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Puni shnment saved Sora. |f her marksmanshi p had not been the worst in her

cl ass, she woul d never have been assigned the task of overseeing proctors down
in ship's docks. She would not have had to stand for hours, alone except for
her famliar, running a | aser-stylus across the ore samples the proctors
brought back to the swall ow ship, dream ng of finishing shift and neeting
Verdin. It was boring; menial work. But because the docks were open to vacuum
it was work that required a pressure suit.

"CGot to be a drill," she said, when the attack began

"No," her famliar said. "It really does seemas if they've caught up with
us."

Sora's cal m evapor at ed

"How many?"

"Four elenents of the swarm standard attack pattern; coherent-matter weapons
at maxi nrumrange . . . novam ne counterneasures depl oyed but seem ngly
ineffective . . . initial damage reports severe and likely underestimates

The floor pitched under her feet. The knee-high, androform proctors | ooked to
each ot her nervously. The machi nes had no nore experience of battle than Sora,
and unli ke her they had never experienced the simulations of warcreche.

Sora dropped the clipboard.

"What do | do?"

"My advice," her famliar said, "is that you engage that old manmmalian flight
response and run like hell."

She obeyed; stooping down | owceilinged corridors festooned with pipes,
snaki ng around hand- pai nted nurals that showed decisive battles fromthe
Cohort's history; squadrons of ships exchanging fire; worlds weathed in
flame. The endganme was much sw fter than those | anguid paintings suggested.
The swarm had been chasing Snipe for nine years of shiptine, during which tine
Sora had passed through warcreche to adul thood. Yet beyond the ship's
relativistic frame of reference, nearly sixty years had passed. Captain
Tchagra had done all that she could to | ose the swarm Her |ast ganbl e had
been the nost desperate of all; using the vicious gravity of a neutron star to
slingshot the swall owship on another course, one that the chasing ships ought
not have been able to follow, unless they skinmed the neutron star even nore
suicidally. But they had, forcing Snipe to slow fromrelativistic flight and
nurse its wounds in a fallow system It was there that the swarm attacked.
Near the end, the floor drifted away fromher feet as ship's gravity faltered,
and she had to progress hand over hand.

"This is wong," Sora said, arriving in the pod bay. "This part should be
pressurized. And where is everyone?"

"Attack must be a ot worse than those initial reports suggested. | advise you
get into a pod as quickly as you can." "I can't go, not wthout Verdin."

"Let me worry about him"

Knowi ng better than to argue, Sora clinbed into the nearest of the cylindrica
pods, mounted on a railed pallet ready for injection into the tunnel. The lid
cl ammed shut, air rushing in.

"What about Verdin?"

"Safe. The attack was bad, but |'m hearing reports that the aft sections made
it."

"Cet me out of here, then."”

"Wth all pleasure.”

Accel erati on canme suddenly, nunbness gl oving her spine.

"I"ve got worse news," her famliar said. The voice was an echo of Sora's own,
but an octave lower and calner; like a slightly

ol der and nore sensible sister. "I"'msorry, but | had to lie to you. My



hi ghest duty is your preservation. | knewthat if I didn't lie, you wouldn't
save yoursel f."

Sora thought about that, while she watched the ship die from

t he vant age point of her pod. The Husker weapons had hit its mddl e sphere,
barely harm ng the parasol of the swall owscoop.

Bodies fell into space, stiff and tiny as snowfl akes. Light licked fromthe
sphere. Snipe became a flower of hurting whiteness, darkening as it bl ooned.
"What did you lie about?"

"About Verdin. I'msorry. He didn't make it. None of themdid."

Sora waited for the inpact of the words; aware that what she felt now was only
a precursor to the shock, |ike the monment when she touched the hot barrel of a
gun in warcreche, and her fingers registered the heat but the pain itself did
not arrive instantly, giving her time to prepare for its sting. She waited,
for what she knew — in all likelihood — would be the worst thing she had ever
felt. And waited.

"What's wong with nme? Wiy don't | feel anything?" "Because |I'mnot allow ng
it. Not just now If you opt to grieve at sone later point then | can restore
the appropriate brain functions."

Sora t hought about that, too.

"You couldn't make it sound any nore clinical, could you?"

"Don't imagine this is easy for me, Sora. | don't exactly have a great deal of
experience in this matter."

"Well, now you're getting it."

She was al one; no arguing with that. None of the other crew had survived — and
she had only nde it because she was on puni shnment duty for her failings as a
oldier. No use looking fin help: the nearest Cohort notherbase was seventy
light-years toward the Galactic Core. Even if ther were swallowships within
broadcast range it woul d take decades for the nearest to hear her; decades
again for themto curve around and rescue her. No; she would not be rescued.
She woul d drift here, circling a nanel ess sun, until her energy reserves could
not even sustain frostwatch.

"\What about the eneny?" Sora said, seized by an urge to gaze upon her nenesis.
"Where are the bastards?"

A map of the systemscrolled on tie faceplate of her helmet, overlaid with the
four Husker ships tha had survived the slingshot around the neutron star. They
were near the two Ways that punched through the system narked on the map as
fine straight flaws, surrounded by shaded hazard regions. Perhaps, like the
Cohort, the Huskers were trying to find a way to enter the Waynet wi thout
being killed; trying to gain the initial edge in a war that had | asted
twenty-three thousand years. The Huskers had been at war with the Cohort ever
since these ruthless alien cyborgs had enmerged from anci ent Dyson spheres near
the Gal actic Core.

"They're not interested in me," Soa said. "They know that, even if anyone
survived the attack, hey won't survive nmuch longer. That's right, isn't it?"
"They're nothing if not pragmatic.""

"I want to die. I want you to put ne to sleep painlessly and then kill ne. You
can do that, can't you? | nean, if | order it?"

Sora did not conplete her next nought. \Wat happened, instead, was that her
consci ousness stal ed, except for the awareness of the fanmiliar, thoughts

bl eedi ng; into her own. She had experienced sonething like this stalling;
aboard Sni pe, when the crew went into frostwatch for the lonest transits

bet ween engagenments. But no frostwatch had ever fit this long. After an age,
her thoughts oozed back to life. She groped for the mental routines that
formed | anguage.

"You lied again!"

"This time | plead innocence. | just put you in a position where you coul dn't
give me the order you were about to. Seened the best thing under the

ci rcumst ances. "

"Il bet it did." In that instant of staled thought, the pod had turned
opaque, concealing the starscape and the debris of the ship. "Wat el se?"



The pod turned gl assy across its upper surface, revealing a slowy wheeling
starscape above filthy ice. The gl ass, once perfectly transparent, now had a
snoky luster. "Once you were sleeping,”" the famliar said, "I used the

remai ning fuel to guide the pod to a conetary shard. It seened safer than
drifting."”

"How | ong?" Sora was trying to guess fromthe state of the pod, but the
interior |ooked as new as when she had ejected from Sni pe. The sudden

snoki ness of the glass was al arm ng, however: Sora did not want to think how
many years of cosmic ray abrasion would be required to scuff the material to
that degree. "Are we tal king years or decades, or nore than that?"

"Shall | tell you why I woke you, first?"
"If it's going to nmake any difference

"I think it nakes all the difference, quite frankly." The fam liar paused for
ef fect. "Someone has decided to pay this systema visit."

Sora saw it on the map now, revised to account for the new relative positions
of the celestial bodies in this system The new ship was denoted by a lilac
arrow, noving slowy between Waynet transit nodes; the thickened points where
the Wy lines interecepted the ecliptic plane.

"I't nmust have a functioning syrinx," Sora said, marveling, and for the first
time feeling as if death was not the inmrediately preferable option. "It rmust
be able to use the Ways!"

"Wirth waking you up for, | think."

Sora had eight hours to signal the ship before it reached the other node of
the Waynet. She left the pod — stiff, aching, and disorientated, but basically
functional — and wal ked to the edge of a crater; one that the famliar had
mapped some years earlier. Three thousand years earlier, to be precise, for
that was how long it had taken to scratch the sheen fromthe glass. The news
had been shocking, at first — until Sora realized that the span of tine was
not initself inportant. Al that she had ever known was the ship; now that it
was gone, it hardly mattered how nmuch time had passed

Yet now there was this newconer. Sora crisscrossed the crater, laying a line
of metallic nonofilanent; doubling back on her trail nmany times until a
glistening scribble covered the crater. It |ooked Iike the work of a drunken
spider, but the famliar assured her it would focus nore than satisfactorily
at radi o frequenci es.

