangements
hersdf.

Aili tugged sharply at the lever controlling the hidden door. For along moment, nothing happened, but
then the mirror did aside, groaning. Silence winced, and backed out into the corridor.

"Shewas gtill carrying her squirter,” Aili said thoughtfully, asthey hurried back to the sairwell door.
"That should mean she's ill playing. She was probably just passing along this corridor, and decided to
check it onawhim.”

"l hope s0," Silence said, grimly. "What wasthat place, anyway?'

"One of the Hegemons kept amad wife here, ages ago,” Aili answered. "That was an observation
point."

Silence nodded, and turned her attention to the lock, fumbling for her pitch pipe. Thistime shewas
ableto find the proper combination amost a once. She set the end of the pipe against the lock and blew
softly, playing an dmost inaudible sequence of notes. Thelock clicked, and the door sagged open.



Tucking her pipe away, Silence led the way down the steep Saircase.

Thelower levels were brightly lit, in sharp contrast to the darkened corridors above. Silence blinked,
rubbing her eyes, and glanced quickly around. The hall was quite empty asfar as she could see, a
spotless corridor covered with white floor tiles. Doors led off at intervals, but they were sealed up for the
night. She hesitated for amoment, trying to get her bearings -- one place was very like another on the
lower levels -- then turned to her left, where the corridor curved gently toward the outer edges of the
Pdace. As she walked, she hiked up her heavy skirt, using her belt to secure it just above her knees. She
kept close count of the cross-corridors -- white-tiled tunnels as featurel ess as the one through which they
walked -- and at the fifth fork took the left-hand passage. Thiswas narrower, but as bright asthe others.
The quiet was dmost deafening. She led the shazadi around yet another corner, and down a il
narrower corridor. Finally, she saw aflash of color in the distance, marking the end of the corridor, and
stopped dead, waving for Aili to stop, too.

"What isit?' the shazadi whispered.

"Y ou see the red band ahead?' Silence asked in return. Aili nodded. "That's the perimeter marker,
and ther€lll be guard-homunculi beyond it. Are you ready?'

The shazadi nodded again, lifting her toy heylinin answer. Silenceforced asmile shedid not fed, only
too aware of Aili'sinexperience, and started for the red-banded doorway. Thetrick, she knew, would be
to deactivate any homunculi before they could raise aloca darm. In destroying the moddl Palace, she
had shut down the system that would transmit news of the escape, but loca alarms would bring more and
more of the lower-level homunculi. She doubted she could hold off that kind of attack, evenif she had an
unlimited supply of aguaintacta

Then they had reached the red band. Silence gestured for Aiili to flatten herself against the corridor
wall, then leaned forward, cautioudy surveying the new corridor. Nothing was moving adong the
red-striped hallway. Beckoning for Aili to follow, she stepped across the red band.

Silence tensed as they moved down the corridor toward the boat-house, expecting any moment to
fed thetingle of abreached darm field, or to hear the dissonant shriek of aSiren summoning the
guard-homunculi. Nothing happened. The air remained still and soundless, and Silence relaxed alittle as
they turned into the little hall that led to the boathouse. The door was round and double sedled, like an
arlock, and fastened with amassive, fist-sized free ock aswell asthe more usua palm lock. The pilot
sighed and took out her pitch pipe again. She set her hand against the fredl ock, testing the harmonies.

"Jamillal" The hiss of the shazadi's toy drowned the last syllable of her cry.

Slencewhirled, dropping the pipe and bringing up her heylinin one smooth gesture. A
guard-homunculusloomed in the mouth of the hall, eyesflashing erraticdly asit struggled forward. Aili's
shot had been badly aimed, most of the aquaintacta splashing on the tiles beyond the creature. Sllence
fired. The cloud of spray struck the homunculusfull in the chest, Sopping it initstracks. Steam rosein
increasing clouds from its body, obscuring the flashing eyes. A moment later the eyeswinked out, and it
fell forward onto thetiles. A few pieces of pseudo-flesh, more affected than the rest by the aquaintacta,
broke loose and skittered across the floor. Silence shuddered, kicking at the nearest piece, and made a
noise of disgust asit crumbled into agrey powder.

"Do you think you can handle the next one?' she snapped, and knelt again beside the locks.

"I will," Aili answered affrontedly, then added, more camly, "Did it send awarning?'

"Maybe," Silence snapped, il fiddling with the fred ock. Then she found the harmony, and the lock
fell openin her hands. More camly, shesaid, "I don't know -- | don't think so. But keep your eyes
open.”

"l will," Aili said again, and thistime it was afervent promise. Nevertheless, Silence listened for the
sound of another homunculus, even as she fumbled for the proper code to unlock the door itself. Then, at
last, she found the six-note sequence and played it through. The telltale above the lock flashed green, and
Silence pushed open the door.

"Comeon," she said, suppressing her own distaste as she reached for the homunculuss arm. "Help me
get it out of Sght.”

Rather than lift the crestureslegs, Aili seized the other arm, and together they dragged the heavy mass



across the high threshold and into the boathouse. The job was far from perfect, Silence saw. The
homunculus had |eft asmeared, grey-green trail on the whitetiles. There was nothing to be done about
that now, Silencetold hersdlf sharply, and closed the boathouse door behind them. Aili was already
running ahead dong the dimly lit docks, examining shell after shell. The pilot paused for amoment,
studying theinterior lock controls. She could lock the door from inside, dl right, but asfor keeping it
locked againgt a powerful override.... She hooked the freglock through the inner hasp, and then, amost
as an afterthought, brought up the toy heylin and sprayed the lock thoroughly. She didn't know precisely
what effect that would have on thelock mechanism, but if there were any earth-compoundsin it, the agua
intactawould dissolve them completely.

"Jamillal" Aili waswaving from midway down the left-hand dock, and Silence hurried to join her.
"What about this one?"

The shazadi was standing beside aglossy, black-painted shell that had been molded in the form of
some long-necked water fowl. Silence studied it curioudly -- she knew very little about such pleasure
craft -- then bent to examine the progressor at the stern, half hidden between the stiffly backswept tail
feathers. It a least was afamiliar modd, from the Egriafactories on Numluli. She bent to unlatch its
cover with renewed confidence.

"What are you doing?" Aili asked nervoudy. She glanced up and down the docks again, eyes stabbing
the shadowed corners. She was holding her heylin as though her life depended on it -- which, Silence
thought with aghostly smile, it does.

"Theresagovernor and an automatic override on this," she answered. "'I've got to get them off." She
squinted into the progressor, wishing she had a better light. A moment later Aili was squatting beside her,
ahandflash taken from the shell's emergency kit tilted to illuminate the progressor'sinterior. Silence
nodded her thanks, aready busily separating wires. "Were damn lucky the governor's an afterthought,”
she said, moreto calm hersalf than because it was redlly important, "Override, too." She braced hersdlf
againgt the dock, and yanked hard. Thefirst set of wires popped loose, and she began reaching for the
rest. "Or else--" She pulled again, hard, and the little box of the override flew free." -- weld never get
out of here," Silence finished triumphantly, and ground the override to powder underfoot.

"Areweready?" Aili asked.

Silence nodded, gesturing for the other to climb into the shell. She started to follow, and Aili said,
"Jamilla, have you ever sailed one of these before?"

Silence stared at her, momentarily taken aback. "Y eah, when | wasakid. Why?

"Let me" Aili said firmly. "Y ou open the [ake door.”

"How did you get so much experience with ashell, and you one of the Thousand?' Silence asked, not
moving.

The shazadi gave her arather strained smile. I am the shazadi of Inarime, Jamilla-- or whatever your
nameis. | have alake al my own to practice on. These things can be alittle tricky."

That was true enough, Silence thought, as she headed reluctantly down the dock. The shells, with their
kedl-lesstreated hulls that rode on or just above the surface of the water, did require careful handling.
And if shethinks she can do it, good enough, Silence decided. | can dways take back contral if she's not
up toit. Hell, if she does know what she's doing, shelll be able to make better time than | could, and
that'sal that'sredly important.

The mechanism that controlled the water-gate was set in apillar a the end of the dock, but Silence
ignored it, looking instead for the emergency control. She found that after amoment's search, and stood
studying it for abrief moment. It seemed to be asimple pulley and chain arrangement. Silence hesitated
an instant longer, overcome by the sudden fear that this was a booby trap, then shook hersalf hard. Even
the Palace had to provide this sort of elementary safety measure -- the inmates would have to have some
chance of escapein case of fire or araid on Asterion. Swearing at her own stupidity, she snapped off the
brake and pulled hard on the chain. The pulleys shrieked in protest -- the mechanism couldn't have been
used for years -- and Silence amost |et go her hold. Cursing more fredly, she took another grip, and
pulled again. Thistime, shefelt the chain givealittle, and gave it another try. Sowly, protesting loudly, the
bars of the water-gate rose dripping from their bed.



Breathing heavily, Silence secured the line, praying that the ancient brake would hold long enough for
them to get out. Aili had dready cranked the progressor to life. Now she brought the shell scooting up to
the end of the dock and held it there, one hand on the progressor's stick control, the other on the nearest
piling, while Slence pulled hersef aboard. The shell was very light benegth her, lighter and edgier than
sheremembered from her girlhood. She crouched uneasily in the bow, trying to center her weight as she
clung to the bird's gracefully curved neck.

"All st?" Aili asked, lifting the control stick afraction without waiting for an answer.

Silence nodded asthe shell did forward acrossthe sill water of the dock. They weretoo far insde
gtill for the shazadi to demondtrate any great skill, but so far Aili seemed to be handling the shell quite
neetly. The progressor hummed very softly, hardly lifting it at al. They were coming up on the gate itsdlf
now. Silence found hersdlf holding her bresth as they approached the portculliss massive teeth. She
looked away asthe shell did under them, and caught a glimpse of awhite shelf, dmost like amassve
doorsil, afew inches below the surface of the water.

Then they were through the gate and on the open water. Aili increased the power dightly, keeping the
progressor's noise to aminimum, but the shell il lifted powerfully, skimming morelightly aong the
surface of the lake. Thewater glimmered, radiating alight that wasliterdly chill, but Silence could hardly
repress her shout of ddlight. She glanced back at Aili, her face set in afoolish, ecstatic smile, and saw the
same expression on the shazadi's face. The Palace loomed behind them, unaware of their escape.



Chapter 10

ASTHEY MOVED FARTHER INTO THE LAKE, SILENCE FOUND thetriple peak that was
their landmark, and pointed it out to Aili. The shazadi nodded, and increased the speed until the shell was
practicaly flying across the smooth surface, itsflat hull barely skimming the water. Silence, il crouching
in the bow, had to admit that this was faster than she would have dared to push the shell, and said as
much, raising her voice to be heard over the wind.

Aili gave asort of embarrassed half-shrug, but she was smiling. She said something in answer, but her
voice was whipped away. Silence nodded and returned to staring out ahead of the shell.

It was very cold on the water, the air chilled by the materia stellans suspended in the lake. Sllence was
shivering violently, even though she had pulled her thick skirts back down over her legs. She glanced
back, and saw that Aili was hunched over againgt the shell's molded tail, arms drawn tight across her
body.
"Do you want meto take over for awhile?' the pilot called, but Aili shook her head violently. Silence
wasjust as glad to stay in the meager shelter of the bird's-neck prow, and turned back to her vigil.

They had covered maybe two-thirds of the distance aready, she estimated, and she thought she could
just make out the shadowy indentation of the cove. It was much too early, and the shell was much too far
away, but she found herself scanning the shoreline for some sign of Chase Mago or Balthasar. Nothing
was moving, of course, o she looked away, embarrassed at her own sudden desire.

The lake water looked odd, she redlized suddenly. It was moving against the wind -- or rather, cold
bluelightswere stirring in its depths. She frowned and sat up morefully, knowing it waslikely to be only
onething. The sole of her foot wastingling strangely. She rubbed at it, only to fedl the sametingling in her
fingertips. It was the foot she had used to crush the override, she remembered abruptly. She must have
gotten some of its active materias on her shoe.... And that means, she thought grimly, that they know
we're gone, and are trying to use the override. She swung around again, mouth open to shout to Aili, as
the entire Palace seemed to explode in ablaze of light. Fireworks shot from every tower, grest Spreading
clouds of fixed firethat seemed to hang inthe air, casting strange, flat shadows.

Aili jerked in her seet, nearly capsizing the fragile shell, and let their speed dack dmost to nothing,
recovering. "Were spotted,” she said tragicaly.

"But not caught,” Silence pointed out. A strange cam filled her: she had been expecting thisfor solong
that its actual occurrence was something of arelief. She glanced toward the guardpost, and saw matching
fireworksflaring from itslocation. The fireworkswerefollowed by smdler globes of light: individua
flyers, each one armed with asonic rifle and apowerful searchlight. She glanced back at Aili, who il sat
frozen. "How much faster can thisthing go?'

"That wasit," the shazadi answered, but made no move to bring the shell back up to speed.

"Y ou better hope not,” Silence said with alopsded amile, but Aili ill did not respond. "Damnit, Aili,
ether get usmoving, or give methe stick!"

Aili gasped, and jerked up the control. The progressor whined but responded, sending the shell
lurching acrossthe water. The shazadi Steadied it, tight-lipped, and shook away Silence's offer of help.
"I'madl right," she said through clenched teeth. Y ou'd never do it."

Shewasright at that, Silence thought, clinging to the bird's neck as the shell skipped and bounced
acrossthe water. | could never control it at this speed. Still, she couldn't tell if it would be enough. She
watched the smdler lights rise from the guardpost and fan out along the lake-shore, and held her breath.

Then, quite miraculoudy, they were diding into the shadlow cove, and Aili was twisting the control
gtick hard in reverse. The progressor shrieked again, trying to obey, but the shell dowed only alittle
before it dammed hard against the shore and skittered agood two meters up the rocky beach. The
progressor cut out with afinal angry buzz, and Silence sat up cautioudy, rubbing the worst of her bruises.
The shazadi did not move at once, and the pilot crawled hastily toward her.



"Aili? Areyoudl right?'

"I'mfing," the shazadi answered, alittle breathlesdy, and sat up. "Wherere your friends?'

Silencelooked around quickly and, asif in answer to Aili's question, apinpoint of blue flickered twice
fromthetreeline. "There," she said, unable to keep the rdlief out of her voice. "Comeon."

Aili pulled hersdlf out of the wrecked shell, moaning, and Silence moved quickly to support her. The
shazadi leaned heavily on the other woman for the first few steps, and Silence said again, "Areyou sure
youredl right?

"l will be" Aili answered.

She was dready moving more easily asthey reached the edge of the trees, and Silence felt no quams
about rleasing her hold. "Denis?' she cdlled softly, moving alittle into the woods. " Juli€?’

"Here," Chase Mago said.

For al she had been expecting him, Silence started, then caught the big man in aclose embrace. An
ingtant later, Balthasar had wrapped his arms around them both. Silence held them tight, ddlighting in their
warm presence, then, reluctantly, pushed hersdf away.

"Ah, | missed you both.” It was not what she had intended to say. She shook herself, angry at such
dangerous sentimentaity, and said, "They know we're out."

"Us, too," Chase Mago said gently.

"Yeah, | know," Bathasar said. Dimly, Silence could see that he was grinning tightly. "But weve got
locd hdp."

"Oh?" Sllenceturned, to see athird figure standing in the shadows.

"That damned lieutenant,” Balthasar went on, without particular malice. "Said he had to come with us
-- | just hope you redlly do know al the land around here, or we'redl in trouble.”

Aili gave asoft squesk of surprise, and Silence said hadtily, "Marcinik?!

"How could | stay?" the captain-lieutenant asked, in his most reasonable voice.

He had a point, Silence thought. Shelooked around, squinting in the wan light of Chase Mago's battle
torch. Bdthasar said, "Tdk later. Like you said, they'relooking for you." He held out amilitary heylin,
and the pilot took it gratefully, thumb going automaticaly to the touch-plate. It was hot to the touch: full
charge, adozen shots. She started to ask for her clothes, but alight flashed in the woods to her left, and
she stopped dead. The light veered away again an instant later, and she breathed more fredly again.

"Shit," Chase Mago said, and dimmed his battle light even further. He and Marcinik finished dragging
the remains of the shell into the woods, and the engineer glanced nervoudy at Aili. She stood uneasily a
little gpart from the others, one hand to her mask, the other lifting her full skirts. "We're six kilometers
from the ship."

"I know," Silence said, hearing the unspoken question. Shetore at the clasps of her underdressand
stepped out of the heavy materid, to stand shivering in her knee-length shift. Well, | won't be cold for
long, she thought, and beckoned to Aili. "Highness," she said, in the High Speech that was becoming as
familiar to her asthe coine of the gtar lanes. "Highness, | present Captain Denis Bathasar --"

"Pity's sake, Slence," Bathasar hissed. " Save that, and come on.”

"Shut up, Denis," Silence said in coine, and continued in the High Speech.” -- and Engineer Julian
Chase Mago, both of the roundship Recusante. Captain-Lieutenant Marcinik you aready know. If you'll
comewith us?'

Aili relaxed alittle, though it wasimpossible to judge her expression behind the concedling mask.
Hiking her skirt even higher, she moved to join them.

"Come on!" Bdthasar said again. He was dready afew meters dong anarrow, overgrown trail, his
own battle light flickering on and off as he picked out the way. Silence stooped, fedling across the heap
of her dressfor the belt she had discarded with it, and tossed that to Aili. The shazadi accepted it
gratefully, using it to fasten her skirts at about knee-length. She did it on the move, but could not help
lagging behind alittle. Silence glanced back, worried, but saw only the distant fireworks display till risng
from the Palace. Then Aili had her clothes adjusted, and picked up the pace again. Chase Mago and
Marcinik exchanged aquick, grim smile and followed. They were amore than adequate rear guard,
Silence thought, and hurried after Balthasar.



The Ddlian had marked the trail military fashion, with unobtrusive smears of ail thet flashed bright blue
asthelight hit them, and vanished an ingtant later. Seeing that, Silence caled softly to the shazadi, " Stay
close, Aili. Thetrall marksaren't lasting.”

The shazadi nodded, not wasting her breath on speech. She was breathing heavily dready, Silence
saw with dismay, her mouth gaping wide beneath the mask.

"How'sit ook, Julie?' Bathasar caled.

It was Marcinik who answered, hisvoice oddly formd. "No sign of pursuit.” He hesitated, then
added, "Procedure isto search the lakefirg, then the shore.”

To Silence's surprise, Bathasar did not comment on this usurpation of authority, concentrating instead
on seeking out the next trail marker, the dim blue beam of his battle light weaving back and forth across
the path half ameter ahead of hisfeet. Instead he said, not looking at her, "What was al that about?
Forma introductions required?’

"Yes" Slence answered, alittleirritably. "'l told you on Inarime, we haveto follow al the traditions or
shelosesface, and dl thisiswasted. Trust me."

"l do," Bathasar muttered. Up ahead, thetrail forked. He cast about quickly until he found the splotch
of oil that indicated the right-hand branch, and held it in the beam until it vanished. He glanced over his
shoulder and scowled. "Comeon, Julie, pick it up.”

Chase Mago waved in answer, then pointed unobtrusively at the shazadi. Aili was struggling, unused
to the exertion. The mask and the gown would be hampering her badly, Silence thought, not to mention
the bruises from that crash landing we made. Shifting her heylin to her right hand, shelet hersdlf drop
back, and offered the shazadi her arm. Aili clutched it wordlesdy and struggled on. Silence suppressed a
yelp asthe clinging fingers touched bruises she had not known she had. Silence could fed the younger
woman limping, and uttered a soundless curse. That was the sort of injury that would only get worse, and
they still had at least five kilometersto go. After amoment, she shifted her hold again, putting her arm
around the shazadi'swaist. Aili made a soft noise of relief, a startling admission of weskness, and let
Silence support her.