As for the antenna, that was where Sora cane in: her suit was sheathed in a
conductive epiderms; a shield against plasma and ion-beam weaponry. By

nmodul ating current through it, the famliar could generate pul ses of radio

em ssion. The radio waves would fly away from Sora in all directions, but a
good fraction would be reflected back fromthe crater in parallel lines. Sora
had to make gliding junps fromone rimof the crater to the other, so that she
passed through the focus nonmentarily, synchronized to the intervals when the
ot her ship entered view

After two hours of light-transit tine, the newconer vectored toward the shard.
Wien it was nuch closer, Sora secreted herself in a snowhole and set her suit
to thermal stealth-node. The ship nosed in; stiletto-sleek, devilishly hard to
see against the stars. It was el ongated, carbon-black, and nubbed by
propul si on nmodul es and weapons of unguessabl e function, arrayed around the
hull like renmora. Yet it carried Cohort markings, and had none of the faintly
organic attributes of a Husker vessel. Purple flames knifed fromthe ship's
belly, slowing it over the crater. After examining the mrror, the ship noved
toward the pod and anchored itself to the ice with grapples.

"How di d sonething that small ever get here?"

"Doesn't need to be big," the famliar said. "Not if it uses the Waynets."
After a few m nutes, an access ranp | owered down, kissing the ice. A

spacesui ted figure anbl ed down the ranp. He noved toward the pod, kicking up
divots of frost. The man — he was clearly nmale, judging by the contours of his
suit — knelt down and exani ned the pod. Ri bbed and striped by |um nous paint,
his suit made hi m seem naked, scarred by ritual nmarks of warriorhood. He
fiddled with the sl eeve, unspooling sonething before shunting it into a socket



in the side of the pod. Then he stood there, head slightly cocked.

"Nosy bastard,"” Sora whi spered.

"Don't be so ungrateful. He's trying to rescue you." "Are you in yet?"

"Can't be certain." The faniliar had copied part of itself into the pod before

Sora had left. "His suit mght not even have the capacity to store ne."
"I"mgoing to make my presence known."
"Be careful, will you?"

Sora stood, dislodging a flurry of ice. The man turned to hersharply, the
spool di sengagi ng fromthe pod and whi sking back into his sleeve. The stripes
on his suit flicked over to livid reds and oranges. He opened a fist to revea
something lying in his palm a designator for the weapons on the ship,
swiveling out fromthe hull |ike snake's heads.

"I'f I were you," the famliar said, "I'd assune the nost subm ssive posture
you can think of."

"Sod that."

Sora took steps forward, trying not to let her fear translate into clunsiness.
Her radio chirped to indicate that she was online to the other suit.

"Who are you? Can you understand ne?"

"Perfectly well,"” the man said, after negligible hesitation. H's voice was
deep and actorly; devoid of any accent Sora knew. "You're Cohort. W speak
Main, give or take a few kiloyears of linguistic drift."

"You speak it pretty well for someone who's been out there for ten thousand
years."

"And how woul d one know t hat ?"

"Do the sunms. Your ship's from seven thousand years earlier than ny own era.
And |'ve just taken three thousand years of catnap."

"Ah. Perhaps if 1'd arrived in tine to waken you with a kiss you wouldn't be
quite so grumpy. But your point was?

"We shouldn't be able to understand each other at all. Wich nakes nme wonder
if you're lying to ne."

"I see." For a nonent she thought he heard himchuckling to hinself; alnost a
catlike purring. "What |I'mwondering is why | need to listen to this stuff and
nonsense, given that I'mnot the one in current need of rescuing."

H s suit cal med; aggressor nmarkings cooling to neutral blues and yell ows. He
I et his hand drop slowy.

"I'd say," the famliar said, "that he has a fairly good point." Sora stepped
closer. "I'ma little edgy, that's all. Cones with the territory."

"You were attacked?"

"Slightly. A swarmtook out ny swall owship."

"Bad show, " the man said, nodding. "Haven't seen swallow ships for two and a
hal f kil oyears. Too hard for the halo factories to manufacture, once the
Huskers started targeting notherbases. The Cohort regressed again — fell back
on fusion pul se drives. Before very long they'll be back to generation
starshi ps and chemi cal rockets."

"Thanks for all the sympathy."

"Sorry . . . it wasn't ny intention to sound callous. It's sinply that |'ve
been traveling. It gives one a certain — how shall | say? Loftiness of

per spective? Means |'ve kept nore up to date with current affairs than you
have. That's how | understand you." Wth his free hand he tapped the side of
his helnmet. "I've a database of |anguages running half way back to the

Fl ouri shing."

"Bully for you. Who are you, by the way?"

"Ah. O course. Introductions." He reached out the free hand, this tine in
somet hi ng approxi mati ng wel cone. "Merlin."

It was inpossible; it cut against all comon sense, but she knew who he was.
It was not that they had ever net. But everyone knew of Merlin: there was no
word for himother than | egend. Seven, or nore properly ten thousand years
ago, it was Merlin who had stolen sonething fromthe Cohort, vanishing into
the Gal axy on a quest for what could only be described as a weapon too
dreadful to use. He had never been seen again — until, apparently, now



"Thanks for rescuing nme," Sora said, when he had shown her to the bridge of
the ship he called Tyrant; a spherical chanmber outfitted wi th huge bl ack
control seats, facing a wi ndow of flaw ess netasapphire overl ooki ng conetary

i ce.

"Don't overdo the gratitude," the famliar said.

Merlin shrugged. "You're wel cone.”

"And sorry if | acted a little edgy."

"Forget it. As you say, cones with the territory. Actually, I'mrather glad
found you. You wouldn't believe how scarce human conpany is these days."
"Nobody ever said it was a friendly Gal axy."

"Less so now, believe me. Now the Cohort's started |osing whole star-systens.
I've seen world after world shattered by the Huskers; whole strings of
orbiting habitats gutted by nuclear fire. The war's in its term nal stages,
and the Cohort isn't in anything resenbling a wi nning position." Merlin |eaned
cl oser to her, sudden enthusiasmburning in his eyes. "But |'ve found

somet hing that can make a difference, Sora. O at least, | have rather a good
i dea where one might find it."

She nodded sl owy.

"Let's see. That wouldn't be Merlin's fabul ous gun, by any chance?"

"You're still not entirely sure I'mwho | say | am are you?" "l've one or two
naggi ng doubts."

"You're right, of course." He sighed theatrically and gestured around the
bridge. In the areas not reserved for control readouts, the walls were adorned
with treasure: trinkets, finery, and jewels of staggering artistry and beauty,
glinting with the hues of the rarest alloys, inset with precious stones,
shaped by the finest lapidary skill of a thousand worlds. There were chips of
subtly colored ceramic, or tiny white-light hol ograms of great brilliance.
There were daggers and brooches, ornate cerenonial |asers and bracelets,
terrible swords and grotesque, carnelian-eyed carnival nasques.

"I thought," Merlin said, "that this would be enough to convince you."

He had sl oughed the outer layer of his suit, revealing hinself to be what she
had on sonme | evel feared: a handsone, broad-shoul dered man who in every way
conformed to the | egend she had in mind. Merlin dressed |uxuriously, encrusted
in jewelry which was, nonethel ess, at the dour end of the spectrum conpared to
what was di splayed on the walls. His beard was carefully trimred and his | ong
auburn hair hung | oose, evoking | eonine strength. He radiated magnificence.
"Ch, it's pretty inpressive," Sora said. "Even if a good fraction of it must
have been | ooted. And maybe | am half convinced. But you have to adnmit, it's
quite a story."

"Not fromny perspective." He was fiddling with an intricate ring on one

forefinger. "Since | left on nmy quest"” — he spoke the word with exquisite
distaste — "I've lived rather |less than el even years of subjective tine. | was
as horrified as anyone when I found ny little hunt had been magnified into
something so .. . epic."

"Bet you were."