Despite the pilot's efforts, Aili continued to lag, making occasiond soft sounds of pain. Silence found
hersaf stumbling more and more frequently as she tried to ease the shazadi over the rough ground.
"Rest?' she called, and saw Balthasar shake his head.

"Three kilometersmore,” he answered. "You cando it.”

| can doit, Silence thought angrily, but I'm not sure Aili can -- and I'm not sure after dl that | can
support her that far. The shazadi chose that moment to trip, falling sideways unexpectedly so that Silence
was knocked off balance, too. Both women stumbled and fdll, landing hard againgt arotting log, Aili half
acrossthe pilot'slap. Silence swore at the damp muck coating her legs and arms. Grimly aware of afresh
crop of bruises, she pushed hersdlf to asitting position. The shazadi gave achoked half-sob, but did not
move.

Frightened, Silence leaned forward to touch the other woman's shoulder. "Areyou dl right?"

Then Bathasar and Chase Mago had turned their lights on the scene, the Ddlian’'s angry expression
turning dowly to one of concern. Aili sat up dowly, holding her ankle. Silence scrambled to her knees
and knelt beside the shazadi. Aili's mask looked damp across the cheeks, the lower portion stretched as
though the mouth beneath was set in agrimace of agony.

"Aili?" Slencesaid again.

"It'smy ankle," the shazadi said through clenched teeth. "I hurt it when we landed, and now..."

"Canyouwak?' Marcinik asked.

Aili looked away. "I'll try."

Silence pulled hersdlf upright, then she and the captain-lieutenant bent to help the shazadi to her feet.
Aili rose without acry, but she could barely put her foot to the ground, much less put any weight onit.
Even with Silence's support she could do little more than hobble, and each wrong move forced a soft cry
of pain from her lips. The others exchanged glances. It was obvious she could not walk ten meters, much
lessthree kilometers.

"I'll carry her," Chase Mago said abruptly.



"But --" Marcinik began, then shook himsdif.

"Damnit, Marcinik," Bathasar said angrily, and Sllencecut in.

"She'sinjured, and thisis an emergency. It falswithin the acceptable cases.”

Chase Mago had dready freed himsdlf of hisbattle light and backpack, handing both to Marcinik.
Silence accepted the engineer's heavier heylin and handed him her own. He tucked it into his belt, and
then, with surprising ease, svung Aili up into hisarms. The shazadi made no protest as he settled her
weight more evenly across his body.

"Let'sgo," Bathasar muttered.

Hurriedly, Silence adjusted the ding of Chase Mago's heylin so that it fit more comfortably around her
forearm, then took back pack and battle light from Marcinik. The captain-lieutenant was burdened by an
unfamiliar weapon harness and powerpack, the pilot noticed for the first time, but therewasno timeto
ask about it. She concentrated on keeping the battle light squardly on thetrail, and hurried after the
others.

They covered another kilometer and a half before Chase Mago began to dow alittle under his
unaccustomed burden. Bathasar glanced back, uncannily aware of his partner's movements, and
managed asmile of hisown.

"Courage, Julie," he began, and then the smile faded from hislips. " Shit," he said, and pointed back
dongthetrall.

Silencewhirled, bringing up her heavy heylin, and saw ghostly lights bobbing in the distance -- three or
four of thearmed flyers. At her Sde, Marcinik squinted a them, lips moving as he counted, then said
aoud, "They're dill back at the cove, | think."

Chase Mago said, panting, "They can't missthe shell, once they start looking."

"Double-time," Bathasar announced, and surprisingly, grinned a Marcinik. ™Y ou may get some use
out of that thing after al."

Even more surprisingly, Marcinik grinned back, but did not answer, saving his breath. Silence did her
best to keep up with the pace the Delian set, but she found hersalf looking back every few minutesto
check the positions of the lights. For what seemed along time, they stayed more or less steady, circling
the cove where the shell had landed. Then, as she scrambled to the top of alow shelf of rock and
glanced quickly back, she saw the lights make afinal circle, then ped off one by one and start down the
trail.

"Denid" Slence caled, pointing.

The Delian turned, scowling, measuring the distance with a practiced eye. "Going to be close," he
sad, quigtly. "Hurry."

They did their best to obey Balthasar's order, but Chase Mago, struggling now under Aili'sweight,
was unable to move any faster. Silence, looking over her shoulder every few steps, could seethelights
drawing steadily closer. Marcinik was watching nervoudy, too. Seeing the pilot's glance, he said,
"Standard procedure isto check ten meters on either sde of atrail. But it won't dow them much.”

Silence nodded, and opened her mouth to ask if Balthasar had heard. Before she could speak,
however, the Delian said, "1t looks like they'll overtake us just before we reach the ship. | don't want --"

He broke off with acurse, pointing. Silence swung, bringing up her heylin. One of thelights had
detached itsdlf from the others, and was coming directly down thetrail, moving at speed. The other five
flyersmilled aimlesdy for amoment, as though undecided, then followed more dowly. Muttering an oath
of her own, Slence ran the power whedl from safety to maximum, and steadied the heylin against her
body. The touchplate was reassuringly warm under her thumb.

"Get going, Julie" shesad.

The engineer obeyed, not wasting strength on words. Aili made a sound of protest, but was ignored.
In that ingtant, the flyer came blazing over the ledge of stone. Silence fired on ingtinct, half-blinded by the
light. Her first shot went wide, then she and Balthasar fired together. The light shattered, but the shadowy
flyer merely fell off to one side, unbaanced but unhurt. Then Marcinik finished adjusting his strange
wegpon, and fired once. A bolt of lightning seemed to sear the air, momentarily lighting up the forest.
Silence caught abrief glimpse of the flyer, acrimson-coated trooper astride an object that seemed to be



little more than asounding ked equipped with a padded saddle and steering bars, and then the kedl
exploded, spraying chunks of keelmetal acrossthetrail. Silence ducked behind the nearest tree while
metal splattered around her, emerging only when the last rettling had died away. Balthasar rose cautioudy
from behind afallen log, abemused expression on hisface.

"Whet the hell isthat?' Silence asked.

Marcinik grinned a her. Hewas till standing in the middle of thetrail, untouched except for adark
smear across one cheek where aflying splinter had caught him. "Beam rifle," he said, patting the power
pack proudly. "It's especialy effective againgt those things.”

It would be, too, Silence thought, rather dazedly. The unstable fire compound mixed by the power
pack would react violently with the complex tuning of the flyers kedls. She shook hersdlf, annoyed that
she had wasted even that much thought on such atrivid matter, and adjusted her heylin again, lowering
the output fractiondly to save shots. The touchplate was growing warmer again asthe pack regenerated
itsdf. Therest of the flyers were coming closer, so she glanced around for an effective ambush point.

"Silence!" Bathasar crouched behind hislog, but instead of beckoning, he waved the pilot away. "Go
with Julie, well take care of them. Get the ship reedy for liftoff."

Silence hesitated an instant longer, but recognized the logic of the order. Chase Mago would need a
pilot's help to get Recusante tuned up, and Bathasar had plenty of experiencein ground fighting from his
time with Wrath-of-God. Flicking the whed back to safety, Silence turned and ran up the path after
Chase Mago. Light flared behind her, followed by the pop of Bathasar's heylin and the eerie hiss of
Marcinik's strange weapon. The explosion jarred the ground benegath her feet, but she did not turn.

She overtook Chase Mago two hundred meters farther along the trail, and dowed her pace to match
his. Thetrail behind them was raucous with lights and the popping of heylins, but neither spared it a
glance, concentrating on reaching the ship. Then Silence fdt apeculiar tingling, like the tingling she had felt
when the override was activated, and the scene before her seemed to swim drunkenly. A refraction field,
sheredlized, and closed her eyes againgt the distortions. Then she was through the invisible barrier, and
emerged into aclearing. Recusante sat inits center, kedl shrouded in acrude baffle. The main hatch was
open but dark, ramp extended amost to the ground.

Chase Mago st the shazadi down at the end of the ramp, saying, "'Can you makeit ingde?"

Aili nodded, and the engineer gave her an encouraging smile as he turned to Silence. "I've got to get
the baffles off. Don't sart the preflight 'til | give you agreen.”

"Right," the pilot answered, and turned to help Aili up the ramp. The rest seemed to have helped the
shazadi's injured ankle; she made her way up the ramp with only alittle help from Silence. Chase Mago
had set the ship's systems on atrip lock. Asthey passed through the hatch, lights flared on around them,
and Silence could hear adistant hum as the harmonium woke to life in the stern compartment.

"Slence?' Isambard's familiar voice asked from the entrance to the common room. "Well done."

Silence looked up, sartled at praise from such an unexpected source, and felt Aili beginning to sag
again. "Where did Denis decide to put her?' she demanded.

"Thisway," |sambard began, but Silence shook her head. She could hear Chase Mago's feet on the
ramp, and knew the engineer had aready pulled away the baffles.

"Aili, | present Doctor Isambard, my -- teacher -- and amagusin your illustrious father's employ. He
will help you to your cabin.”

Isambard raised an eyebrow at that, and Silence continued roughly, "1've got preflight to run,
Isambard. We've been spotted -- Denis and the lieutenant are holding them off, but we're going to have
toleaveinahurry."

The magus nodded gravely and held out an arm to Aili, who accepted it with as much grace as she
could mugter. "Very well. And when her Highnessis settled?!

"(Go to your own cabin and strap down," Silence caled over her shoulder, already heading for the
control room. "Thisisgoing to be rough.”

She practicaly collided with Chase Mago at the entrance to the common room, and managed to gasp
out the information that the magus and the shazadi were taken care of. The engineer gave her an
abstracted nod and headed on toward the engine room.



Silence continued forward toward the ladder that led to the lower bridge. A familiar bag dangled from
the middle rungs. She pulled it down and snapped back the clasp to run her eyes caressingly acrossthe
starbooksinsde. Controlling her excitement, she dung the bag over her shoulder and scrambled up the
ladder to the lower bridge.

The standby lights were dready glowing orange, the sysemstriggered by thetrip lock at the hatch.
Silence swung hersdlf into the captain's couch, pulling her headphonesinto place, and leaned forward to
switch on the triple viewscreen. All three faded on, showing the same featurel ess shots of forest topped
by acloudless night sky. Then the portside camera caught a sudden movement, aflash of light at the edge
of the screen. Holding her breath, Silence rotated the camera until she had aclear view. For along
moment nothing moved, and then she saw a second flash. It was unmistakably the track of Marcinik's
beam rifle. The brighter flash of the explosion came amoment later, followed by athunderous rumbling
and asound like atreefdling.

Silence grinned nervoudy, hoping the others would be dl right, and turned her attention to the
controls. A glance at the engineering repeater showed that Chase Mago had not yet adjusted the
harmonium. Silence turned to other tasks. The rough-reckoning console wasfully lit, numbers showing in
al five windows. Thiswas the equipment used to land and lift astarship without the aid of a port and the
preset harmonies of the landing beam. Silence sudied its readings carefully. Core and atmospheric
readings showed stable, the lunar reading was at zero. The etheric reading showed asteady flux, the
numbersrising and faling in adefinite but unfamiliar pattern. Sllence watched it for afew momentslonger
until she was certain it was indeed steady, then applied the conversion factors to obtain the median note.

At that moment, the lights on the engineering repester flashed from red to orange, and the keyboard
chimed, announcing itsalf unlocked. Silence gave asigh of relief, and leaned across the second pilot's
couch to punch in the proper notes. The coplanetary reading seemed alittle odd, however. She studied it
dubioudy -- it did not seem to match precisaly the numbers she remembered from her starbooks -- but
then shrugged. It was possible that the books listed a composite factor. In any case, therewasno timeto
worry about it. She keyed in the vectors, and waited while Chase Mago's tuners digested the numbers. A
few moments|ater, the keyboard chimed again, and the green preset light went on. Silence alowed
hersalf amomentary smile, and turned her attention to the other systems.

"All set bdow," Chase Mago's voice announced in her earphones. "Y ou can start power-on anytime
you want."

"Beginning power-on now," Silence answered, watching the last row of engineering indicatorsflick
from red to orange. Lifting from an established starport was much easer than this, with the shielded table
to dampen the core notes and the more sophisticated astrological equipment in the tower to choose the
optimum lift path. Even a its best, lifting from bare ground was difficult and usudly unpleasant. Thistime,
with pursuit dmost certain, it was going to be very hard indeed. In spite of hersdlf, Silence's eyes strayed
to the left-hand viewscreen, empty now except for the trees.

With that thought, she leaned across the second pilot's couch again, and flipped a set of switchesona
new console. Three lights came on, first flashing red, then steadying to a brilliant red that brightened
dowly toward orange and held there. Silence bent even more awkwardly to examine the numbers
beneath the three lights. All were comfortably within the operating range: Recusante's four cannon were
fully powered.

Not that they would do awhole ot of good against ared warship, Silence thought, as she turned to
switch on the rest of the systems. Recusante's popguns might pierce an armored hull at close range, but
shewould be destroyed long before she could get that close. The guns could be more useful turned
againg an enemy ked, where an explosion could disrupt the tuning. Silence winced at the memory of
Ostinato, ked shocked and dead, plunging into the ice on Arganthonios. She shut out that thought, and
flipped on afina bank of switches.

A new light flared orange on the internal monitor board. Silence jJumped, and reached for the heylin
lying on top of the bag of starbooks. Then the hatch status light went from flashing red to Steady green,
and an ingtant later Bathasar's voice sounded in her ears.

"We're aboard. Marcinik and | will man the guns. Now get us out of here, theres more flyers



coming.”

Silence flipped on the astrogation console and the Ficinan display, saying, "Did you hear, Juli€?' To
her surprise, her voice was amost calm.

"l heard," Chase Mago answered. "Ready with the first sequence.”

Silence nodded, scanning her readouts. Everything showed orange or green, ready to go. Inthe
|eft-hand viewscreen, she could see aswarm of bobbing lights converging on the ship, followed by a
larger, lesswdll lit shape. The Ficinan modd was useless this close to the planetary core, but the musonar
showed afuzzy image. It looked like one of the armored vehicles she had seen when shefirg arrived at
the Palace. She swore softly -- the double cannons could crack Recusante's hull like an egg -- and
opened the al-ship's channdl.

"Stand by for liftoff,” she said, and heard her voice echoing dully through the corridors. " Stand by for
lift-off. Everybody, be sure you're securely strapped in.” She touched the toggle that switched her back
to the engine room, and said, "First sequence, Julie.”

"Firgt sequence.” The harmonium roared, swalowing Chase Mago's words. Silence winced, fegling
the biting dissonance as the lifting harmony struggled against the music of the planet's core. The ship
trembled, shuddering through its entire length, then lifted about a meter from the forest floor and refused
to rise any farther. In the viewscreen she could see the flyers coming closer; even as she watched, one
spat aszzling bal of energy. It struck low on the port side, and Silence could fed the sudden quaver as
the kedl adjusted to the stress.

"Guns," she called, and reached across to touch a correcting key. The harmonium steadied. She
touched another key, feeling her way, and felt the ship shudder again, more violently thistime. The port
cannon fired, knocking the ship Sdeways. Silence swore, scrambling to correct that, and out of the
corner of her eye saw the flyers dodge sdeways, out of theway of the faling trees.

"Come on, Julie, more power," she called over the shriek of the harmonium. She did not hear any
answer, but an ingtant later the music surged strongly, awave of pulsing, glorious sound thet lifted
Recusante from her place. There wasamoment of painful pressure, and then the harmonium's envelope
was fully established. The ship rose faster and faster, cutting through the atmosphere as though it did not
exist. The Ficinan modd flashed to life, displaying the planets positions relative to each other and the
flaring rings of the musicamundana. Silence glanced &t it, but the musonar shrilled awarning. Ingtinctively,
Silence put Recusante's nose down, skimming the edge of the atmospherein ablaze of interference. The
lighter passed just overhead, the reflection from its keel momentarily filling the bridge. Silence cried out as
the keel song passed over and through her, the sound racking body and bone, and clung for amoment to
her bucking controls before she could recover hersdif.

Then Chase Mago had stopped down the harmonium alittle. Silence hauled back the controls and
pulled Recusante around again, up out of the soup of Asterion's atmosphere. The controls moved more
eadly thistime, without the interference of another ship's kedlsong to blunt the response. The musonar
clamored for her attention, but sheignored it long enough to find her coursein the Ficinan display. The
safest -- most harmonious -- path ran from Agterion in an dmost straight line that just skirted the edge of
the influence of the outermost world, Niminx. Niminx also possessed the most e aborate of the system's
fortified moons. Silence ingtantly discarded that path, and chose the second -- along curve that skimmed
between the music of the two intermediate worlds, Falathar and Mim Seras. The light surrounding the
pinpoint of Mim Seras pulsed dowly in the Ficinan display, striking sparks of interference from the
musicamundanaof Falathar. It was arisk, Sllence knew, but less of one than facing the ingtalations on
Niminx's moon.

The musonar shrilled again, more ingstently. Silence glanced up at it and swore. Two more ships, their
kedl song marking them aslight military craft, were coming up over the planetary horizon; athird, heavier
ship was diding down the harmonic line from distant Falathar. Recusante would not have to worry about
the latter, Silence redlized ingtantly. They would be well into the interference zone, where the military ship
could not follow, before its captain could correct course. The other two ships were another matter, and
Silence hoped they were only lightly armed.

"Guns," she caled. "Two ships-- fiftiesor smdl threes-- coming eight by seven.”



"On our scopes,” Bathasar answered with reassuring promptness, and amoment later the ship
shuddered to hisfirst shot.

Watching the musonar with one eye, Silence saw the shot fall short, but one of the pursuing ships
changed course anyway, faling back alittle. It turned its kedl toward Recusante's sensors asit did so,
and the musonar shifted to display new information: afifty, lightly armed and incapable of trueinterstellar
flight. She repested that information to the men sitting back to back in the gunners pod in the center of
the hold, her eyes till roving across her instruments. A light flashed on asensor pand: thefiftieswere
returning fire.

On nothing better than a hunch, she rolled the ship to her left and put the nose down again. The
harmonium shrilled in protest, but the fixed fire of the cannon shot exploded far to theright. Silence
brought Recusante back to her origina course, eyes roving as she calculated distances. The harmonium
roared as Chase Mago opened the stops, and Recusante seemed to legp forward. Thefiftiesfired again,
and the gunnersin Recusante's hold returned the fire, but none of the shots seemed to have much effect.
Then Recusante was in the narrow channel between the two spheres of planetary music, and Silence's
perception narrowed to that tiny corridor of interference-free space.

The musonar hazed amost to uselessness, its sensors overridden by the planetary harmonies
surrounding the ship. Silence could fed that same deep music echoing in her bones, could hear the kedl
laboring againgt it. In the Ficinan modd, she could see thin wisps of interference crossing her projected
course, and lifted one hand from her controlsto trip the harmonic filter on the forward camera. The
central viewscreen, empty of everything but starscape until now, dimmed alittle. The stars, though paled,
showed larger disks, the reflection of their essentid music. To either Sde of the screen, amist seemed to
obscure them dightly, like ragged curtains of fog. Slowly, vast reddish prominences faded into sight
where the two curtains met, their colors barely brighter than the blackness around them. Silence bit her
lip, not wanting to lose the perfect line, but afraid to risk too close contact with those spikes of
dissonance. She eased her helm alittle, letting Recusantsfall off, dropping "below” the flaring
interference. The harmonium whined sharply, anote awry in the heart of its song. Silence heard, but
could not spare ahand to correct it. After amoment, Chase Mago made some adjustment, and the
whining faded.

Then Recusante was through the convergence, and the extraneous notes vanished from the keelsong
asthe harmonium fixed firmly on the proper harmony. Silence relaxed alittle, and lifted her handsfrom
the controls. The musonar showed mostly fuzz astern. She extended its range, and caught a glimpse of
thefifties, left far behind at the edge of Asterion'sinfluence. Below, the three had pulled free of Falathar's
gticky harmony, but was having trouble retuning to the inner system's notes. Recusante would reach the
twelfth of heaven long before the three could overtakeit. Ahead and to the sSides, space was sartlingly
empty.