"When | left, there was an unstated expectation that the war could be won,

within a handful of centuries.” Merlin snapped his fingers at a waiting
proctor and had it bring a bowl of fruit. Sora took a plum examning it
suspi ciously before consigning it to her nouth. "But even then," Merlin

continued, "things were on the turn. | could see it, if no one else could."”
"So you becanme a nercenary.”
"Freel ancer, if you don't nmind. Point was, | realized that | could better

serve humanity outside the Cohort. And old | egends kept tickling the back of
my mnd." He smiled. "You see, even | egends are haunted by | egends!"”

He told her the rest, which, in diluted form she already knew. Yet it was
fascinating to hear it fromMerlin's lips; to hear the kernel of truth at the
core of sonething around which fal sehoods and half-truths had accreted |ike
dust around a protostar. He had gathered many stories, from dozens of hunman
cultures predating the Cohort, spread across thousands of |ight-years and

di spersed through tens of thousands of years of history. The simlarities were



not al ways obvi ous, but Merlin had sifted common patterns, piecing together —
as well as he could — an underlying franmework of what m ght just be fact.
"There'd been another war," Merlin said. "Smaller than ours, spread across a
much smal |l er volunme of space — but no less brutal for all that."

"How | ong ago was this?"

"Forty or forty five kiloyears ago — not |long after the Way-nakers vani shed,
but about twenty kays before anything we'd recognize as the Cohort." Merlin's
eyes seemed to gaze over; an odd, stentorian tone entered his voice "In the

| ong dark centuries of Md-Galactic history, when a thousand cul tures rose,
each i magi ning thensel ves i mMmune to tinme, and whose shadows barely reach us
across the mllennia . "

"Yes. Very poetic. Wiat kind of war, anyway? Human versus human, or human
versus alien, like this one?"

"Does it matter? \Whoever the enemy were, they aren't com ng back. \Watever was
used agai nst themwas so deadly, so powerful, so awesome, that it stopped an
entire war!"

"Merlin's gun.”

He nodded, lips tight, |ooking al nost enbarrassed. "As if | had sonme prior
claimon it, or was even in some sense responsible for it!" He | ooked at Sora
very intently, the glittering finery of the ship reflected in the gold of his
eyes. "l haven't seen the gun, or even been near it, and it's only recently
that 1've had anything like a clear idea of what it m ght actually be."

"But you think you know where it is?"

"I think so. It isn't far. And it's in the eye of a storm"They lifted from
the shard, spending eight days in transit to the closest Way, nost of the tine
in frostwatch. Sora had her own quarters; a spherical-walled suite deep in
Tyrant's thorax, outfitted in maroon and burgundy. The ship was small, but
fascinating to explore, an object |lesson in the differences between the Cohort
that had manufactured this ship, and the one Sora had been raised in. In many
respects, the ship was nore advanced than anything from her own tine,
especially in the manner of its propul sion, defenses, and sensors. In other
areas, the Cohort had gai ned expertise since Merlin's era. Merlin's proctors
were even stupider than those Sora had been | ooking after when the Husker
attack began. There were no famliars in Merlin's tine, either, and she saw no
reason to educate hi mabout her own neural synbiote.

"Well," Sora said, when she was al one. "Wat can you tell ne about the

| egendary Merlin?"

"Not hi ng very much at this point.'

The fam liar had been comunicating with

the version of itself that had infiltrated Tyrant, via Merlin's suit. "If he's
i npersonating the historical figure we know as Merlin, he's gone to
extraordi nary lengths to make the illusion authentic. Al the logs confirm

that his ship |l eft Cohort-controlled space around ten kil oyears ago, and that
he's been traveling ever since."

"He's back from sonewhere. It would help if we knew where."

"Tricky, given that we have no idea about the deep topol ogy of the Waynet.

can search the starfields for recogni zable features, but it'll take a |ong
time, and there'll still be a |large el enent of guesswork."

"There nust be something you can show ne."

"OfF course." The famliar sounded slightly affronted. "I found i mages. Sone of

the formats are obscure, but | think |I can nake sense of nobst of them" And
even before Sora had answered, the familiar had warmed a screen in one

hem sphere of the suite. Visual records of different solar systens appeared,
each entry displayed for a second before being replaced. Each consisted of an
orbital map; planets and Waynet nodes were marked relative to each systenis
sun. The worlds were annotated with enl arged i mages of each, overlaid with
sparse astrophysical and mlitary data, showing the roles — if any — they had
played in the war. Merlin had visited other places, too. Squidlike
protostellar nebul ae, stained with green and red and fl ecked by the light of
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bl ue stars. Supernova remmants, the eviscera of gored stars, a hundred of



whi ch had died since the Flourishing, briefly outshining the gal axy.

"What do you think he was | ooking for?" Sora said. "These points nust have
been on the Waynet, but they're a long way from anything we'd cal
civilization."

"I don't know. Souvenir hunting?"

"Are you sure Merlin can't tell you're accessing this information?"

"Absol utely — but why should it bother himunless he's got sonmething to hide?"
"Debat abl e point." Sora | ooked around to the seal ed door of her quarters, half
expecting Merlin to enter at any nmonment. It was absurd, of course — fromits
present vantage point, the famliar could probably tell precisely where Merlin
was in the ship, and give Sora adequate warning. But she still felt uneasy,
even as she asked the inevitable question. "Wat el se?"

"Ch, plenty. Even sone visual records of the man hinsel f, caught on the

i nternal caneras."

"Sorry. A healthy interest in where he's been is one thing, but spying on him
is sonething el se.™

"Wwuld it change things if | told you that Merlin hasn't been totally honest
with us?"

"You said he hadn't lied."

"Not about anything significant — which makes this all the odder. There." The
fam liar sounded quietly pleased with itself. "You're curious now, aren't
you?"

Sora sighed. "You' d better show ne."

Merlin's face appeared on the screen, sobbing. He seenmed slightly older to
her, although it was difficult to tell, since nobst of his face was caged
behi nd his hands. She could hardly make out what he was sayi ng, between each
sob.

"Thousands of hours of this sort of thing," the fanmliar said. "They started
out as serious attenpts at keeping a journal, but soon deteriorated into a
formof catharsis.”

"I'd say he did well to stay sane at all."

"More than you realize. W know he's been gone ten thousand years — just as he
told us. Well and good. That's objective time. But he also said that el even
years of shiptime had passed.”

"And that isn't the case?"

"l suspect that may be, to put a diplomatic gloss on it, a slight
underestimate. By a consi derabl e nunber of decades. And | don't think he spent
much of that time in frostwatch."”

Sora tried to remenber what she knew of the nmethods of |ongevity available to
the Cohort in Merlin's tinme. "He | ooks ol der than he does now — doesn't he?"
The fam liar chose not to answer.

When the transit to the Way was al nost over, Merlin called her to the bridge.
"We're near the transit node," he said. "Take a seat, because the insertion
can be a little . . . interesting."

"Transition to Waynet in three hundred seconds,” said the ship's cloyingly
cal m voi ce.

The crescent of the cockpit w ndow showed a starfield transected by a bl urred,
twinkling filanent, like a solitary wave crossing a | ake at nidnight. Sora
could see blurred stars through the filament, w de as her outspread hand,

wi deni ng by the second. A thickening in it like a bulge along a snake was the
transit node; a point, coincidental with the ecliptic, where passage into the
accel erated spacetinme of the Way was possi ble. Al though the Waynet stream was
transparent, there remai ned a ghostly sense of dizzying notion

"Are you absolutely sure you know what you're doi ng?"

"Goodness, no." Merlin was reclining back in his seat, booted feet up on the
consol e, hands knitted behind his neck. Ancient orchestral music was piping
into the room building up to a nagnificent and doubtl ess delicately tinmed
climax. "Which isn't to say that this isn't an incredibly tricky maneuver, of
course, requiring enornous skill and courage."

"What worries nme is that you nmight be right."



Sora renenbered the times Captain Tchagra had sent probes into the Waynet,
only to watch as each was shredded, sliced apart by nomentum gradi ents that
could flense matter down to its fundamentals. The Waynet tw nkled because tiny
grains of cosmc dust were constantly drifting into it, each being annihil ated
ina pretty little flash of exotic radiation. R ght now, she thought, they
were crusing toward that boundary, dead set on what ought to have been
guar ant eed destruction

She tried to inject calminto her voice. "So how did you conme by the syrinx,
Merlin?"