Rather shocked by the ease of their escape, Silence keyed the intercom. "1 show clear skies," she
announced. "Nice shooting, Denis, captain-lieutenant.”

"Thanks,"” Marcinik answered, his voice hoarse with fatigue.

"Yeah," Bdthasar said. "Thisistoo easy." There was anoise of muted snapping, and then the Delian
announced, "1'm coming forward, Silence.”

"Fine," the pilot answered. There was no response, and she assumed Balthasar was on hisway.
Sighing, Silence scanned her readouts, able to check the lesser systemsfor the first time. Most had
survived the transition reasonably well, requiring little or no adjustment from their preset positions. She
made the few minor corrections, then opened the intercom to Aili's quarters.

"Aili? Areyoudl right?'

Therewas along pause. The intercom was not easy to reach from the bunks, Silence remembered.
Then the shazadi answered shakily, "Fine. Let'sdo it again?'

Silence laughed and, hearing footsteps on the bridge ladder, answered, "Maybe later.” Sheflipped a
second switch, and said, "l1sambard?’

"Wdll, thank you," the magus answered promptly.

"Good." Silence cut the connection and turned to face the ladder as Balthasar pulled himsdlf onto the



bridge. The Delian was swesting heavily, face and clothes still smudged from the trek through the
woods.

"Spell you?" he asked, and Silence shook her head.

"Not just yet."

Bathasar nodded, and dropped heavily into the second pilot's couch. "Nothing on musonar?' he
asked, reaching for the controls himsdlf. Silence raised an eyebrow as Bathasar once again ran the
sensorsto full pickup range, and sat staring at the empty screen.

"Good enough,”" the Delian muttered, half to himsdlf, but histone was less pleased than hiswords. "'
guessthe diversonsworked."

Silence nodded, agreeing with Bathasar's unvoiced doubts. Even if the close-orbit patrol wasfully
occupied by the satrap's planned distractions, the ground commander could il call on the
double-strength pursuit squadrons based on Falathar and Mim Seras, or the threes and fours based on
Niminx's moon. They had never expected the diversons to do more than buy them enough timeto pull
free of Aderion itsdlf. "I suppose we should be grateful " she said doud.

"l suppose,” Bathasar said, but he didn't sound convinced. "I left Marcinik to mind the guns” he said,
more briskly. " gather the passengers came through al right?"

"They seemto have," Silence answered.

"L et metake over now," Bathasar said again, and, when Silence would have protested, gave her a
rather taut smile. "Y ou gtill haveto learn the voidmarks. | marked the road in your Topoi."

"The Topoi?' Silence asked, as she unfastened the safety webbing. "Do you think that'swise?' The
Topoi wasthe officia text of the Hegemonic Navy; to use it seemed to invite pursuit.

"They had the best marks," Balthasar said. He had already did out of the second couch, and stood
ready to take over. Silence gave her controls afind glance and did from the couch. Almost before she
had cleared its cushions, Bathasar had taken her place, drawing the safety net comfortably around
himsdf. Silence picked up her bag of starbooks and settled herself into the second pilot's place, putting
aside her doubts.

As promised, Balthasar had left amarker tucked into the Topoi at the proper pages. Even so, Silence
quickly rechecked the table at the back, making sure thiswas a proper road between Asterion and
Inarime. It was, of course. She turned back to the illustration, hoping Bathasar had not noticed.

Theimage -- very cruddly drawn, like dl the Topoi'sillustrations -- was an unfamiliar one. The central
focus was atree, one side of which wasin full leaf, the other blasted and dead. A skeleton sat on aheap
of gold benegath the dead branches, playing with ahandful of gemstones. Coins and more stones spilled
between the dry bones, but the skeleton did not seem to noticeitslosses. A figurein amagus's robes and
afool's belled cap sat beneath the living branches, one hand resting on an open book, the other holding
an daborate orrery. His eyes were fixed on the orrery, but the expression on his face was not the
conventionally contemplative gravity of amagus, but the vacuous grin of afool. He sat on the very edge
of the cliff, and the ground seemed about to crumble avay beneath him. A narrow path ran between the
two figures, and seemed to continue up the Side of thetree, to vanish in the leaves. The commentary was
no more than usualy terse: "Great knowledge may lead to folly, and great wedlth to Death. Only by
moderation isthe god achieved.”

Silence made aface -- she hated the Topoi's habit of cloaking specific piloting ingtructionsin genera
mora homilies-- but murmured the cantrip that put her into the learning trance. The multiple meanings of
the various component images seemed to explode into her consciousness like fireworks. Petiently, she
disciplined hersdf to exclude everything but the specific pilot's knowledge, and dowly the sense of the
road came clear.

It was not aparticularly tricky road, but it was narrow, threading its way between two extremes.
Other systems would probably have used Scyllaand Charybdisto mark the road, Silence thought, rather
than strained for thismoral. The wise fool would mean asink of some kind, the skeleton a dead zone,
wherethe reflection of various mundane harmonies canceled each other'sinfluence in purgatory.
Recusante's course lay dong the narrow path, then "up" the trunk of the tree and out through the leaves
of theliving left-hand branch.



Sighing, shelet hersdf dip from the learning trance, and glanced quickly at the control boards. The
musonar gill showed no signs of pursuit. Frowning, she extended the range astern, upping the power to
punch through the interference of the congruent zone, but even the three seemed to have turned back to
Agerion.

"l don't likeit," she said doud.

Balthasar glanced quickly at her, then at the musonar, and grunted agreement. ""We shouldn't
complain, | suppose,” he said again, but dubioudy, and Silence managed awry smile.

"l suppose not," she said. "But it makes me nervous.”

The musonar chimed, arippling run of notesthat drew a curse from Bathasar. Silence reached hatily
to readjust the main horn until it pointed forward again. The picture swam dizzily, then cleared. Aheed,
just outside the ghostly line that marked the orbit of Niminx, acloud of lights swarmed and circled. The
readout at the bottom of the screen chittered, its numbers shifting wildly: there were too many ships, in
too close contact, for the musonar to make an accurate count. The satrap's fleet had reached Agterion
ahead of schedule.



Chapter 11

BALTHASAR SWORE SOFTLY AND FLICKED THE INTERCOM switch. "Julie! Stop down,
we're aborting the run-up.”

Silence looked up quickly. ™Y ou can't do that," she began, and Bathasar cut in angrily.

"We can't reach purgatory if we have to passthrough that lot. If one of them didn't blast us, we'd till
haveto fight their interference. You redly want to try it?"

"No," Silence admitted, till staring at the cloud of lights. The Delian had piloted warships for
Wrath-of-God, she reminded herself, and knew what conditions would be like. Besides, she could see
the interference clouding the musonar, fuzzing the images and making it impossible to get an accurate
count. "What do we do?'

Bathasar was frowning at his readouts. "1 don't know," he said. "Find adead spot, | guess, and wait it

"Could we correct to the other departure line?' Silence asked, aready adjusting the musonar to
display the space around Niminx and itsfortified moon. It seemed empty of traffic, and Sllence dlowed
hersalf amoment's hope. Then three more flecks of light -- threes, amost certainly, dispatched to harass
the satrap's fleet rather than with any hope of doing serious damage -- detached themselves from the disk
of the moon, and flashed off toward thefighting. "Damnit."

Bathasar |ooked up from the Ficinan display. "1t wouldn't have worked anyway. We'd have been
fighting a cross harmony the whole way, unlesswe went back practicaly to Asterion. That congruenceis
setting up aminor flux al through the area”

"Damn," Silence said again. "So we just wait to see what happens -- and hope nobody notices us
firg?'

"Wefind adead zone, if we can,” Bathasar corrected. "But, hell, even if thereisn't one --"

"Thereisnt," Silenceinterjected. "At least not on this side of the system.”

"-- they should be too busy to look," the Ddlian finished. Despite the cheerful words, histonewas
grim.

"What's the decision up there?' Chase Mago asked from the engine room.

"Wedrift," Bathasar answered, "and hope for the best. Can you adjust the tuning so welook like we
belong to the system?”

"l cantry,” the engineer said. "It'll mean cutting power, though.”

Balthasar hesitated for amoment, then answered, "Go ahead.” He gave Silence aflickering smile. "We
tried this once before," he said. "It's a question of adjusting the keelsong so that it gives much the same
resonance as anaturally occurring body. Of course, the power's different, so well look much larger on
their screens -- about the Sze of asmal moon.”

Hewastaking moreto distract himself than to inform her, Slenceredized, and said, "Won't they
notice anew body?'

"Therésacertain amount of debrisin any system,” Balthasar said with new confidence. "They can't
keep track of dl of it. And Juliell fadeit in -- he'sgood at that." The confidence faded alittle, and he
leaned to the intercom again. "Make sure our drift takes us away from that mess, huh, Julie?’

"I will if I can," Chase Mago answered, rather impatiently. "Trust me, Denis."

"l do," Balthasar said, unhappily, and cut the connection. "I do."

Silence sghed, understanding both of them. She trusted the engineer implicitly and with good reason,
but at the sametime, it was very hard to leave the ship'sfate entirely in his hands. She glanced sidelong at
Bdthasar, and saw the Delian's eyes roving from musonar to Ficinan displaysto the viewscreens and
back to the musonar. Then she remembered precisely what Balthasar had said, and sat up Straight in her
couch. "Denis? Y ou said you tried this before?’

"Yeah." The Ddian did not look at her, his attention still focused on the screens.



"Did it work?'

"Yeah," Bdthasar said again, and managed arather strained smile. "For long enough, anyway."

And what do you mean, long enough? Silence thought, but before she could say anything, the
intercom sounded.

"Captain Bathasar," Isambard said. "I have some experience with this sort of thing. Perhaps| can be
of assistance to your engineer?"

Bdthasar grimaced, looking at Silence for guidance. The pilot shrugged -- she had no ideawhether
the magus would be of any use -- and the Delian reached for the private channel to the engine room. "Did
you hear, Julie?’

"l heard," Chase Mago answered. "Héll, tel him to come back. He couldn't do any harm.”

Balthasar rlayed the invitation -- suitably edited -- to the magus, then began fiddling with the
musonar, trying to get a better look at the battle. Silence leaned back in her couch and tried to relax,
listening to the sounds of the ship. Chase Mago had daved control of most of the systems through his
own keyboards. As Silence watched, lights on her own panels faded from green to orange asthe
engineer turned nonessentid systems back to standby levels. Column indicators fell to the minimum
marks, and abank of lightswinked out completely as Chase Mago cut power to the loading mechanisms
inthe hold. At the sametime, the keel song changed. The bass notes seemed to swell, anew note
sounding at the bottom of the scale, agrating growl that was felt as much as heard. Silence could fed its
dow pulsing in every bone. At the sametime, the higher notes faded, dmost but not quite vanishing
entirely. The pilot glanced at the astrogetion readouts:. the readings for the ship and for the systemic
harmonieswere uncannily close. It isn't natura, she thought, and looked away uneasily. The numbers
should be different, the ship tuned to the celestial notes, or at least to purgatory, and the system matching
itsown peculiar notes....

"Got it," Bathasar exclaimed. He was pointing at the musonar, and Silence looked up obediently.
With the keelsong muted and tuned to aless discordant note, it was easier to adjust the musonar. The
screen now showed distinct dots, dowly circling each other in a predictable pattern. Half the dots now
showed green, the others red.

"Green'sfor the satrap,” Bathasar said, "and the red ones are the navy ships.”

"How do you know?" Silence asked, scanning the screen. From here, it looked as though the green
ships were getting the worst of it. Even as she watched, a green light vanished from the screen. She
hoped Bathasar waswrong.

"The navy tunesto the Asterionascale, the satrap to the Castagi,” the Delian answered. | set the unit
to digtinguish by kedlsong.”

"It looks bad," Silence said softly, and hoped the other would contradict her. After al, Bathasar knew
more about warships and fleet actions than she did, had been through afew himsdlf. Maybe shewas
misinterpreting things.

Bathasar shook hishead. "Yeah."

"If the satrap loses," Silence began. She didn't have the heart to finish the sentence. If helog, they
weredl in serioustrouble. They'd have Aili to ded with, aswell astheir own problems. None of their
plans had redlly taken that possibility into account.

Marcinik said, "HisHighnessislosing?" It wasthefirst time he had spoken since they had passed the
congruence, and Silence jumped.

"At the moment,” Bathasar answered.

"We have to do something to help," the captain-lieutenant said.

Bathasar grimaced. "Just what do you havein mind? | don't think our cannon would do awholelot of
good against a couple of navy sevens.”

"I'm coming up,” Marcinik answered.

"No, wait," Silence said. "We need someone on the guns.”

The scuffling noise stopped abruptly, and when the captain-lieutenant spoke again, he sounded utterly
beaten. "But we have to do something."

"Committing suicideisnt it,” Bathasar growled, but Silence saw he had his hand over his microphone.



She looked back at the musonar, watching the red and green specks weaving in and out of thefight. It
would be hellish in the sphere of combat, she knew from Bathasar's stories, the kedls shrieking in protest
asthey were pushed to the limits of their tuning, that very protest only adding to the interference. At that
point, it would not take much to disrupt aked. A near-miss, barely enough to disturb the tuning under
norma circumstance, could utterly blank akeel or even shatter the tinctured metad itself. Recusante'slight
cannon could be effective -- but its keel was hardly built to stand that kind of stress, Silence reminded
hersdf bleakly. If only they carried sonic mines. Even one would make a consderable differenceif it
opened inside the battle.

But if Recusante carried no mines, she possessed something potentially as useful. Silence leaned
across Balthasar's couch to press the intercom button. "lsambard. It'stheoretically possbleto usea
sounding kedl asakind of projector isn't it? Could we retune to ascale that would disrupt the Hegemon's
ships without damaging the satrap's fleet?"

"Wait aminute," Bathasar said. "It's been tried before, Silence, and it doesn't work. Y ou'll tear the
ship gpart.”

"Not by apilot who'saso amagus,” Silence said grimly. "Do you have a better idea?"

Isambard answered dowly, "1 believe you said the Hegemon's ships tune to the Asterionascale,
Captain Balthasar? And the Inarimans are tuned to the Castagi and this ship to the Numluli scae.” He
paused, consdering. "Yes, it istheoretically possible.”

"It'll destroy the ship,”" Balthasar protested again.

The magusignored him. "Silence, | will need your assistance, please.”

Silence began unfastening the safety webbing, but Bathasar put ahand on her arm. "If welosethis
ship --" he began, and Silence shook hersdif free.

"Denis, we havetotry. If the satrap loses, we're as good as dead anyway."

"'Asgood as isn't dead yet," Bathasar said, but released hishold. "Damn it, be careful.”

"1 will," Silence promised, and fought free of the webbing at last. She dropped down the bridge ladder
and hurried past the closed cabin doors toward the engine room. As she stepped through the orange
safety-light that ringed the doorway, 1sambard said irritably, ™Y ou took your time about it.”

Silence lifted an eyebrow, but said nothing. Chase Mago, on his knees beside the open panel that
gave onto the inner workings of the harmonium, made a choked noise that might have indicated either
amusement or outrage. Behind him, the pipes and clear columns of the harmonium pulsed gently, brighter
colors occasiondly strobing from the upper end of one hexagona column.

"Towork," the magus continued briskly. "I have calculated the sequence that will negate the Asteriona
tuning, and st it there." He gestured to the massive double keyboard that controlled the music of the
harmonium. Several keys -- perhaps as many as a dozen, Silence thought -- flashed on and off, waiting
for the command that would relesse their music.

"We can use the steering board for ship's power," Chase Mago interrupted from the deckplates.
"Theré's no problem getting to the fight."

Isambard, standing at the intercom, cleared histhroat impatiently. Chase Mago groaned and hauled
himsdf off the deckplates.

"All finished, Isambard,” he said, and crossed the engine room to take up his position by the
secondary keyboard that controlled the steering harmonium. It was a smaler and much more limited
engine than the main harmonium, generally used to power the ship's sysems or to run in tandem with the
main harmonium. Silence eyed it with some misgivings. Now it would have to provide enough power to
move the ship, and she was not sure they could trust it. Chase Mago gave her areassuring smile, then
flipped switches on the panel above the board, watching the test lights race across hisindicators. He
nodded. "Control transferred and secured. Tell Deniswe can move.”

"Captain Balthasar," Isambard began, and the Ddlian cut in angrily. "1 heard. Give mefirst sequence,
Julie”

"First sequence,” Chase Mago answered, and touched asingle key. The secondary harmonium
sounded, its note thinner, dmost painfully attenuated compared to the sound of the main harmonium, but
Silence could fed the kedl respond to itsurging.



"l have about half-response,” Bathasar's voice reported, "but good enough. The satrap's people seem
to be holding their own, so we should get therein time.”

"Holding their own?" That was Marcinik again. Sllence spared an ingtant's pity for him, the satrap's
loya agent, trapped on this ship so far from the battle that would decide hisfate.

"Y eah. They've pulled into a Castagi ring," Bathasar answered. "And hisMost Serene Mgesty's
failed to find the break-point.”

"Good," Marcinik answered, and cut the connection.

"How close do we come, Isambard?" the captain continued.

Isambard's eyes closed, and his lips moved briefly as he caculated something. "Tell me when your
vox indicators show strength seven,” hesaid at last.

"Vox seven," Balthasar answered. "I'd estimate you have about fifteen minutes.”

"Thank you, captain,” Isambard said. He turned to face the pilot. "Now, Silence. It istrue, as Captain
Bathasar said, that no one has succeeded at this before, but it istheoreticaly quite possible. What you
must do isfind the music of the Hegemon's fleet, then find the correct antithetical sequence that will
destroy that music utterly, and project it through your keelsong. The approximate sequenceis dready set,
but you will have to control and adjust it according to conditions--"

"l haveto?' Silence asked.

"Yes" Isambard answered impatiently. "Now --"

"Why me?' the pilot asked. Somehow, she kept her voice cam, asthough she had dl thetimein the
world to get the answer to a question that was merely academic anyway. "Y ou're the magus, you've got a
lot more experiencethan | do."

Isambard was shaking his head. ™Y ou have an affinity for harmonics, and more important, youre a
pilot. Y ou have the pilot'sintimate knowledge of the starships aswell asamagusstaent. That should be
enough.”

Wonderful, Silence thought. It al fals back on me again. She shivered, feding the sudden chill that
came with fear, and knotted her hands together to quell their shaking. Y ou're no magus, avoice was
screaming ingde her. You can't possibly doit. You'l just destroy the ship and everything iniit, everything
you've worked so hard for.... She shook herself hard, and said, with only the dightest tremor in her
voice, "What do | haveto do?'

Isambard gave her an approving nod. "Come here," he said, and led her across the engine room to the
open pand below the harmonium. Chase Mago moved to join them.

"What I've done," he said gently, "is put the harmonium into free drift. It's passive now, no power
goingin, but thelink's still there. Y oull have to work through it to shape the kedlsong, though. Therésno
way | can changethat.”

Silence nodded, staring into the main harmonium'swarm interior. Thelong columns -- some metd,
some crystal, some of a substance in between the two -- glowed softly, the multicolored lights
momentarily at rest. Those open pipes, the actua source of the harmonium's uncanny music, were not
meant to be controlled directly, but through the sympathetic linkages of the keyboard. To bypass that
linkage, and the keyboard's preset limiting harmonies, wasto risk letting the music flare out of control,
under- and overtones building until the ked itsalf shattered under the pressure. A pilot doesn't have much
to do with those kinds of harmonic adjustments, Silence thought. That's redlly the engineer's
respongbility. | don't know if | can hear that clearly.

Chase Mago touched her shoulder, and Silence jumped. "Good luck,” the engineer said, and returned
to his place by the steering board.