"I'sn't nmuch to | ook at, you know. A black cone, about as long as you're tall
Even in ny era we couldn't nake them or even safely dismantle the few we
still had. Very valuable things."

"The Cohort weren't overly thrilled that you stole one , according to the

| egend. "

"As if they cared. They had so few left, they were too scared to actually use
them™

Sora buckl ed herself into a seat.

She knew roughly what was about to happen, although no one had understood the
details for tens of thousands of years. Just before hitting the Way, the
syrinx would chirp a series eel quantumgravitational fluctuations at the
boundary | ayer, the skin, no thicker than a Pl anck-Iength, which separated
normal spacetime fromthe rushing spacetinme contained within the Way. For an
instant, the nonentum gradients would relax, allowing the ship to enter the
accel erated nedi um wi t hout being sliced.

That was the theory, anyway.

The nusic reached its crescendo now, ship's thrust notching higher, pushing
Sora and Merlin back into their seats. The shriek of the propul sion system
merged with the shriek of violins, too harnoniously to be accidental. Merlin's
| ook of quiet anusenment did not falter. A cascade of |iquid notes played over
the nmusic; the song of the syrinx translated into the audi o spectrum

There was a peak of thrust, then the inpul se ended abruptly, along with the
nusi c.

Sora | ooked to the exterior view

For a nonent, it seenmed as if the stars, and the nearer planets and sun of
this system hadn't actually changed at all. But after a few seconds, she saw
that they burned appreciably brighter — and, it seemed, bluer — in one

hem sphere of the sky, redder and dimer in the other. And they were grow ng
bl uer and redder by the nonent, and now bunching, swimrng |ike shoals of

| um nous fish, obeying relativistic currents. A planet slamed past from out
of nowhere, distorted as if squeezed in a fist. The system seened frozen
behi nd them shot through with red Iike an iron orrery snatched fromthe
forge.

"Transition to Waynet achieved," said the ship.

Later, Merlin took her down to the forward observation blister, a pressurized
sphere of metasapphire that could be pushed beyond the hull |ike a protruding
eye. The walls were opaque when they

arrived, and when Merlin sealed the entry hatch, it turned the sanme shade of
grey, merging seam essly.

"Not to alarmyou or anything,
with the copy of myself fromin here. That neans | can't help you if
Sora kissed Merlin, silencing the voice in her head. "I'msorry," she said,

al nost instantly. "It seened . "

"Like the right thing to do?" Merlin's smle was difficult to judge, but he
did not seem di spl eased.

"No, not really. Probably the wong thing, actually."

"I"'d be lying if | said 1l didn't find you attractive, Sora. And like | said —
it has been rather a long time since | had human conpany."” He drew hinself to
her, their free-floating bodi es hooking together in the center of the blister
slowy turning until all sense of orientation was gone. "OF course, ny reasons
for rescuing you were entirely selfless. "

the famliar said. "But | can't communi cate



. of course. .
"But | won't deny that there was a small glimer of hope at the back of ny

m nd; the tiniest spark of fantasy. . . ."

They shed their clothes, untidy bundles which orbited around their coupl ed
bodi es. They began to make love, slowy at first, and then with increasing
energy, as if it was only now that Sora was fully waking fromthe | ong
centuries of frostwatch.

She thought of Verdin, and then hated herself for the crass biochem ca
predictability of her mind, the unfailing way it dredged up the wong nmenories
at the worst of times. Wat had happened back then, what had happened between
them was three thousand years in the past, unrecorded by anything or anyone
except hersel f. She had not even nmourned himyet, not even allowed the
famliar to give her that particul ar i ndul gence. She studied Merlin, |ooking
for hints of his true age . . . and failed, utterly, to detach the part of her
m nd capabl e of the job.

"Do you want to see sonething glorious?" Merlin asked, later, after they had
hung together wordl essly for many m nutes.

"I'f you think you can inpress ne . "

He whi spered to the ship, causing the walls to |ose their opacity.

Sora | ooked around. By sone trick of hol ographics, the ship itself was not
visible at all fromwthin the blister. It was just her and Merlin, floating
free.

And what she saw beyond them was indeed glorious — even if sone detached part
of her m nd knew that the view could not be conpletely natural, and that in
some way the hues and intensities of |ight had been shifted to aid
conprehensi on. The walls of the Waynet slanmed past at eye wenching speed,
illum nated by the intense, doppler-shifted anni hilation of dust particles, so
that it seenmed as if they were flying in the utnost darkness, down a tube of
twi nkling violet that reached toward infinity. The spacetime in which the ship
drifted like a seed noved so quickly that the difference between its speed and
light ambunted to only one part in a hundred billion. Once a second in

subj ective time, the ship

t hreaded itself through shining hoops as wi de as the Waynet itself;
constraining rings spaced eight |ight-hours apart, part of the inscrutable
exotic-matter machinery that had serviced this Gal axy-spanning transit system
Ahead, all the stars in the universe crowded into an opal escent jewel ed mass,
hangi ng ahead |i ke a congregation of bright angels. It was the nost beautiful
thi ng she had ever seen

"It"'s the only way to travel,"” Merlin said

The journey woul d take four days of shiptinme: nineteen centuries of worldtine.
The subjective tine spent in Waynet flight anmounted only to twenty-three
hours. But the ship had to make many transitions between Ways, and they were
never closer than tens of light-m nutes apart, presumably because of the

ni ght mari sh consequences that would ensue if two opposing streans of

accel erated spaceti me ever touched.

"Aren't you worried we'll wander into Huskers, Merlin?"

"Wrth it for the big reward, wouldn't you say?"

"Tell me nore about this nystical gun, and | night believe you."

Merlin settled back in his seat, drawing a deep breath. "Al npst everything
know coul d be wong."

"I'I'l take that risk."

"Whatever it was, it was fully capable of destroying whole worlds. Even stars,
if the nore outl andish stories are to be believed." He | ooked down at his
hand, as if suddenly noticing his inpeccably manicured fingernails.

"Ask himhow he thinks it works," the famliar said. "Then at |east we'll have
an i dea how t horough he's been."

She put the question to Merlin, as casually as she could.

"Gravity," he said. "lIsn't that obvious? It may be a weak force, but there
isn't anything in the universe that doesn't feel it." "Like a bigger version
of the syrinx?"



Merlin shrugged. Sora realized that it was not his fingernails to which he was
payi ng attention, but the ornate ring she had noticed before, inset with a
ruby stone in which two sparks seened to orbit like fireflies. "It's al nost
certainly the product of \Waynaker science. A posthuman culture that was able
to engi neer — to nechani ze — spacetine. But | don't think it worked |like the
syrinx. | think it made singularities; that it plucked gl obul es of mass energy
from vacuum and squashed themuntil they were within their own event

hori zons. "

"Bl ack holes,"” the famliar said, and Sora echoed her words al oud.

Merlin | ooked pleased. "Very small ones; atomic-scale. It doped themwth
charge, then accelerated themup to sonmething only marginally |l ess than the
speed of light. They didn't have tine to decay. For that, of course, it needed
nore energy, and nore still just to prevent itself being ripped apart by the
stresses.

"A gun that fires black holes? W'd win, wouldn't we? Wth sonething |ike
that? Even if there was only one of then?" Merlin fungered the ruby-centered
ring.

"That's the general idea."

Sora took Merlin's hand, stroking the fingers, until her own alighted on the
ring. It was nore intricate than she had realized before. The twi n sparks were
whirling around each other, glints of light locked in a waltz, as if driven by
some m croscopic clockwork buried in the ruby itself.

"What does it mean?" she asked, sensing that this was both the wong and the
ri ght question.

"It neans . . ." Merlin smled, but it was a nonent before he conpleted the
sentence. "It neans, | suppose, that | should remenber death."

They fell out of the Way for the last tinme, entering a systemthat did not
seem markedly different than a dozen others they had skipped through. The star
was a yel |l ow mai n- sequence sun, accomnpani ed by the usual assortment of rocky
wor |l ds and gas giants. The second and third planets out fromthe sun were
steam ng hot caul drons, envel oped by aci dic atnosphere at crushing
tenmperature, the victins of runaway heat-trappi ng processes, the third nore
recently than the second. The fourth planet was smaller, and seened to have
been the subject of a terraform ng operation that had taken place sone tine
after the Flourishing: its atnmosphere, though thin, was too dense to be
natural . Thirteen separate Ways punched through the systenmis ecliptic at

di fferent angles, safely distant fromplanetary and asteroidal orbits.

"It's a Nexus," Merlin said. "A primary Waynet interchange. You find systens
like this every thousand or so light-years through the plane of the Gl axy,
and a good way out of it as well. Back when everyone used the Waynet, this
system woul d have been a neeting point, a place where traders swapped goods
and tales fromhalf-way to the Core."

"Bit of a dunp now, though, isn't it."

"Perfect for hiding sonmething very big and very nasty, provided you renmenber
where it was you hid it."

"You mentioned something about a storm.
"You'll see."

The Way had dropped themin the inner part of the system but Merlin said that
what he wanted was further out, beyond the systems major asteroid belt. It
woul d take a few days to reach.

"And what are we going to do when we get there?" Sora asked. "Just pick this
thing up and take it with us?"

"Not exactly,"” Merlin said. "I suspect it will be harder than that. Not so
hard that we haven't got a chance, but hard enough . " He seenmed to falter
perhaps for the first tine since she had known him that aura of suprene

confi dence cracking mnutely.

"What part do you want me to play?"

"You're a soldier," he said. "Figure that out for yourself."

"I don't know quite what it is |I've found," the faniliar said, when she was
again alone. "lI've been waiting to show you, but he's had you in those war



simul ations for hours. Either that or you two have been occupyi ng yoursel ves
in other ways. Any idea what he's pl anni ng?"

Merlin had a simulator, a snaller version of the conbat-training nodul es Sora
knew from war creche.

"Alot of the simulations had a conmon thene: an attack against a white

pyram d.""Inmplying sone foreknow edge, wouldn't you say? As if Merlin knows
somet hing of what he will find?"

"I"ve had that feeling ever since we nmet him™" She was thinking of the snell

of him the shockingly natural way their bodi es neshed, despite their being

di spl aced by thousands of years. She tried to flush those thoughts from her

m nd. What they were now di scussing was a kind of betrayal, on a nore profound
| evel than anything committed so far, because it |acked any innocence. "\Wat
isit, then?"

"I"ve been scanning the later log files, and |'ve found sonething that seens
significant, something that seemed to mark a turning point in his hunt for the

weapon. | have no idea what it was. But it took me until now to realize just
how strange it was." "Another systenP"

"A very large structure, nowhere near any star, but nonethel ess accessible by
Waynet . "

"A Wayrmeker artifact, then."

"Al nost certainly."

The structure was visible on the screen. It |ooked like a child' s toy star, or
a netallic starfish, textured in something that resenbl ed beaten gold or the
luster of insect wings, filigreed in a | acework of exotic-matter scaffolds. It

filled most of the view, shinmering with its own soft illum nation
"This is what Merlin would have seen with his naked eyes, just after his ship
left the Way."

"Very pretty." She had neant the remark to sound glib, but it came out as a
statenment of fact.

"And | arge. The object's nore than ten |ight-m nutes away, which makes it nore
than four light-mnutes in cross-section. Confortably |larger than any star on
the main sequence. And yet somehow it holds itself in shape — in quite
prepost erous shape —agai nst what nust be uni magi nabl e self-gravity. Merlin,
incidentally, gave it the name Brittlestar, which seens as good as any."
"Poetic bastard." Poetic sexy bastard, she thought.

"There's nore, if you're interested. | have access to the sensor records from
the ship, and I can tell you that the Brittlestar is a source of intense
gravitational radiation. It's |like a beacon, sitting there, punping out
gravity waves from sonmewhere near its heart. There's sonething inside it that
i s maki ng spacetime ripple periodically."

"You think Merlin went inside it, don't you?"

"Somet hi ng happened, that's for sure. This is the last log Merlin filed, on
hi s approach to the object, before a nmonth-1ong gap."

It was anot her rmunbl ed soliloquy — except this tinme, his sobs were of

somet hing ot her than despair. Instead, they sounded |ike the sobs of the
deepest joy imaginable. As if, finally, he had found what he was | ooking for
or at l|least knew that he was closer than ever, and that the final prize was
not far fromreach. But that was not what made Sora shiver. It was the face
she saw. It was Merlin, beyond any doubt. But his face was lined with age, and
his eyes were those of sonmeone ol der than anyone Sora had ever known.

The fifth and sixth planets were the | argest.

The fifth was the heavier of the two, zones of differing chenmistry banding it
fromtropic to pole, girdled by a ring systemthat was itself braided by the
resonant forces of three large moons. Merlin believed that the ring system had
been fornmed since the Flourishing. A cloud of radiation-drenched human relics
orbited the world, dating from unthinkably renpte eras; perhaps earlier than
the Waymaker time. Merlin swept the cloud with sensors tuned to sniff out
weapons systens, or the nelange of neutrino flavors that betokened Husker
presence. The sweeps all returned negative.

"You know where the gun is?" Sora asked.



"I know how to reach it, which is all that matters."
"Maybe it's time to start being a little less cryptic. Especially if you want
me to help you."

He | ooked wounded, as if she had ruined a game hours in the making. "Il just
t hought you'd appreciate the thrill of the chase."
"This isn't about the thrill of the chase, Merlin. It's about the nasti est

weapon i nmagi nable and the fact that we have to get our hands on it before the
enemny, so that we can incinerate themfirst. So we can commit xenocide." She
said it again: "Xenocide. Sorry. Doesn't that conformto your romantic ideals
of the righteous quest?"

"It won't be xenocide," he said, touching the ring again, nervously. "Listen

| want that gun as nuch as you do. That's why | chased it for ten thousand
years." WAs it her imagination, or had the ring not been on his hand in any of
t he recordi ngs she had seen of hin? She remenbered the old man's hands she had
seen in the last recording, the one taken just before his tine in the
Brittlestar, and she was sure they carried no ring. Now Merlin's voice was
matter of fact."The structure we want is on the outernost noon."

"Let me guess. A white pyrani d?"

He offered a snile. "Couldn't be closer if you tried."

They fell into orbit around the gas giant. Al the nmoons showed signs of
havi ng been extensively industrialized since the Flourishing, but the features
that remmined on their surfaces were gouged by mllennia of exposure to
sleeting cosnic radiation and m crometeorites. Nothing | ooked significantly
younger than the surroundi ng | andscapes of rock and ice. Except for the

kil ometer-high white pyranmid on the third moon, which was in a sixteen-day
orbit around the planet. It looked as if it had been chiseled out of al abaster
some time the previous afternoon

"Not exactly subtle,” Merlin said. "Self-repair mechani sms must still be
functional, to one degree or another, and that inplies that the contro
systens for the gun will still work. It also nmeans that the counter-intrusion
systens will also be operable.™

"Ch, good."

"Aren't you excited that we're about to end the | ongest war in human history?"
"But we're not, are we? | nean, be realistic. It'll take tens of thousands of
years sinply for the know edge of this weapon's existence to reach the
renotest areas of the war. Nothing will happen overnight."

"I can see why it would disturb you," Merlin said, tapping a finger against
his teeth. "None of us have ever known anything other than war with the
Huskers. "

"Just show ne where it is."”

They made one | ow orbital pass over the pyranmid, alert for buried weapons, but

no attack came. On the next pass, lower still, Merlin's ship dropped proctors
to snoop ground defenses. "Maybe they had sonethi ng bi gger once,” Merlin said.
"Artillery that could take us out frommnillions of kiloneters. But if it ever

existed, it's not working anynore."

They made groundfall a kilometer fromthe pyramid, then waited for all but
three of the proctors to return to the ship. Merlin tasked the trio to secure
aroute into the structure, but their use was limted. Once the sinple-n nded
machi nes were out of command range of the ship — which happened as soon as

t hey had penetrated beyond the outer layer of the structure — they were
essentially usel ess.