"Now," Isambard began, bending stiffly to peer into the open pand . His voice degpened, itstimbre
compelling both attention and instant obedience. "Put yourself into alistening state, as deeply avare as
you can be."

"l understand,” Silence whispered. Beneath the momentary calm produced by Isambard's voice, she
wasterrified. But she knew, too, that to allow hersdf timeto fed that fear would beto feed it, let it grow
until it overwhelmed her. She shook hersdf hard and forced hersdlf to relax, muscle by muscle. The
tension eased, and shefelt the fear retreat.



"V ox reads seven," Balthasar reported. "L et her drift, Isambard?' The magus closed his eyes, testing
theair. Silence could fed the distant music, too, the jarring dissonance of the battle. "Yes," Isambard said
a lagt, glancing a Silence. ™Y ou must begin now."

Silence took a deep breath, seating herself on the deck beside the harmonium's open pand, and
murmured the first cantrip. She dipped easlly into thefirst stage of awareness, and hung therefor along
moment, fighting for the deep calm that would let her take the next step. She pictured herself wrapping up
ablack amorphous mass that was her terror, wrapping it in layers and layers of paper, then shoving it into
alock-box and turning an imaginary key that would hold it prisoner for aslong as she needed. Thelast
sensations faded; she floated serenely in the center of her body, detached and comfortable.

She could hear the dissonances of the battle much more clearly now, two uncomplementary scales
made painfully dissonant by stress and proximity. Shefiltered out the one that was familiar, that woke a
soft echo in her bones. That was the Castagi scale, the one to which the Inariman ships were tuned, and
close counterpart to the Numluli scaleto which Recusante and Sun-Treader before her responded. She
studied the other scde for along time, listening until she was certain she knew its every variation. Then
shelifted her hand and pointed to the main harmonium. It seemed to take forever for her hand to shape
the gesture, and even longer for Isambard to respond. Then the magus's hand came down on a central
key, and the harmonium spoke, agrest tolling like the voice of ahundred bells.

Silence thought she cried out, jolted to the core by the impact of that sound, but her voice was
swallowed up in the surging music. Then her control reasserted itsdlf, and she withdrew alittle, to aplace
where she could hear both the discord of the Hegemon's ships and the kel song that was the negation of
that sound. Already, the kedl song was having some effect, amplified and sounding through the entire
length of Recusante'sked. Shefelt aship die, itsked shattered, and knew it asclearly and certainly asif
she had seen it happen. Another of the Hegemon's ships pulled abruptly out of range and out of the
battle, stressed beyond endurance. Then the music of the Hegemon's ships began to shift astheir
engineers responded to this new threat. Silence frowned at the open harmonium, barely seeing the
sreaming flux of light that was areflection of the music within it. The song changed in response to her
will, assuming anew shape under her guidance, but too dowly. The Hegemonic shipsreded under the
new attack, but were able to counter. Thiswastoo dow, Silence thought, too drawn out to be of any
use. She needed direct control of the harmonium. Before she could think about what might happen, she
thrust her hands into the open pand, laying them flat against the nearest column.

There was an ingtant's searing agony, and then the stern music seized her completely, or perhaps she
took possession of it. It filled her, became an extension of hersdlf, became hersdlf though shewas
something more. Its sound faded to afaint thrumming, no louder than the sound of her blood movingin
her veins. With dmost contemptuous ease, she reached through the silence, sought out each of the
Hegemon's ships, and overrode their keelsong with her own demanding music. The last faint notes of the
Adteriona scale faded, then vanished completely.

She relaxed, letting the keelsong swell again to almost painful volume before she reasserted her
control. Then Chase Mago was at the main keyboard, touching the switches that brought the harmonium
back under the board's dominion. Ingtinctively, Silence took her hands from the pipes, newly aware of
the pain in her pdms and fingers. Wincing in anticipation -- she could see dready that her hands were red
and blistered -- Silence dlowed hersdlf to fall from the height of awareness. Her hands ached and stung,
but she had expected much worse. After amoment she mastered the pain, and looked around. Chase
Mago snapped afina switch on the steering board, and came to knedl beside her.

"Areyou dl right? My God, your hands...." Without waiting for her answer, the engineer crossedto a
cabinet welded into the bulkhead, and brought out an ad kit. Silence gave Chase Mago agrateful smile
as he popped open ajar and smeared a compound like thick jelly over her burned skin. A tingling cool
seemed to follow histouch, killing the worst of the pain. Silence sSighed, and rested her head againgt the
engineer's shoulder as he wound meters of bandage around each hand.

"Well?' she asked, rather deepily. The jely wastaking effect, she thought, then redlized how much the
attack had taken out of her.

"That should hold you 'til we can get you to ared doctor,” Chase Mago muttered, half to himsdf. He



darted alittle at Slence's question, then smiled widdly. "Listen for yoursdlf.”

For thefirst time, Silence became aware of the voices sounding from the intercom. She recognized
Bdthasar's, raised in indignant protest, and then Marcinik's, seconding the complaint. Then Aili spoke,
the cool authority in her voice enough to intimidate any mere captain. Silence grinned. If their rescue of
the entire fleet was not sufficient proof of their good intentions, the presence of the satrap's own daughter
certainly should be.

"Yo, Slence" Bdthasar said. "Ligentothis”

Static crackled momentarily, and then the intercom was adjusted to the main channel. "-- order al my
shipsto provide any ass stance necessary to the ship that saved us, on my authority as Hegemon, won
thisday." The voice was unmistakably that of the satrap of Inarime. Silence heard Aili give achoked sob,
and fight to recover her composure.

"| extend my gratitude to that ship, and to her crew," the satrap -- the new Hegemon, Silence
corrected herself muzzily -- went on, "and will condemn out of hand anyone who offersthe least insult to
any of her people.”

"Nicework, Slence," Bdthasar said. "Damn nice work."

"Thanks," Silence whispered. She doubted that her voice could reach the intercom pickup, but she
was too tired to care. Sheroused herself enough to ask, " Recusante?

"Well bedl right," Chase Mago answered promptly. "The kedl's dead, tuning's blasted, but well get a
tow to Agterion and a d/w beam down to the sheds. Then welll cal in alittle of that gratitude he's so free
with to pay for the repairs.”

Silence laughed softly at the thought, but could not rouse herself to make amore gppropriate answe.
As her eyes closed, she caught aglimpse of Isambard standing by the engine room hatch. In the glow of
the safety light, Silence was sure she could see him smiling in satisfaction. And then she dept.

Silence was never able to remember the events of the next few weeks clearly. As Chase Mago had
promised, ships of Inarime'sfleet took turnstowing Recusante back to Asterion. The satrap's men,
Bdthasar reported with maicious satisfaction, were practicaly fighting for the privilege. And then crew
and passengers were transferred to the satrap's massive flagship while ad/w beam was set up to draw
Recusante down into the repair cradle. At some point, Aili was restored to her father, but Silence had
aready been taken into the flagship's sckbay, where half a dozen doctors clucked disapprovingly over
her burned hands and vied with each other in suggesting treatments. Silence dept agreat ded, but
ingsted on joining her husbands as soon as they were established in quarters on Agterion. After theinitia
battles, Adeben met with surprisingly little resstance. His dlies had chosen their targetswell, knocking
out the mgjor garrisons on the crossroads worlds of Ariassus and Hal'n Tek, and seizing control of the
Grand Arsend on the Mdath Dag after fierce fighting. Adeben'sdly among the True Thousand had
brought his supporters -- perhaps athird of the entire force -- over to the satrap's Sde as soon asthe
I nariman ships appeared off Asterion, and with the old Hegemon dead, hisfellow officerswere glad to
negotiate an honorable surrender. By the time Silence was dlowed to leave the flagship's sickbay, only
Tricca, held by adistant cousin of the late Hegemon, Htill offered active resistance. A sizable minority
among the noble Thousand had had family membersimprisoned or held hostage on Agterion or other
worlds, and gave Adeben their support immediately; the rest of the Thousand and Ten Thousand were
shocked into acquiescence by the speed and thoroughness of the takeover. Within amonth, the satrap
had established himsdf on Asterion, and assumed thetitle of Hegemon pending his coronation, scheduled
for three weeks after the gpproaching New Y ear.

The doctorstold Silence to keep the bandages on for three weeks after her release from their care.
By the time the clumsy, mitten-like wrappings came off, work on Recusante waswell advanced. Silence
inssted on being taken to the dock, and was startled by the reception they received. Instead of showing
shock or leering speculation, the new Hegemon's men treated them with amost exaggerated deference. It
was somewhat unnerving, after everything they had been through. Silence ingpected the beautifully
rejuvenated kedl and the new harmonium and keyboards, and politely refused a dozen other
modifications and new pieces of equipment offered by the dockyard workers. She was dmost glad when
abowing equerry brought their visit to an end by bringing up their brightly painted gever.



Despitedl the unofficid signs of gratitude, however, there was no message of any kind from the new
Hegemon. Aili had rgoined her father's household, and Marcinik -- now promoted to full captain -- had
joined the recongtituted Thousand as the Hegemon's specid investigator, responsible for finding any
remaining loyaigs. It wasajob he hated, but did well. The four members of Recusante's crew remained
in the luxurious villa provided for them by the new Hegemon, and wondered. |sambard spent most of his
dayseither inthevillaslibrary or in the magi'shostel in Anshar' Asteriona; the other three lounged about
thevilla, read dockyard updates on Recusante's repairs, did their best to consume the exotic meds
prepared by a skilled human cook, and waited. It was not until three days before the Hegemonic New
Y ear that Adeben finally sent for them.

Thevizier "'Haian himsdlf brought the summons, and chivvied them into the waiting gever before
anyone could think of changing into moreformal clothes. He gave no cluesto the Hegemon's wishes on
the short ride from the villa to the Palace, and ushered them directly into a private pavilion amost before
the gever had stopped moving. He stopped abruptly outside the audience chamber, frowning. A small,
veiled figure was waiting by the door, adomna hovering unhappily at her shoulder.

"My lady," n'Halian began, and the smdll figure took astep forward.

"Jamilla? 1 mean, Silence?'