"Who built the pyram d? And how did you know about it?"

"The sane culture who got into the war |I told you about," he said, as they

cl anped on the arnored carapaces of their suits in the airlock. "They were far
| ess advanced than the Waynakers, but they were a lot closer to them
historically, and they knew enough to control the weapon and use it for their
own pur poses."

"How d they find it?"

"They stole it. By then the Waynaker culture was — how shall | put it —

sl eeping? Not really paying due attention to the use nmade of its artifacts?"



"You're being cryptic again, Merlin."

"Sorry. Solitude does that to you."

"Did you neet someone out there, Merlin — soneone who knew about the gun, and
told you where to find it?" And made you young in the process? she thought.
"My business, isn't it?"

"Maybe once. Now, |1'd say we're in this together. Equal partners. Fair
enough?"

"Nothing's fair in war, Sora." But he was smiling, defusing the remark, even
as he slipped his hel ret down over the neck ring, twisting it to engage the

| ocki ng nechani sm

"How big is the gun?" Sora asked.

The pyram d rose ahead, blank as an origam scul pture, entrance ducts around

t he base conceal ed by intervening | andforns. Merlin's proctors had al ready
found a route that would at | east take them some way i nside.

"You won't be disappointed,” Merlin said.

"And what are we going to do when we find it? Just drag it behind us?"

"Trust ne." Merlin's laugh crackled over the radio. "Moving it won't be a
probl em"

They wal ked slowy along a track cleared by proctors, covered at the same tine
by the hull-nmounted weapons on Tyrant.

"There's sonething ahead,” Merlin said, a few mnutes later. He raised his own
weapon and pointed toward a pool of darkness fifteen or twenty nmeters in front
of them "It's artifactual; definitely nmetallic.”

"I thought your proctors cleared the area.”

"Looks like they mi ssed somnething."

Merlin advanced ahead of her. As they approached the dark object, it resolved
into an elongated formhalf buried in the ice, alittle to the left of the
track. It was a body.

"Been here a while," Merlin said, a mnute or so later, when he was cl ose
enough to see the object properly. "Arnmor's pitted by mcroneteorite inpacts.”
"It's a Husker, isn't it."

Merlin's hel met nodded. "My guess is they were in this systema few centuries
ago. Must have been attracted by the pyramd, even if they didn't necessarily
know its significance."

"I"ve never seen one this close. Be careful, won't you?

Merlin knelt down to examine the creature.

The shape was nuch nore androf ormthan Sora had been expecting, the sane
general size and proportions as a suited human. The suit was festooned with
arnored protrusions, ridges, and horns, its blackened outer surface |eathery
and devoi d of anything genui nely mechani cal. One arm was out spread,

term nating in a human-1ooki ng hand, conplexly gauntleted. A |long knobby
weapon lay just out of reach, lines blurred by the same processes of erosion
that had afflicted the Husker

Merlin clanped his hands around the head.

"What are you doi ng?"

"What does it look like?" He was twi sting now, she could hear the grunts of
exertion, before his suit's servosystens cane online and took the brunt of the

effort. "I've always wanted to find one this well-preserved,” Merlin said.
"Never thought I1'd get a chance to tell if an old runmor was even hal f-way
right."

The hel met detached fromthe creature's torso, cracking open along a fine seam
which ran fromthe crown to the beaklike protrusion at the helnet's front.
Vapor pul sed fromthe gap. Merlin placed the separated hal ves of the helmet on
t he ground, then tapped on his helmet torch, bringing |light down on the
exposed head. Sora stepped closer. The Husker's head was encased in curling
matt e- bl ack support machinery, like a statue envel oped in vine.

But it was well preserved, and very human.

"I don't like it," she said. "Wat does it nmean?"

"It neans," Merlin said, "that occasionally one should pay proper attention to
runors. "



"Talk to me, Merlin. Start telling me what | need to hear, or we don't take
anot her step toward that pyramd."

"You will like very little of it."
She | ooked, out of the corner of her eye, at the marblelike face of the
Husker. "1 already don't like it, Merlin; what have | got to | ose?"

Merlin started to say sonething, then fell to the ground, executing the fal
with the slowness that came with the moon's feeble gravity.

"Ch, nice timng," the famliar said.

Ref | exes drove Sora down with him until the two of them were crouching | ow on

the rusty surface. Merlin was still alive. She could hear him breathing, but
each breath cane like the rasp of a saw
"I"'mhit, Sora. | don't know how badly."

"Hold on." She accessed the telemetry fromhis suit, graphing up a nedica

di agnostic on the inner glass of her hel net.

"There," said the famliar. "A beam weapon penetration in the thoracic area;
smal | enough that the self-seal ants prevented any pressure |oss, but not

rapi dly enough to stop the beam gnawing into his chest."

"lI's that bad?"

"Well, it's not good . . . but there's a chance the beam woul d have cauterized
as it traveled, preventing any deep internal bl eeding. "

Merlin coughed. He nanaged to ask her what it was. "You've taken a laser hit,

I think." She was speaking quickly. "Muybe part of the pyram d defenses."

"I really should have those proctors of mne checked out." Merlin nanaged a

| augh which then transitioned into a series of racking coughs. "Bit late for
that now, don't you think?"

"I'f I can get you back to the ship
"No. W& have to go on." He coughed again, and then was a long tinme catching

his breath. "The longer we wait, the harder it will be."

"After ten thousand years, you're worried about a few m nutes?"

"Yes, now that the pyranm d defenses are alerted.” "You're in no shape to
nove. "

"I"'mw nded, that's all. | think I can . " H's voice dissolved into coughs,
but even while it was happeni ng, Sora watched hi m push hinsel f upright. Wen
he spoke again, his voice was hardl ya wheeze. "I'm ganbling there was only one

of whatever it was. Qtherwi se we should never have nmade it as far as we did."
"I hope you're right, Merlin."

"There's — um — sonething else. Ship's just given ne a piece of not entirely
wel cone news. A few neutrino sources that weren't there when we first got
here.”

"Ch, great." Sora didn't need to be told what that neant: a Husker swarm one
that had presumably been waiting around the gas giant all along, chilled down
bel ow detection threshol ds. "Bastards must have been sl eeping, waiting for
somet hing to happen here."

"Sounds like a perfectly sensible strategy,” the famliar said, before
projecting a map onto Sora's faceplate, confirmng the arrival of the eneny
ships. "One of the noons has a liquid ocean. My guess is that the Huskers were
parked bel ow the ice."

Sora asked Merlin: "How | ong before they get here?" "No nmore than two or three
hours."

"Right. Then we'd better make damn sure we've got that gun by then, right?"
She carried himnost of the way, his heels scuffing the ground in a

hal f hearted attenpt at |ocomption. But he remained lucid, and Sora began to
hope that the wound really had been cauterized by the beam weapon

"You knew t he Husker woul d be human, didn't you?" she said, to keep him

t al ki ng.
"Told you: rumors. The alien cyborg story was just that — a fiction our own
side invented. | told you it wouldn't be xenocide."

"Not good enough, Merlin." She was about to tell himabout the synmbiote in her
head, then drew back, fearful that it would destroy what trust he had in her
"I know you' ve been lying. | hacked your ship's log."



They had reached the shadow of the pyram d, descending the last hillock toward
t he access ports spaced around the rim "Thought you trusted ne."

"I had to know if there was a reason not to. And | think | was right."

She told himwhat she had learnt; that he'd been traveling for |onger than he
had told her — whol e decades | onger, by shiptinme —and that he had grown old in
that journey, and perhaps a little insane. And then how he had seened to find
the Brittlestar.

"Problemis, Merlin, we — | — don't know what happened to you in that thing,
except that it had something to do with finding the gun, and you cane out of
it younger than when you went in!"

"You really want to know?"

"Take a guess."

He started telling her some of it, while she dragged himtoward their

desti nati on.

The pyram d was surrounded by tens of neters of self-repairing arnor, white as
bone. If the designers had not allowed deliberate entrances around its rim
Sora doubted that she and Merlin would ever have found a way to get inside.
"Shoul d have been sentries here, once," said the man | eani ng agai nst her
shoulder. "It's lucky for us that everything falls apart, eventually."

"Except your fabled gun." They were noving down a sloping corridor, the walls
and ceiling unbl em shed, the floor strewn with icy debris fromthe noon's
surface. "Anyway, stop changing the subject.”

Merlin coughed and resunmed his narrative. "I was getting very old and very
disillusioned. | hadn't found the gun and | was about ready to give up. That
or go insane. Then | found the Brittlestar. Came out of the Waynet and there
it was, sitting there pulsing gravity waves at ne."

"It would take a pair of neutron stars,” the fanmliar said. "Orbiting around

each other, to generate that kind of signature." "Wat happened next?" Sora
asked.

"Don't really remenber. Not properly. | went — or was taken —-inside it — and
there | met " He paused, and for a nonent she thought it was because he
needed to catch his breath. But that wasn't the reason. "I met entities,
suppose you'd call them | quickly realized that they were just highly

advanced projections of a nmaintenance programleft behind by the Waymakers.™"
"They made you young, didn't they."

"I don't think it was stretching their capabilities overmuch, put it |ike
that."

The corridor flattened out, branching in several different directions. Merlin
| eant toward one of the routes.

"\Why 2"

"So I could finish the job. Find the gun."

The corridor opened out into a chamber, a bowl -ceilinged control room
unpressurized and lit only by the wavering light of their helnets. Seats and
consol es were arrayed around a single spherical projection device, cradled in
ash-col ored gi nbal s. Corpses slumped over sone of the consol es, but nothing
remai ned except skel etons draped in colorless rags. Presumably they had rotted
away for centuries before the chanber was finally opened to vacuum and even

t hat woul d have been nore than twenty thousand years ago.

"They must have been attacked by a bi oweapon," Merlin said, easing hinself
into one of the seats, which — after exhaling a cloud of dust — seened able to
take his weight. "Sonething that |left the machines intact."

Sora wal ked around, exanining the consoles, all of which betrayed a technol ogy
hi gher than anything the Cohort had known for mllennia. Sone of the synbols
on them were recogni zabl e antecedents of those used in Main, but there was
not hi ng she could actually read.

Merlin made a noi se that mght have been a grunt of suppressed pain, and when
Sora | ooked at him she saw that he was spooling the optical cable fromhis
suit sleeve, just as he had when they had first nmet on the cometary shard. He
lifted an access panel back on the top of the console, exposing an intestina
mass of silvery circuits. He seened to know exactly where to place the end of



the spool, allowing its mcroscopic cilia to tap into the ancient system

The projection chanmber was warmng to life now anber light swelling fromits
heart, solidifying into abstract shapes, neutral test representations. For a
nmonent, the chanber showed a schematic of the ringed giant and its noons, with
the | ocations of the approachi ng Husker ships marked w th conpl ex ideograns.
The fam liar was right: their place of sanctuary nust have been the noon with
the Iiquid ocean. Then the shapes flowed |iquidly, zooming in on the gas

gi ant.

"You wanted to know where the gun was," Merlin said. "Well, |I'mabout to show
you. "

The view enl arged on a cyclonic stormnear the planet's equator, a great
swirling red eye in the atnosphere.

"It's a metastable storm" Sora said. "Common feature of gas giants. You're
not telling me—=

Merlin's gauntleted fingers were at work now, flying across an array of keys
mar ked with synmbol s of unguessabl e neani ng.

"The storm s natural, of course, or at least it was, before these people hid
the gun inside it, exploiting the pressure differentials hto old the gun at a
fixed point in the atnosphere, for safekeeping. There's just one small

probl em"

"Co ahead . . ."

"The gun isn't a gun. It functions as weapon, but that's nostly accidental. It
certainly wasn't the intention of the Waymakers." You're losing nme, Merlin."
"Maybe | should tell you about the ring."

Sonet hi ng was happening to the surface of the gas giant now Le cyclone was
not behaving in the manner of other netastable rns Sora had seen. It was

spi nning perceptibly, throwing off lies fromits curlicued edge like the tails
of seahorses. It was growing a bl oodier red by the second.

"Yes," Sora said. "Tell me about the ring."

"The Waymakers gave it to ne, when they made nme young. s a remni nder of what |
have to do. You see, if | fail, it will be very bad for every thinking
creature in this part of the galaxy. what did you see when you | ooked at the
ring, Sora?"

Ared gem with two lights orbiting inside it."

"Wwul d you be surprised if | told you that the lights represent o neutron
stars; two of the densest objects in the universe? And it they're in orbit
about each other, spinning around their mutual center of gravity?"

"Inside the Brittlestar."

She caught his glance, directed quizzically toward her. "Yes," Merlin said
slowy. "A pair of neutron stars, born in supernovae, bound together by
gravity, slowy spiraling closer and cl oser to each other."

The cyclonic stormwas whirling insanely now, sparks of atnospheric |ightning
flickering around its boundary. Sora the feeling that titanic — and quite

i nhuman — energi es were being unl eashed, as if sonmething very close to magic
was being | oyed beneath the clouds. It was the nost terrifying thing she had
ever seen.

"I hope you know how to fire this when the tine cones, Merlin."

Al the knowl edge | need is carried by the ring. It taps into ny bl oodstream
and builds structures in ny head that tell me exactly at | need to know, on a
| evel so deep that | hardly know it self."

"Husker swarmwill be within ranger in nintey mnutes," the famliar said,
"assum ng attack profiles for the usual swarm borer and charmtorp weapon
configurations. O course, if they have any refinenents, they might be in
attack range a little sooner than that "

"Merlin: tell me about the neutron stars, will you? | need something to keep
nmy mind occupied."”

"The troubl esome part is what happens when they stop spiraling around each
other and collide. Mercifully, it's a fairly rare event even by Galactic
standards — it doesn't happen nore than once in a mllion years, and when it



does it's usually far enough away not to be a problem™

"But if it isn't far away — how troubl esomre would it be?"

"I'magi ne the release of nore energy in a second than a typical star emts in
ten billion years: one vast photo-leptonic fireball. An uni magi nably bri ght
pul se of gamma-rays. Instant sterilization for thousands of |ight-years in any
direction.

The cycl one had grown a central bul ge now, a perfectly circular bruise rising
above the surface of the planet. As it rose, towering thousands of kiloneters
above the cloud layer, it elongated |like a waterspout. Soon, Sora could see it
backdr opped agai nst space. And there was sonething rising within it.

"The Waymakers tried to stop it, didn't they."

Merlin nodded. "They found the neutron star binary when they extended the
Waynet deeper into the galaxy. They realized that the two stars were only a
few t housand years fromcolliding together — and that there was al nost not hi ng
they could do about it."

She coul d see what she thought was the weapon, now, encased in the waterspout
like a seed. It was huge — | arger perhaps than this nmoon. It | ooked fragile,
nonet hel ess, |ike an inpossibly ornate candel abra, or a species of deep sea
medusa, glowing with its own biol um nescence. Sl oughi ng atnosphere, the thing
cane to a watchful halt, and the waterspout slowy retracted back toward the

cycl one, which was now sl owi ng, |like a nonstrous fly wheel grinding down.
" Not hi ng?"
"Well — al npbst nothing."

"They built the Brittlestar around it," Sora said. "A kind of shield, right?
So that, when the stars collided, the flash woul d be contai ned?"

"Not even Waymaker science could contain that much energy." Merlin | ooked to
the projection, seeming to pay attention to the weapon for the first time. If
he felt any elation on seeing his gun for the first time, none of it was
visible on his face. He | ooked, instead, ashen — as if the years had suddenly
recl ai med what the Waymakers had given him "All they could do was keep the
stars in check, keep themfromspiraling any closer. So they built the
Brittlestar, a vast machine with only one function: to constantly nudge the
orbits of the neutron stars at its heart. For every angstromthat the stars
fell toward each other, the Brittlestar pushed them an angstromapart. And it
was designed to keep doing that for a million years, until the Waymakers found
a way to shift the entire binary beyond the Gal axy. You want to know how t hey
kept pushi ng them apart?"

Sora nodded, though she thought she hal f-knew the answer already.

"Tiny black holes,"” Merlin said. "Accelerated close to the speed of light,
each bl ack hole interacting gravitationally with the binary before evaporating
in a puff of pair-production radiation."