"Celki?" Slencetook astep forward herself, then paused, uncertain of her reception.

With acry of ddight, Celki flung hersdlf at the other woman. Silence caught her in aquick embrace,
and st her down again.

"I'm s0 glad you madeit,” Celki said. "1'm to be one of Aili'sdomnas. She'staking meinto her
household. But what you did -- | wish | could be part of your household.”

"Youwould beif | had one" Sllence said, smiling. "I'm glad for you.”

"And | don't haveto marry Ajas satrap.”" Celki glanced at n'Halian, and pulled hersalf up short. "But
I'm keeping you from hisMgesty. | beg your pardon, my lord vizier."

"Of course, my lady,” n'Halian said frodtily, but his eyeswere amiling. "If you will follow me, seuri?"
Without waiting for an answer, he swung open the door of the audience chamber. Silence gave Celki's
shoulder aquick squeeze, and followed him.

The satrap -- the Hegemon, Silence corrected herself -- sat on ahigh-pillowed chair of state, the
scarlet turban of his new rank the only note of color in hisjet-black robes. Aili wasthere, too, two
massive necklaces visible beneath her tranducent outer veil. All of her face except her eyes was hidden
beneath the inner veil; nevertheless, Silence could have sworn she winked asthey entered. A more
heavily velled domnawaited with her. Marcinik was present, too, and the pilot wondered with an inner
smileif anyone had told the captain he was Alili's prospective husband.

At her shoulder, 'Hdian coughed discreetly, and Silence moved forward hastily to make her
obeisance. She felt suddenly very drab, dressed as she was in man'strousers and an oversized shirt
borrowed from Chase Mago, and chose the most severe bow in her repertory in compensation. Both
Bdthasar and Chase Mago copied her, the Delian with |ess grace than the well-born engineer, and then
Isambard bowed gravely, hishandsfolded in hisdeeves.

"l submit, your Mgesty," the magus said, "that we have kept our part of the bargain.”

Someone -- the domna, Silence thought -- gasped in shock. One did not spesk to the Hegemon until
spoken to. But Adeben did not seem to be offended.

"Indeed," he said, gravely, "and more. | stand in your debt, |sambard.”

The magus bowed again, but before he could answer, Adeben pointed to the hovering vizier.

"Firgt, the agreed-upon payment.”

N'Halian stepped forward with a short bow, and drew from benegth his coat an ancient book, its
covers cracked and stained with age. 1sambard took it cautioudly, running a covetous hand acrossits
battered surface. Silence could see a compass rose, the symbol she remembered from the magi'slibrary
on Solitudo, etched in gold across the cover.

"The portolan?’ Bathasar hissed.

Silence nodded, alump in her throat. They had worked very hard for that battered text, and a part of
her wanted to snatch it out of Isambard's hand, to claim it for herself. She controlled hersalf with an



effort, clagping her hands behind her back. Chase Mago gave her alook of amused sympathy, but said
nothing.

"l am il in'your debt, Isambard,” the Hegemon went on, "and | wish to make that payment publicly.
| know you intend to find Earth. | know aso that to give you public aid would hamper rather than help
you. | pledge now to aid you privately, but | ask you aso to name areward that | may grant you publicly,
for persondly destroying the enemy fleet.”

But | did that, Silence thought, startled. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Bathasar
scowling, and she heard Chase Mago's sigh of resignation. Well, the pilot told hersdlf, it was only to be
expected. After dl, Isambard isthe experienced magus; of course anyone would assume he did it.

Isambard grimaced as though he had bitten into something sour, but when he spoke, hisvoicewas as
urbane as ever. Y our Mgesty islaboring under amisapprehension. It was not | who destroyed the fleet;
Doctor Leigh did that."

Doctor? Silence thought. That was amagusstitle.... She glanced sharply at Isambard, and the magus
nodded, not without regret. It was an unexpected honesty, and one Silence had to respect.

The Hegemon frowned. " Perhapsin execution, sambard, but surely the ideawas your own.”

"| regret to say it was not, your Mgesty,” Isambard answered firmly. "Both concept and execution
were Doctor Leigh'swork. It should be her reward.”

Hesad it again, Slence thought. Then | am amagus, or a least hethinks | am.

The Hegemon was till frowning. "Isambard -- Doctor Leigh,” he began. "I.... Thisplacesmeina
most awkward situation, sieuri. | am not yet secure on the throne -- what new monarch is? | cannot
publicly admit that | owe that throne to awoman, no matter how talented or exceptiona, without giving
my surviving enemies aweapon to use against me. And avery sirong weapon, at that. | will, of course,
offer help in reaching Earth, but privately, and without any mention of the debt. | cannot acknowledgeiit. |
ask you, Seura-- forgive me, Doctor -- Leigh to accept that private help in lieu of my larger debt.”

He looks genuinely unhappy, Silence thought, with some surprise. | can seethat his political Situation
won't let him do that -- the Hegemony's never liked the idea of women with power. | don't need the
public praise, aslong as he keeps his private word. And | think he will. She opened her mouth to agree,
but Aili said, "Father."

The domnamade fluttering gestures of distress, and the Hegemon glanced curioudy at his daughter.

"Will you go back on your word?" Aili went on. Her voice was neutral, neither accusing nor angry, but
Silence was sure the other woman was furious behind her calm facade.

"Daughter, | have no choice," Adeben said. "Do you want meto lose dl this, and my lifeaswell, most
likey?'

"No." Aili bent her head dightly. It was hardly agesture of submission. "'l suggest that thereisanother
dternative”

"Nameit," Adeben said ingtantly, with genuinerelief.

Aili'shead lifted dightly, and Slence thought she saw asmile behind the vell. "Defer thisfavor. Oh, it
need not be recorded in the Public Archives. We have familia records enough, not to mention the
records at the Great Seclusion -- that ought to be private enough for anything. But record that debt we
owe Doctor Leigh, so that when the time comes, and you are secure enough, Father, you may pay her as
she deserves.”

"Child, I may never bethat secure," Adeben murmured, awistful smile on hislips. He straightened
abruptly. "Do you hear me, Doctor Leigh? | may never be secure enough to admit | owe you, awoman,
my throne. Do you ill want this deferred favor?”

"Youwill be" Aili said strongly, her eyesfixed on Silence. The pilot saw the other woman nod dightly,
urging her to accept this offer.

Silence hesitated. She had nothing to lose -- most of the repairs were complete, and in any case, the
Hegemon had promised hishelp in their search for Earth as a separate favor. It would only help them to
have the Hegemon's debt written down somewhere -- and besides, she thought fiercely, | did save him. |
earned thisreward. | want it -- and I'll have it, no matter how long | have to wait. "I understand your
position,” she said dowly. "I accept the shazadi's -- forgive me, Serenity, the Princess Royal's --



suggestion that the public favor be deferred.” She hesitated, then could not resist adding maicioudy,
"Until amore convenient moment.”

The Hegemon frowned sharply, and even n'Halian looked allittle taken aback. Adeben said curtly,
"Very well. Lord Vizier, prepare the record.”

"At once, your Mgesty." N'Halian bowed twice and crossed to awall cabinet. He rummaged in it
until he found adab of the thick, shiny paper used for hegemonic grants, then searched further until he
unearthed ascribe's wand. He seated himself at alow table, flourishing the wand, and said, 1 am ready,
your Mgesty."

"Begin." The Hegemon leaned back in the chair of state. "I, Adeben Kibbe, satrap of Inarime,
Hegemon of the worlds subject to Asterion, hereby acknowledge that | am truly and deeply indebted to
the seura Silence Leigh, star pilot and maga.”

He would have stopped there, Silence thought, but Aili turned her veiled head sharply. Adeben sighed
and added, "'For her services both in rescuing my daughter and in destroying the enemy fleet at the fourth
Battle of Niminx. This debt cannot presently be paid, and it isheavy.” He waited while "'Halian finished
inscribing that conventiona phrase, and went on more normdly, " Given this day under my hand, and so
on, N"Hdian."

"Yes, your Mgesty," the vizier murmured, sketching busily. At last he was done, and the Hegemon
rose from his chair to examine the neat characters. He nodded his gpproval at last, and n'Halian handed
him the wand. The Hegemon signed his name, then drew ameta oval from hiswaist sash and passed it
acrossthe sgnature. Light flashed briefly from benegth the ova, and the Hegemon returned the sedl to its
place.

"Itisdone" he said formdly.

N'Hdian lifted the first sheet deftly away, bowed and handed it to the Hegemon, who folded it and
put it into hiswaist sash. The vizier made an adjustment to the wand and passed it rapidly back and forth
over the next sheet of paper. Words -- the precise copy of the Hegemon's origina -- sprang into
exisence. N'Haian tore it loose and handed it to Silence. The pilot accepted it with some amazement,
running her fingers across the still-warm characters. Bathasar and Chase Mago leaned closeto see.

"Very nice" Bathasar whispered. "Let'sjust hope he remembersto filethe origina.”

"Hewill," Slence murmured. "Aili will seetoit.”

"SieuraLeigh." The Hegemon had resumed his placein the chair of Sate, staring down at them all. "'l
--. My gratitudeiisred, if deferred.” He nodded stiffly to the vizier, and stood. " The audience is ended.”
He was gone before the others could remember to bow. Aili and Marcinik followed, leaving them done
with n"Hdian.

"1 will summon your gever," thevizier said smoothly, "to take you back to thevilla™

"That'll befine" Chase Mago murmured.

"God," Balthasar said abruptly, "did you hear that? Weve got the run of the yard, and at someone
esesexpense”

"We gtill haveto get to Earth,” Chase Mago said. He nodded toward the magus, who seemed aready
engrossed in the portolan. "We've got adebt of our own to pay off."

Silence said nothing, smoothing the thick paper between her fingers. Thisisit, she thought. Everything
I've done from the time we | eft Solitudo Hermae, all boiled down into a promise that could mean
everything, or nothing a al. But | can -- | will -- make it mean something. She smiled abruptly, and
tucked it securdly into her pocket, closing the security strap acrossit. "Y ou'reright, Julie,” she said aloud.
"Let's keep our own bargain first."