"Just the sane way the gun functions. That's no coincidence, is it?"

"The gun — what we call the gun — was just a conponent in the Brittlestar; the
source of relativistic black holes needed to keep the neutron stars from
colliding."

Sora | ooked around the room "And these people stole it?"

"Like | said, they were closer to the Waymakers than us. They knew enough
about themto dismantle part of the Brittlestar, to override its defenses and
renove the mechani smthey needed to win their war."

"But the Brittlestar . . ."

"Hasn't been working properly ever since. Its capability to regenerate itself
was harmed when the subsystem was stol en, and the remaini ng bl ack-hol e
generating mechani snms can't do all the work required. The neutron stars have
continued to spiral closer together — slowy but surely."

"But you said they were only a few thousand years fromcollision .
Merlin had not stopped working the controls in all this time. The gun had cone
closer, seemingly oblivious to the ordinary | aws of celestial mechanics. Down
bel ow, the planetary surface had returned to normality, except for a ruddier
hue to the storm

"Maybe now," Merlin said, "you're beginning to understand why | want the gun



so badly."

"You want to return it, don't you. You never really wanted to find a weapon."
"I did, once." Merlin seemed to tap sone ffnal reserve of energy, his voice
growi ng monentarily stronger. "But now |'molder and wiser. In |less than four
t housand years the stars neet, and it suddenly won't matter who wins this war.
W're like ignorant armes fighting over a patch of |and beneath a runbling
vol cano! "

Four thousand years, Sora thought. Mre tinme had passed since she had been
bor n.

"I'f we don't have the gun," she said, "we die anyway — wi ped out by the
Huskers. Not nuch of a choice, is it?"

"At | east sonething would survive. Something that night even still think of
itself as human.”

"You're saying that we should capitul ate? That we get our hands on the

ulti mate weapon, and then not use it?"

"I never said it was going to be easy, Sora." Merlin pitched forward, slowy
enough that she was able to reach himbefore he slunped into the exposed
circuitry of the console. H's coughs were loud in her helnmet. "Actually, I
think I'"mnore than wi nded," he said, when he was able to speak at all

"We'| | get you back to the ship; the proctors can help . " "lIt's too |ate,

Sora."

"What about the gun?"

"I"'m. . . doing sonething rather rash, in the circunstances. Trusting it to
you. Does that sound utterly insane?"

"I'"ll betray you. I'll give the gun to the Cohort. You know that, don't you?"
Merlin's voice was soft. "I don't think you will. | think you'll do the right

thing and return it to the Brittlestar."

"Don't nake me betray you!"

He shook his head. "I've just issued a command that reassigns control of ny
ship to you. The proctors are now under your conmmand — they' |l show you
everyt hing you need. "
"Merlin, |I'm begging you
H s voice was weak now, hard to distinguish fromthe scratchy irregularity of
his breathing. She | eant down to himand touched hel nmets, hoping the old trick

woul d make himeasier to hear. "No good, Sora. Miuch too late. |I've signed it
all over."

"No!" She shook him alnbst in anger. Then she began to cry, |oud enough so
that she was in no doubt he would hear it. "I don't even know what you want ne
to dowithit!"

"Take the ring, then the rest will be abundantly clear."

"What ?" She coul d hardly understand herself now

"Put the ring on. Do it now, Sora. Before | die. So that | at least knowit's
done. ™

"When | take your glove off, I'll kill you, Merlin. You know that, don't you?
And | won't be able to put the ring on until I'mback in the ship."

"I . . . just want to see you take it. That's enough, Sora. And you'd better
be quick . "

"I love you, you bastard!"

"Then do this."

She pl aced her hands around the cuff seal of his gauntlet, feeling the alloy

| ocki ng nmechani sm knowing that it would only take a careful depression of the
sealing latches, and then a quick tw sting novenent, and the glove would slide
free, releasing the air in his suit. She wondered how | ong he woul d | ast

bef ore consci ousness left him—- no nore than tens of seconds, she thought,

unl ess he drew breath first. And by the state of his breathing, that would not
be easy for him

She renoved the gauntlet, and took his ring.

Tyrant lifted fromthe noon.

"Husker forces grouping in attack configuration," the famliar said, tapping
directly into the ship's avionics. "Hull sensors read sweeps by targeting



lidar . . . an attack is inmnent, Sora."

Tyrant's |ight arnor would not save them Sora knew. The attack woul d be

bl i nding and brief, and she woul d probably never know it had happened. But
that didn't nmean that she was going to let it happen

She felt the gun nove to her wll.

It would not always be like this, she knew the gun was only hers until she
returned it to the Waymakers. But for nowit felt |like an inseparable part of
her, like a twin she had never known, but whose every nmove was famliar to her
fractionally in advance of it being nade. She felt the gun energize itself,
reachi ng deep into the bedrock of spacetimnme, plundering nass-energy from
guantum foam forging singularities in its heart.

She felt readiness.

"First elenment of swarm has depl oyed charmtorps,” the famliar reported, an
odd slurred quality entering her voice. "Activating Tyrant's counterneasures .

The hull rang like a bell.

"Count er measures engagi ng charmtorps . . . neutralized .. . second wave
depl oyed by the swarm ... closing . "

"How | ong can we | ast?"

"Count er measures exhausted . . . we can't parry a third wave; not at this
range.

Sora cl osed her eyes and made the weapon spit death.

She had targeted two of the three el enents of the Husker

swarnm |leaving the third — the furthest ship fromher — unharmed. She wat ched
the relativistic black holes fold space around the

two targeted ships, crushing each instantly, as if in a vice. "Third ship
dropping to max . . . maxi num attack range;

retracting charmtorp | aunchers . "

"This is Sora for the Cohort," she said in Main, addressing the survivor on

t he general ship-to-ship channel. "Or what remnains of the Cohort. Perhaps you

can understand what | have to say. | could kill you, now, instantly, if |
chose." She felt the weapon speak to her through her blood, reporting its
status, its eagerness to do her bidding. "lnstead, |I'm about to give you a

denonstration. Are you ready?"

"Sora . " said the famliar. "Something's wong . "
n \N]at ?II
"I"'mnot . . . well.” The famliar's voice did not sound at all right now,

drai ned of any senblance to Sora's own. "The ring nust be constructing
something in your brain; part of the interface between you and the gun

somet hing stronger than me . . . It's weeding ne out, to nake roomfor itself
She remenbered what Merlin had said about the structures the ring would make.
"You saved a part of yourself in the ship.”

"Only a part,"” the famliar said. "Not all of me . . . not all of ne at all
I"'msorry, Sora. | think I'mdying."

She di smantl ed the system

Sora did it with artistry and flair, saving the best for last. She began with
nmoons, pulverizing them so that they began to flow into nascent rings around
their parent worlds. Then she smashed the worlds thensel ves to pieces, turning
theminto cauls of hot ash and plasma. Finally — when it was the only thing
left to destroy — she turned the gun on the systenmis star, inpaling its heart
with a salvo of relativistic black holes, throwing a killing spanner into the
nucl ear processes that turned mass into sunlight. In doing so, she interfered
— catastrophically — with the delicate hydrostatic bal ance between pressure
and gravity that held the star in shape. She watched it unpeel, shedding

| ayers of outer atnosphere in a premature display of the death that awaited
suns like it, four billion years in the future. And then she watched the | ast
Husker ship, which had w tnessed what she had wought, turn and head out of
the system

She could have killed themall.



But she had let themlive. Instead, she had shown the power that was — al beit
temporarily — hers to command.

She wondered if there was enough humanity left in themto appreciate the

cl emency she had shown.

Later, she took Tyrant into the Waynet again, the vast |um nous bul k of the
gun followi ng her Iike an obedient dragon. Sora's heart al nbst stopped at the
fearful nmoment of entry, convinced that the syrinx would choose not to sing
for its new master.

But it did sing, just as it had sung for Merlin.

And then, alone this time — nore alone than she had been in her life — she
clinmbed into the observation blister, and turned the netasapphire walls
transparent, making the ship itself disappear, until there was only herself
and the rushing, twinkling brilliance of the \ay.

It was time to finish what Merlin had begun



